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Abstract: In this article, we will explore the practice of
appreciative inquiry (AI) as a positive approach to
change, which uses a collaborative and constructive
inquiry process. Reviewing the AI change method in the
form of the 4-D cycle—discovery, dream, design, and
destiny phases—this article will examine the foundational
principles of AI and the research that demonstrates
impact on organizations of positive questions and the
relationship between positive possibilities of the future
and the resulting actions.
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Introduction

Carrie Foster specializes in the
facilitation of coaching, people
management, and organization
development interventions that deliver
added value and a measurable ROI to
bottom-line performance.
As a proven commercial organization
development practitioner, executive
coach, practicing academic, and
published author with a successful
commercial career covering FMCG,
industrial, manufacturing, and
professional services, she has a track
record of providing OD and coaching
programs across the United Kingdom,
Europe, Russia, and the Middle East
that have met both individual and
business needs.

In this article we will explore the practice of appreciative inquiry (AI) as a positive approach to change, which
uses a collaborative and constructive inquiry process.
AI is not a new technique in the field of organization
development (OD) having been introduced in a seminal article by Cooperrider and Srivastva in 1987. AI is
a dialogic approach to OD with links to strength-based
and positive organization studies in human development and organizational change, which focus on the
successes and strengths of an organization, which
can be harnessed to drive the organization forward.
This contrasts with contemporary change management techniques based on problem solving or a deficit-based process that focuses on what is wrong that
needs fixing. A key element of AI is the utilization of
powerful development methods based on appreciative questions and storytelling as effective ways to
engage stakeholders in change efforts. Key skills required include the ability to conduct appreciative
interviews and harness a positive impact from “best past”
questions. This article will review the AI change method
in the form of the 4-D cycle: Discovery, Dream, Design,
and Destiny phases explaining how these steps can be
used to tap into the core strengths of the organization.
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Appreciative Inquiry in Practice
This article will examine the foundational
principles of AI and the research that
demonstrates the impact on organizations
of positive questions and the relationship
between positive possibilities of the future
and the resulting actions.
“Appreciative inquiry refers to a research
perspective that is uniquely held for
discovering, understanding, and fostering
innovations in social-organizational
arrangements and processes.”
Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987)
AI and dialogic methods of OD are often ignored in favor of process-orientated
approaches to change management. The
utilization of a technique that gets relevant
parties in a room to talk about what is
going right in the organization and focus
on what strengths can be built on is often
dismissed as a major change intervention
because change is needed when something
is going wrong and needs to be fixed. In
many ways this premise of change, that
the organization is a problem that needs
repairing, is why many change management interventions fail. Identifying what
the problem is, analyzing the causes of the
problem and possible solutions, and developing an action plan to treat the problem
keeps the focus on what the organization is
now, how to fix it to keep it where it is and
backward-looking.
AI offers an alternative to the “patch up
and mend” mentality; with AI the organization is embraced as an asset that can be
harnessed proactively as a positive force
within the marketplace. It is a productive rather than reductive premise, which
has evolved from organizational research
and field experiments conducted by consultants/researchers. There are several
core questions that AI facilitators will support the participants to find answers to,
including:
1. Peak moments: What are the high
points of a person’s experiences in this
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organization? When has a person/group
felt most been the peak moments of life
in this organization? What period of time
did people feel most dynamic, committed, engaged, and fulfilled?
2. Value: What do employees value most?
What is significant about themselves as
individuals contributing to the group and
organization? What meaning do they find
in their job tasks? What sense of purpose
does the organization as a whole bring
to their existence?
3. Excellence: What areas and activities
of excellence has the organization demonstrated? What organizational factors,
such as structure, leadership, values,
systems etc. have enabled excellence to
become a reality?
4. Possibilities: What possibilities exist
within the organization that have yet
to be realized? What developments,
however immature or rudimentary, are
latent within the organization system?
What indicators do these undeveloped
possibilities have for the creation of an
even better organization in the future?

Purpose of AI
Organization development seeks to deliver
sustainable transformative change through
making full use of the human systems
with the organizational system. Sometimes
described as the Holy Grail, the purpose of
OD tools and techniques is to tap into the
reserve of human possibility to fully release
an underutilized resource thus enabling
the organization to achieve its goals. AI offers a practical method, which allows the
organization to take advantage of complex
human and organization systems to deliver the goal of sustainable organizational
performance. AI focused on collaboration
and encourages high levels of participation through the organization system to
find, identify and enhance positive forces
that are present within a system. The output is focused on driving optimal human,
economic, and organizational performance
through the co-construction of a system
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that orientates the human elements to seek
out the best. It is a journey during which
profound knowledge of a human system at
its moments of wonder is uncovered and
used to co-construct the best future for the
organization.
“Its purpose is to contribute to the
generative-theoretical aims of social
science and to use such knowledge to
promote egalitarian dialogue leading to
social-system effectiveness and integrity.”
Cooperider and Srivastva (1987)
The labeling of the method as “appreciative” emphasizes the idea that the process
increases the value of strength within the
organization, and therefore contributes to
the strength value appreciating. Furthermore, it is a process that promotes a mindset of appreciation of what is generative
and life-giving within the organization.
Appreciative questions are designed to focus the mind on what is good and positive
rather than allowing individuals to dwell
on the negative and destructive. The inquiry refers to the process of appreciation
by asking questions. It is a deliberate, investigative approach to understanding the
powerful positive elements within the organization to develop insight and knowledge about the tools that the organization
has at its disposal to meet the challenges
the organization faces, now and in the
future.
Academic practitioners Cooperrider and
Srivastva (1987) built the theory of AI
through experimentation of organizational
change processes based on their understanding of organizational behavior. There
are plenty of critics of the approach, who argue that there is scant evidence to support
the technique. Perhaps because it was developed in field, through trial and e
 rror
and experimentation, it is considered to
lack academic rigor in regard to theoretical
development. However, these critiques
generally come from academics and
perhaps belie the practicality of a theory

developed from practice. It works in practice
and the generative theory sought to explain the transformational effects of the
practice that had been observed in an organizational setting. Needless to say that
practitioners of AI are fully supportive of
the technique and able to cite case studies of their own experience where the
method has delivered success to the organization. Within the confines of this
expert insight, an in-depth critical debate
over the method is not possible, since
the purpose of this 
article is to explain
its practice. However, it is recommended
that time is spent exploring the subject further to make your own judgment
as to whether the technique is credible
or not.
Suffice to say this article is written
embracing the premise that AI is a powerful and effective technique that enables
employees to understand the organizational system and delivers rapid change
that is both transformational and creative.
Using AI means approaching a number
of organizational change needs through
cocreation; such as strategic planning,
organization design, team development,
project evaluation etc. The outputs belong
to and is owned by the people who will
be tasked to implement the action plans.
There is fluidity to the process, which is
expansive and can develop and change according to the needs of the organization
change process. AI is in many ways more
than simply an OD tool, as it is a standalone change approach and arguably a
powerful approach to doing business for
any organization. However, it has its roots
in behavioral science theories, specifically
that of social constructionism and the
power of image in determining what human beings perceive to be reality. It can
be applied to any circumstance and developing the capacity to use AI internally
within the organization can ensure that it
is cognizant of the needs of the customers, employees, managers, suppliers, and
other stakeholders.
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“Thus, appreciative inquiry refers to both a
search for knowledge and a theory of intentional collective action which are designed to
help evolve the normative vision and will of a
group, organization, or society.”
Cooperider and Srivastva (1987)

Principles and Concept of AI
The concept of AI goes beyond simply a
step-by-step process that if followed in a
certain way delivers results. It is a principlebased practice advocating that change management processes should be appreciative,
applicable, provocative, and collaborative.
It is a philosophical approach toward understanding the organization, which advocates a human relations paradigm. A
central concept is the importance that language, dialogue, and storytelling play in creating organizational and social reality with
inquiry used to construct new paradigms of
social reality. The process of inquiry develops creative and innovative solutions from
what is, to envision what might be, and
through dialogue to discover what should
be before innovating what will be.
AI focuses on what can be, rather than
avoiding what not to do. It is seeking to
build upon success, not avoiding failure.
It is focused on developing for the future
rather than looking backward at something
that has gone before.

Strengths-Based Approach: Human
Development and Organizational
Change
AI is a useful change approach when focusing on the human side of the organizational system regardless of the scale of the
change project. It can be used at an individual level, in dyads, groups (team or family),
the organization as a whole, and in communities. The focus of this article is how in
a complex human system, at multiple levels, across many different functions, with
a multitude of stakeholders the process of
AI can be used to drive positive organizational change in an unstable environment.
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Regardless of the type of organization,
for-profit, not-for-profit, or public, there exists an interconnection between the culture, socio-technical architecture, and the
interactions between individuals, groups,
and teams. The need for transformative
change can begin in any part of the organization and may occur in a distinct area
within the organization such as production
or sales, or impact several areas at once.
The reasons for change can be many and
varied. Beckhard and Pritchard (1992)
identified seven different types of change:
1. What work is done within the organization can change because of changes in
technology, or changes in the external
environment, which demands the way
the work is completed to change. This
could also include the introduction of new
process, developments of new methodologies to achieve specific outputs, or the
introduction of a new product or service.
2. The job roles that individuals hold and
the way in which they relate to others
within the organization. This can be a
result of promotion, the employment
of new staff, or changes in the design
of the organization such as restructure
and delayering.
3. Changing the identity of the organization in the marketplace in response to
changes in the industry or the wider
macro-environment. This may include
simple rebranding, responding to competitive pressures, a merger or acquisition, moving into new markets through
new service or product offerings or regulatory developments.
4. Relationship changes between the organization and their customers or the outside
world. This may include changes driven
through the use of customer relationship management technology, revisions
to terms and conditions, or customer
retention activity.
5. The mission of the organization may change
if the needs of the business require it.
This may be because of fundamental
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changes in the marketplace, which
requires a fundamental change away
from the foundation of the organization.
For example, Toyota began as a sewing
machine manufacturer, but is now
focused on cars.
6. The culture of the organization may
need to change to remain competitive,
these changes may be necessary but difficult to execute. They are precipitated
by the arrival of a new leader or significant shifts in the marketplace requiring
a need for the way things are done to
change considerably.
7. Organizational processes are in a continual state of evolution, as efficiency gains
are required, technology progresses and
new equipment and software require the
organization to adapt to continual shifts
in the environment.

Social Constructionism
The theory of social constructionism is at
the root of AI, and as such anyone attempting to apply the practice to their organization must have a working knowledge of the
theory and how it grounds other change
theories, as well as a knowledge of how
such a theory impacts beliefs regarding
the impact of dialogue on social behavior.
The theory of social constructionism provides the practitioner with the basis for a
practice that links into research regarding
the power of images, storytelling, and language and the way that these dialogic processes result in the creation of perceived
realities and understanding about possible
futures. It is therefore essential that practitioners have a solid grounding in these
concepts and theories in order to facilitate their clients’ cocreation of organizational change processes and ensure there
is a congruence between the process and
the organizational needs. The theory of
social constructionism seeks to help answer a philosophical question of the ages
about how we know what we know. This
philosophical inquiry is more than whimsy
but instead enables the OD practitioner to

explore what organizational reality is, how
specific characteristics of reality are determined and the relevance of knowledge and
what is really real in the context of a change
process. The language used to describe a
situation and the conversations we have
with others create our perception of what
reality is. By saying something is so, it becomes so, at least according to our reality.
Therefore, social constructionism seeks to
explain how we know that what we know is
real, it focuses on the power of language as
the creative force of reality and the significance of how human beings together generate meaning from a situation. By joining
together to create meaning, groups go on
to create the foundation need for action
to happen. Therefore, there is an intimate
connection between meaning and action,
and as such generating meaning together
has the power to create the future too.
The theory of social constructionism
was developed through the works of Mead
(1934) and later Berger and Luckmann
(1966). A strand of sociology, its key emphasis is based upon the ways in which
social phenomena and meaning are created, institutionalized, and eventually
become traditions through the interaction of human beings with one another.
For example, the 2017 controversy in the
United States regarding the NFL team
members’ decision to kneel or stand during the national anthem is based upon a
created perception of what that act means
through conversation. President Donald
Trump’s perception, that it is disrespecting
the flag, isn’t pertaining to any law that is
codified. It doesn’t mean that the opinions
of those who support Trump’s perception
are right or wrong. Neither are the NFL
players who are kneeling right or wrong.
What is being explored in the narrative surrounding the controversy is what meaning
American citizens ascribe to the flag and
national anthem. For those protesting the
flag has meanings associated with freedom
and equality, which in kneeling represents
a protest against what they believe are
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violations of the rights the flag represents.
For those who see this act as disrespectful,
the flag is about what it represents in regard to honoring those who have died for
the freedom the flag represents. For both
sides, the flag represents something for
what it means to be American. However,
the language used by the two sides in the
controversy stirs the disagreement over
the act of kneeling. From a social science
perspective, this is social constructionism
in action. The convention of standing up
for the national anthem and respecting the
flag is under scrutiny. Out of this controversy a new norm will be established as to
whether kneeling should, or should not,
be permitted, and a tradition of protesting
the flag for violations against its perceived
principles is being established, whether
those who see that as disrespectful like it
or not. From these incidents, kneeling has
got a new meaning as a form of protest.
What is also pertinent about the NFL
example is that it highlights the impact of
simplification of meaning during the transmission of a message. This has perhaps
been made more explicit with 140 characters in Twitter or a speaker, like President
Trump, who simplifies his messages into
two meanings “good” and “bad.” The complexity of the issue of kneeling for the flag
in regard to protesting violence based on
race has been lost in a narrative where the
meaning of kneeling has been simplified to
“bad” because the counter-narrative is so
much more complex. This simplification
was also present during the Brexit referendum campaign whereby the complexities
of remaining members of the EU and the
benefits that it gave to the UK was lost in a
leave campaign committed to a message of
“sovereignty” and “control.” It is also worth
noting that it is simplicity of messages
that will invariably win the day, especially
when attempting to transmit the need for
change.
In OD practice the exploration of social
constructs within the organization seeks
to uncover the ways in which employees,
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teams, and departments within an organizational setting interact with one another.
Furthermore, exposure of self-created
groups that organizational members choose
to participate in is examined to understand
the different aspects of perceived reality
within the organization. These perceptions
are the bedrock of culture within the organization, and the socially constructed reality
of attributed meaning and traditions make
up “the way things are done around here.”
The reality of what exists, what is, isn’t in
question, rather understanding is sought
about the representations, perceptions,
ideas, language, and beliefs that, combined
within the social group of individuals,
make up the perceived concrete reality of
the organization. In one way it could be
argued that organizations do not exist. Not
really. They are in some way a figment of
a group’s imagination. You have hard material things that can be experienced in the
physical realm, such as a building, computers, tables, and chairs. But “the organization” and all that people understand that
to be doesn’t have a physical presence, it
doesn’t exist beyond our construction of its
reality. For example, Coca Cola is a flavored,
carbonate beverage. Even the brand name
is meaningless in a physical sense. It’s just
words, but the words used to describe the
beverage, the mission of the company and
the way in which employees of Coca Cola
interact with each other and others outside
the organization bring meaning to the organization called Coca Cola infecting it with
a narrative of optimism and happiness,
bringing the world together and refreshment. Suddenly the red and white brand
logo, the contour bottle shape, the advertising, the refrigerator in the store and the
“fsst” sound the bottle makes when you
open it, invoke something meaningful.
The meaning the individuals and groups
derive from their actions and experiences within an organization are a result
of a cacophony of interaction and the
development of ideas assimilated alongside other people within a social situation.
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The significance of social constructionism
to the OD practitioner and the practice of
AI is that organizational truth and therefore our experienced reality is in fact a
socially constructed idea. What we perceive
to be true is based upon our experiences
and attitudes relating to the past, possible
futures, self, others, and the organization.
AI creates a space whereby listening to
the stories told by participants will enable
perceptions of reality to be disseminated
and narratives participants share about the
system to be unpicked and understood.
Furthermore, the current reality of the
organization and its understanding of future prospects can be transformed by injecting positive and modified alternatives
through cocreation of a new narrative.
The key aspects of the theory that are
relevant to the practice of AI is that:
1. Reality is socially constructed, it is not
real in the sense of being the whole
truth and is created through the traditions and institutional practices within
the organization.
2. The language that is used is responsible for the perception of reality that is
understood.
3. Sense-making is derived from interaction
between people within a social setting.
4. People construct the meaning of a situation or an event and it is this meaning that provokes a response and upon
which decisions are made and action is
taking. Constructive meaning leads to
constructive action.
5. In a collective reality, it is the relationships between people that are key to the
creative imagining of possibility.

The Power of Image
The development of AI as a discipline and
a practice takes social constructionism and
utilizes the power of language to create reality, using research from the field of social
sciences. AI seeks to draw from the understanding of meaning making to more fully
use the impact of positive images in the

creation of a positive future for the organization. In the middle of the nineteenth
century a large body of research began to
be published on the impact of the language
used in human interactions and the images
and meanings created through ongoing dialogue, on mental and physical well-being.
These research studies are useful in understanding how cognition and dialogue are
holistically entwined. They allow practitioners to understand how the health of the
organizational system is indivisibly connected to the organizational actors and the
meaning they derive from their interactions with each other. The breadth of social
constructionist theories cannot be tackled
in the scope of an expert insight article,
but exploring them in further depth will
increase your understanding of how it can
positively impact organizational change
theory and practice. Key theorists include:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Lev Vygotsky
George Herbert Mead
Ludwig Wittgenstein
Michel Foucault
Mary Gergen
Ken Gergen
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann

As a practice, therefore, AI creates interventions and facilitates a system of
dialogue, which creates collective images
of a desired future within a group of participants. Human beings prefer to move
toward a positive image, in many ways heliotropism, which like sunflowers moves
the organizational system to face the sun.
This desire for a positive future is generative and AI is a process that helps the system to generate and create positive images
that can be examined, explored, valued,
and become the basis for moving toward
the future.

The Power of Our Own Images of
Ourselves
Another body of research that is impactful
upon the practice of AI is the understanding
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of how the power of our minds can keep
individuals healthy. The placebo phenomenon is not without controversy, but there
is a body of evidence from medical science that simply believing a treatment is
effective will result in somewhere between
one-third to two-thirds of all patients improve both physiologically and emotionally.
The therapeutic value of positive psychology such as hope, faith, love, and a will to
live demonstrate that there is a connection
between mental and physical well-being.
Furthermore, the outcomes of interventions using humor, creativity, and play and
developing confidence are successful in
developing improvements in performance
within an organization. It is worth bearing
in mind, therefore, that self-image is just
as important in the collective dialogue in
regard to individual performance. A positive self-image, emotions, and attitudes can
have the same impact on performance as a
sugar pill can have on physical well-being.
Success therefore is more than just doing
the right things; it is how we approach the
things that we are doing that has the biggest impact on our success or failure.

The Impact of Another’s Image on Us
Another set of studies, which are pertinent to AI is that of the Pygmalion studies (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1966) which
were controversial experiments conducted in classrooms with schoolchildren
aimed at demonstrating the impact that
another person’s perception or image of a
person can have on shaping their performance. The purpose of these studies was
to discover what effect a teacher’s images
had on student performance. Two groups
were formed, and the teachers were told
that one group was made up of students
who were not very intelligent, had poor
achievement levels, and often misbehaved
in the classroom. In the second group the
teachers were told that the children were
bright, hardworking, and successful. Both
groups were chosen at random, and neither group was as described. However, the
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teacher believed that these descriptions of
the groups were accurate and factual. The
results were astounding, and led to the
term “Pygmalion effect” being applied to
behaving as expected. Within a very short
time, regardless of previous performance
and almost without exception, those students who had been described as low
potential were performing poorly and
those in the group labeled as high potential
were achieving high levels of performance.
The observation of the actions and
attitude of the teachers during the research
demonstrated that the teachers approached
the students and responded to their action
in line with what they already believed
about a student’s potential and ability, disregarding their performance in class. In
the high-potential group, where a student
was believed to be smart and competent,
the teacher responded with body language,
which was an encouraging, supportive dialogue and the opportunity for redress if
the student did not perform well. On the
other hand, with the group labeled as less
capable, the interaction with the students
became terse, perfunctory and dismissive,
leading to the pupils responding to type.
The effects of the image imposed by the
teacher weren’t restricted to the experiment. A long-term follow-up of the studies
showed that the effects of this image continued to affect the students far into the
future. The result was that the experiments
proved that the image that the teacher held
of the student was a more powerful predictor of a child’s performance than other
success factors including IQ scores, home
environment, or evidence of past performance. The controversy over the long-term
damage on the self-image of those students
in the low-potential group resulted in the
experiments being discontinued. From an
AI perspective, when working with participants, facilitators need to keep in mind the
importance of believing that the group of
participants within the room are capable of
developing a positive future for the organization, that the design and development of
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future action is going to have a positive impact on the organization and that the group
members are capable of seeing their ideas
implemented. In this way the appreciative
approach to inquiry can have a significant
effect on the subsequent performance not
just of the individuals and group but the
long-term sustainable performance of the
organization. On an individual level, it is
also worth noting that from a performance
appraisal perspective, the power and authority that a manager has over the individual being appraised will determine the
future performance of the employee depending on whether the manager believes
them to be capable or not.

Positive Thinking
In another set of behavioral science studies, for example, Scheier and Carver (1985)
investigated the impact of optimism on
health and well-being. One study, Tindle
et al. (2009), demonstrated that those who
had an optimistic approach to their heart
surgery would have fewer incidents of hospitalization and fewer mortalities overall.
The central argument appears that optimists’ belief that they could recover and
that the medical care they were receiving
would help them, would have a significant impact on the outcome of their treatment. In addition to improving physical
well-being, further studies such as Carver
et al. (2010) have demonstrated that optimism develops resilience and reduces the
likelihood of psychological ill health. Evidence from the field of sports psychology suggests quite clearly, especially in
the arena of sport imagery (Morris et al.,
2005), that by learning how to create positive mental images it is possible to mentally prepare an athlete in such a way as
to impact their performance. The same
mental imagery techniques have a positive
impact on physical and mental health, an
individual’s sense of well-being and even
the relationship with other people. The
research is equally as damning of techniques used to eliminate failure, that is

negative self-monitoring. Improving performance requires the creation of a positive image to achieve success rather than
the avoidance of failure. This is also true in
preventing risk. Telling someone to avoid
doing something is likely to lead him or her
to make that mistake, having placed the action in his or her mind, which is in contrast
to giving an instruction that is phrased as a
positive action, for example, “don’t fall” versus “stay safe.”
Positive thinking, like the practice of AI
itself, is often maligned as ignoring problems, but studies into the effects of positive
thinking and AI indicate that this approach
helps individuals and organizations to
adapt. Rather than ignoring the problem,
the power of optimism and positivity is
that it focuses on what can be done, rather
than what cannot. It opens up possibilities rather than closing down options. This
gives room for an expectation that, even
when tackling difficult situations, there is
a positive future. The key is exploring what
that is, and how to get there. The inner
dialogue of an individual, and the organizational dialogue, therefore, have a powerful effect on outcomes. Therefore, the
evidence from numerous behavioral science disciplines and studies suggests that
the focus on problem-solving and cynicism
prevalent in organizational life, regarding
the possibility of success will likely result
in a self-fulfilling prophecy.
With the body of behavioral science
research, it would therefore make sense for
organizations to adopt AI as a practice to
move the organization forward, especially
in regard to managing organizational
change. AI offers the opportunity for participants to socially construct the future of
the organization and succeed in moving the
organization forward to the positive future
that they can imagine. The key is to empower employees to believe that they have
the keys to creating a future that is worthwhile. That they can make a positive contribution, that leaders who empower others
can make a difference and that there is an
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energy within the organizational system,
which if harnessed positively, can lead
to generative and creative outcomes that
would in turn lead to sustainable organizational effectiveness and performance.

How to Apply Social Constructionism
in an Organization
The introduction of a strengths-based process in an organization requires first of all
the courage to confront the normal way of
doing things. Moving an organization away
from problem-solving to a strength-based
approach is often met with resistance and
skepticism. There are several elements
required of an individual who seeks to be
a facilitator of change using AI, including:
1. Formalize AI as a process by providing
a forum for the sense-making process,
deliberately managing the creation of
meaning through a process of inquiry
and collective sense-making.
2. Choose your subject carefully ensuring
that the subjects and the chosen topics
and questions of the inquiry are positively focused on the best of the past
in order that the group can creatively
figure out what would be best for the
future.
3. Be determined to help the organization
identify it’s positive core and explore
the best place from which the OD journey can begin and which can be used to
maximize progress in the short, medium,
and long term.
4. Proactively develop AI processes and
techniques that are holistic, highly inclusive, participatory, and collaborative.
5. Use right-brain methodologies during the
discovery phase, such as storyboarding,
gamestorming, imagery, and poetry.
6. Facilitate the process, with a focus on
dialogue, discussion, and interaction.
7. Help others to be appreciative of the
organizational system. Challenge those
who reckon requirements for change as
a problem in the organization that needs
to be fixed. Affirm the positives from the
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past and the present to provide a launch
pad to construct a positive projection of
the future.
8. Practice asking appreciative questions,
the type of questions you use will
influence the employees and the organization in significant ways. Develop a
self-awareness of how your perception
of others is impacting them, and ensure
you focus on what they can contribute in
order to help them step up and perform.
9. Personally focus on the positives from
the past, taking pride in those things that
have worked well, and use it as a springboard for journeying into the future.
10. Interlink inquiry and change, providing
the seeds of change through dialogue and
interaction with and between people
ensuring you keep the focus on the best
of what is there at your disposal.

AI in Organization Change
When it comes to organizational change,
the power people have in creating a positive image of the future has an immediate
impact on the success and effectiveness of
an organizational change intervention. The
psychological and physiological responses
of individuals, teams, and the organization as a system allow the human system within the organization to positively
affect the creative and innovative response
to change. AI offers a method, which enables the proactive and positive creation,
and development of new strategies, processes, technology, products, and service
as well as responses to market demands
in direct contrast to the resistance experienced in problem solving change management methodologies.
How the human system shapes the organizational future is an important aspect of
understanding how change processes
happen within the organization. The traditional paradigm of change is that of a process, which begins with a demand from the
environment, is transformed through a process and ends when change has happened.
AI is a continuous process of dialogue and
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cocreation; it is an ongoing conversation
and inquiry and introduces a culture of optimism about what has been and what is,
with a deliberate process of mental imagery
toward the best future for the organization.
It is in many ways a philosophy of knowledge that the human system knows the organization and what the organization wants
to become.
The strengths-based approach to organizational change, using the theories from
the fields of sociology; psychology, and
behavioral science explored in the last section, utilize image, language, and dialogue
to drive transformative change through being deliberate about the social construction
of the organization in which people are
working. Rather than culture, process innovation, and relationships with stakeholders being something that is a by-product
of unknown forces, and accident of fate if
you will, it becomes a deliberate working
through what the organization wants to be.
It frames issues through a lens that says the
organization already has the solution because of the best of what the organization
is, rather than the organization has found
a solution because it is somehow lacking
or missing something vital to its survival.
The choice to use AI as a change methodology itself is a decision, which draws a line
in the sand to say that the answer to the
organization we need to be, in order to
move forward, already exists, and dialogue
and inquiry is the tool with which we will
discover it. The inclusivity of the process
also provides the opportunity for the organization to expand the capability of its
people to innovate, adapt, develop team effectiveness, increase diversity, and become
agile. The flow of dialogue helps the organization to develop a holistic approach to
change focused on delivering sustainable
optimal performance rather than making
decisions on a snapshot or momentary occurrence that only delivers a short-term
benefit. AI is powerful intervention, which
uses dialogue consciously, to inquire into
what now and what next to think beyond

this situation and into the future organization that needs to be created. Therefore, the
focus is long term rather than short term.

Power of Positive Questioning:
Impact of “Best Past” Questions
Warren Berger (2014) wrote a book entitled
A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark Breakthrough Ideas. The content of the book is a recommended read
for anyone seeking to develop a practice in
AI, but the title itself sums up how important questions are in developing constructive dialogue. Questions are beautiful and
appreciative questions used for inquiry are
powerful. When assessing the usefulness of
AI as a change methodology, it is the power
of positive questioning for the purpose of
thinking and working through possibilities,
which is at the center of its effectiveness.
The most fascinating thing about questions in the AI process is that the search
is not necessarily about finding an answer
to a question. Appreciative questions are
by their very nature facilitating and inquisitive; therefore, prompt multiple alternatives rather than one correct response.
Answers that are arrived at through the
process therefore are a by-product of working through a process of engagement with
others. Questions drive the cocreation process, and AI provides a means of continuously asking questions, not just as part of a
planned change process, but also as a way
of doing business. The questions that are
asked, of each other as individuals and of
the organizational system as a whole, are
essential in determining the development
direction that will be travelled.
Questions are an essential element when
approaching change from the perspective
of AI. The questions we ask ourselves—as
a person or as a system—determine the
direction of development from our current
situation to our future possibility. Although
it is recommended that a facilitator be used
to help keep things on track, it is not the
facilitator who is the one who asks questions to the group. Rather the facilitator
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creates the space and guards the process,
as pairs and small groups are invited to explore a question which was agreed prior to
the session. The AI practitioner needs to
be skilled at crafting a question that will
impact people on a deeper level and will
create a shift in their current thinking as
they begin to talk about the topic. These
generative questions (Bushe and Fry, 2012)
are four key characteristics:
■■

■■

■■

■■

Connective: There is a connection created
between those involved in the conversation
as a result of the question being posed.
Surprising: There is a provocation that
results in a feeling of surprise from the
participants.
Hearts and Minds: There is an emotional/
behavioral response as a well as a rational
answer as a result of the question being
asked, e.g., “I feel. . .”
Mindset Shift: There is a shift in thinking
or the introduction of a new perspective
as a result of exploring the questions.

AI questions are formulated to encourage curiosity and challenge existing perceptions of what is truth; in many ways it
is similar to taking away someone’s telescope and replacing it with a kaleidoscope,
distorting what had been accepted as the
way things are and turning it around to
produce different patterns and perspectives. Questions are often presented as
open, closed, or suggestive. That is, questions that direct a certain response either
definitive, free flowing, or directive. AI
questions are crafted in a different way.
They are formulated from a place of sensing what is needed or helpful in the moment and dictate an explorative response,
opening up possibilities not only in regard
to solutions but also in regard to thinking.
Examples include:
■■

12

I am curious about your response to [this
situation] to learn more about how you
are doing this together, can you tell me
more about it?

■■

I notice that you say [statement] but your
approach is different from what you have
just stated. What makes your approach
different from your intention?
■■ What opportunities/capabilities made
it possible for the organization to
achieve [outcome] What does this say
about what the strengths of the organization are?
■■ When returning to the office tomorrow
morning, what one thing will you do
differently as a result of today?

Crafting AI Questions
The quality with which an AI practitioner crafts their questions will drive the
success of the AI process. Do not underestimate the time it takes to develop
a question that will drive the desired
response of curiosity, appreciation, and
action. When developing questions for AI
sessions, the AI practitioner must keep
the participants in mind, and examine
the question critically from the p
 erspective
of whether the questions will prompt
the group to move toward a positive and
life-giving direction—
individually, as a
team, and as a participant in the organizational system. Mohr and Watkins (2002)
offered a host of foundational questions
that should be asked, which can be modified to fit the needs of the organization
and the change situation. The four generic
questions (adapted from Mohr and Watkins, 2002) include:
1. Best Experience: Describe the best times
that you have had with your organization
(team, group, or community). Reflecting
on that experience, at what point during
that experience did you feel most awake,
most engaged, or most excited about being part of the organization. What made
it such a dynamic experience? Who was
part of that experience? Describe the experience in detail.
2. Values: What things do you value most
deeply—specifically, what things do you
value about yourself, your family, your
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work, and your organization (or group,
or community)?
3. Vital Component or Value: What do
you think is the component that is vital to
the being or value of your organization?
What vital component, if it did not exist,
would make your organization (team,
group, or community) completely different from what it is currently?
4. Three Things: If you could wave a magic
wand and change three things for your
organization (team, group, or community), what three things would they be?
When planning a facilitated AI session,
these generic questions are the launchpad
from which you will draw the participants’
focus to develop them and delve deeper
into the topic, theme, or change situation
that is being examined. It helps when planning a session to be prepared to ask probing questions that enable participants to
paint a clearer picture, to fill in the spaces
of knowledge that are often overlooked or
misunderstood. Rudyard Kipling (2005)
wrote a poem, Six Honest Serving Men:
I keep six honest serving men, they taught
me all I know
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who
These probing questions can be constructed in a positive way, e.g., What is
good customer service? Or in a negative
way, e.g., What is not good (or bad) customer service? Within an AI context it is
important to note that probing questions
will work effectively when they are framed
positively to drive AI.
When describing an event or a situation,
there are other elements that ensure that
the AI intervention is effective. When facilitating an AI intervention, make sure you:
■■

Begin with stories that relate to experience of the organization’s success as a
whole, before drilling down to individual
success stories.

■■

■■
■■

■■

Create an environment that allows space
for storytelling, use open-ended questions
to encourage stories, conversation, and
dialogue.
Avoid closed questions, which elicit “yes”
and “no” answers.
Always focus on the strengths, benefits,
achievement, and those things that are
successful in the past and present of the
organization Use questions that will help
to strengthen the group. For example, “Tell
a story about a time when the organization successfully responded to a threat in
the competitive environment.” Or “Tell a
story of when the team worked effectively
together to achieve something that benefited the organization.”
Encourage individuals to share stories
that they have personally experienced
rather than relying on second-hand stories
about others.

Since AI is focused on sense-making,
it is the personal connections to what is
being discussed that is important. Asking people personal questions about what
an experience means to them, what they
appreciate within the system, what they
value and what they are becoming aware
of brings authenticity and ownership to
the process. What the process seeks to
uncover is what lies beneath the actions,
thoughts, and behavior of people within
the organization. To do this, it is important that the process strips away the layers of seen behavior, attitudes, and learnt
responses to scratch beneath the surface
to what really matters.
What we are really trying to understand
through AI questions is what is vital, what
a person derives meaning from and values that center our universe. When teams
use AI, it isn’t about addressing a problem
and agreeing on a solution. It is sharing
of themselves and of what really matters within the organization to develop a
shared collective vision of what is possible
because it matters. Sharing stories is about
connecting individuals based on what has
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been possible and worthwhile previously.
It brings forward experiences because they
are sharing stories of what has been possible and worthwhile. Bringing valued experiences into consciousness encourages
action aligned with those values. People
learn to see themselves as subjects of a
system they can actively transform rather
than as objects of a system that limits their
imagination or determines their action.
Questions have the ability to inspire a
group, create wonderment, develop intrigue, delight, shine a light, invite participation, and build relationship. They
stimulate a response, which when correctly framed, create an opportunity for
people to share of themselves, their positive experiences and affections. Very often
groups and individuals spend so long focused on tripping from one problem to the
next that they forget to lift their heads up
and enjoy their successes. Life gurus have
to promote reflection as if it is some mystical art when all it needs is time and questions that enable individuals to take notice
of all the vital components that make life
worth living. Focusing on what is best, on
times when energy and enthusiasm was
a tangible reality and on excitement lifts
people from the impossible, difficult, and
daily slog, to a place of possibility. It can
be done, we can achieve that, and there is
a path or another way to achieve success.
Working it out can be fun, it can feel good
and I can be part of the solution. As stories
are told, the facilitator needs to help the
storytellers to explore, expand, and be expansive. Insist on the storyteller revealing
more details by asking follow-up questions
such as:
■■
■■
■■
■■
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Explain how that made you feel
Describe more about what happened
specifically
As you think about it now, what are you
feeling?
What would life be like if there were more
experiences like that more often?

Storytelling: Engaging Stakeholders
in Change Efforts
Storytelling is deserving of some focus in
this expert insight, because it is a central
aspect of engaging stakeholder in change
efforts. As long as there have been humans
on earth there have been storytellers. The
reason why stories are so important to the
data collection is because it is through stories that we are able to find answers beyond
something that can be written as a list on a
piece of paper. Organizational strengths are
vital components that ordinarily are not
noticed. They are as important as breathing is to our lives, and since we don’t notice
breathing except when it becomes labored
or difficult, so too are strengths’ vital components to the way in which the organizational system breathes. Personal narratives
explain something that cannot be easily
captured; they expose the essence behind
something that, when examined through
questioning, reveals itself. Vital components cannot be easily listed accurately
on a flip chart; instead they are what lie
between the lines of the story being told.
“The very action of asking people to reflect on
and tell stories about exceptional moments
in the present or past of their organization
and to identify how they hope things will be
different in the future (the wish question) is
a powerful intervention that begins to move
groups in directions that are positive and
life-giving. It is the combination of positively
focused inquiry, positively focused dialogue,
and the resultant influence on the collective
imagination that propels forward movement”
Watkins, Mohr and Kelly (2011)
As stories are told, strengths, values, and
hidden resources begin to be uncovered.
Although some people may be natural storytellers, most cultures have a history of
storytelling, and people are comfortable
with the idea of stories. Even as stories are
being told, before any action plan has been
decided upon, the curiosity roused, and
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the questions asked will begin the shift in
the system to a new direction. By engaging in a group activity of storytelling, a
collective understanding develops of how
things are formed, with each participant’s
contribution another dimension, another
perspective comes up that combines to
fill in the blank places and develop new
threads of inquiry. These in turn lead to
innovation and creativity in a way that is
not possible in rational-linear approaches
to problem-solving. The pace of storytelling and the sojourns into side tracks in order to fully illustrate the narrative develops
a depth and breadth that can be lost in a
list of bullet points. For the storyteller they
are required to explore their memory and
imagination to draw out the details of the
story, engaging others in a visualization
exercise that is rarely enacted in analytical
discussions. Finally, storytelling and listening to stories is enjoyable, prompting
excitement about a particular event or situation and a well-told story leaves a feeling
of delight and satisfaction.

Practice: Facilitating a Storytelling
Session
As a facilitator your job is not to work out
whether a story is good or bad, or, like a detective to determine whether the story is
the whole truth. It is the probing of stories
that reveal the resources available to the
organization or the individual, what really
matters in terms of values and also what
the storyteller reveals about themselves in
terms of strengths and aspirations. Therefore, the first part of facilitating a storytelling session is to accept the stories as they
are told, don’t question their validity because the story isn’t the point, it is in the
lines between that the point of the story
exists. Like fables of years gone by, where
the moral of the story is the point of the
story, the stories told within an AI session
need to be examined for their points, not
their storytelling merits. Therefore, while a
participant is telling a story it is important

to encourage and validate the people who
is are telling the stories. An example of a
60-minute storytelling activity is given
below.
1. Split the group into pairs and explain that
one individual will be the storyteller and
the other the interviewer. Explain to the
pairs that the participants will interview
each other and then as a group analyze
the data that has been collected from
the interviews.
2. Give the pair 10 minutes to prepare
for the interview. Provide examples of
questions, which could be used during
the interview to help expand and probe
the stories for individual and group
resources, the values that a person has,
strengths and achievements that are
revealed and knowledge of aspirations.
For example:
What strengths or resources made the
success, experience or achievement
possible?
What values are reflected in the story?
What external conditions existed that
contributed to these experiences of the
individual or organization at its best?
What component, if it did not exist,
would have made the experience completely different?
What do you wish would happen next
based on the story you have told?
What will be different if your wish
were to come true?
What is behind the wish?
3. After the 10-minute time is up, get the
pairs to take turns to interview each
other. Give each participant 20 minutes
to be interviewed, and be the interviewer.
4. At the end of 40 minutes, ask the group
to gather at a wall or large board. Facilitate a health check regarding what
they felt about storytelling and interviewing, and whether there were any
surprises.
5. Provide participants with post-it notes
and sharpie pens (or equivalent). Ask the
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group to write on the post-it notes the
following that they have identified from
the stories told during the interviews:
Strengths
Values
Wishes
6. It is helpful to use different colored or
shaped post-it notes for each of the three
outputs. Allow around 10 minutes for
this stage.
7. Once the output has been captured, invite the participants to create one large
poster, which the strengths, values,
and wishes of the group, give them 10
minutes for this exercise. The poster
provides visual data to the participants,
which can be used at the data analysis stage.
8. Ask the group to feedback their poster
and discuss their experience of the
exercise.

AI in Practice: The 4-D Cycle:
Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny
The 4-D approach in AI (Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros, 2003) refers to the four
parts of the AI cycle:
■■

■■
■■

■■

Discovery: Identifying those moments in
the past and present of the organization
that are excellent, core values of the organization, and the best practices;
Dream: Envision positive possibilities for
future success;
Design: Cultivate and create the structure, processes and relationships required
to support the dream;
Destiny: Establish an action plan, which
is both effective and inspirational.

The AI Process
As a facilitator it is your job to set the environment to make open and honest dialogue
possible. It is important to understand that
there are particular norms that are associated with an AI intervention, and must be
clearly communicated to the participants.
This includes starting and finishing the
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session on time, ensuring that the participants are clear that any and all questions
are good questions, that in asking questions, especially during probing, they must
treat each other with respect. In addition to
crafting questions to be positively framed,
participants must give space to those being asked the question to answer it, fully.
This means listening and giving people
time to think before interjecting with the
next question. Finally there is an acknowledgment that everyone is a teacher and a
learner at the same time. No one has all the
answers or THE answer, but we each hold a
piece of the jigsaw.

Room Setup
The furniture and setting of the room is
important in regard to removing physical barriers. Ideally there will be no tables, and chairs will be placed in a circle
to demonstrate equality and encourage
cross-communication. Since the process is
participatory and people are learning from
each other, it is important to provide room
for movement within the room, and give
space where the larger group can be split
into pairs or small groups. The workshop
itself is experiential, so provision of craft
materials, paper, and pens with plenty of
space to create is also essential.
Occasionally ideas will surface that are
good, but not within the scope of the topic
being examined, provide a place for ideas
to be parked, which are important but
need to be revisited either at the end of the
AI workshop or outside of the workshop
altogether.

A Continuum of Participation
Pimbert and Pretty (1997) developed a continuum of participation to describe the different forms of participation, which can be
experienced. AI seeks to develop participation, which is self-mobilizing, when agreeing to an AI intervention it is important
that the participants are empowered to implement the output of the AI workshop.
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■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

Passive Participation: External stakeholders make the decisions and employees are told what is going to happen or
has already happened.
Participation by Information Giving:
Employees answer questions, giving information in response to requests from
external stakeholders. This form of participation restricts information flows to a
one-way process. Decision-making and
information is not shared with employees.
Participation by Consultation: Employees
are consulted, and external stakeholders
are not obliged but may choose to take the
interests of employees into consideration
when developing solutions.
Functional Participation: Employees
are chosen by external stakeholders to
participate in particular groups usually
after major decisions have been made and
with remits that are specified.
Interactive Participation: Employees
participate in joint analysis and action
planning, often taking control over regional
issues within a wider set of framework.
Self-mobilization: Employees are able
to take the initiative and are independent of external institutions. They are
empowered to change systems supported
by external agents who may provide a
facilitative role.

Discovery: Learning from Success
The Discovery phase is all about helping
focus the participants away from their
task-orientated problem; solve, rinse, and
repeat cycle to examine the excellence that
exists within the organization; and seek to
discover the vital components that help
the organization be effective. This is a deliberate letting go of the day to day, and investment of time in inquiring about high
performance, success factors, and moments of satisfaction.

Discovery in Practice: Strategic Growth
Summit (SOAR)
(Adapted from Michon and Akyrürek, 2013)

1. Strengths: What can we build on?
(10 mins)
What are the current strengths of this
project team?
What are the strengths of our current
management group? Please share a story.
2. Opportunities: What are our stakeholders asking for? (10 mins)
Is there an innovative way to convert
our activity to improve [project focus]
through this project team? In what
ways can you imagine this can be
done? Tell a story of how this can be.
How can we expand this project team’s
effectiveness with new/existing employees and managers?
What new opportunities might we
consider to develop/grow the influence of this project team in the wider
organization? If we achieve these opportunities what would it look like?
3. Aspirations: What do we care deeply
about?
What can we do different in the [project team] to improve organizational
improvement in 5 years?
What do you do to ensure our stakeholders are satisfied and employees
are engaged while we embark on our
plan?
We have a lean organization; how do
we continue this project team and be
effective as we grow our commitment
to action?
What do we want to be? What do we
want to be known as? What do our
stakeholders want us to be? What new
capabilities do we need?
4. Results: How do we know we are
succeeding?
In order to achieve what our major
goals are, how will this project team
need to be different?
What one thing can we change today
that we move us toward success?
How do we improve the leverage that
we have in our network to achieve
optimal results?
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Dream: Appreciative Interviews and
Visioning Exercise
Challenging the accepted way of doing
things and establishing a break from the
way things have always been done is the
purpose of the Dream phase. It is looking
beyond what currently exists and daring
to dream about a new possibility and new
future for the organization. The historical
narrative explored in the Discovery phase
highlights the vital components, which
make up the organization as a launchpad
for creating a new positive future. It may
be labeled Dream but the grounding of the
dream is fundamentally practical.

Dream in Practice: Visioning Exercise
Adapted from Wilkinson (2011)
A visioning exercise uses a process of
helping the participants visualize various
areas of success (e.g., customers, products,
image, etc.) but avoiding being specific
about what the success is. Be deliberate
and slow in the reading and use pauses to
make room for the participants to fill in the
silences.
Ask participants to get their journals out
and then lie on the floor, head on cushions and close their eyes. Once everyone
is comfortable, ask the participants to
become aware of their breathing.
■■

■■
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Now that we have looked at where we are
currently, let’s turn our minds to where we
are going. This step will serve as the launching pad for establishing your goals and
objectives. We are now going to do a brief
visualization exercise. Imagine yourself
looking at a desk calendar with the current
date being shown. Watch the pages flip from
today, to tomorrow, to the next day, then to
the next month, and the next month, and
on and on, flipping faster and faster, to the
next year, and the next, until we arrive at
[Date five years from now]
Imagine that you look up from your desk
and find that the wall of your office has
disappeared. In its place you find yourself

■■

■■

■■

■■

in a conference room in which someone
is speaking and announcing an award.
You realize that the person speaking is
(brief silence) and the award is the (brief
silence), which goes to the organization
that has (brief silence). The presenter says,
“In making this award the judges were
unanimous in agreement of the organization most deserving of this award. And
this year the award goes to [organization].”
There is a standing ovation, as people
stand up to applaud. When the applause
dies down, the presenter goes on to list
all the accomplishments that made this
organization deserving. Listen to what
the presenter is saying (brief silence) Fill
it in . . .what was it that the organization
accomplished? (brief silence)
A prerecorded video starts to play on the
screen behind the presenter. There is a
group of [the organization’s] clients and
partners sitting in a room talking about
[the organization], and one customer says,
“The thing that is great about [organization] is . . .” (brief silence) Fill it in . . .what
did that customer say? Another jumps in,
“That’s all fine and wonderful, but the thing
that really makes [organization] stand out
as a partner is . . .” (brief silence).
[CEO of organization] gets up to accept
the award and explains that five years
before a project group came together
to develop a plan that has resulted in
this award. [CEO] explains a number of
actions that were taken. Listen to what the
CEO says . . . what was it that the [project
team] did? (brief silence)
As you are leaving the conference, you
overhear a group of employees talking.
They are saying that they didn’t believe
[organization] would actually change, but
that it did. They begin talking about what
it feels like to work a [organization], how
these changes have improved their lives.
Listen to what they are saying. How does it
feel to work at [organization]? (brief silence)
When you return to your desk, you sit
down and begin to record some of the
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things you heard. What was it that the
presenter said? Why did [organization]
deserve the award? What was it that the
project team did to bring about these
changes? What did the employees say
about working there? When you are ready,
sit up and take a minute to jot down notes
about what you heard.

Visualizing Debrief
After the participants have finished writing
in their journals, ask them to step up the
board/wall. Provide them with post-it notes
and sharpie pens, and ask them to capture
their thoughts in each of the following categories. If necessary you can use a separate
flip chart paper for each category.
■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

Partners: Have the participants visualize
and hear what partners are saying about
the organization.
Employees: Have the participants visualize and hear what employees are saying
about the organization.
Competitors/Other Stakeholders: Have
the participants visualize and hear what
competitors or other stakeholders are saying about the organization.
Actions: Have the participants visualize what actions were taken to achieve
success.
Results: Have the participants visualize
the results that were achieved.

Facilitate a conversation among the
group about what outputs they have captured from the visualization exercise. Use
the following questions to facilitate the
debrief:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Do they reinforce existing strengths?
How do the visions differ?
Who are the stakeholders?
Are significant aspects missing?
Are the visions challenging, yet realistic?
Achievable?
Heavily dependent on outsiders?
Does a shared “vision” emerge?

Design: Provocative Proposition
The design phase resolves to develop the
social architecture of the organization and
the creation of possibility statements that
will evolve into an articulation of dreams
into activities. This duality of articulation
and activity will ensure that there is a
shared vision, which people can respond
to from defining the basic infrastructure
to constructing an organization. The purpose is to create agreement on the myriad
possibilities and a shared image of how
they will interact within the organizational system. The result is explicit statements regarding desired qualities and
behaviors required for the organization to
function.

Design in Practice
Adapted from Mohr and Watkins (2002)
1. Bring the participants together to work as
a group, begin by facilitating what their
dream picture will be, this can be aided
using methods such as randomization.
Allow 10 minutes of conversation.
2. Split the group into pairs and ask them
to write a statement in large print on
a piece of flip chart paper, again giving each pair 10 minutes to write a
statement.
3. Join the pairs together into groups of
four and ask them to look at the statements each pair had written and refine
the statements to create a new statement
on a separate piece of flipchart paper.
Allow 10 minutes.
4. Keep joining the groups together, e.g., 4
to 8, 8 to 16 until the entire group is together. As the group gets bigger it may be
necessary to give more time for the process. Once the full group is together, ask
them to evaluate the statement against
the following questions:
Is it provocative? Does it stretch, challenge, or interrupt the status quo?
Is it grounded? Are there examples that
illustrate the ideal as a real possibility?
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Is it desired? If it could be fully actualized, would the organization want it?
Do you want it as a preferred future?
Is it stated in affirmative and bold
terms?
Does it provide guidance for the organization’s future as a whole?
Does it expand the zone of possible
change and development?
Is it a high involvement process?
Is it used to stimulate intergenerational organizational learning?
Coach the group as they are writing
their provocative proposition. Help them
to locate words that weaken the proposition such as “aims to” or “will do,” the
proposition must be assertive and designed to cause a reaction of engagement,
desire, and incitement to act. It should
leave people thinking “I want that for my
organization.”
The end result will be for the group to
decide how they will put this dream into
writing as a possibility statement that describes what the organization will look and
feel like when the project team is delivering at its best.

Destiny: Implementing the Action Plan
The final phase of the AI process is ensuring that the design is implemented;
otherwise, the exercise is nothing more
than wishful thinking. It must be put into
action. This is a period of learning, readjustment, experimentation, and determination to see the vision enacted into reality.
Innovation, creativity, and agility are at the
center of the destiny phase, developing a
tactical action plan to achieve the goal set
out in the previous phase.

Destiny in Practice
1. Ask participants to work in small groups
to identify ways the group can strengthen
the implementation stage of their design.
Begin by asking the group to imagine
that they have finished planning and
have begun implementing.
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What are some of the things they
should be doing?
What decisions might they be making?
What contingencies or unexpected
events should they be planning for?
2. After 20 minutes, get the small groups to
report back. Capture their ideas on flip
chart. Make sure that the group agrees
to the following if they are not already
included:
Clarity around roles and responsibilities
Methods with which to monitor the
implementation of plan
Transparent understanding of the systems and processes being used.
Evaluation methods
How individuals and the team will be
rewarded for their contribution, commitment, and effort.
How the project group will celebrate
success
The sustained use of AI during the
process to move things along.
3. Close by distributing sheets of A4 paper
and asking individuals to write down
their name and one action that they
will personally commit to doing to help
ensure the team will reach its goals.
Once everyone has written their action,
ask them to screw the piece of paper up
like a snowball and ask them to throw it
across the room. Each individual needs
to collect a snowball, and instruct them
to contact the person on their sheet in
one month to check where they are up
to on the action.

Conclusion: AI in Practice
AI and dialogic methods of OD are often ignored in favor of process-orientated
approaches to change management. The
utilization of a technique that gets relevant parties in a room to talk about what is
going right in the organization and focus on
what strengths can be built on is often dismissed as a major change intervention for
change is needed because something is going wrong and that needs to be fixed. While
each phase of the AI process is designed to
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move to successful delivery of the goal, it
is not the outcome but the process of engagement, which is of equal significance.
Change happens through AI because people come together, in relationship, to talk.
It is simple, but powerful. It is the relationship and understanding formed, and
the shared vision that is delivered by the
process, which gives fuel to the change
process.
The theory of social constructionism is
at the root of AI, and as such anyone attempting to apply the practice to their
organization must have a working knowledge of the theory and how it grounds other
change theories, as well as a knowledge of
how such a theory impacts beliefs regarding the impact of dialogue on social behavior. The development of AI as a discipline
and a practice takes social constructionism
and utilizes the power of language to create reality, using research from the field
of social sciences. AI seeks to draw from
the understanding of meaning-making to
more fully use the impact of positive images in the creation of a positive future for
the organization.
The appreciative approach to inquiry
can have a significant effect on the subsequent performance not just of the individuals and group but the long-term sustainable
performance of the organization. On an
individual level is also worth noting that
from a performance appraisal perspective,
the power and authority that a manager
has over the individual being appraised
will determine whether the future performance of the employee depending on
whether the manager believes them to be
capable or not.
AI offers the opportunity for participants to socially construct the future of
the organization and succeed in moving
the organization forward to the positive
future that they can imagine. The key is
to empower employees to believe that
they have the keys to creating a future
that is worthwhile. That they can make
a positive contribution, that leaders who

empower others can make a difference
and that there is an energy within the
organizational system that, if harnessed
positively, can lead to generative and creative outcomes, which would in turn lead
to sustainable organizational effectiveness
and performance.
Questions are an essential element when
approaching change from the perspective
of AI. The questions we ask ourselves—as
a person or a system—determine the direction of development from our current situation to our future possibility.
References
1. Beckhard, R. and W. Pritchard. (1992). Changing the
Essence: The Art of Creating and Leading Fundamental
Change in Organizations. New York, NY: John Wiley.
2. Berger, P.L. and T. Luckmann. (1966). The Social Construction of Reality. New York, NY: Penguin Books.
3. Berger, W. (2014). A More Beautiful Question. New
York, NY: Bloomsbury.
4. Bushe, G.R. and R. Fry. (2012). Generative engagement: Going beyond the positive for transformational change. In World Appreciative Inquiry
Conference, Ghent, Belgium. Retrieved from https://
trello.com/c/7P5cqEWs/21-generative-engagementgoing-beyond-the-positive-for-transformationalchange-2012-bushe-fry
5. Carver, C.S., M.F. Scheier, and S.C. Segerstrom. (2010).
“Optimism.” Clinical Psychology Review 30, no. 7, pp.
879-889.
6. Cooperrider, D.L., and S. Srivastva. (1987). “Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life.” Research in
Organizational Change and Development 1, no. 1, pp.
129-169.
7. Cooperrider, D.L., D.K. Whitney, and J.M. Stavros.
(2003). Appreciative inquiry handbook (Vol. 1). San
Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.
8. Kipling, R. (2005). The Elephant’s Child: From the
Just So Stories. ABDO/Createspace Independent
Publishing.
9. Mead, G.H. (1934). Mind, Self and Society (Vol. 111).
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
10. Michon, J.A., and A. Akyrürek. eds. (2013). Soar: A
Cognitive Architecture in Perspective: A Tribute to Allen
Newell (Vol. 10). Chichester, UK: Wiley.
11. Mohr, B.J. and J.M. Watkins. (2002). The Essentials of
Appreciative Inquiry: A Roadmap for Creating Positive
Futures. Sheffield, UK: Pegasus Communications.
12. Morris, T., M. Spittle. and A.P. Watt. (2005). Imagery in
Sport. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
13. Pimbert, M.P., and J.N. Pretty. (1997). “Parks, People
and Professionals: Putting ‘Participation’ into Protected Area Management.” Social Change and Conservation 16, pp. 297-330.

© Business Expert Press 978-1-63157-991-2 (2017)
www.businessexpertpress.com

Expert Insights

21

Appreciative Inquiry in Practice
14. Rosenthal, R., and L. Jacobson. (1966). “Teachers’ expectancies: Determinants of pupils’ IQ gains.” Psychological Reports 19, no. 1, pp. 115-118.
15. Scheier, M.F. and C.S. Carver. (1985). “Optimism, Coping, and Health: Assessment and Implications of
Generalized Outcome Expectancies.” Health Psychology 4, no. 3, p. 219.
16. Tindle, H.A., Y.F. Chang, L.H. Kuller, J.E Manson,
J.G. Robinson, M.C. Rosal, G.J. Siegle, and K.A.

22

Matthews. (2009). “Optimism, Cynical Hostility, and
Incident Coronary Heart Disease and Mortality in
the Women’s Health Initiative.” Circulation 120(8),
pp. 656-662.
17. Watkins, J.M., B. Mohr, and R. Kelly. (2011). Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of Imagination (2nd
Ed.). Raleigh, NC: Pfeiffer.
18. Wilkinson, M. (2011). The Executive Guide to Facilitating Strategy. Atlanta, GA: Leadership Strategies.

© Business Expert Press 978-1-63157-991-2 (2017)
www.businessexpertpress.com

Expert Insights

