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Appreciative Inquiry:

A Literature Review by Robert M Burke

ODE TO DESTINY

Watch your thoughts for they become your words.

Watch your words for they become your actions.

Watch your actions for they become your habits.

Watch your habits for they become your character.

Watch your character for it becomes your destiny.

                                                  (Author Unknown)

Appreciative Inquiry Literature - Overview:

Since Appreciative Inquiry was first introduced in the late 1980s there have been well over 200 articles published; and this volume is growing rapidly.  A large portion of the articles published come from organizational development practitioners offering insight into their application of Appreciative Inquiry within many organizations and communities around the world.  Many of the articles also provide insight and learning into the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of Appreciative Inquiry. 

 

What is Appreciative Inquiry?

….the definition provided by Cooperrider and Whitney in their booklet, “Appreciative Inquiry – Collaborating for Change (2000):”

Appreciative Inquiry is the cooperative search for the best in people, their organizations, and the world around them.  It involves systematic discovery of what gives a system “life” when it is most effective and capable in economic, ecological, and human terms.  AI involves the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s capacity to heighten positive potential.  It mobilizes inquiry through crafting an “unconditional positive question” often involving hundreds or sometimes thousands of people.  In AI, intervention gives way to imagination and innovation; instead of negation, criticism, and spiraling diagnosis there is discovery, dream, and design.  AI assumes that every living system has untapped, rich, and inspiring accounts of the positive.  Link this “positive change core” directly to any change agenda, and changes never thought possible are suddenly and democratically mobilized.”

As you can see, the process of Appreciative Inquiry flows from a founding mindset (or paradigm), which always focuses on what works in the system or organization instead of what’s broken.  Though easily understood, it is much more difficult for us to apply on a consistent basis.  Why is this?  Hints of the answer are found in the poem I shared with you in my Introduction.  (Go back and read it again – slowly.)  Our realities are shaped by our thoughts (our images).  For many years, we as a society have formed the habit of always trying to fix what is broken in our organizations by analyzing problems to seek solutions.  This problem-solving paradigm currently permeates our underlying thoughts on organizational change.  Appreciate Inquiry offers us a new way of seeing people and organizations and a process to transform our new views into new habits and ultimate destinies. 

…Cooperrider (1990) then presented in this article his theory of affirmation, which is as follows:

1. Organizations as made and imagined are artifacts of the affirmative mind.  An understanding of organizational life requires an understanding of the dynamic of the positive image as well as of the processes through which isolated images become interlocked images and of how nascent affirmations become guiding affirmations.

2. No matter what its previous history is, virtually any pattern of organizational action is open to alteration and reconfiguration.  Patterns of organizational action are not automatically fixed by nature in any blind microdeterminist way – whether biological, behavioral, technological, or environmental.

3. To the extent that organizations’ imaginative projections are the key to their current conduct, organizations are free to seek transformations in conventional practice by replacing conventional images with images of a new and better future.

4. Organizations are heliotropic in character in the sense that organizational actions have an observable and largely automatic tendency to evolve in the direction of positive imagery.  Positive imagery and hence heliotropic movement is endemic to organizational life, which means that organizations create their own realities to a far greater extent than is normally assumed.

5. Conscious evolution of positive imagery is a viable option for organized systems as large as global society or as small as the dyad or group.  Also, the more an organization experiments with the conscious evolution of positive imagery the better it will become; there is an observable self-reinforcing, educative effect of affirmation.  Affirmative competence is the key to the self-organizing system.

6. To understand organizations in affirmative terms is also to understand that the greatest obstacle in the way of group and organizational well being is the positive image, the affirmative projection that guides the group or the organization.

7. Organizations do not need to be fixed.  They need constant reaffirmation.  More precisely, organizations as heliotropic systems need to be appreciated.  Every new affirmative projection of the future is a consequence of an appreciative understanding of the past or the present.

8. The executive vocation in postbureaucratic society is to nourish the appreciative soil, from which affirmative projections grow, branch off, evolve, and become collective projections.  Creating the conditions for orgainzationwide appreciation is the single most important measure that can be taken to ensure the conscious evolution of a valued and positive future.

According to Cooperrider and Whitney (1999) these five Principles are as follows:

· The Constructionist Principle: Human knowledge and organizational destiny are interwoven.  To be effective, we must understand organizations as living, human constructions.

· The Principle of Simultaneity: Inquiry and change are not separate moments but are simultaneous.

· The Poetic Principle: Human organizations are like open books.  The story of the system is constantly being co-authored, and it is open to infinite interpretations.

· The Anticipatory Principle: Our positive images of the future lead our positive actions-this is the increasingly energizing basis and presumption of Appreciative Inquiry.

· Positive Principle: Our experience is that building and sustaining momentum for change requires large amounts of positive outlook and social bonding-things like hope, excitement, inspiration, caring, camaraderie, sense of urgent purpose, and sheer joy in creating something meaningful together.  We find that the more positive the question we ask, the more long lasting and successful the change effort.

These principles embody the underlying philosophy of Appreciative Inquiry and must be inherent in any true Appreciative Inquiry.

Evolution of the Models of Appreciative Inquiry:

To further enhance the visual representation between the “problem-solving” paradigm and the “appreciative” paradigm advanced by Cooperrider and Srivastva, the following comparative model was also developed in 1987 and can be found referenced in many of the articles on Appreciative Inquiry:

	Paradigm 1


	
	Paradigm 2



	“Problem Solving”
	
	“Appreciative Inquiry”

	
	
	

	“Felt Need” 
Identification of Problem
	
	Appreciating and Valuing 
The Best of “What Is”

	
	
	

	Analysis of Causes
	
	“Envisioning “What Might Be”

	
	
	

	Analysis of Possible Solutions
	
	“Dialoguing “What Should Be”

	
	
	

	Action Planning
	
	“Innovating “What Will Be”

	
	
	

	BASIC ASSUMPTION: 
An Organization is a Problem to Be Solved


	
	BASIC ASSUMPTION: 
An Organization is a Mystery to be Embraced




Generic Appreciative Inquiry Process:

1. Choose the positive as the focus of the inquiry

2. Inquire into stories of life-giving forces

3. Locate themes that appear in the stories and select topics for further inquiry

4. Create shared images for a preferred future

5. Find innovative ways to create that future

Whether Appreciative Inquiry is used in community development, non-governmental organizations, or for-profit organizations, every experience described by AI practitioners includes this generic process at its heart.

· Words Are Fateful

AI practitioners understand that words are fateful.  This is because we believe that people socially create their own reality (i.e., The Constructionist Principle).  People communicate their thoughts (images) primarily through the words that they speak.  We accept the understanding that people and organizations move toward the images they seek and the questions they ask.  We also believe that just as many plants grow towards the light, people and organizations grow towards positive images.  Since we also believe that inquiry and change occur at the same moment (i.e., the Principle of Simultaneity), we understand the power of the spoken and written word.  Therefore, AI presentations, AI interview protocols, and provocative propositions are carefully worded to maximize the impact and affect of the Appreciative Inquiry.   This theme is found amongst the literature on AI as practitioner’s detail their challenges in helping the organization develop an effective interview protocol.

· Positive Change Core

Threaded throughout AI literature is the identification of the organization’s positive change core.  This is the heart of AI.  The idea that within every organization there exists processes and experiences where the organization performed at its best -- A time when things worked right.  No matter how remote or hidden this positive change core may be, we know that it is present.  AI seeks to uncover those life-giving forces found within the positive change core of the organization and envisions an organization where high value moments are the norm and not the exception.

….
· Generative Learning

Another indirect theme running through AI literature is the notion of developing a generative learning culture within the organization.  Appreciative Inquiry is a generative learning process, which should become integrated within the organization’s culture on a continuous basis.  Frank J. Barrett in his paper, “Creating Appreciative Learning Cultures” (1995), offers the following insightful statement regarding generative learning: 

“…Generative learning… emphasizes continuous experimentation, systematic rather than fragmented thinking, and a willingness to think outside the accepted limitations of a problem. 

 …Generative learning involves an appreciative approach – an ability to see radical possibilities beyond the boundaries of problems as they present themselves in conventional terms.  High-performing organizations that engage in generative, innovative learning are competent at appreciating potential and possibility.  They surpass the limitations of apparently “reasonable” solutions and consider rich possibilities not foreseeable within conventional analysis.”

Competencies of an Appreciative Learning System

1. Affirmative Competence: The organization draws on the human capacity to appreciate positive possibilities by selectively focusing on current and past strengths, successes, and potentials.

2. Expansive Competence: The organization challenges habits and conventional practices, provoking members to experiment in the margins, makes expansive promises that challenge them to stretch in new directions, and evokes a set of higher values and ideals that inspire them to passionate engagement.

3. Generative Competence: The organization constructs integrative systems that allow members to see the consequences of their actions, to recognize that they are making a meaningful contribution, and to experience a sense of progress.

4. Collaborative Competence: The organization creates forums in which members engage in ongoing dialogue and exchange diverse perspectives.

Conclusion:

Appreciative Inquiry is about shaping and fulfilling an organization’s destiny in positive ways.  As Dr. Cooperrider stated, people and organizations have powerful tendencies to move in the direction of positive and affirming images (i.e., heliotropic tendencies).  For people, our thoughts become our images.  For organizations, overriding images (not just what upper management may dictate) can be ascertained by listening to hallway conversations among the people who make up the organization. (Bushe 1998)  Both of these represent the “inner dialogue” within people and within organizations.  Inner dialogue plays a critical role in imaging and manifesting destiny.  Dr. Bushe (1998) describes the theory of “Inner Dialogue” as an emerging theory imbedded within Appreciative Inquiry.  A major goal of AI then is to promote at least a 2:1 ratio between the balance of positive and negative “images” within the collective mind of the organization. (Cooperrider, 1990)

The poem I shared at the beginning of this paper describes one of the fundamental philosophies of Appreciative Inquiry.  I believe the words of this poem are equally important for organizations as it is for individual people.  Combine the belief that we co-construct our social realities; that the words we use to communicate are fateful; that organizations have heliotropic tendencies; and throw in a generic core process that offers a pragmatic approach to organizational development, and you have a strong sense of what goes into an Appreciative Inquiry.  Now is the time to manifest our destinies beyond our expectations! 




Founding 


Source Documents on Appreciative Inquiry


- AI in Organizational Life


- Positive Image, Positive Action





AI Scientific Inquiry


Emerging Theory


Supportive Research


Generative Learning


Metaphor Use








AI Process Development


4D Model


Guiding Principles





AI Field Application (Case Study)


For-profit Organizations


Non-profit Organizations


International Use





AI Theory and Process


Advancements and Enhancements


AI Organizational Summit


Positive Change Core





Comprehensive Guide Books and Manuals Adapting Grounded AI Theory and Practice











4

