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Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative Inquiry is based on the work of David L. Cooperrider, Ph. D. The source for 

this handout is The Appreciative Inquiry Handbook, by David L. Cooperrider, Diana Whitney, and 

Jacqueline M. Stavros.  

Appreciative Inquiry: A practitioner-oriented definition 

Appreciative Inquiry is the cooperative co-evolutionary search for the best in people, their 

organizations, and the world around them. It involves the discovery of what gives “life” to a 

living system when it is most effective, alive, and constructively capable in economic, 

ecological, and human terms. AI involves the art and practice of asking questions that 

strengthen a system’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive potential. The 

inquiry is mobilized through the crafting of the “unconditional positive question,” often 

involving hundreds or thousands of people. AI interventions focus on the speed of imagination 

and innovation—instead of the negative, critical, and spiraling diagnoses commonly used in 

organizations. The discover, dream, design, and destiny model links the energy of the positive 

core to changes never thought possible.   

As an approach to organizational analysis and learning, it is intended for discovering, 

understanding, and fostering innovations in social organizational arrangements and processes. 

AI refers to two things: 

• A search for knowledge 

• A theory of collective action designed to evolve the vision and will of a group, an 

organization, or a society as a whole.  

AI Propositions 

1. Inquiry into “the art of the possible” in organizations should begin with appreciation. 

2. Inquiry into what is possible should yield information that is applicable. 

3. Inquiry into what is possible should be provocative. 

4. Inquiry into the human potential of organizational life should be collaborative. 

Two Basic Questions Behind any AI Initiative: 

1. What, in this particular setting and context, gives life to this system—when it is most alive, 

healthy, and symbiotically related to its various communities? 

2. What are the possibilities, expressed and latent, that provide opportunities for more effective 

(value congruent) forms of organizing? 

AI differs from conventional problem solving approaches 

The basic assumption of problem solving is that “organizing is a problem to be solved.” The 

task of improvement traditionally involves removing deficits by (1) identifying key problems or 

deficiencies, (2) analyzing the causes, (3) analyzing solutions, and (4) developing an action plan. 

In contrast, the underlying assumption of AI is that an organization is a mystery that should be 

embraced as a human center of infinite imagination, infinite capacity, and potential. The word 

mystery signifies, literally, a future that is unknowable and that cannot be predicted.  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Dynamics of a Healthy Organization 

  

For visionary organizations, continuity, novelty, and transition are necessary capacities that exist 

in healthy tension. AI is instrumental in finding and sustaining a healthy balance among these 

life-giving capacities. But this is not only true for organizations, it is also true for individuals. 

AI begins with a focus on continuity, the understanding and appreciation of the system’s 

connective threads of identity, purpose, pride, wisdom, and tradition that perpetuate and 

connect day-to-day life in the organization or person. It is paramount to recognize that continuity 

is a necessary part of change or transformation.  

In attending to novelty, the AI dialogue and process provides the opportunity for unexpected 

newness to be offered up. Hierarchy is suspended; harmony is postponed in favor of curious 

questioning. Symphonies of logical rationalities are replaced with cacophonies of wild, half-

baked notions, what Dee Hock terms “creative chaos.”  

In attending to transition, the dialogue uncovers ways in which new ideas (novelty) are 

transformed into visible changes that are experienced by everyone as positive movement 

toward a change target with minimal disruption (threat to continuity). The system is enlivened 

through a shared sense of enactment, whereby everyone recognizes the positive reason to 

change, the desired state to be achieved, and the next few steps to be taken.  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Eight Principles of Appreciative Inquiry 

1. The constructionist principle. Social knowledge and organizational destiny are interwoven. A 

constructionist would argue that the seeds of organizational change are implicit in the first 

questions asked. The questions asked become the material out of which the future is 

conceived and constructed. Thus, the way of knowing is fateful. To be effective as 

executives, leaders, change agents, and so on, one must be adept in the art of reading, 

understanding, and analyzing organizations as living, human constructions. Because styles of 

thinking rarely match the increasingly complex world, there must be a commitment to the 

ongoing pursuit of multiple and more fruitful ways of knowing. This is as true for individuals 

as for organizations. 
The most important resource for generating constructive change is cooperation between the 

imagination and the reasoning function of the mind (the capacity to unleash the imagination 

and mind of groups). AI is a way of reclaiming imaginative competence.  

2.  The principle of simultaneity. This principle recognizes that inquiry and change are not truly 

separate moments; they can and should be simultaneous. Inquiry is intervention. The seeds 

of change are the things people think and talk about, the things people discover and learn, 

and the things that inform dialogue and inspire images of the future. They are implicit in the 

very first questions that are asked. One of the most impactful things a change agent does is 

to articulate questions. the questions set the stage for what is “found” and what is 

“discovered” (the data). This data becomes the stories out of which the future is conceived, 

discussed, and constructed.  

3. The poetic principle. A useful metaphor in understanding this principle is that human 

organizations (and individuals) are an open book. An organization’s story is constantly being 

co-authored. Moreover, pasts, presents, and futures are endless sources of learning, 

inspiration, or interpretation as in the endless interpretive possibilities in a good work of 

poetry or a biblical text). The important implication is that one can study virtually any topic 

related to human experience in any human system or organization. the choice of inquiry can 

be in the nature of alienation or joy in any human organization or community. One can study 

moments of creativity and innovation or moments of debilitating bureaucratic stress. One has 

a choice.  

4. The anticipatory principle. The most important resource for generating constructive personal 

or organizational change or improvement is collective imagination and discourse about the 

future. One of the basic theorems of the anticipatory view of organizational or individual life is 

that the image of the future guides what might be called the current behavior of any 

organism or organization. Much like a movie projected on the screen, human systems are 

forever projecting ahead of themselves a horizon of expectation that brings the future 

powerfully into the present as a mobilizing agent. Organizations exist, in the final analysis, 

because people who govern and maintain them share some sort of discourse or projection 

about what the organization is, how it will function, what it will achieve, and what it will likely 

become. This is also true for individuals.  

5. The positive principle. Momentum for change requires large amounts of positive affect and 

social bonding, attitudes such as hope, inspiration, and the sheer joy of creating with one 
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another. Organizations, as human constructions, are largely affirmative systems and thus are 

responsive to positive thought and positive knowledge. So are individuals. The more positive 

the questions used to guide a group building an organizational initiative, the more long-lasting 

and effective is the change. In important respects, people and organizations move in the 

direction of their inquiries.  

6. The wholeness principle. The experience of wholeness brings out the best in people, 

relationships, communities, and organizations. The experience of wholeness is one of 

understanding the whole story. It comes about when people are able to hear, witness, and 

makes sense of each other’s differing views, perspectives, and interpretations of shared 

events. The whole story is never a singular story but is a synthesis or compilation of multiple 

stories, shared and woven together by the people involved. The wholeness principle leads 

participants to focus on higher ground, rather than common ground. It means engaging the 

whole organization in the process of evolving what will be.  

7. The enactment principle. Transformation occurs by living in the present what we most desire 

in the future. Positive change comes about as images and visions of a more desired future 

are enacted in the present. Processes used for change become a living example or 

enactment of the desired change.  

8. The free-choice principle. People and organizations thrive when people are free to choose 

the nature and extent of their contribution. Volunteers are people who choose to contribute 

based on their urge for fulfillment, desire to make a difference, or hope for a better world. 

Free choice builds enthusiasm and commitment to the organization. The free-choice principle 

teaches us to consistently create opportunities for choice, to give people options, and to 

encourage them to choose their work for the organization based on their intuitions interests, 

strengths, and highest calling.  

Appreciative Inquiry is about conversations that matter. These conversations transform one-

way, top-down communication into open, whole-system dialogue. These principles are central 

to AI’s theoretical basis for organizing for a positive revolution in change. These principles 

clarify that it is the positive image that results in the positive action. The organization or 

individual must make the affirmative decision to focus on the positive to lead the inquiry.  
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The AI Process: The “4-D” Cycle 
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Appreciative Inquiry for the Soto Zen Buddhist Association 

Affirmative topic choice 

The first step in any appreciative inquiry process, is selecting the topic that will be the focus of 

the appreciative inquiry. As AI continues to be woven into the life of the organization or 

individual, other topics will present themselves as appropriate, so you do not need to worry 

about choosing just one topic when you have multiple areas you’d like to focus on. Topic choice 

is a fateful act. We move in the direction of inquiry. People commit to topics they have helped 

develop, so: Everyone is an active participant, and diversity is essential.  

The affirmative topic choice begins with the constructive discovery and narration of the 

organization’s “life-giving” story. The topics, in the initial stages, are bold hunches about what 

gives life to the organization. Most importantly, the topics represent what people really want to 

discover or learn about. The seeds of change are implicit in the first questions asked. Here are 

two broad questions that form a basis for the work of selecting the topic: 

What factors give life to this organization when it is and has been most alive, successful, and 

effective? 

What possibilities, expressed and latent, provide opportunities for more vital, successful, and 

effective (vision-and values-congruent) forms of organization? 

Here are four foundational questions for AI, used throughout the process: 

1. What was a peak experience or “high point?” 

2. What are the things valued most about… 

a. Yourself? 

b. The nature of your work with SZBA? 

c. Soto Zen Buddhist Association? 

3. What are the core factors that “give life” to the Soto Zen Buddhist Association? 

4. What are three wishes to heighten the vitality and health of SZBA? 

Topics must be positive affirmations of the Soto Zen Buddhist Association’s strengths and the 

potential it seeks to discover, learn about, and become. Criteria: 

• Topics are affirmative or stated in the positive 

• Topics are desirable. They identify the objectives people want. 

• The group is genuinely curious about them and wants to learn more 

• The topics move in the direction the group wants to go.  
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For the Zen and Appreciative Inquiry class 

Activities for Practice 

1. Discover and Dream: Appreciative Inquiry Interviews 

In pairs, take turns interviewing each other. Listening partners, take notes and don’t 

comment. You will have about 10 minutes each, and we will let you know when to 

switch. Here are guiding questions for the interview: 

What is it in the your spiritual practice that has the most vitality for you; what do you find 

most engaging? When have you felt most at home in it? 

Without modesty, what would those who know you well describe as your true gifts? 

Imagine that you wake up five years from now, and Appamada has evolved into your 

ideal spiritual community, thrilling, vibrant, and deeply nourishing, so that you look 

forward to all that it offers and engage with it wholeheartedly. What does that look like? 

What would you be doing? What would other people be doing? How is the community 

relating to the world? What is going on? 

In your larger group, discuss what you’ve discovered about your partner’s experience 

and see if there are any common themes from these interviews.  

2. Design: From “What is,” to “What will be.”  

For your group, agree on one of the themes to focus on. Design both embodies and 

creates a social architecture. Decide on two elements from the short list below (there 

are actually more design elements in a full-scale process): 

• Communication protocols 

• Education/Training 

• Internal and external relationships 

• Power and authority 

In your group, brainstorm how these elements might inform the design that brings the 

vision for your theme into being. What are the necessary steps? Who would be affected 

by any changes? How might your design support a healthy change toward the desired 

future? You will have about 15-20 minutes. Discuss: how did you organize your work 

together? Your group will report what you learned together.  

3. Destiny: Practical steps to realization 

Destiny is really about improvisational capacity, what Peter Hershock calls “improvisational 

virtuosity” (Liberating Intimacy). This capacity is at the heart of our Zen tradition. Realizing 

Zen and Appreciative Inquiry • Foundations of Zen Series Page  8



our aspirations for the design we’ve developed involves four kinds of competencies within 

an organization: 

Affirmative competence: The organization draws on the human capacity to appreciate 

positive possibilities by selectively focusing on current and past strengths, successes, and 

potential.  

Expansive competence: The organization challenges habits and conventional practices, 

provoking members to experiment in the margins. It creates a vision that challenges 

members by encouraging them to go beyond familiar ways of thinking; it provokes 

members to stretch beyond what have seemed to be reasonable limits.  

Generative competence: The organization constructs integrative systems that allow 

members to see the results of their actions, to recognize that they are making a meaningful 

contribution, and to experience a sense of progress. When members perceive that their 

efforts are contributing toward a desired goal, they are more likely to feel a sense of hope 

and empowerment.  

Collaborative competence. The organization creates forums in which members engage in 

ongoing dialogue and exchange diverse perspectives to transform systems. It creates an 

environment that fosters participation and highly committed work arrangements.  

Although you are not being asked to take action or make a commitment to any action right 

now, this exercise envisions practical steps, no matter how small, that you could commit to 

that move toward the realization of the design you developed in Exercise 2. Considering the 

competencies above, how could that design be practically achieved? How might you use 

your gifts recognized in the first exercise interview toward developing the vision? 

If you would like more information about Appreciative Inquiry, there are many good texts 

available. The source for this handout is The Appreciative Inquiry Handbook, by David L. 

Cooperrider, Diana Whitney,and Jacqueline M. Stavros. I highly recommend this book. You may 

also be interested in Dynamic Relationships: Unleashing the Power of Appreciative Inquiry in 

Daily Living by Jackie Stavros and  Cheri Torres as well as The Nonprofits' Guide to the Power 

of Appreciative Inquiry, by C.J. Miller, C. R. Aguilar, D. McDaniel, L. Maslowski. Finally, there is 

a wealth of information online at the main Appreciative Inquiry site at http://

appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/
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