
DISCOVER AI: Appreciative Inquiry 
 
 We are living in an incredibly remarkable time. It is likely to be remembered as one of the most
magnificent times in history. At the time of this recording our society has just landed the second
ship on Mars. Personally, I didn't even know that this work was occurring until I heard the news
reports about the mission. Even if I did know that this mission was being developed, I’m not sure if
I would have believed it would be possible. 
 
 Today, accomplishments like these are occurring all around us on a fairly regular basis. Just
imagine, our society has been successful landing on Mars and it hardly makes the news several
weeks after it happens. 
 
 Of course, it is natural for any of us to be overwhelmed by the activity in our own lives, and maybe
this is not on the radar screen of importance or fascination for us. 
 
 The reason I mention this story at all, is simply to draw a parallel to other technologies that have
also been developed and proven to be successful for companies and individuals. 
 
 Here's the point, if this technology has been in the works all these years, and then rapidly falls out
of the news, what other technologies are also available that would improve our lives and
businesses? 
 
 That's exactly what Discover AI  is all about. 

Today, fairly significant accomplishments are occurring all around us on a fairly regular basis. 
While the accomplishments in science and technology are usually the breakthroughs that make
the news, there are also incredible advances being made in the world of personal and
organizational development.  I want to share with you a very successful method for personal and
organizational change that has been developed and practiced over the past 20 years known as
Appreciative Inquiry.  

Why is this technology available? 

Like many of the tools and technology that we use in our everyday life that originally designed for
space missions or military needs, Appreciative Inquiry, commonly referred to as AI has been used
over the last 20 years by local and global organizations, Fortune 500 companies and even in
bringing together leaders of the major world religions. 

Today, Appreciative Inquiry is mainly available to large organizations.  Because of my affinity to
work with business owners and individuals, one my current objectives is to further its development
while making it available for the benefit of individuals and the privately owned business
community. 

If you have ever been involved in change efforts, attempted to grow a business or non-profit
organization – if you have ever attempted or been involved in creating any sort of meaningful
change… then keep reading.  We're going to:

• describe Appreciative Inquiry and its principle components
 

• provide a summary of Appreciative Inquiry 

• and will explain… 

Why me, why you, and why now? 



Describing Appreciative Inquiry and its principle components
"Appreciative Inquiry is the exploration of what gives life to human systems when they function at
their best. This approach to personal and organizational change is based on the assumption that
questions and dialogue about strengths, successes, values, hopes, and dreams are themselves
transformational. 

It’s about the search for the best in people, their organizations, and the relevant world around
them. In its broadest focus, it involves systematic discovery of what gives “life” to a living system
when it is most alive, most effective, and most constructively capable in economic, ecological, and
human terms. 

I want to share with you a powerful approach for creating explosive and sustainable growth within
your organization using cutting edge management development tools.  I'll be doing this during a
period of time when most of the materials that exist on this subject are still in academic journals
and are hardly suitable for quick or pleasurable reading. 

So what is Appreciative Inquiry? Let’s first consider the definitions of these words. 

Appreciate: 1. valuing; the act of recognizing the best in people or the world around us; affirming
past and present strengths, successes, and potentials; to perceive those things that give life
(health, vitality, excellence) to living systems. 2. to increase in value, Valuing, Prizing, Esteeming
and Honoring 

Appreciation is the strongest emotion we have for attracting what we want. 

Inquire: the act of exploration and discovery. 2. to ask questions; to be open to seeing new
potentials and possibilities. discovery, search, and systematic exploration and study. 

As people grow weary of change efforts, there is now a renewed sense of optimism for a process
that recognizes inquiry and change can happen simultaneously - the moment that a positive
question is contemplated. This is not to imply that we ignore problems - they just need to be
approached from the other side. 

Obviously, we have all had ups and downs in our careers and in our lives. But for the moment try
to focus or recall a high point, a time in your work experience when you felt most alive, most
engaged, or most successful. Perhaps you may recall when your business was at its peak or was
considered a high-performance organization. 

The crafting of this inquiry is all that is necessary to begin but it can also be the most difficult for
people to do alone. Let me briefly explain some of the other concepts that combine to make
Appreciative Inquiry work so effectively. 

Some of the components and basic principles that make up AI are: 

• the constructionist principle

• the anticipatory principle 

• the principle of simultaneity 

• the positive principle 

• the heliotropic principle 

• the open book principle 



AI Components:  

The Constructionist Principle: 
In its simplest sense, this concept describes how our future reality is born out of our
present thoughts and activities that we collectively practice today. So as individuals
and groups we are constantly creating the future that we are going to live into by the
conversations that we have, the behaviors we practice, and the norms we establish. 

Because of this principle, it stands to reason, that no matter what the previous history
may be, systems are dynamic and open to new developments and possibilities. 

The Anticipatory Principle:
The next concept is the anticipatory principle which describes how human beings live
into their “anticipation” of future events and also the effect this can have on the
people and systems around them. Many of us are familiar with the term self-fulfilling
prophecy. In management, a self-fulfilling prophecy could guide a company toward its
expectations for blockbuster profits or lackluster results. 

In the art of managing people, we find that a manager who believes people are lazy
and need to be coerced or given incentives to work, will eventually create that
behavior in his or her employees. In contrast, a manager who believes that people
actually want to do good work and feel good about the work they do, will create an
environment that enables people to excel and produce superior products and
services. 

The Principle of Simultaneity:
The principle of simultaneity takes this one step further. 

It says that change begins the moment we begin inquiring about a desired state.
Therefore, change and inquiry are actually simultaneous events that can happen in
an instant. 

The Positive Principle:
People and organizations are free to seek transformations based on the image of the
future they choose to create. At first this may sound somewhat abstract or a lot like
the suggestion of simply practicing positive thinking. 

However, when considering change efforts in comparison to problem-solving
methods, a factor that needs to be considered is the energy that is created by the
process. 

Try to remember a time when you were in a meeting and were very engaged in a
problem solving process. Did it give you energy or drain your energy? 

If you're like most the answer is rather obvious. Problem-solving can drain us of our
energy and frustrate us in our attempts to move forward into solutions, as we focus
on the problems. 

However, designing solutions based on past, positive experiences tends to elicit
responses like hope, excitement, inspiration, caring, camaraderie, a sense of urgent
purpose, and a sheer joy in creating something meaningful together. 



The Heliotropic Principle: 
The heliotropic principle is one that I have some difficulty with and have done
extensive work on to better understand and validate. 

It says that human systems grow toward that which is best and sustains life. The
metaphor would be that like plants and other organisms grow in the direction of the
sunlight, people and organizations have a similar mechanism. I like the concept, but
because of my own remnants of cynicism, personally, I just need to keep this
particular inquiry going. 

The Open Book Principle 

The open book principle reminds us that throughout history, various cultures maintained their
values and passed along their wisdom from one generation to the next by using stories. Today,
many of our daily conversations have become sound bites about what to do next and it is difficult
to find time for the full rich conversations that contain meaning and purpose. 

In the Imagine Chicago project, children with their natural curiosity, surprise, delight, amazement
and wonder, were sent to interview executives, principles, parents, entertainers, artists, and
scientists. Some of these individuals were never asked such questions and found themselves not
being able to fall asleep later that evening. They kept replaying the conversation and got back in
touch with things very important to them. Another said it made them feel animated and alive and
that the conversations really mattered. They found themselves looking into the face of the future. 

With the basic principles described, let’s consider how we can assemble these components and
put them into practical applications. 

So how do we summarize this and put Appreciative Inquiry into practice?

First, organizations should not be considered broken, in need of being fixed; or viewed as
problems to be solved. 

Secondly, consider the application of appreciative inquiry as we recall the times we were most
alive; at our best as individuals or organizations. While eliciting renewed energy, we can begin to
dialogue about designing a future-state based on actual experiences rather than imagined or
hoped-for change. Because these experiences are real, we have confidence that they can be
recreated. 

Contrast this with the all too frequent situation of listening to plans for the future that a leader or
manager has created in isolation: and then you walk away either in disbelief that it will happen or
with a “wait and see attitude.” 

In order to supercharge your organization consider two models for bringing about
successful change. 

The first is one that most of us have operated by for many years. It’s known as problem-solving. 

Within the problem-solving methodology, we start by looking for problems, identifying the causes,
analyzing the causes, and then attempting to identify possible solutions after we have already put
ourselves in an energy draining, deficit-based, and depressing state by focusing on problems,
their sources, and times we would prefer to forget. 

Results show that appreciative inquiry outperforms other change methods. 

Problem Solving can be slow and Conservative while creating a temporary Organizational
Depression. 



AI can produce High-Velocity Change, Rapid Innovation, Energy for Action – Based on
Hope, Cooperation and Commitment, and leave a Culture of High Performance. 

Although this may sound just like positive thinking or like a Pollyannaish approach to serious
problems, let me assure you that it is not. 

The framework for creating an Appreciative Inquiry Summit can be quite involved and require the
collection and analysis of a lot of information to create the themes for the future. 

For companies though; problem solving is beginning to look like a very outdated method that
would involve consultants entering an organization looking for problems with the only logical result
being a discovery of more problems. 

In AI, the arduous task of intervention gives way to the speed of imagination and innovation;
instead of negative thinking, criticism, and spiraling diagnosis. 

Appreciative Inquiry suggests a growing disenchantment with exhausted theories of change,
especially those wedded to vocabularies of human deficit, and a corresponding urge to work with
people, groups, and organizations in a more constructive, life affirming, strength-based and
spirited way. 

Your life has already been touched by AI. Just a few of the organizations that have benefited from
AI are Roadway Express, Hunter Douglas, GTE, McDonald’s, Smith Kline Beacham, the United
States Navy, and the EPA. 

In fact, there are roots in business, community projects, nonprofit sectors, educational systems,
manufacturing, environmental agencies, psychology, therapy and health care, technology,
Government; and throughout industry. These include organizations in the United States as well as
many projects around the world. 

The appreciative inquiry process describes how to create change by paying attention to what you
want more of rather than focusing on problems and searching for their causes. 

The beauty of appreciative inquiry is that is not a fixed model for creating change but rather; it is
created and constantly re-created by the people who are invited into in the process. 

Even if we feel that we are positive the majority of the time, consider how we limit ourselves in the
brief periods when we are not. A senior manager at GTE described appreciative inquiry and then
cautioned the group that he wasn't advocating buying into mindless happy talk. But he asked
them, when you get a survey that says 94% of your customers are happy, what do you
automatically do? 

Perhaps you've already guessed the answer. 

Most people interview the unhappy 6%, instead of asking the 94% what made them happy. 

Consider also, that even with the best intentions, we may bring about results that are not
anticipated. Think about training on sexual harassment. Studies have shown that after training the
number of complaints increased; which makes sense, because now people are more educated
and are aware of what not to do, so they become acutely aware of those behaviors. By applying
the philosophy of appreciative inquiry, the training would now be designed so people would be
asked to share examples of what it feels and looks like to be treated with dignity and respect by
the opposite sex. 



Can AI work in business to improve the bottom line? 
Great question. Consider that currently employees in most companies only hear about the
company's profitability when it is dismal and therefore certain incentives and privileges cannot be
granted to employees. 

What would happen if employees were brought together and asked to create the scenario of what
it was like to work for a company when profits were plentiful? I'm confident most would recall
receiving well-deserved raises, a general sense of well-being while at work, perhaps more festive
events, celebrations and company parties. The atmosphere would be conducive for creativity and
innovation would be welcomed. 

In fact, while discussing bottom-line financial results, one of the largest proponents of appreciative
inquiry has been Cap Gemini, Earnst and Young. 

The key point is simply to recognize that instinctively and intuitively we either accept that important
ideas can profoundly alter the way we see ourselves, perceive our reality and conduct our lives.
Or, we can choose to maintain the status quo and wait for change to be inflicted upon us. 

The noted psychologist Carl Jung concluded that important problems are rarely solved but only
outgrown. This “outgrowing”, proves on further investigation, to require a new level of
consciousness. Some higher or wider interest appears on the horizon and through the broadening
of outlook, the problem loses its urgency. It was not solved logically in its own terms but faded
when confronted with a new and stronger life urge. 

Carl Jung 

If you are skeptical, you’re not the first.

Appreciative Inquiry: The early years
Appreciative Inquiry was initiated in 1980 at the Cleveland Clinic by David Cooperrider, a graduate
of the Masters program at Benedictine University in Lisle, while he was working on his doctorate
at Case Western. 

As a young 24 year old doctoral student, David Cooperrider was involved in a conventional
diagnosis and organizational analysis of "what's wrong with the human side of the Organization?"
In gathering his data, he became amazed by the level of positive cooperation and innovation he
saw in the organization.
David obtained permission from the Clinic's Chairman to focus entirely on a life-centric analysis of
the factors contributing to the highly effective functioning of the Clinic when it was at its best.
Everything else was ignored. As the team asked the clinic's employee’s questions focused on the
positive aspects of their work, a wave of energy and innovation was unleashed. 

The team had unwittingly tapped into the organization's positive core. 

The subsequent report created such a powerful and positive stir, that the Board called for ways to
use this method with the whole group practice 

Then in 1984 Cooperrider made the first public presentation of his still evolving ideas about AI
(Appreciative Inquiry) to the Academy of Management where his ideas were met with great
challenge that AI is Pollyannaish, debate because there are such "things" as problems, and even
laughter to even consider organizations as "miracles" of human interaction, dialogue, and infinite
imagination. 

However, in 1988 - Frank Barrett and David Cooperrider team up to work with a Hotel
management team locked in seemingly unending conflict. Breakthroughs occurred. A paper they
wrote on the use of AI (Appreciative Inquiry)  won the "Best Paper of the Year" Award in 1988 at
the same National Academy of Management. 



David then goes on to be elected president of the organization development division of the
National Academy of Management. 

In 1992 Imagine Chicago is created. This is a major community development effort based heavily
on AI (Appreciative Inquiry)  principles and practice. 

In 1997 GTE received an award for "Best Organization Change Program" in the country for the
work done through Appreciative Inquiry. 

In 1999 David Cooperrider was asked to facilitate and to bring Appreciative Inquiry into a program
for religious leaders across the world's great religions. 

Appreciative Inquiry suggests a growing disenchantment with exhausted theories of change,
especially those wedded to vocabularies of human deficit, and a corresponding urge to work with
people, groups, and organizations in a more constructive, life affirming, strength-based and
spirited way. 

Why me, why you, and why now? 

When employees are asked about the most memorable times with a company, they talk about
difficult times when they pulled together and accomplished what needed to be done. The stage is
set. These are those times for many individuals and companies. 

The reason appreciative inquiry works is simple and because I can choose what services to
provide my clients for developing their businesses, I choose to engage in appreciative inquiry. 

Over the years and even today there is a direct correlation between the assignments I am
awarded and the results that are achieved when I am focused on the client’s successes.
Approaching companies, or even occasionally stumbling into a deficit based consulting role where
a company is viewed as a problem to be fixed, is almost certain to produce unwanted effects. 

Why you? 

As you can see, appreciative inquiry is not a fixed model or something that's done to people but
rather something that depends upon the inclusion of people. After a good deal of work with
appreciative inquiry with clients, I am convinced it offers a strong foundation on which to build
personal friendships, associations, and business. 

Why now? 
AI is not another fad of the month and can be universally applied. Deficit based terms within the
mental health community are becoming household conversations that are now prevalent in
describing our corporate environments. Just a few of these terms include dysfunctional,
codependent, stressed, addictive, depressed and burned out. 

We are all born with natural gifts, talents and exceptional competencies. My objective is to
combine validated assessments with appreciative inquiry will help us to help individuals discover
their unique potential. For many of us these natural talents and abilities were covered up either
early in life or during some period and they have been unnoticed or forgotten. They remain just
below the surface waiting be discovered and unleashed. 

Many times, what appears to be incompetence is actually unexpressed competencies. 



We may see this in business when errors are more frequent during slow periods. People are not
working near their level of competence so mistakes occur. 

At this time you may feel uncertain and not ready to take a leap of faith, that is understandable,
and I'm not asking you to. But if you are intrigued and curious than perhaps a step of faith is all
that is needed. 

The purpose these pages was simply to introduce you to appreciative inquiry and give you the
opportunity to discover it for yourself. Throughout the year, I will be conducting a series of
programs that will be used to deliver practical and effective programs for business owners and
individuals at the Management Association in Oak Brook. 

If you would like to find out more about appreciative inquiry or simply stay informed about future
events, enter your e-mail address in the box below.  

As you review my web site, you'll see that I'm not viewing appreciative inquiry as a panacea for
everyone. Some companies will not be in a position to conduct an appreciative inquiry summit. In
other instances, when people are asked to draw upon peak experiences from the past, for
example, regarding teamwork, effective meetings, productive workplaces, and other areas of
business, they do not always have best practices to draw upon. In these instances, and in those
cases where a specific development program is necessary, the other services are most
appropriate. 

If team development is of interest, you will also find a recent article of mine on appreciative inquiry
with teams, which was published in the November 2003 issue of Training Today.

I hope this top line overview of Appreciative Inquiry had an inspirational affect for you. It was by no
means a method to give you a true experience of appreciative inquiry. In order to do that, a
specific situation needs to be identified and then the appreciative inquiry design can be created
and implemented. Once experienced, it becomes self-evident why this is such a powerful model
for transformation rather than incremental change efforts and why you will most likely hear about it
more frequently in the years to come. 

Once again, visit the web site at www.discoverai.com and enter your e-mail below to stay up to
date on developments, seminars and other aspects of creating high performing systems.

 


