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Appreciative Inquiry 

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

Article Four 
Why AI Works: An Interview with Caryn Vanstone 

In What Happens During an Appreciative Inquiry? I portrayed AI in action. But 

what’s the idea behind it? Why does AI make such an impact – and possibly a 

lasting change? In search of answers, I spoke with Caryn Vanstone, an expert in 

AI theory and a highly-regarded AI practitioner.  

 
Meaning and action are co-created. – Caryn Vanstone 

HK     To begin, would you explain what Appreciative Inquiry is?  

CV     Appreciative Inquiry is a participative approach to change. The process 

invites people across an organisation to tell stories about experiences of success 

rather than about incidents of problems or failure. It is neither top down nor bottom 

up. Rather, the aim is to liberate ideas and imagination so people across the 

organisation may take common responsibility for designing and building a positive, 

inclusive culture.   

As an approach it challenges conventional change and leadership ideas, with 

provocative questions like:   

 What if we thought of human motivation as an individual decision rather 

than an environmental condition created by management? 

 What if we acted as if leadership in organisations was abundant – not a rare 

and particular quality of the few at the top? 

 What would it take for people to be truly free and truly accountable at the 

same time?  

 

Starting with storytelling 

HK     AI involves stories right from the start.  Can you tell us a bit about why AI 

starts with stories?  
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CV     A corporation’s identity is a set of stories that people tell 

one another again and again about the company until they 

become so embedded we forget that they are stories.  So a story 

of we are a winning company will stimulate winning behaviours 

(which reinforces the story), a story of the best is behind us, we 

are in decline will result in less effort being expended, less 

attraction to great employees etc – leading to decline both in the 

imagination and the reality of performance. 

 There’s another element of stories that’s important here. It is the power of 

language – and specifically the ability of words to help shape a culture’s norms 

about how people relate to one another.  

Positive language 

Dehumanised business language stops 

people being their full human selves. The 

same dehumanised language also allows 

us to do things in organisations that simply 

would not be tolerated in any other form of 

human community – processes of control, 

manipulation, threat, elimination and 

discrimination.  So we are very careful with 

words – because “words create worlds”.   

We try to avoid words drawn from the machine idea of organisations like tools, 

workshop, levers, drivers, steering groups, gearing up …. All these words are part 

of the machine-metaphor language that has come to feel “normal” in our 

organisational lives. Why do we think that to talk about “leveraging employee 

effort” is normal when talking about “dreaming together” sounds weird?   

We use AI to form new human relationships based on energising stories of value, 

appreciation, success and fulfilment. They re-humanise their language – which is a 

fundamental step in re-engaging the whole human being at work.   

New stories create a new culture 

HK     So when people across the organisation are telling stories about specific 

incidents of success, how does that reinforce and spread the cultural norms, 

values and ideals?  

CV     The stories that get transmitted around the organisation ARE the culture and 

people act into them, and that interaction creates new reinforcing stories; and so 

on. So notions of what is beautiful, ugly, good, evil, good business practice, 

corruption, urgent, irrelevant… are all socially constructed norms that over time we 

come to think of as fundamental truths.  
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The point is that we become defined by the stories we tell ourselves about 

ourselves. So any relationship founded only on disappointment, criticism, 

incapability and sadness, is unlikely to be a source of ideas for overcoming, 

becoming, flourishing and living to the full…..  

This is really important when we think about what happens in the first week of 

someone’s new job in our organisation. What kind of things do their new 

colleagues tell them? What stories are they told that help them become part of the 

culture? The “water-cooler” stories about heroes, villains, successes and failures 

etc, have encoded in them the ways of getting along in the culture – people pick 

up those “codes” by osmosis.  They also get a sense of whether they should be 

celebrating or regretting joining the company!  

Exploring stories helps uncover embedded wisdom and doesn’t call up idealised 

concepts that they might have picked up on a training course or from some else’s 

norms. By telling a story they often uncover something they didn’t know they knew, 

about what enables success – which is personal, contextual and alive.  

AI helps people to tell new stories based in the best 

of the past and the best of the present, and then 

work together to create not only an appreciative 

working society but a participative one.  The 

stimulants for the storytelling are the Appreciative 

Questions, and they, in turn relate to something that 

people in the organisation actively want to see more 

of.  These are called Appreciative Topics.   

So participants ask questions that draw out and amplify examples of where the 

Topics are already happening at their best. If a company has a problem with 

customer service, they reframe this and create an appreciative topic, which finds 

and shares stories of the times when customers are completely “wow-ed” by the 

service. If a company wants to see more team working, then people tell more and 

more stories about what leads to great team working experiences. If a company 

wants to reduce stress, people talk and share stories about wellness at work. 

These are all examples of appreciative topics.  

AI encourages us to make new meaning through new acting, and new acting 

arising from new meaning.  As these stories spread, people start (by osmosis 

again) to act into the “codes” embedded in the stories.  So what was once a 

unique or rare high point experience becomes more and more normal.  

HK     All of this brings to mind Ireland’s recent transition from mournful to forward 

thinking. Until recently Irish playwrights wrote mournful, plays, much of the music 

was sorrowful, and the economy was in the doldrums. When Mary McAleese 

became President of the Republic in 1997, she spoke of possibilities for Northern 

Ireland rather than of their differences, and she acted on her dream of mutual 

acceptance by visiting often.   
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Mary McAleese 

President of Ireland 

At the start, Mary McAleese told only stories of pride, heritage, and 

accomplishments. And she revealed her values in her stories. For example, she 

didn’t become dogmatic about the religious divisions.  

Irish people began telling the good stories. Fewer and fewer young people were 

dreaming of leaving, because they could see a place for themselves in Irish 

society. Today Ireland’s economy is one of the world’s fastest growing economies 

and there’s not so much that’s mournful in the pubs and theatres any more. I 

guess you’d say that intentionally or intuitively, Mary McAleese adopted some 

principles of social construction to redirect Ireland’s energy and build a positive, 

future-oriented society.  

New stories, new patterns of interactions 

CV     Yes, that’s a nice example.  By normalising new stories you can acquire a 

whole new picture of society and bring about new patterns of interactions. The 

story content will reflect and also emancipate ideas, ideals, attitudes, expectations 

and measures of success.  

Because she wasn’t imposing new “rules” (about how precisely people should be 

“proud” or how they must “accept differences”) there is no obvious thing to resist. 

Stories (descriptive, emotional) are great because each person hearing them can 

find their own personal meaning and how it relates to them. So internal values and 

meaning are made. If she had imposed HER values directly (in a rational and clear 

way, as rules to adhere to, rather than through an expressive story), people would 

have been forced to either agree or disagree with them. This is how resistance is 

created: by imposing one person’s meaning on others.  

HK     Is there a theoretical base that explains why culture can change through 

stories and the way we use language?  

CV     AI practice sits on a theoretical base that comprises two elements: a 

philosophy called social construction; and the US-version of complexity science 

applied in the workplace, led by people like Margaret Wheatley – thinking of 

organisations as complex, organic systems.  
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The Theory of Social Construction is quite simple. Remember I said meaning 

and action are co-created.  The way we think has a filtering effect on what we 

experience – allowing us to see some things and not others, to believe some 

things and not others.  Our filtered experience is then socially rationalised within 

the context of what we already know – reinforcing it. In this way, patterns of 

meaning become a belief system held by that group of people.  

I speak of Social Construction as theory or philosophy because not everyone 

agrees with it. And, to a certain extent it opposes the generally accepted theories 

in the Western World, of rational objectivity and thinking of organisations as 

complex machines to be driven and re-engineered from this position of objectivity.  

Yet evidence abounds, and I am convinced, that social constructionism in 

particular, allows us to see change in such a profoundly different way, that it is 

enables us to embrace very different types of human, natural change processes – 

and ones that I see working again and again with my clients.  

Gestalt psychology plays a part 

HK     That leads me to questions about the individual in the 

culture. Does AI have roots in the theory of personality 

called Gestalt psychology?   

CV     I certainly apply some of the learning from Gestalt 

Psychology in my work, thought I don’t think the creators of 

AI (like David Cooperrider at Case Western Reserve in the 

US) explicitly draw on Gestalt when they write about it; at 

least I am not aware that they do so. But the connection is 

unmistakeable.   

Unlike psycho-dynamic thinking, Gestalt psychology proposes that there is no 

“essential you”. Instead, what we think of as our personalities are stories of 

ourselves that we have told ourselves and acted into for so long, that they have 

become our sense of personality.   

Gestalt Psychology is a companion to Social Construction in that sense. It also 

pays attention to relational interaction; what goes on between us and others 

creates our sense of us – who we are individually and together. And, Gestalt pays 

attention to the experience in the here and now, rather than trying to go back into 

the past and analysing the pain and suffering, poor parenting or anything else that 

might have “made us” what we are. It encourages incremental inquiry and change, 

rather than radical rewriting of history.  

It treats the mind and body as indivisible. The Cartesian split of mind and body has 

led us to separate thought from action, feelings from being. In both Gestalt and in 

social construction we make this holistic assumption: thought and action are one. 

If we genuinely change our thoughts and stories, our behaviours will also change, 

and vice versa.  
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HK     Thank you for explaining the Theory of Social Construction and the way 

Gestalt Psychology plays a part in AI. May I ask you to tell our readers what basic 

elements of AI practice that you think are the most important?  

CV        

 Open Questions 

  

You know that Appreciative Inquiry begins with an appreciative question. 

This is always an open, yet positively-oriented question. By open, I mean 

that the question doesn’t suggest a right answer.  Additionally, it is always 

asking for a memory, story, event – something real and descriptive, rather 

than an intellectual concept or analysis.  We say “can you tell me about a 

time when…” rather than “what do you think about ….”  

 

 Collaboration  

 

It is important to understand collaborative discovery. This means that 

people have the chance to discover both the answers and the questions. 

Leaders are not excluded – it is an “all-in-it-together” process. 

 

 Action – Reflection – Experimentation 

  

In AI, collaborators improvise the 

way forward in small, but potentially 

radical, incremental steps. 

Practically speaking, this action 

research mindset gives people the 

freedom to revisit, keep what works 

and revise. Since we are eternally 

capable of casting ourselves in a 

new light and of changing cultural 

features, improvisation is a route to 

continuous change.     

 

These experiments engage and empower relevant, direct and localised 

change. We often refer to this as the Destiny phase of a project. During this 

phase, we find new topics of inquiry, new discoveries – and that way the AI 

cycle repeats itself. 

  

HK     So, can we sum up what you’ve explained about how AI works?   

CV     People need human contact, community, and a sense of purpose. In 

organisations we need to let go of the legacy of machine thinking and embrace 

what it means to be co-creating a sense of purposeful activity and meaning as 

adult participants.  
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Culture in an organisation is contained within the stories we tell about it. Therefore, 

you can change the culture by finding and telling different stories. That works 

because culture is a socially constructed phenomenon that changes as individuals 

change their language, stories, perceptions, gestures and patterns of interaction.   

If you tell stories about what’s life-giving, people will increasingly act in accordance 

with those stories. Through positive, appreciative stories, people re-engage in 

things that matter (the kind of things that the machine/engineering metaphor for 

change and organisation prohibits), such as:   

 Surprise, engagement, excitement and passion   

 Collaboration and connectivity   

 Growth and innovation   

 Spontaneity, improvisation and the capacity to evolve  

…..  and it does this without imposed control or manipulation.  

The early research is suggesting that in the long term, when leaders work 

collaboratively, there is greater accountability and therefore more overall rigor and 

robustness of decision making and ownership – a great substitute for the illusion of 

control that many leaders labour under today.   

In effect, although it might feel at first like a loss of control, it actually increases 

institutional control because everyone shares in it. Leaders will always have power 

– their stories and voices are often louder than anyone else’s. By engaging in a 

collaborative approach to strategy – neither top down nor bottom up - leaders are 

learning how to genuinely JOIN their employees and share power in a new way – 

that is what true engagement and participation is all about.  

Most change management fads ask people to wipe the slate clean and start fresh 

– for example, using a blank sheet of paper to redesign the way people do things. 

Often in organisations, we don’t inquire about the values and behaviours that 

founded success in the past and that support whatever success the organisation 

enjoys in the present. Instead the focus is on the gap between present reality and 

idealised futures.  

By contrast, AI starts in the present and builds on the present by encouraging 

experimentation and being positive. The aim is to discover those things that create 

the best results – in whatever field (Appreciative Topic) they are seeking an 

improvement.   

Also AI is a collaborative inquiry leading to incremental steps of change.  

Sometimes Leaders are afraid of incremental steps, so go for big visions and 

leaps – but these often fail. Incremental change can be radical and is very do-able. 

Do I think that this level of engagement will become the norm one day soon? I join 

you in hoping so.  
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