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Introduction:

A few years ago, I was in the office building for Wayne County, in Detroit MI.  Behind the clerk’s counter, amongst various pictures and comedic sayings pinned to the back wall, a poem caught my eye.  The poem was simple, deep, and thoughtful, as it presented the reader with a personal awaking.  Of course, as time went on the poem slipped from my waking memory into the deep recesses of my mind.  At that time, I had no inkling that someday this poem would revisit my conscience in support of my career change initiative and the writing of this paper.

You see, last year I learned of an exciting new approach towards organizational development.  The name of this approach is Appreciative Inquiry or AI for short.  I was in the fourth module of a six-module career integrated MBA program offered at Lawrence Technological University in Southfield MI.  Our esteemed professor, Dr. Jacqueline Stavos, had introduced our class to the theory and process of Appreciative Inquiry as an approach to affecting positive change within organizations.  Appreciative Inquiry was developed in the 1980’s by Dr. David L. Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland OH.  Learning of Appreciative Inquiry ignited a career passion within me - a passion that would transform my career ambitions and my life.  Thus, Appreciative Inquiry became the theme running through my final MBA projects to complete my requirements.  Part of my requirements is to complete a literature review on Appreciative Inquiry.  The sections, which follow, will take you through my review.  My over-arching goals for this paper are to provide you, the reader, with the following: 

· An understanding of what Appreciative Inquiry is, its origins and development over the years; 

· An idea of the various themes in common within the Appreciative Inquiry publications I reviewed; and 

· A suggestion for areas of focus for future Appreciative Inquiry publications.

While contemplating the structure for this paper, Michelle (my wife) was perusing the Internet and found the poem I mentioned earlier.  At once, I knew that I needed to share it with you as an introductory glimpse into the philosophy and spirit of Appreciative Inquiry:

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)

Now let me share with you the fruits of my “inquiry” into Appreciative Inquiry.  As a member of an organization or community yourself, perhaps you too will see into the power and exhilaration Appreciative Inquiry brings to the process of change.

Appreciative Inquiry Literature - Overview:

Since Appreciative Inquiry was first introduced in the late 1980’s 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.   Below is a map, which (in my opinion) depicts the evolution of AI literature:


For the purpose of this paper, I reviewed over 50 articles, which provide a good cross-section of the AI literature available.   What was interesting to see in the various writings was the continuing evolution of Appreciative Inquiry as it moved from a founding paradigm theory to a process of organizational change and then to an approach to using existing organizational development tools -- and its impact on global society.  Based on my review, I have compiled a list of words and phrases, which are commonly used in Appreciative Inquiry literature.  This list can be found in Appendix A at the end of this paper.  By now you must be asking, “What exactly is Appreciative Inquiry?”  

Well, let’s find out!  

What is Appreciative Inquiry?

The diverse backgrounds and experiences of the many AI practitioners worldwide have provided fertile ground for the development of various ideals of what Appreciative Inquiry means to them.  Within the paper, “A Positive Revolution for Change” (2000), the founder of Appreciative Inquiry, Dr. David L. Cooperrider, along with his associate, Dr. Diana Whitney, share some of the descriptions they have encountered:

“…as a paradigm of conscious evolution geared for the realities of the new century (Hubbard, 1998); as a methodology that takes the idea of the social construction of reality to its positive extreme – especially with its emphasis on metaphor and narrative, relational ways of knowing, on language, and on its potential as a source of generative theory (Gergen, 1996); as the most important advance in action research in the past decade (Bushe, 1991); as offspring and :heir; to Maslow’s vision of a positive social science (Chin, 1998; Curran, 1991); as a powerful second generation OD practice (French and Bell, 1995; Porras, 1995; Mirvis, 1993); as a model of a much needed participatory science, a “new yoga of inquiry” (Harman, 1991); as a radically affirmative approach to change which completely lets go of problem-based management and in so doing vitally transforms strategic planning, survey methods, culture change, merger integration methods, approaches to TQM, measurement systems, sociaotechnical systems, etc. (Whitney, 1997); and lastly, as OD’s philosopher’s stone (Sorenson, et. al 1996).”

Due to the critical and vital role words play in the use of Appreciative Inquiry (reasons for which I will share later in this paper), the following word definition is provided by Cooperrider and Whitney (2000): 
Appreciate, v., 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, e.g. the economy has appreciated in value.  Synonyms: VALUING, PRIZING, ESTEEMING, and HONORING.

In-quire’ (kwir), v., 1. the act of exploration and discovery.  2. to ask questions; to be open to seeing new potentials and possibilities.  Synonyms: DISCOVERY, SEARCH, STUDY, and SYSTEMATIC EXPLORATION.

Many of the articles I reviewed provide a working definition of Appreciative Inquiry early on in the piece.  Here is 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.   Let me now introduce to you some of the founding literature on Appreciative Inquiry.

Some Founding Literature on Appreciative Inquiry:

When many of the articles on Appreciative Inquiry discuss the origins, they all point back to a paper published in 1987 titled, “Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life.”  The authors were Dr. David L. Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva.  “This marked the first time that the term Appreciative Inquiry appeared in a professional publication” (Watkins and Mohr 2001).  This paper appears to be the first time Cooperrider and Srivastva publicly call for a change from the existing problem-solving paradigm.  Cooperrider and Srivastva’s position in their 1987 paper was summarized as follows:

For action-research to reach its potential as a vehicle for social innovation it needs to begin advancing theoretical knowledge of consequence; that good theory may be one of the best means human beings have for affecting change in a postindustrial world; that the discipline’s steadfast commitment to a problem-solving view of the world acts as a primary constraint on its imagination and contribution to knowledge; that appreciative inquiry represents a viable complement to conventional forms of action research; and finally, that through our assumptions and choice of method we largely create the world we later discover.”

In support of this call for a paradigm shift, Srivastva and Cooperrider published the book, “Appreciative Management and Leadership” in 1990.  This book is a compilation of essays submitted by OD practitioners who had begun to adopt the appreciative paradigm in their practice.  This book presents the powerful affects of the appreciative mindset and the effectiveness of appreciative managers and leaders in organizations.  Included in this book is Cooperrider’s now famous paper titled, “Positive Image, Positive Action: The Affirmative Basis of Organizing.”  To many, the theory of Appreciative Inquiry is advanced from this “founding” document.  In this paper, Cooperrider discusses the scientific research completed in a variety of social sciences (such as psychology, and anthropology) and in the fields of sports and medicine.  The studies all support the theory that, whether negative or positive, people and organizations move towards the images created in the mind (for people) or collective mind (for organizations).  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.

The documents just referred to provide the strong theoretical foundation from which the present underlying Principles, Models, and Processes of Appreciative Inquiry were developed.  Let us now look into the evolution of Appreciative Inquiry from theory to process.

Evolutionary Changes of Appreciative Inquiry:

Since 1987, Appreciative Inquiry has taken quantum leaps in growing and transforming as OD practitioners in businesses around the world increasingly apply it.  Comparatively speaking, AI is still in its infancy stages compared to the seasoned problem-solving methodologies currently used within organizations.  I will now review some of the changes in the major aspects of Appreciative Inquiry from early writings and upward to present day thought:

Evolution of the Principles of Appreciative Inquiry:

In the beginning, four fundamentally guiding Principles were offered by Copperrider and Srivastva (1987) as a basis for their model of Appreciative Inquiry.  These principles were as follows:

· Principle 1: Research into the social (innovation) potential of organizational life should begin with appreciation.

· Principle 2: Research into the social potential of organizational life should be applicable.

· Principle 3: Research into the social potential of organizational life should be provocative.

· Principle 4: Research into the social potential of organizational life should be collaborative.

These principles were adopted by many of the AI practitioners and can be seen as referenced in many of the early writings.  Over time, the four fundamentally guiding principles of Appreciative Inquiry evolved into five guiding principles cited by AI practitioners today.  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:

In 1987, Cooperrider and Srivastva offered the original framework or model to visually describe Appreciative Inquiry.  According to Watkins and Mohr (2001), “This model was part of the transition from thinking about AI as purely an approach to the building of generative theory to thinking about AI more directly as a process for intervening in and changing organizations.”  Here is the 1987 Cooperrider and Srivastva model
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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




In 1990, the Global Excellence in Management (GEM) Initiative developed the now standard and widely used 4-D Model for the Appreciative Inquiry process.  (Watkins and Mohr 2001.)  This model, evolving from the original AI model described earlier, provides the framework from which the process of Appreciative Inquiry has been conducted within many organizations of all types and sizes during the past 11 years.  Rita F. Williams (1996) describes the key phases of the Appreciate Inquiry 4-D Model process, which is consistent within many of the articles reviewed:

The Classic 4-D Model

· Phase 1 - Affirmative Topic Choice: Determine an Appreciative Topic around which the Inquiry will be focused.  (This is the most critical part of the AI process because of the understanding that the topic choice is “fateful.”)

· Phase 2 - Discovery: Inquiry Into The Life-Giving Properties of the Organization: Uncovering and valuing the best of “What Is.”  This is where information is generated through energizing Appreciative Interviews conducted with the people within the organization as well as any other stakeholders deemed important for a successful Inquiry.  The focus of the interview is the Appreciative Topic.
· Phase 3 – Dream: Articulation of Possibility Propositions: Envisioning “What Might Be.”  All participants in the inquiry uncover themes that were discovered from the interview process and envision the possibilities.

· Phase 4 – Design: Consensual Validation/Agreement: Determining “What Should Be.”  All participants begin to zero in on a vision that is pragmatic, rooted in the strengths uncovered, and is achievable.  This is where “provocative propositions” are created which form a living document representing the consensual and co-created vision for the organization.

· Phase 5 - Destiny: Co-Construction of the Preferred Future: Growing “What Will Be.”  Now the member’s of the organization begin the planning and implementation process to bring their vision to life.  Members are committed to do what is needed and plan accordingly.
Over time, even this 4-D Model has been adapted and re-designed to meet the unique needs of various organizations.  For example, a 4-I Model was developed and adapted for use by Bernard Mohr and Mette Jacobsgaard, according to Watkins and Mohr (2001).  This model is presented below:

The Mohr/Jacobsgaard Four-I Model

Phase 1: Initiate: 
· Introduce key stakeholders to AI theory and practice

· Create temporary project structures (sponsor tem, core group) and educate sponsor team and core group in AI theory and practice

· Determine overall project focus/topic

· Develop preliminary project strategy (timing, participation, resources, etc.)

Phase 2: Inquire
· Conduct generic interviews (this may also be done in the “initiate” phase as part of core group and sponsor team education)

· Develop customized interview protocol; pilot and revise protocol (often this is the core group with as much involvement by the steering committee as possible)

· Maximum possible number of client system members are interviewed
Phase 3: Imagine
· Collate and share interview data and pull out themes (life giving forces)

· Develop provocative propositions (a grounded vision of the desired future)

· Consensually validate provocative propositions with as many members of the system as possible

Phase 4: Innovate
· Engage maximum possible number of organization members in conversations that enable exploration of and commitment to whatever actions, news, roles, relationships, or “design” modifications (i.e., the social architecture of the organization) are seen as being important to support implementation of the provocative propositions

· Implement the design changes using an AI-based progress review process

As can be seen by the model variations noted above, Appreciative Inquiry could be adapted for any organizational change need.  Throughout the evolutionary course of AI, strong commonalties can be identified within the various publications of literature I reviewed.  These are discussed in the next section.

Themes Across Appreciate Inquiry Literature

Within practically every article, paper, or book I reviewed there can be found many common themes the writers either consciously or unconsciously incorporated into their practice and knowledge sharing of Appreciative Inquiry.   I have identified what I believe to be common themes present in all of the AI literature I reviewed.  

· Case Study Experiences

The process of Appreciative Inquiry incorporates the art of sharing stories.  Capturing well-rounded and rich stories of peak times during the interview phase is an essential ingredient for any Appreciative Inquiry to be successful.  It would seem likely then that many AI practitioners would share their AI experience through the art of storytelling.  This appears to be the case.  Much of AI literature evolves around a case study in the use of AI within some organization and the lessons learned.  

· Generic Process

Common among AI literature is the sense that there is a generic core process for conducting an Appreciative Inquiry.  Though AI practitioners may use the 4-D Model or variants of the 4-D model, this generic core process is present.  Watkins and Mohr in their book, “Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of Imagination” (2001) describes this generic process rather nicely:

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.

· Importance of Continuity

There is a strong theme among the literature on AI that seems to promote continuity within the organization.  It is important to preserve an organization’s connection with its roots -- its past.  However, not just any old aspect of the organization’s past but especially those aspects that respect the rich development of the organization; those elements that represent the organizations identity and character.  This is in keeping with AI’s pragmatic approach to change.  AI is not some pie-in-the-sky notion because it uses what already worked within the organization and constructs the future from that perspective.   No one can write about a true AI experience without knowingly (or unknowingly) ensure there is continuity from past to present to future.

· Whole System Change

“Ever since Marv Weisbord (1992) issued the call to “get the whole system in the room”, OD practitioners around the globe have been experimenting with large group interventions” (Whitney and Cooperrider, 2000).  This statement was supported in my mind as I read many of the case studies and books written on AI.  Many of the case studies provided in AI literature involved large system changes.  For example, within the book, “Lessons from the Field: Applying Appreciative Inquiry” (1998), there is a case study titled, “Imagine South Carolina”, where AI practitioners Alexsandra Stewart and Cathy Royal, in 1996, brought together hundreds of people for an AI experience in improving racial dialogue among African Americans and Caucasians during a statewide conference on race and community building in South Carolina. Hundreds of people were involved leading to a successful AI intervention.

· 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.”

Within every article or paper I read which describe an AI intervention, the spirit of generative learning was present.  Each organization experienced this new state of learning as they worked to turn their collective appreciative eye towards their desired areas of change.  These organizations began to develop the competencies needed to open their appreciative eyes as they shifted their collective minds towards the appreciative paradigm.  Frank Barrett in the same article describes these competencies, which organizations must develop to transform their problem-solving culture to an appreciative (and thus generative) learning culture.  These competencies are presented below:

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.

Areas of Future Research and Writing Potential:

In the previous section I outlined some of the commonalities expressed (directly or indirectly) among the AI literature I reviewed.  However, there are some aspects to the Appreciative Inquiry experience that was either mentioned only in isolated cases or did not seem to be addressed.  As the use of Appreciative Inquiry continues to grow as an approach to organizational development, new affects, angles, and experiences will need to be shared.  Here are some examples of what I believe to be fertile ground for future Appreciative Inquiry writing endeavors:

· AI For Sub-System Or Departmental Use:

Though it is well documented that Appreciative Inquiry works best when the “whole system” is involved, there are many circumstances (especially in for-profit corporations) when the whole system is either unable or unwilling to adopt the philosophies and methodologies of Appreciative Inquiry on such a large scale.  However, what about using AI at departmental levels.  In my opinion, every system is a sub-system of a larger system.  For example, even though an organization is seen as a “whole system”, the organization itself is a sub-system of the culture and society in which it thrives.  Therefore, it would be fascinating to read about further experimentation in the use of AI at the departmental level of corporations and other large systems.  

For example, how can an AI practitioner introduce and implement the AI process within Call Centers?  How can the Appreciative Inquiry paradigm and process assist a team of field sales representatives who work out of their homes and report to a sales manager who manages a multi-state region?  This sales team is a sub-system within the larger organization although they may be located in different geographical locations.  

Students of AI can find current AI literature, which does offer some excellent and professional insight into applying AI in ways that do affect certain aspects of the departmental level of the organization.  For example, AI practitioner, Gervase R. Bushe, Ph.D. has been particularly interested in applying Appreciative Inquiry with teams.  In a 1998 paper, Dr. Bushe discusses the differences in using AI with newly formed teams and teams that have been formed for quite some time.

· Technology Advancements In The Support Of AI Application

As we march forward in the advancement of computer and communication technology, further knowledge sharing potential exists in the pros, cons, successes, failures, and overall experiences of using modern and advanced technology in conducting large scale AI interventions.  Especially interesting would be information on the effective use of Internet email and teleconferencing devices for conducting AI across geographical boundaries.  Learning some of the Do’s and Don’ts of using such technology would help AI practitioners at all levels of experience develop a better understanding of the technology’s effectiveness when conducting trans-border inquires.  

For example, while researching the competency of capacity building within non-governmental organizations (NGO’s), Dr. Jacqueline Stavros used Appreciative Inquiry to discover and bring to light those elements present in or around NGO’s when capacity building was at its best and to identify inherent strengths which contributed to those “best of times” experiences.  In her doctoral dissertation, “Capacity Building: An Appreciative Approach, A Relational Process of Building Your Organization’s Future” (1998), Dr. Stavros indicates, “… there was a lot of data collected that needed to be analyzed and synthesized from over 100 interviews.  These interviews were conducted face-to-face and through e-mail and phone conversations.”  What was the e-mail and telephone interview experience like?  What made the process a success and what would be done differently thanks to hindsight?  Did the absence of body language (for email and telephone interviews) and vocal tone (for email interviews) affect the richness of the interviewee’s stories?  Further research and knowledge sharing on this subject would be extremely valuable.

· More Tangible Results For Business Leaders (i.e., Show Me The MONEY!)

As mentioned earlier, much of the literature I reviewed on the subject of Appreciative Inquiry evolved around actual case studies.  Many of the case studies offer insight into the AI process and what was involved before, during, and after the process.  Many of the results discussed fall more into the realm of intangibles.  Examples include, cultural changes within the organization, the strengthening of teams, stronger strategic initiatives, and the successful blending of two organizations during mergers and acquisitions.  Though all of these changes will lead to increases in bottom line profits, most of the articles I researched did not mention the monetary affect AI has on an organization’s bottom line.  We all know that “many” of today’s business leaders would like to know what kind of impact AI will have on cash flow and profits before undertaking the AI journey.  (After all, there could be shareholders and board members to answer to!)  Being able to cite examples would be extremely helpful to AI practitioners working with for-profit organizations.  

In my research, I did find one paper where the writer’s intent was to conduct an experiment on the monetary savings AI would bring to his organization.  This paper is titled, “A Field Experiment In Appreciative Inquiry” (1998), and was written by David A. Jones of Wendy’s International (the well known fast food restaurant chain).  Let me share with you the abstract from Mr. Jones’s paper:

“Most studies or publications of Appreciative Inquiry focus on the process itself.  Although this process emphasis has benefits, relatively little attention, from academicians or practitioners, has been addressed to Appreciative Inquiry use in a specific business setting tracking quantifiable results.  In this study, a field experiment utilizing Appreciative Inquiry was conducted within 94 fast-food restaurants of a national Fortune 500 restaurant chain in a major metropolitan area.  The purpose of this study was to determine if Appreciative Inquiry could be a useful intervention in enhancing salaried management restaurant level retention.  Findings are significantly favorable in that the Appreciative Inquiry test group had 30 – 32 percent higher retention than the two control groups.  Subjects in the Appreciative Inquiry test group expressed a decreased, Inclination to leave” as experienced by the higher retention rate along with an enhanced appreciation of working within the much-maligned restaurant industry itself.  The suggests further field studies using Appreciative Inquiry methodology in order to expand its use from both an academic and practitioner oriented perspective.”

The 32 percent higher retention rate referenced above translated into $103,320 of savings in “hard” training dollars for a 12-week period, according Mr. Jones (1998).  Additionally, this savings figure did not include the savings in lost productivity, recruitment, costs, benefits, morale issues, crew turnover caused by management turnover, crew turnover training costs, sales loss due to lost productivity, and legal costs associated with turnover.  (Jones, 1998)  

More field information from AI practitioners relating to monetary savings within corporations would truly supplement our presentation tool bag as industry examples could be provided to wet the appetite of those business leaders who proclaim, “Show me the money!”

My Assessment of Appreciative Inquiry Literature:

After reviewing various publications of AI literature, my excitement and deepening appreciation of what AI offers to the business community and the world at large will always out pace the words used to describe the emotion.  Paper after paper revealed through actual testimony and experiences the powerful and positive impact AI can have in helping human organizations within any industry and within any country transform themselves in ways they never thought possible.  Over the past 14 years since the process of AI literally hit the public forum, the use of AI has spread like wildfire around the world.  Organizations, whether for-profit or not-for profit, have been learning to incorporate either the theory of AI, the process of AI, or both into their strategic business planning; into team building initiatives; in identifying operational efficiencies; in maximizing the strengths of mergers and acquisitions; in increasing capacity building competencies; and in dealing with challenging issues such as diversity.  

I can understand why much of the literature on AI continually restates and reinforces the underlying philosophies, which form the foundation of Appreciative Inquiry theory and belief and the process used in bringing AI to life through practice.  Through knowledge sharing and storytelling, the goal, it seems to me, is to open old eyes to new paradigms and build new foundations from which the collective mind of the organization can co-construct their future.  Literature on AI can be very inspirational and challenge readers to reach for higher levels of thinking and to begin interpreting change opportunities in a new light.  Since AI is new on the scene of organizational development, it is quite natural to me that within the formative years of AI literature much writing will represent an extension of the excitement and enthusiasm AI practitioners felt when facilitating an AI intervention – hopefully igniting something within the reader’s mind and heart and pointing the way towards the positive approach to organizing.  

Through reading AI literature, it’s amazingly obvious to me that AI practitioners are developing a truly “holistic” view of organizing.  Too long have we lived with the problem-solving paradigm as the “only” paradigm available for growing, developing, and adapting our organizations in dealing with the shifting market, industry, societal, and global forces affecting our organization both within and without.  If the problem-solving approach can be considered the empty half of the glass and the Appreciative Inquiry positive approach can be considered as the full half of the glass, then I believe that AI practitioners are learning to look at the whole glass.  This means that I believe AI practitioners will see a place in organizations for both paradigms.  However, AI will take its rightful seat within the foundational core of the organization’s culture and provide the organization with a philosophy and process for dealing with issues on a somewhat “macro” level, while the benefits of problem solving techniques will play a vital role within various “micro” levels of the organization.  This is the fundamental shift that I believe needs to occur.  

If I could sum up my assessment of the body of literature on Appreciative Inquiry in one sentence it would be this:  The various writings on Appreciative Inquiry together proclaim a New Testament for organizational development; and when combined with the traditional problem solving methodologies which together form the Old Testament, provide fundamental doctrines pertaining to organizational development in a comprehensive and holistic way.  

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 sort of describes one of the fundamental philosophies of Appreciative Inquiry wouldn’t you say?  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!

I would like to extend my most sincere and heart felt thanks to Dr. David L. Cooperrider for having the insight, courage, and persistence in advancing Appreciative Inquiry to the field of organizational development and more importantly to the world at large.  I believe the 21st century will testify to truly amazing transformations within all forms of organizing thanks to Appreciative Inquiry and the positive change revolution!  

Appendix A:

AI Speak!

Words and Phrases Associated with Appreciative Inquiry

A

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

Appreciate: a verb that means, “to value something.”  It’s 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.  It also means to increase in value, e.g. the economy has appreciated in value.  Synonyms: VALUING, PRIZING, ESTEEMING, and HONORING.

Appreciative Learning Culture: An organizational culture, which fosters and develops the following competencies to become an appreciative learning system: Affirmative Competence, Expansive Competence, generative Competence; Collaborative Competence.  See definition of each competency.

Appreciative Inquiry: A theory and process of discovering what’s best within an organization and then co-creating a vision for the organization’s future state.  It was developed in the 1980’s by Dr. David L. Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH.  It calls for a shift within the organizational mindset from a problem-solving approach to change to an appreciative approach to change.

Appreciative Paradigm: A fundamentally different perspective of the organizational world, which views organizations as mysteries to be embraced.    

Anticipatory Principle: A fundamental principle and belief in Appreciative Inquiry thought that says our positive images of the future lead our positive actions-this is the increasingly energizing basis and presumption of Appreciative Inquiry.

AI Organizational Summit: A four-day appreciative inquiry intervention, which seeks to gather the whole system in one room to collectively go through the phases of a full appreciative inquiry.  This process could include hundreds and thousands of participants at one time.

Appreciative Topic: Developed during the initial phase (Phase 1) of the 4-D Model.  It is the descriptive phrase that is worded in the affirmative or positive light representing the organization’s focus for change.  The appreciative topic forms the nucleus of the appreciative inquiry process while also illuminating the path towards positive change.

C

Capacity Building: A social process of interdependent relationships to build an organization’s future to pursue its mission, attain its vision and goals and sustain its existence.  Capacity building is about pushing boundaries – developing and strengthening an organization and its people so it’s better able to serve not only it’s target population but to consider the impact of all stakeholders. (Definition proposed by Stavros, J. M., 1998).

Chaordic Organization: An organizational structure which allows business localities to be autonomous while at the same time connecting all of them around a compelling shared identity and meaningful purpose.  This organizational structure contrasts sharply from the tradition command-and-control (hierarchical) structures in wide use today.

Co-Create: A term used to describe a collaborative (multi-person) construction of the organization’s future state.  It is born out of social constructionist theory, which states human systems create their own social reality, the impetus being the words they speak.  It implies a team, group, or whole system change effort.

Collaborative: See Co-Create

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

Constructionist Principle: A fundamental principle and belief in Appreciative Inquiry thought that says human knowledge and organizational destiny are interwoven.  To be effective, we must understand organizations as living, human constructions.

Continuity: Associated with that portion of the appreciative inquiry process, which seeks to maintain the best of the organization’s image, culture, history, etc. during the organization’s transformation into the future state envisioned by its members.

D

Design: Phase four of the 4-D Model in which participants articulate Provocative Propositions by envisioning “What Might Be.”  All participants in the inquiry uncover themes that were discovered from the interview process and envision the possibilities for their organization’s future state.

Destiny: Phase five of the 4-D Model where participants co-construct their preferred future by defining “What Will Be.”  Members of the organization begin the planning and implementation process to bring their vision to life.  Members are committed to do what is needed and plan accordingly.

Discovery: Phase two of the 4-D Model where participants inquire into the life-giving properties of the Organization.  Participants uncover and value the best of “What Is.”  This is where information is generated through energizing appreciative interviews conducted with the people within the organization as well as any other stakeholders deemed important for a successful inquiry.  The direction of this inquiry is driven by the Appreciative Topic.

Dream: Phase three of the 4-D Model where participants articulate the provocative propositions representing their collective vision of “What Might Be.”  All participants in the inquiry uncover themes that were discovered from the interview process and envision the possibilities.

E

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.

F

Fateful: The notion that the words we choose and the questions we ask determine the events and the answers we find. 

4-D Model: A process for conducting an appreciative inquiry intervention with organizations.  There are five phases which are as follows: Define the Appreciative Topic; Discover the organization’s life-giving forces; Dream of the possibilities for the organization’s future state based on the strengths uncovered in the Discovery; Design a pragmatic vision of the organization’s future state rooted in the strengths uncovered in the Discovery; Begin the implementation steps needed to reach the organization’s Destiny as co-created by the members within the organization.

Future Search: A methodology for whole system change.  See AI Organizational Summit.

G

Generative: A term used to describe the ability to produce or originate.

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.

Generative Learning: The type of organizational learning that 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.”

H

Heliotropic: A term that implies that people and organizations have powerful tendencies to move in the direction of positive and affirming images in the same way that some plants grow (move) towards the sun (energy).

I

Image: A word used in appreciative theory, which defines a representation of anything to the mind of people or the collective mind of the organization; a picture drawn by the fancy; a conception; an idea. 

Inner Dialogue: A term used to describe the conversation, which goes on within the mind of a person and within the “collective mind” of the organization.  An organization’s inner dialogue typically can be ascertained by listening to the “informal communication” channels within an organization.  One of the goals of appreciative inquiry is to create at least a 2:1 ratio of positive images to negative images within the “collective mind” of the organization.

Inquiry: A verb that describes the act of exploration and discovery.  It also refers to the act of asking questions and of being open to seeing new potentials and possibilities.  Synonyms: DISCOVERY, SEARCH, STUDY, and SYSTEMATIC EXPLORATION.

Interview Protocol: The data collection instrument used during the Discovery phase of an appreciative inquiry intervention.  Interview questions are determined based on the Appreciative Topic and are worded in the affirmative or positive light.  Interview questions are open-ended and designed to elicit rich storytelling from the interviewee.  Questions are designed to cover the past and present positive experiences of the interviewee and seek the interviewee’s input concerning a desired future.

L

Life-Giving Forces: Those elements or experiences within the organization’s past and/or present that represent the organization’s strengths – when the organization performed at its very best.  A life-giving force could be a single moment in time, such as a particular customer transaction, or it could be large in scope.  Any aspect of the organization, which contributes to the organizations highest and most valued experiences or characteristics.  

M

Meaning Making: A term that represents the analytical process within appreciative inquiry where the organization defines and learns about the change.

Metaphor(s): A figure of speech in which an expression is used to refer to something that it does not literally denote in order to suggest a similarity.  Metaphors are used extensively with appreciative inquiry primarily because of the power they have to facilitate “meaning making” and generate an understanding within the mind of the receiver/listener.

O

Open Space: A methodology for whole system change.  See AI Organizational Summit.

P

Paradigm: The generally accepted perspective of a particular discipline, theory, or mindset at a given time.  

Poetic Principle: A fundamental principle and belief in Appreciative Inquiry thought that says human organizations are like open books.  The story of the system is constantly being co-authored, and it is open to infinite interpretations.

Positive Principle: A fundamental principle and belief in Appreciative Inquiry thought that says 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.  The more positive the question asked, the more long lasting and successful the change effort.

Problem-Solving Paradigm: A fundamental perspective of the organizational world, which views organizations as problems to be solved.

Provocative Propositions: Statements that bridge the best of “what is” with the organization’s vision of “what might be.”  A written articulation of the organization’s desired future state that is written in the present tense.

S

Simultaneity, The Principle of: A fundamental principle and belief within Appreciative Inquiry thought that says inquiry and change are not separate moments but are simultaneous.

Social Constructionism: Theory that in simplest terms states we create our own social order and reality through our dialogue with one another.  Social knowledge resides in the stories of the collectivity of the human group.

T

Theme Identification: Part of the Dream phase of the appreciative inquiry process where participants identify important threads from the interview data that pinpoint life-giving forces within the organization.

Transformative: Having the power or tendency to transform.  To change in nature, disposition, heart, character, or the like; to convert.  Appreciative inquiry is a transformative process for any organization.

W

Whole System Change: A term used to refer to the ultimate goal of appreciative inquiry to transform an entire organization at one time.  Methodologies include AI Organizational Summits, Future Search, and Open Space.
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