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Organizations around the world are engaging in bold experiments with an innovative process called Appreciative Inquiry (AI) developed by Dr. David Cooperrider and colleagues at Case Western Reserve University and The Taos Institute.
 
AI is based on the principle that organizations change in the direction of what they study, whether it is an organization survey, a question posed by a manager at the start of a     meeting, or the analysis used to redesign a work process.  The first question is fateful.  It plants the seeds of the future.
 
Consider, for example, two ways you as a manager might welcome new employees.  If you ask them to tell you about problems they encounter as they get acquainted with their new colleagues and new job, you are, no matter how well intended, planting seeds of problems and you will most certainly hear about them.  If, on the other hand, you request that they try to discover what contributes to their new work group's high levels of cooperation and success, you are planting seeds of learning about cooperation and team success. On a daily basis, the agenda for organizational performance, learning, and change is established through inquiry and dialogue.
 
Appreciative Inquiry deliberately focuses the attention, dialogue, and learning of an organization's members and stakeholders on what gives life to the organization when it is at its best.  By assuming the best of people, organizations, and relationships, AI leaves deficit-oriented approaches behind and offers affirmative processes for organization development.
 
Appreciative Inquiry engages members and often the whole organization in the discovering of the best of what has been and the dreaming about the best of what might be.  Imagine an organization in which 850 employees interview one another to discover stories of their company at its best and how they contribute to it.  
 
Imagine an organization in which 250 labor union leaders and managers meet to discover the possibilities for partnership that will benefit the company, the unions, and their respective members and stakeholders. 
 
Imagine an organization that brings hundreds of people together to share positive life-affirming stories and discusses and creates global policies and practices. 
 
Imagine an organization in which 1,500 people are interviewed and 500 come together to envision and design their company's future.
 
Appreciative Inquiry, is by design an affirmative process, it dismantles organizational habits of distrust, animosity, and blame, and replaces them with a willingness to learn, mutual respect, and cooperation.
 
Imagine an organization in which daily conversations are stories of success and expressions of hope for the future, and fear is transformed into trust through mutual inquiry into what gives life to the organization and its people.
 
Imagine hundreds of people engaged in interviews, focus groups, and large group planning focused on the best of their organization's past, their hopes and dreams for the future, and specific designs for change.
 
Appreciative Inquiry assumes that as an organization's dominant stories change and evolve, so does the organization. Organizational stories are the habit patterns of the organization. They tell organization members what they must do and be in order to fit in and be successful in the organization. 
 
If we hear stories of leadership distrust and turf protection, then we will certainly find and possibly create our own cases of distrust and turf protection.  If, on the other hand, we hear stories about management respect and collaboration across functional lines of business, then we will discover and display respect and collaboration in the workplace.
 
Appreciative Inquiry is a process designed for positive change based on the assumption that change occurs through thoughtful inquiry and dialogue into affirmative life-giving forces.
It is based on the assumption that life-giving forces are indeed present in every situation, but our habits of organizing and talking often overlook the positive in favor of analyzing obstacles, resistance, and deficits.  Appreciative Inquiry shifts the balance of organizational attention from what isn't working to what is working and what may possibly work in the future. 
 
An all-too-common myth is that we learn from our mistakes. Actually, all we can learn from mistakes is what not to do again. Positive learning and innovation come from studying, adapting, and replicating what works.
 
An ancient Taoist adage suggests, "If you respect and admire a quality in another, make it your own.” The quest is to fill the organizations conversations with the talk of positive possibilities.  
 
The starting point of any Appreciative Inquiry is the selection of affirmative topics. As organizations move in the direction of what they study, the choice of topics to study is significant and strategic. Topics are stated in the affirmative and must be something that the organization wants to learn about and enhance in their way of doing business.  For example, a recent client raised concerns about employee turnover and wanted to use it as an inquiry topic. When reminded that topic choice is like planting seeds and asked if they really wanted more employee turnover, they quickly chose employee retention as one of their affirmative topics. 
 
Topics selected by one corporate culture change team included inspired leadership, fun, quality moments, customers first, and innovation.
 
Topics selected for an executive-development effort were team leadership, collaborative decision-making, work-family balance, and global contribution.
At the heart of Appreciative Inquiry is the appreciative interview.   Generally done as a mutual interview among organization members, it may also be conducted as a focus group process. Interview questions are crafted around the affirmative topics and an interview guide is created. 
 
The interview guide explores a person's beginnings with the organization, what they value most about themselves, their work and the organization, their appreciative stories related to the topics, and their hopes and dreams for the organization's future.  
 
Time is spent engaging in thinking big, thinking out of the box, and thinking out of the boundaries of what has been in the past.  It is a time for people to describe their wishes and dreams for their work, their working relationships, and their organization.  
 
Participants consider what it is that their organization is being called on to do.  They consider what it is that their organization, whether a department, business unit, or entire company, is being called on to do. This connects the work of all the members of the organization to a greater purpose.  This takes place in a group meeting during which the data and stories collected are shared. Wishes and dreams for the future of the organization are often acted out to further dramatize the positive possibilities envisioned for the organization.
Appreciative Inquiry is a high-involvement process.  It provides an opportunity for people to      come together to co-create their organization, to generate and expand the organization's images of itself, allowing members to make choices for the organization to participate in crafting "provocative," or "challenging" propositions grounded in the data and stories collected.  It encourages possibility thinking and the creating of actions around the possibilities intended to stretch the organization as it moves to realize them.
 
Successful organizations navigate the white waters of change in ways that maintain the positive images of the company in the stories of employees and stakeholders. By participating in an Appreciative Inquiry, organization members quickly reorient and realign themselves to the changing organization and business environment 
 
Change occurs in all phases of the AI process, as it provides an open forum for employees to contribute and to step forward in the service of the organization.
 
The facilitation of AI specifically focuses on action planning at both the personal and organizational levels.  Commitments are made to ensure that the "provocative,"  or "challenging" propositions are realized.  Individuals commit to applications and action plans; small groups work on areas that require collaboration; and teams may be established for new initiatives.
 
During the AI session, commitments are made to ensure that the provocative propositions are realized.  Alignment on actions to be taken is high as a result of the extensive involvement in the processes.  By mobilizing and holding group meetings, the members get a sense of what the organization is really about.
The following story about a front-line employee, as recounted by the front-line employee who interviewed him, illustrates how an employee can move from apathy to leadership through the AI process.
 
At the beginning of his AI interview, Ron told me he was not a positive person. He said there was nothing positive in his life. If he could, he would prefer to live alone in a cave, but his commitment to his wife and children kept him from doing that.
 
As the interview progressed, I could see that Ron did have positive ideas, comments, and suggestions.  After the interview, I filled out the summary sheet and took the report to Ron to read.  He read it and said, "Well, that's just because you are a good interviewer."   "No," I told him, "it's because you really do have good things to say."
 
I was surprised to see Ron at the meeting.  I watched as he hung toward the back and gradually moved in to take part in small group discussions. At the end of the last day, he had taken the microphone twice to speak to the entire assembly. The last thing he said was, "We are going to do this."
 
When I asked Ron if I could tell his success story, I also asked him if he realized how far he had come in five weeks since the interview.  He had gone from wanting to be a hermit in a cave to accepting the challenge of leadership.
 
I told Ron how much I admired his change. He got a big grin on his face and said "The AI session is the most positive thing that's happened in my life in a long time."
 
Appreciative inquiry is a process for organization development. As such it takes shape differently in different organizations and contexts. The process may take place in one meeting, or the process may also take place with many groups over months, with each step involving progressively more people until the entire organization is engaged.
In some cases a large group meeting (100-1,000 people) called the Appreciative Organization Summit is held.  The summit takes a large group of people through the process simultaneously.   An Appreciative Organization Report that collects and highlights results of the interview process is generated and distributed prior to the summit. The data and stories collected are shared and built on during discussions at the summit.  Groups envision the organization's future, and provocative propositions are crafted as a step toward organization redesign and renewal.
 
The applications of AI are varied, ranging from global organizing, corporate culture change, team building, diversity, and leadership development to selection interviewing and performance management. Although organizations benefit when using AI as a vehicle for organizational change, comments from participants engaged in AI processes frequently revolve around its tremendous personal application and benefits.  
The largest division of an international company used AI to engage 850 employees and some customers, vendors, and community members in their Focus 2000 process for organization culture change. Due to the tremendous success of AI, the process is now being used in the organization for strategic planning on an annual basis. 
Another example of successful culture change is the use of AI at Hunter Douglas Window Fashions Division in Broomfield, Colorado, an innovator and manufacturer of high-fashion window coverings. 
In early '97, a sub-team of the company's leadership team had just completed a two- to three-month state-of-the-company analysis. The annual employee opinion survey had, for the first time ever, shown diminishing levels of employee satisfaction. Traditional one-to-one         diagnostic interviews with another independent OD consultant had unmasked issues related to leadership, vision, culture, communications, continuous improvement, and business process.
 
The sub-team was preparing to present the issues to the full leadership team, along with a recommended plan of attack on how to address them.  Their goal was to initiate formation of action teams to correspond to the identified issues. In the eleventh hour, two members of the sub-team experienced AI as part of another project.  As a result, they ended up proposing AI as an alternative and more effective way of accomplishing the goal of culture transformation. 
 
After a brief experience with the process, the sub-team and then the entire leadership team elected to "change trains" and use AI as the engine for driving the desired changes.
Less than six months after its initial introduction, approximately half of the company's 850-person work force is solidly on board with AI.  Those who have not yet experienced the process directly have been educated in its principles and have begun to testify to the remarkable changes they've witnessed since its first introduction. Here are a few comments made by randomly selected employees when asked about the impact of Al on the organization:
 
"I'm excited about getting involved in the company. People feel the company cares." 
 
          "People are starting to focus more on communications." 
              “Everybody is coming together as a team. People are listening to us." 
  
"People are more positive and outgoing. A feeling of openness and we are made to feel welcome." 
 
"Individuals who normally don't get involved with areas outside their departments are now doing so." 
 
In addition to these comments, employees have reported striking applications of AI in their personal lives: 
 
On the evening of their 31st wedding anniversary, an employee and her husband did an appreciative inquiry into their marriage. They spent all night talking. She reported it was their most intimate anniversary ever. 
 
Someone wrote recently of his use of AI with his son, who has attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. He says it's [AI] the only intervention that he's found that has made a consistent and significant difference in his son's behavior, after six years of trying different approaches. 
An employee has reported that his use of AI with his partner who has been terminally ill for the past two years, has helped turn this otherwise devastating experience into an opportunity for personal and spiritual renewal. 
 
"AI has literally inverted the traditionally hierarchical structure of our organization.  Line employees are making decisions previously made one or two levels above them. They are coaching their supervisors when the supervisors slip and fall back into the older, more familiar patterns of communication."
 
One supervisor posted a mandatory overtime list for the coming weekend.  More than half the members of his group refused the assignments.  They told him they wanted him to tell them what needed to be done, and let them work out how it got done.  He took their advice and posted a description of the business needs.  Within an hour, using an Appreciative Inquiry approach most of the people who had previously refused the overtime were signing up for Saturday hours.
 
"The results of this work have been quicker, deeper, and more dramatic than any I have witnessed before, in my nearly twenty years of organizational development work.  In a period of months, this company and its people have been transformed.  It will never go back to where it was again."
 
"Perhaps more importantly, individual lives have changed. People who would otherwise have had little or no access to training or support in the area of personal growth have grabbed the ball and run with it.  Al has created a ripple that has already spread far beyond this organization. It may well change the world."
 

A community development process called Imagine Chicago is using AI as a vehicle to transform the city of Chicago.  They are conducting one million interviews within the city; one for every household. 
 
After two years, results are apparent in the educational system and in the relationships among city, government, and business groups. Currently, AI is being designed into the educational curriculum throughout the city.   Similar projects have occurred or are under way in cities, states, and countries around the world including Imagine South Carolina and Imagine Africa.
A major health-care cooperative applied AI to engage 1,500 people; staff, nurses, doctors, administrators, and patients; in the creation of a renewal process. Interviews were conducted among 1,500 people, and 500 envisioned, designed, and committed to the organization's future. As a result, collaboration is at an all-time high; there is a renewed sense of hope among employees and a steadily improving outlook for the organization.
 
Corporations are using AI for enhancing organizational excellence in business units, departments, and work groups.  AI facilitators are working with teams selected from various business units to choose their own topics, develop interview guides and conduct interviews within their own organizations. They share what they have learned with one another and design and plan change within their own organization. The cross-functional learning is extraordinary.
 
Companies are changing their survey strategies to include studies of their best customers and what satisfies them. As findings are collected and shared throughout the organization, significant increases in customer satisfaction and employee satisfaction occur. Employee morale increases as employees hear stories of satisfied customers. Stories from satisfied       customers provide great insight into how to improve customer relation's company-wide.
 
A major accounting firm used AI to successfully manage the integration of several acquisitions over a short period of time. The new company was designed during an Appreciative Inquiry based on interviews throughout the merging businesses.
 
At all levels of the organization, managers and employees from merging companies interviewed one another to discover the strengths of the partnership. Newly created business units and work teams used AI to discover their own hopes and expectations and to enhance relationships with customers and vendors. The affirmative involvement of hundreds of people contributed to the successful integration; both financially and culturally.
 
Companies are using AI for performance planning and appraisal, 360-degree feedback, selection and interviewing, and employee Companies are using AI for performance planning and appraisal, 360-degree feedback, selection and interviewing, and employee relations.
 
When people are given opportunities to hear how they are valued and contributing to their work group and the organization, they feel better about themselves and their work, and as a result they want to do more. 
 
Mike Burns, vice president of HR for Hunter Douglas, offered the following thoughts on AI:
"For years, I have used the analogy of the cup being half full rather than half empty when helping folks look at the positive side of issues rather than the negative. When individuals or groups see things from the perspective of the "best that has been" and the "best of what is" and they frame their future vision into the "best of what could be," the transition is magical. 
 
The whole perspective becomes positive; the energy level increases, and the cup goes from half empty to half full.  I have seen a very negative, hostile situation between two employees be turned positive by asking them to tell each other about the best experiences they have had with each other in the past and what their vision is for the relationship between them in the future.
 
The conflict was put into perspective and resolved immediately with positive rather than negative energy.  In the employment interview process, frequently a stressful situation for applicants, I have found it helpful to ask about a peak professional experience from their past. This provides the applicant a chance to tell me about a positive situation. This gives me a great deal of insight into the candidate and helps set a positive tone for the interview."
Organizations can no longer afford to operate as if the needs of the business and the needs of the people doing business are at odds. They must begin to operate with the realization that people, employees, customers, and vendors are not only the greatest resource for creating the organization's future, they are the only resource.
 
Human resources professionals, along with organizational leaders, must look beyond the organizing principles, processes, and change-management practices of yesterday. They must seek out innovative processes, such as AI, that collectively and positively involve people in the design of their own future at work.
