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Appreciative Inquiry – an introduction 
  

 
 

 
 
And some more D’s… 
Do you want your people to be Delighted, Decisive and Dynamic about the 
Downsizing, De-layering and Decentralising, rather than feel Disgruntled, Displaced 
and Dispossessed? Then try a Different Dialogue… 
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Appreciative Inquiry 
 
This approach was developed at Case Western University by David Cooperrider, Frank 
Barrett and Suresh Srivistra.  In contrast with the traditional problem solving approach that 
looks to analyse what is going wrong, Appreciative Inquiry seeks to identify what works in 
organisations, and to construct future propositions based on the best of what we do.  By 
grounding the propositions of the future in concrete experience, people find it easier to relate 
to and to commit their energies. 

 
 
 
The approach emerges from a real consulting 
project that David and Frank were conducting 
with the Cleveland Clinic in 1980. Caught in a 
spiral of deficit thinking, blame, threat and 
impending doom, the staff felt helpless and 
hopeless. Trying to help them break out of this 
spiral, they were asked to investigate success 
factors in other locations, and soon discovered 
that they were looking for sources of strength 
and success in their own location. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ken Gergen’s work in the area of social construction 
theory in 1982 added to the theoretical underpinning 
of AI, which also draws on research in a number of 
different fields. We know that if we think positively, 
then positive things happen. e.g. the Pygmalion 
Effect, where the belief of the classroom teacher 
regarding the ability if the pupil is reflected in 
practice; and the placebo phenomenon where between 
one-third and two-thirds of all patients will show 
marked signs of physiological and emotional 
improvement through the belief in the treatment, even 
if that is only a sugar pill.   
 
It has also been shown that a double negative does not 
have the same effect as a clear positive image.  For 
example, in golf telling yourself not to hit it into the 
woods actually focuses the mind on ‘the woods’ and the ball travels there with unnerving 
accuracy.   
 
But Appreciative Inquiry is not just ‘positive thinking’.  It is an inquiry process that is 
grounded in reality by focusing on successful examples in the past and present. Through 
structured conversation we build a picture of the themes and ideas that we know we can do, 
and that work. It is a definite shift from our traditions of education, training and institutions 
where the concentration is on what is wrong. 
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Problem solving Appreciative Inquiry 

Basic assumption: 

Organising is a problem to be solved  

Basic assumption: 

Organising is a solution to be celebrated 
and built on  

Focus on what is wrong Appreciates the best of ‘what is’ 

Searches for causes Develops possibilities 

Designs solutions to put things right Creates a vision that expands on the best 

Outcome: 

Incremental improvement  

Outcome: 

Breakthrough improvement  

 
 
Appreciative Inquiry is based on dialogue.  The first step is to collect opinions and 
observations of everyone involved through telling stories of what has been and is successful.  
These observations are then shared in a workshop format to identify the themes and topics 
that run through the stories.  Finally, a selection of the most important of these themes forms 
the basis for building a series of provocative proposition that describes how the organisation 
will be.   
 
Seven Principles for Appreciative Designing 
Inclusion Principle 
When the whole system and its voices (i.e. all levels, functions, key stakeholders) are in the 
room, the richer the conversations and the greater the possibility for true innovation 
Aspirations Principle 
When the design process is led by and supports our highest aspirations, we move from 
“better” to the “breakthrough” in the imaging of innovative structures and systems 
Continuity Principle 
Building on successes of the past provides hope, energy, and confidence in our ability to 
create the world of our dreams 
Innovation Principle 
Radically new ideas which take us beyond our comfort zones require bold leadership until 
these ideas and practices come to be seen as the normal way of doing business. 
Chaordic Principle 
Our organisations combine both chaos and order. Shared purpose and principles are the glue 
that holds an organisation together. Freedom and autonomy exist within those boundaries. 
When all parts can self-organize to fit their unique circumstances, while still collaborating 
with and contributing to the greater whole, the organisation becomes more agile and 
adaptable. 
Re-Inquiry Principle 
All “designs” are “best bets” about what will work in a given environment.  Regular cycles of 
inquiry are needed to deepen the understanding of what is working and to stay in tune with 
the environment.  A sense of “it’s never done” is core to the always emerging, continuous 
quest to discover best alternatives. 
Homegrown Principle 
The more a design framework is locally developed, the more power it will have to guide and 
support the design process. 
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The Strength of Collective Imagination 
 
Problem solving as a process for inspiring and sustaining human system change is limited. 
Deficit analysis, powerful in diagnosis, often undermines human organising, because it is 
likely to create a sense of threat, separation, defensiveness and deference to expert 
hierarchies. 
 
Words Create Worlds:  Words can both destroy or heal. The words we choose directly 
influence the dynamics of our conversations… Consider the power of words like hope, 
imagination, community, transformation, relationship, connection, integrity, learning, spirit, 
generosity, vision, creativity, value, possibility… How do you use language? How do you 
normally describe things? Is your language inspiring? 
 
Questions Determine Outcomes:  The act of asking a question influences the person, group 
or community. If you inquire into problems, people will focus on what is wrong. If you 
inquire into what is going well, you will discover best practices on which you can build. 
People, groups and communities will grow in the direction of their inquiry. 
 
Positive Images Inspire Positive Actions: Students identified as high potential perform 
better. If you expect to get well, you are more likely to do so. Coaching good performance 
leads to more positive outcomes than highlighting errors. It is important to say what we DO 
want. 
 
Stories have Power and Energy:  People organise experiences in stories. Individual, team, 
company and community identities are socially constructed through the exchange of stories. 
No one story defines a person, team or organisation – all are multi-storied creations. 
 
Structures are needed to Encourage Visionary Dialogue and Thinking:  People are 
amazing and gifted at envisioning and creating the future is they have a proper forum and 
encouragement to do so. Since much public discourse is deficit-based and problem oriented, 
we must construct forums to develop affirmative competence, creative agency and collective 
dreaming. People will move naturally toward a picture of the future they have imagined and 
created together 
 
Change management methods that evoke stories, and affirm and compel groups of people to 
envision an image o the future grounded in the best from the past, have the greatest potential 
to produce deep and sustaining change. 
 
 
IMAGINE: Elements of Transforming Community Dialogue. Bliss Browne, Imagine Chicago 
 
 
Imagine Chicago was the first application of AI to community regeneration. Started in 1992 it 
acts to enable and encourage intergenerational and intercultural partnerships with schools, 
churches, business, community groups and cultural and public institutions – enabling people 
to create their community’s future.  Imagine projects are now under way in six continents.  
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Appreciative Inquiry: a key to the emerging paradigm 
 

Scientific paradigm Emerging paradigm 

Newtonian mathematics; reductionist and 
dichotomous thinking 

Quantum physics and new sciences;; self 
organising systems; chaos theory; 
complexity theory 

We search for a model or method of 
objectively perceiving the world 

We accept the complexity and 
subjectivity of the world 

We engage in complex planning for a 
world we expect to be predictable 

Planning is understood to be a process of 
consistent re-evaluation 

Language as a descriptor of reality: “I’ll 
believe it when I see it” 

Language as the creator of reality: “I’ll 
see it when I believe it” 

Information as power Information as a primal creative force 

Things can be best understood when they 
are broken into parts 

Wholeness and interconnectedness of all 
things 

Dichotomous thinking Search for harmony and common threads 
of dialogue 

There is one truth for which we must 
search 

Truth is dependent on the context and 
reality 

Influence occurs as a direct result of 
force exerted from one person to another: 
cause and effect 

Influence occurs as a natural part of 
human interaction 

The world is linear and hierarchical It is a circular world of relationships and 
co-operation 

 
Appreciative Inquiry at the Speed of Imagination, Jane McGruder Watkins & Bernard Mohr 
 

Areas where Appreciative Inquiry has been used: 
• Community Development • Strategic Planning & Visioning 
• Customer Service • Supply Chain Management 
• Process Improvement • Culture Change and Transformation 
• Change Leader Development • Innovation and Creativity 
• Diversity Programmes • Performance Management  
• Training Design and Delivery • Collaborative Networks 
• Dialogue • Corporate Social Responsibility 
• Spirituality in the Workplace • Capacity Building 
• Leadership Development • Sustainability 
• Marketing & Branding • Mergers & Partnerships 
• Whole Systems Change • Organisational Design 
• Knowledge Management • Mentoring 
• Cross Cultural Communication • Rewards/Recognition Systems 
• Team Development • Conflict Transformation 
• Partnerships and Alliances • Social Action 
• School Reform • International Development 
• Executive Coaching • Management Education 
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Resources and References 
 
Web sources 
Ai Commons http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu  
 
Appreciative Inquiry Listserv: To subscribe to ailist@business.utah.edu send a message to 
Maiser@business.utah.edu 
 
Magazine 
Ai Practitioner: There are four issues in an annual subscription period, February, May, August 
and November. www.aipractitioner.com 
 
Key Books & Articles 
Barrett, F. J. (1998 Fall). Creativity and Improvisation in Jazz and Organizations: 
Implications for Organizational Learning. Organization Science,  
 
Bushe, G. R. (1995). Advances in Appreciative Inquiry as an Organization Development 
Intervention. Organization Development Journal, 13(3), 14-22.  
 
Bushe, G. R., & Coetzer, G. (1995). Appreciative Inquiry as a Team Development 
Intervention: A Controlled Experiment. Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 31(1), 13-30.  
 
Chaffee, P. (1997 Fall). Ring of Breath Around the World: A Report of the United Religions 
Initiative Global Conference. United Religions, A Journal of the United Religions 
Initiative(4).  
 
Cooperrider, D. L., Barrett, F., & Srivastva, S. (1995). Social Construction and Appreciative 
Inquiry: A Journey in Organizational Theory. In D. Hosking, P. Dachler, & K. Gergen (Eds.), 
Management and Organization: Relational Alternatives to Individualism (pp. 157-200). 
Aldershot, UK: Avebury Press.  
 
Hammond, S. (1996). The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry. Plano, TX: Thin Book 
Publishing.  
 
Hammond, S., & Royal, C. (Eds.). (1998). Lessons From the Field: Applying Appreciative 
Inquiry. Plano, TX: Published by Practical Press, Inc. and Distributed by the Thin Book 
Publishing Company.  
 
Lewis, S., Passmore, J. & Cantore, S., (2008) Appreciative Inquiry for Change Management, 
London & Philadelphia, Kogan Page 
 
Srivastva, S., Cooperrider, D. L., & Associates (Eds.). (1990). Appreciative Management and 
Leadership: The Power of Positive Thought and Action in Organizations (1st ed.). San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Inc.  
 
Watkins, J. M., & Mohr B.J.. (2001). Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of 
Imagination, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer.  
 
Whitney, D.& Trosten-Bloom, A., (2003) The Power of Appreciative Inquiry, San Francisco, 
Berrett-Koehler 
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Real Time Rapid Change Case Studies using AI: 
Case studies from government (Scottish Enterprise, Dundee City Council, Scottish Executive, 
Forestry Commission, London Borough of Southwark), not-for-profit (Chartered Management 
Institute, Charter Community Housing) and private sector (Applied Materials, Bayer, Statoil).  
 
Situation 
Facilitating culture change in a Social Work Department to address a crisis in recruitment and retention 
of qualified workers. 
Action 
Following a research project, 9 pilot teams were established to investigate the potential for flexible 
working in terms of location and/or hours. These pilots were established using AI methodology to enable 
the maximum participation and freedom of action, identifying the factors that underpinned success in 
managing work and other priorities for them. Teams developed their own priorities and processes based 
on their past experience, free from organisational constraint.  
Simultaneously a series of workshops for senior and first line managers identified the underpinning 
organisation culture change necessary and developed a behaviour competence model, using AI to 
identify the behaviours associated with success.  
Results 
An evaluation of the flexible working pilots demonstrated financial savings as well as major 
improvements in staff utilisation and satisfaction, plus improved client response, and the system is being 
extended to all staff. The behaviour competence model has been confirmed and adopted by the 
department as part of their performance management process.  
 
 
Situation 
Introducing a mentoring programme in a decentralised, high-tech organisation. 
Action 
Managers and engineers drawn from the company gathered together to develop a common 
understanding of mentoring, develop skills and draw up an action plan to introduce mentoring into the 
organisation.  AI was used to identify managers own experiences of mentoring and coaching and 
develop a common vision and mission for the mentoring team who would be operating over several 
remote sites. 
Results 
A common vision and mission for the project was achieved and acted as a driver and focus for the 
managers.  The subsequent discussions and agreements on action steps were achieved in a 
significantly shorter time than normally experienced in the organisation. 
 
 
Situation 
Faced with a growing level of disputes, a Housing Association wanted to review and develop its HR 
strategy. 
Action 
A whole organisation inquiry was conducted using internal staff trained in AI interviewing to gather data 
on peak performance practice. A 2 day Summit of representatives from every level of the organisation 
was held to review this data in the light of the topic “Our staff delivering our business plan.” The Summit 
identified key themes that underpinned the success of staff engagement in the organisation and 
developed value statements that would guide the development of staff/organisation relationships. Action 
plans were drawn up to close any significant gaps from current practice. 
Results 
The final report was implemented in full. Staff disputes reduced, absenteeism and sickness levels 
dropped, productivity increased and the Association began to recover its position as an employer of 
choice in the area. 
 
 
Situation 
Developing a common working philosophy to deliver the corporate mission in a sales region of a multi-
national pharmaceutical company. 
Action 
A half day workshop for the entire regional sales team was facilitated using AI to identify the 
participants’ best practices in working and develop a common vision for the team. 
Results 
A powerful image and vision statement was produced by the team.  The Regional Sales Manager felt 
that more had been achieved in the half day than at previous two day workshops typified by ‘death by 
acetate!’  The methodology is being actively promoted throughout the organisation. 
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Situation 
Identifying the strategic drivers for the economic future of Scotland. 
Action 
A diverse group of 150 people from across the spectrum of  the Scottish economy— business, public 
and voluntary sector, academia, trade and professional bodies—met to engage in a dialogue about what 
works for them 
Results 
The success of the  dialogue process led to the creation of a continuing dialogue through a web-site. 
The outcomes were integrated into the core ‘Scotland’s Future’ strategy formulated by Scottish 
Enterprise and led to further work on using sustainable economic indicators and being a catalyst for the 
establishment of Imagine Scotland 
 
 
Situation 
A professional institute was addressing the issues of falling membership and involvement.  A key group 
of people needed to be consulted and engaged in the change process 
Action 
As part of an conference for 200 officers, an AI process was run to focus attention on the benchmarks 
for success and creating an exciting future for members. 
Results 
The use of the approach at the conference avoided a potentially confrontational situation and instead 
achieved support, enthusiasm and a focus for change, motivating the Director General to introduce 
wider ranging changes than initially envisaged.  
 
 
Situation 
The planning department of a London borough wanted to get commitment to its strategic plan. 
Action 
A one day, total staff conference (95 people) was convened and run on AI lines to gather experiences 
from all staff on their successful working practices, translate these into a vision and set of working 
premises that would guide their practice when implementing the strategic plan. A high participation 
event enabled staff and management to generate ideas and action plans on an equal footing. 
Results 
The immediate impact was a much more engaged workforce, working across silos in the organisation to 
meet the needs of the community and strategic plan. Several working groups continued to pursue some 
improvement themes identified at the conference under the leadership of the Director.    
 
 
Situation 
An organisation, newly formed as a spin-off from a local authority was seeking to establish its 
organisation vision and strategy. 
Action 
Two whole day large group events were convened using Appreciative Inquiry and Open Space to 
identify the underlying motivations and values of the organisation and to increase understanding of the 
organisation vision, mission and strategic aims. 
Results 
The information gathered from the events provided significant strategic information on employee and 
customer drivers and priorities which were incorporated into operational and strategic plans. The whole 
workforce had met together for the first time and forged a new identity and enhanced communications.  
 
 
Situation 
Local Authorities, Housing support service suppliers and the Scottish Executive could not agree on 
wording for service contracts 
Action 
A series of large group dialogues were convened across Scotland to include all stakeholders to identify 
the elements of the service contracts that worked and those that were essential for success. 
Results 
The events provided the first areas of agreement between stakeholders who had been in discussion 
through other mediums for 18 months. The agreements formed the basis for further detailed 
negotiations in a positive atmosphere.  
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Geof Cox 
New Directions Ltd 
 
Geof Cox is an international organisation change and 
management development consultant with over 30 
years experience. He has run his own consultancy 
since 1986 following experience as a line and HR 
manager in the oil industry.  
 
He works with large and medium sized organisations in all sectors in Europe 
(including Central and Eastern Europe), Middle East, Africa and AsiaPAC, and 
specialises in large group processes, workshop design and delivery, and facilitation. 
He is also an author and writer of business books, articles and has been editor of a 
number of professional journals.  

 

 

New Directions is the international 
consultancy network led by Geof Cox, 
providing a tailored approach to 
organisation, management and individual 
development.   
Organisation Change 
Management and Supervisory Training 
Performance Management 
Strategy Development 

 
We help organisations and individuals develop the structures and skills which will 
ensure their success, and to achieve this through a fast and cost effective analysis, 
design and implementation service clearly focused on business goals.  Our expertise is 
the design and delivery of tailored and innovative interventions, often using large 
group processes. 
 
 

Visit our website to sign up for our FREE bi-monthly newsletter CUTTINGS 
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