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Let’s change the subject and change our
organization: an appreciative inquiry approach to
organization change

Diana Whitney

Whitney Consulting, Taos, New Mexic o, USA

Takes a social construct ionist

view of organizat ional change

focusing on how to engage

the mult itude of internal and

external stakeholders. Argues

that  current  models of

change often leave people

feeling demoralized and

presents appreciat ive inquiry

(AI) as an aproach to organi-

zat ion development that

deliberately focuses at tent ion

on learning and dialogue

about  what  gives life to an

organizat ion. Explains AI

pr inciples and the 4-D model

for posit ive change. Provides

some examples of this.

Or gan iza t ion a l iden tit ies a r e em bedded an d

em er gen t  in  conver sa t ion . Pr oject  plan n in g

discu ssion s, st r a tegic plan n in g m eetin gs,

select ion  in ter views, per for m an ce r eviews

an d sta ff m eetin gs a r e a ll conver sa t ion s

th r ou gh  wh ich  th e iden tit ies of an  or gan iza -

t ion , i ts  pr odu cts an d ser vices an d its  m em -

ber s a r e cr a fted. Th e effor ts of ch an ge a gen ts

towar d developm en t – per son a l an d or gan iza -

t ion a l – can  best  be u n der stood as in ter ven -

t ion s in to th e conver sa t ion a l pr ocesses an d

r ela t ion a l r ea lit ies of th e or gan iza t ion . 

Th e lan gu a ge of or gan iza t ion  developm en t

in  th e 1990s is sa tu r a ted with  r ela t ion a lly

em bedded wor ds su ch  a s pa r t icipa t ion ,

involvem en t , em power m en t , diver sity an d

m em ber sh ip. It  is  r eadily r ecogn ized by or ga -

n iza t ion  developm en t pr ofession a ls th a t  th e

gr ea ter  th e involvem en t  of people in  th e

pr ocess, th e gr ea ter  th eir  com m itm en t  to

ch an ge. Th a t  is, th e m or e involvem en t  people

h ave in  cr a ft in g ch an ge – per son a l an d or ga -

n iza t ion a l – th e m or e likely th ey a r e to ca r r y

it  th r ou gh  to fr u it ion . 

F r om  a  socia l con str u ct ion ist  poin t  of view,

th a t  posits k n owledge, m ean in g an d iden tity

as socia lly gen er a ted, con sciou s involvem en t

is an  im per a t ive. A con str u ct ion ist  view

h olds involvem en t  an d pa r t icipa t ion  a s

given s. Or gan iza t ion  stakeh older s do pa r t ici-

pa te, th ey a r e involved. Th e n a tu r e an d qu a l-

ity of pa r t icipa t ion  m ay n ot  be a s we wou ld

wan t  i t . It  m ay n ot  pr ovide th e r esu lts

desir ed. It  does, h owever, defin e th e or gan iza -

t ion . To ch an ge an  or gan iza t ion  is to ch an ge

th e n a tu r e an d qu a lity of pa r t icipa t ion  an d

in ter act ion  am on g th e m an y or gan iza t ion

stakeh older s. It  is  to ch an ge wh o ta lk s to

wh om  abou t  wh at . Wh en  th is occu r s cu s-

tom er s an d ven dor s becom e a  pa r t  of th e

wh ole or gan iza t ion , r a th er  th an  ou tsider s.

Em ployees an d m an a ger s h ave equ a lity of

voice, r a th er  th an  h ier a r ch ica lly defin ed

voice. Stor ies of su ccess in  on e pa r t  of th e

or gan iza t ion  a r e spr ead acr oss th e or gan iza -

t ion  an d becom e n ew stan da r ds of pr act ice.

Mu tu a lly va lu ed pr ocesses, pr odu cts, ser -

vices an d r esu lts em er ge.

Th e qu est ion  facin g ch an ge a gen ts, con su l-

tan ts, h u m an  r esou r ce pr act it ion er s an d

m an a ger s, is  n ot  wh eth er  to involve or gan iza -

t ion  m em ber s an d stakeh older s in  ch an ge bu t

r a th er  h ow to en ga ge th e m u lt itu de of in ter -

n a l an d exter n a l stakeh older s, a ll speak in g

differ en t  lan gu a ges, in  la r ge sca le effor ts

towar d or gan iza t ion a l ch an ge.

Tota l qu a lity effor ts, em ployee involvem en t

team s an d pa r t icipa tor y m an a gem en t pr ac-

t ices h ave been  a  step in  th e r igh t  dir ect ion .

Th ey h ave set  th e sta ge for  an  act ive, involved

work for ce. Th ey h ave su r faced people’s desir e

to con tr ibu te. An d th ey h ave sh own  th eir  own

lim its. F ir st , th ey a r e r epr esen ta t ive r a th er

th an  foster in g fu ll voice an d expr ession

am on g a ll stakeh older s. Fou n ded on  sm a ll

gr ou p th eor y th a t  su ggests th e opt im a l size

gr ou p is five to seven  people, cu r r en t  effor ts

to en ga ge th e work for ce involve som e of th e

people, som e of th e t im e. In  or der  to su ccess-

fu lly r einven t  an  or gan iza t ion , a ll of th e in ter -

ested pa r t ies m u st  be involved th r ou gh ou t  th e

pr ocess. As th e n ewslet ter  of an  in ter n a t ion a l

win dow fash ion s com pan y decla r es, “All

voices, a ll opin ion s, a ll ideas”. 

Secon d, m ost  of ou r  cu r r en t  developm en t

m odels – per son a l an d or gan iza t ion a l – a r e

deficit  based. Th ey en ga ge or gan iza t ion  m em -

ber s in  a  stu dy of wh at  is  u n su itable, n ot

work in g, n ot  u p to stan da r d, an d in  n eed of a

“fix”. Pr oblem -solvin g appr oach es to ch an ge

m an a gem en t leave people feelin g dem or a l-

ized an d h opeless abou t  th eir  fu tu r e an d th e

fu tu r e of th eir  or gan iza t ion . Su ccessfu l devel-

opm en t effor ts depen d on  for m s of involve-

m en t  an d pa r t icipa t ion  th a t  invite th e best  of

people an d th eir  ideas to su r face an d to be pu t

in to pr act ice. Su ccessfu l ch an ge em er ges

wh en  cu r iosity, cr ea t ivity an d in spir a t ion  a r e

pr esen t .

Appreciative inquiry

Com pan ies a r ou n d th e wor ld a r e en ga ged in

bold exper im en ts with  an  in n ovative pr ocess

of or gan iza t ion  developm en t ca lled appr ecia -

t ive in qu ir y (AI). Developed by Dr  David

Cooper r ider  an d collea gu es a t  Case Wester n

Reser ve Un iver sity an d Th e Taos In st itu te, AI

is based on  th e pr in ciple th a t  or gan iza t ion s

ch an ge in  th e dir ect ion  of wh at  th ey stu dy.

In qu ir y – wh eth er  i t  is  an  or gan iza t ion  su r -

vey, a  qu est ion  posed by a  m an a ger  a t  th e

sta r t  of a  m eetin g, or  th e stu dy u sed to
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r edesign  a  work  pr ocess – is  fa tefu l. It  plan ts

th e seeds of th e fu tu r e.

Con sider, for  exam ple, two ways you  as a

m an a ger  m igh t  welcom e n ew em ployees. If

you  a sk  th a t  th ey tell you  of difficu lt ies th ey

en cou n ter  a s th ey get  acqu a in ted with  th eir

n ew collea gu es an d n ew job, you  a r e, n o 

m atter  h ow well in ten ded, plan t in g seeds of

difficu lt ies; an d you  will m ost  cer ta in ly h ea r

abou t  th em . If on  th e oth er  h an d, you  

r equ est  th a t  th ey seek  to discover  wh at  con -

tr ibu tes to th eir  n ew work  gr ou p’s h igh  levels

of cooper a t ion  an d su ccess, you  a r e plan t in g

seeds of lea r n in g abou t  cooper a t ion  an d team

su ccess. On  a  da ily basis th e a gen da  for  or ga -

n iza t ion a l per for m an ce, lea r n in g an d ch an ge

is establish ed th r ou gh  in qu ir y an d dia logu e. 

AI deliber a tely focu ses th e a t ten t ion , dia -

logu e an d lea r n in g of an  or gan iza t ion ’s m em -

ber s an d stakeh older s on  wh at  gives life to th e

or gan iza t ion  an d its  people wh en  th ey a r e a t

its  best . By assu m in g th e best  of people, or ga -

n iza t ion s an d r ela t ion sh ips, AI leaves deficit-

or ien ted appr oach es beh in d an d offer s a ffir -

m ative pr ocesses for  or gan iza t ion  develop-

m en t . 

Appreciative inquiry principles

AI, a s an  or gan iza t ion  developm en t in ter ven -

t ion , r eflects a  set  of pr in ciples dr awn  fr om

cu r r en t  th eor y an d r esea r ch  in  th e h u m an

an d socia l scien ces (Sr ivastva  an d Cooper -

r ider, 1990). It  r ecogn izes th e essen t ia l con -

n ectedn ess of a ll life an d pr ovides oppor tu n i-

t ies for  th e cr ea t ion  of r ela t ion a lly gen er a ted

m ean in g an d or gan iza t ion a l pr act ice.

The constructionist principle

Or gan iza t ion s a r e inven ted, en acted an d

m ain ta in ed th r ou gh  pr ocesses of socia l in ter -

act ion , an d a s a  r esu lt  a r e ch an ged in  th e

sam e m an n er. Th e con str u ct ion ist  pr in ciple

places em ph asis on  lan gu a ge an d r ela t ion a l

pr ocesses for  establish in g m ean in g, iden tity

an d or der. In  R ealities an d R elation sh ips,

Ger gen  descr ibes th e fou n dation  for  th e con -

str u ct ion ist  pr in ciple in  AI,

For  con str u ct ion ists, descr ipt ion s an d

explan at ion s a r e n eith er  dr iven  by th e wor ld

as it  is, n or  a r e th ey th e in exor able

ou tcom es of gen et ic or  str u ctu r a l pr open si-

t i tes with in  th e in dividu a l. Rath er  th ey a r e

th e r esu lt  of h u m an  coor din a t ion  of act ion .

Wor ds take on  th eir  m ean in g on ly with in

th e con text  of on goin g r ela t ion sh ips.

Lan gu a ge an d r ela t ion sh ips a r e ou r  pr im ar y

veh icles for  con str u ct in g or gan iza t ion s, 

com m u n it ies an d ou r  wor ld. Lan gu a ge, com -

m u n ica t ion  an d r ela t ion sh ips a r e tools for

cr ea t in g r ea lit ies, m ean in g an d socia l or der.

Or gan iza t ion s a r e socia l con str u ct ion s –

r epet it ive pa t ter n s of com m u n ica t ion  an d

stor y tellin g. 

The poetic principle

As conver sa t ion a l r ea lit ies, or gan iza t ion s

m ove in  th e dir ect ion  of wh at  is  stu died an d

ta lked abou t . Moder n  m an a gem en t an d espe-

cia lly tota l qu a lity m an a gem en t h as u s stu dy-

in g pr oblem s an d th eir  m u lt iple cau ses. In

doin g so we give life to th e r epet it ive cycle of

pr oblem  solvin g an d to deficit  views of or ga -

n iza t ion a l life. Pr oblem  solvin g, cyn icism ,

an d deficit  th in k in g h ave becom e m an a ge-

m en t  h abits. AI pr ovides an  a lter n a t ive in

th a t  i t  invites u s to or gan ize a r ou n d wh at

gives h ope an d joy r a th er  th an  wh at  cr ea tes

fea r  an d con tr ol. Or gan iza t ion s a r e gu ided by

socia lly cr ea ted an d ever  ch an gin g pr act ices,

n ot  by u n ch an geable ir on  laws. 

Th e dom in an t  m etaph or  for  or gan iza t ion s

in  a  con str u ct ion ist  sen se is  th a t  th ey a r e like

a  good book , th er e to be r ead an d r er ead,

in ter pr eted an d r ein ter pr eted. J u st  a s a  book

takes on  its  m ean in g in  th e act  of r eadin g, so

does th e or gan iza t ion  take on  its  m ean in g in

th e act  of tellin g its  stor ies. Or gan iza t ion a l

stor ies a r e th e h abit  pa t ter n s of th e or gan iza -

t ion . Th ey tell or gan iza t ion  m em ber s wh at

th ey m u st  do an d be in  or der  to fit  in  an d be

su ccessfu l in  th e or gan iza t ion . If we h ea r

stor ies of distr u st  an d tu r fism , th en  we will

cer ta in ly fin d an d possibly cr ea te ou r  own

cases of distr u st  an d tu r fism . If, on  th e oth er

h an d, we h ea r  stor ies abou t  r espect  an d col-

labor a t ion  acr oss fu n ct ion a l lin es of bu sin ess,

th en  we lea r n  th a t  r espect  an d collabor a t ion

a r e th e workplace n or m s. AI a ssu m es th a t  a s

an  or gan iza t ion ’s dom in an t  stor ies ch an ge

an d evolve, so does th e or gan iza t ion . 

The anticipatory principle

Im a ges h eld in  stor ies, m etaph or s, pictu r es

an d a r t ifacts gu ide or gan iza t ion  act ion . Th e

stor ies told abou t  an  or gan iza t ion ’s fu tu r e a r e

th e best  deter m in an ts of i ts  fu tu r e. Im a ges,

wh eth er  explicit ly descr ibed or  im plicit ly

ca r r ied by or gan iza t ion  stakeh older s, com -

m an d gr ea t  power  over  th e fu tu r e. Eisler  in

T h e Ch alice an d th e B lade, speaks abou t  th e

r ole of im a ger y in  m ak in g m an ifest  th e m ate-

r ia l wor ld, 

Alth ou gh  we don ’t  u su a lly th in k  of th em

th is way, m ost  socia l r ea lit ies – sch ools,

h ospita ls, stock  exch an ges, polit ica l pa r t ies,

ch u r ch es – a r e actu a liza t ion s of ideas th a t

on ce existed on ly in  th e m in ds of a  few

wom en  an d m en . Th is is  a lso t r u e of th e

abolit ion  of slaver y, th e r eplacem en t  of

m on ar ch ies with  r epu blics, an d a ll th e 

oth er  pr ogr ess we h ave m ade in  th e la st  few

h u n dr ed yea r s. Even  physica l r ea lit ies –

tables, books, pots, a ir plan es, violin s – a r e
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actu a liza t ion s of h u m an  ideas. Bu t  for  n ew

ideas to be t r an sla ted in to n ew r ea lit ies

r equ ir es n ot  on ly cla r ity of vision  bu t  a lso

th e oppor tu n ity to ch an ge old r ea lit ies.

At an y poin t in  t im e th e or gan ization’s fu tu r e

poten tia l can  be kn own  th r ou gh  th e stor ies

told abou t it  by stakeh older s. In  th r ivin g or ga-

n ization s th e fr equ en cy of posit ive, h opefu l

stor ies is gr eater  th an  th e fr equ en cy of n ega-

tive, cyn ica l stor ies. Wh at we an ticipate is

wh at we en act an d give life to as or gan ization

r ea lity. For  exam ple, wh en  a  dom in an t or gan i-

zation  stor y is on e of poor  m an a gem en t cr edi-

bility it  is ver y difficu lt  for  m an ager s to en act

cr edibility. People will seek  action s th a t su p-

por t  th e stor y of poor  m an agem en t cr edibility.

Th e im age of poor  m an agem en t cr edibility

gu ides or gan ization  beh avior  u n til a  m or e

positive an d com pellin g life for ce is invited to

com e for th . In  th e sam e way, wh en  a  dom in an t

or gan ization  stor y is abou t extr aor din ar y

cu stom er  ser vice, as it  was in  th e ear ly days of

Feder a l Expr ess, cu stom er  ser vice gu ides

in ter action s th r ou gh ou t th e or gan ization  as

well as with  cu stom er s.

The simultaneity principle

Or gan iza t ion  developm en t h as h istor ica lly

been  th ou gh t  of a s a  lon g-ter m  pr ocess involv-

in g step by step dia gn osis, feedback , act ion

plan n in g an d im plem en ta t ion . AI a ssu m es,

invites an d evokes th e sim u ltan eity of lea r n -

in g an d ch an ge. Wh en  or gan ized a r ou n d

topics of sin cer e in ter est  an d cu r iosity, AI

evokes lea r n in g an d ch an ge, th r ou gh  in ter -

views an d dia logu es, a im ed a t  or gan iza t ion a l

discover y, dr eam , design  an d dest in y. 

Moder n  m an a gem en t h as given  life to or ga -

n iza t ion s a s str u ctu r es an d system s. Moder n

m an a gem en t pr act ices ten d to be lin ea r  an d

sequ en tia l a s in  th e plan -do-ch eck -act

sequ en ce for  qu a lity im pr ovem en t wh ich

con ceptu a lizes ch an ge a s th e r esu lt  of a  ser ies

of act ion s occu r r in g over  a  lon g per iod of

t im e. In  con tr a st , fr om  a  postm oder n  per spec-

t ive, ch an ge is an  ever -pr esen t  or gan iza t ion

r ea lity. It  does n ot  n eed to be cr ea ted, bu t

m er ely evoked an d br ou gh t  for th . Pa t ter n s of

th in k in g an d r epet it ively en acted or gan iza -

t ion  h abits sh ift  sim u ltan eou sly wh en  or gan i-

za t ion  stakeh older s en ga ge in  AI. 

Rath er  th an  bein g th e cau se of or gan iza t ion

ch an ge, AI is  th e veh icle for  ch an ge to

em er ge. As a  h igh -involvem en t  pr ocess, i t

leads sim u ltan eou sly to th e r econ figu r a t ion

of or gan iza t ion a l m ean in g an d r ela t ion sh ips.

It  sh ifts  th e n etwork  of wh o ta lk s to wh om

abou t  wh at . Th e ca r efu l select ion  of topics for

th e AI pr ocess a lter s th e or gan iza t ion  a gen da

an d en ables m or e posit ive pa t ter n s of th in k -

in g an d per for m an ce to em er ge.

The positive principle

Or gan iza t ion s can  gr ow, develop an d evolve

by focu sin g on  wh at  gives life. Th e posit ive

pr in ciple su ggests th a t  we can  cr ea te su ccess-

fu l an d su sta in able or gan iza t ion s by a t ten d-

in g to th e a ffir m ative, th e posit ively com -

pellin g an d th a t  wh ich  st ir s posit ive h u m an

sen tim en ts. It  dir ects u s to focu s on  wh at  we

va lu e an d h ope for, a s well a s wh at  br in gs joy

an d won der  to or gan iza t ion  life. J u n g’s wr it-

in g su ggests th e possibili ty for  gr owth  stem -

m in g fr om  a  ch an ge of focu s,

I h ave often  seen  in dividu a ls sim ply ou t-

gr ow a  pr oblem  wh ich  h ad destr oyed oth er s.

Th is ou tgr owin g was seen  to con sist  in  a

n ew level of con sciou sn ess. Som e h igh er  or

wider  in ter est  a r ose on  th e per son ’s h or izon ,

an d th r ou gh  th is widen in g of h is view th e

in solu ble pr oblem  lost  i ts  u r gen cy. It  was n ot

solved logica lly in  i ts  own  ter m s, bu t  faded

ou t  wh en  con fr on ted with  a  n ew an d.

str on ger  life ten den cy. 

Un der  a ll th e skepticism , cyn icism  an d pes-

sim ism  in  today’s or gan iza t ion s a r e h opes

an d dr eam s of a  bet ter  wor ld. It  is  possible

an d cer ta in ly m or e in spir in g an d en r ich in g

to discu ss an d to or gan ize for  h opes an d

dr eam s th an  to discu ss an d or gan ize to over -

com e pr oblem s. Posit ive possibili t ies com pel

act ion  fr eely given , wh ile pr oblem s often

r equ ir e fea r  a s a  m otiva t ion a l for ce. 

Ch an ge effor ts a ffor d th e oppor tu n ity to

evoke a  wide r an ge of h u m an  sen t im en ts an d

act ion s. Th ey open  a  win dow of t im e an d

space th a t  is  gen er a t ive of n ew possibili t ies.

Wh at  gets invited th r ou gh  in qu ir y an d dia -

logu e for m s th e basis of th e n ew or gan iza -

t ion . Discu ssion s of ch an ge a s a  flood of pr ob-

lem s to over com e will in deed flood an  or gan i-

za t ion  with  pr oblem s. Discu ssion s of ch an ge

as an  or gan iza t ion a l act  of cr ea t ivity, in

r espon se to m arket  an d globa l dem an ds, pr o-

vides a  for u m  for  cr ea t in g a  n ew or gan iza t ion

in ter ested an d able to m eet  m arket  an d globa l

dem an ds.

Th e posit ive pr in ciple pr esen ts or gan iza -

t ion  stakeh older s with  an  eth ica l im per a t ive

– r ea lizin g th a t  wor ds cr ea te wor lds – to

ch oose ca r efu lly wh at  is  stu died an d

discu ssed in  th e pr ocess of con str u ct in g th e

n ew or gan iza t ion . 

The appreciative inquiry 4-D 
process

Th e 4-D m odel of AI is  a  pr ocess for  posit ive

ch an ge. Based on  th e a ssu m ption  th e ch an ge

occu r s th r ou gh  th ou gh tfu l in qu ir y an d dia -

logu e in to a ffir m ative life givin g for ces, th e

fou r  ph ases of th e pr ocess a r e: discover y,

dr eam , design  an d deliver y. 
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Discovery – appreciating what gives life

Th e discover y ph ase is  a  qu est  to iden tify

posit ive stor ies an d spr ead th em  th r ou gh ou t

an  or gan iza t ion . It  br in gs in to focu s wh at

gives life an d en er gy to people, th eir  work  an d

th eir  or gan iza t ion . It  is  based on  th e a ssu m p-

t ion  th a t  life-givin g for ces a r e in deed pr esen t

in  ever y situ a t ion , bu t  ou r  h abits of or gan iz-

in g an d ta lk in g often  over look  th e posit ive in

favor  of an a lyzin g obstacles, r esistan ces an d

deficits. Th e discover y ph ase sh ifts  th e ba l-

an ce of or gan iza t ion a l a t ten t ion  fr om  wh at  is

n ot  work in g to wh at  is  work in g an d wh at  m ay

possibly work  in  th e fu tu r e. 

An  a ll-too-com m on  m yth  is th a t  we lea r n

fr om  ou r  m istakes. Actu a lly, a ll we can  lea r n

fr om  m istakes is  wh at  n ot  to do a ga in . Posi-

t ive lea r n in g an d in n ovation  com es fr om

stu dyin g, adaptin g an d r eplica t in g wh at

works. An  an cien t  Taoist  ada ge su ggests, “if

you  r espect  an d adm ir e a  qu a lity in  an oth er,

m ake it  you r  own ”. Th e discover y ph ase is  a

qu est  to fill th e or gan iza t ion ’s conver sa t ion s

with  ta lk  of posit ive possibili t ies. 

Th e sta r t in g poin t  of an y AI is  th e select ion

of a ffir m ative topics. As or gan iza t ion s m ove

in  th e dir ect ion  of wh at  th ey stu dy th e 

ch oice of topics to stu dy is sign ifican t  an d

str a tegic. 

Topics a r e sta ted in  th e a ffir m ative an d

m u st  be som eth in g th e or gan iza t ion  wan ts to

lea r n  abou t  an d en h an ce in  th eir  way of

doin g bu sin ess. For  exam ple, a  r ecen t  clien t

r a ised con cer n s over  tu r n over  an d wan ted to

u se it  a s an  in qu ir y topic. Wh en  I r em in ded

th em  th a t  topic ch oice is  like plan t in g seeds

an d asked if th ey r ea lly wan ted m or e

tu r n over, th ey qu ick ly ch ose r eten t ion  a s on e

of th eir  a ffir m ative topics. 

At  th e h ea r t  of AI is  th e appr ecia t ive in ter -

view: gen er a lly don e a s a  m u tu a l in ter view

am on g or gan iza t ion  m em ber s, i t  m ay a lso be

con du cted a s a  focu s gr ou p pr ocess. Affir m a-

t ive topics a r e tu r n ed in to in ter view qu es-

t ion s an d an  in ter view gu ide is cr ea ted wh ich

explor es a  per son ’s begin n in gs with  th e or ga -

n iza t ion , wh at  th ey m ost  va lu e abou t  th em -

selves, th eir  work  an d th e or gan iza t ion , th eir

appr ecia t ive stor ies r ela ted to th e topics an d

th eir  h opes an d dr eam s for  th e or gan iza t ion .

Discover y involves th e m ass m obiliza t ion  of

in ter views. Idea lly, a ll m em ber s of an  or gan i-

za t ion  will be in ter viewed. 

Dream – envisioning what might be

Th e dr eam  ph ase is  a  t im e for  gr ou ps of peo-

ple to en ga ge in  th in k in g big, th in k in g ou t  of

th e box, an d th in k in g ou t  of th e bou n dar ies of

wh at  h as been  in  th e past . It  is  a  t im e for

people to descr ibe th eir  wish es an d dr eam s

for  th eir  work , th eir  work in g r ela t ion sh ips

an d th eir  or gan iza t ion .

Th e dr eam  ph ase of th e 4-D pr ocess en cou r -

a ges pa r t icipan ts to con sider  wh at  i t  is  th a t

th eir  or gan iza t ion , wh eth er  a  depa r tm en t ,

bu sin ess u n it  or  en t ir e com pan y, is  bein g

ca lled to do. Th is ph ase con n ects th e work  of

a ll th e m em ber s of th e or gan iza t ion  to a

gr ea ter  pu r pose. Th e dr eam  ph ase takes place

in  a  la r ge gr ou p m eetin g du r in g wh ich  th e

da ta  an d stor ies collected in  th e discover y

ph ase a r e sh a r ed. Wish es an d dr eam s for  th e

fu tu r e of th e or gan iza t ion  a r e often  acted ou t

to fu r th er  dr am atize th e posit ive possibili t ies

envision ed for  th e or gan iza t ion .

Design – determining what will be

AI is a  h igh -involvem en t  pr ocess. Th e design

ph ase pr ovides an  oppor tu n ity for  la r ge n u m -

ber s of em ployees an d stakeh older s to com e

togeth er  to co-cr ea te th eir  or gan iza t ion .

Wh ile th e discover y an d dr eam  ph ases m ay

be descr ibed a s gen er a t in g an d expan din g th e

or gan iza t ion ’s im a ges of i tself, th e design  an d

deliver y ph ases a r e abou t  m ak in g ch oices for

th e or gan iza t ion  an d its  m em ber s. In  th e

design  ph ase, or gan iza t ion  m em ber s an d

stakeh older s in clu din g cu stom er s an d ven -

dor s pa r t icipa te in  cr a ft in g wh at  a r e ca lled

“pr ovoca t ive pr oposit ion s” or  design  sta te-

m en ts. 

Appr ecia t ive or gan iza t ion  design  is

gr ou n ded in  th e da ta  an d stor ies collected

du r in g th e discover y pr ocess. Wh ile th e

dr eam  pr ocess en cou r a ges possibili ty th in k -

in g, th e design  pr ocess focu ses on  act ion able

possibili t ies. Pr ovoca t ive pr oposit ion s, h ow-

ever, a r e in ten ded to str etch  th e or gan iza t ion

as it  m oves to r ea lize th em . 

Su ccessfu l or gan iza t ion s n aviga te th e

wh ite water s of ch an ge in  ways th a t  m a in ta in

th e posit ive im a ge of th e com pan y in  th e

stor ies of em ployees an d stakeh older s. Pa r t ic-

ipa t ion  in  th e design  pr ocess en ables or gan i-

za t ion  m em ber s to r eor ien t  an d r ea lign  th em -

selves qu ick ly to th e ch an gin g or gan iza t ion

an d bu sin ess envir on m en t.

Delivery – planning what will be

Ch an ge occu r s in  a ll ph ases of th e AI a s i t

pr ovides an  open  for u m  for  em ployees to

con tr ibu te an d to step for war d in  th e ser vice

of th e or gan iza t ion . Th e deliver y pr ocess

specifica lly focu ses on  act ion  plan n in g a t

both  th e per son a l an d or gan iza t ion a l levels.

Du r in g deliver y session s com m itm en ts a r e

m ade to en su r e th e r ea liza t ion  of th e pr ovoca -

t ive pr oposit ion s. In dividu a ls com m it  to

applica t ion s an d act ion  plan s, sm a ll gr ou ps

work  on  a r eas of collabor a t ive effor t  an d

team s m ay be establish ed for  n ew in it ia t ives. 

Align m en t on  act ion s to be taken  is h igh  a s

a  r esu lt  of th e exten sive involvem en t  of la r ge

n u m ber s of people in  th e discover y, dr eam
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an d design  pr ocesses. It  is  th r ou gh  th e m ass

m obiliza t ion  of in ter views an d la r ge gr ou p

m eetin gs th a t  th e “sen se of th e r en ewed or ga -

n iza t ion ” em er ges. 

AI is  a  gr ou n ded pr ocess for  or gan iza t ion

developm en t an d th u s th e 4-D m odel 

takes sh ape differ en t ly in  differ en t  or gan iza -

t ion s an d con texts. Th e pr ocess m ay take

place in  on e m eetin g, a s was th e case of a

Br azilian  food pr ocessin g com pan y th a t

closed th e plan t  for  five days an d invited 700

em ployees, cu stom er s an d ven dor s to pa r t ici-

pa te in  r edesign in g th e or gan iza t ion . Th e

pr ocess m ay a lso take place over  m on th s,

with  each  step involvin g pr ogr essively m or e

people u n t il th e en t ir e or gan iza t ion  is

en ga ged.

Im a gin e an  or gan iza t ion  wh ose 850 em ploy-

ees in ter view on e an oth er  to discover  

stor ies of th eir  com pan y a t  i ts  best  an d 

h ow th ey con tr ibu te to i t . Im a gin e an  or gan i-

za t ion  wh er e 250 labor  u n ion  leader s an d

m an a ger s m eet  to discover  th e possibili t ies

for  pa r tn er sh ip th a t  will ben efit  th e com pan y,

th e u n ion s an d th eir  r espect ive m em ber s 

an d stakeh older s. Im a gin e an  or gan iza t ion

th a t  br in gs h u n dr eds of people togeth er  on

lin e to sh a r e posit ive life a ffir m in g stor ies,

an d th en  to discu ss an d cr ea te globa l policies

an d pr act ices. Im a gin e an  or gan iza t ion

wh er e 1,500 people a r e in ter viewed an d 500

com e togeth er  to envision  an d design  th eir

com pan y’s fu tu r e. AI en ga ges th e wh ole or ga -

n iza t ion  in  discover in g th e best  of wh at  h as

been  an d dr eam in g abou t  th e best  of wh at

m igh t  be.

Powerful applications of 
appreciative inquiry

Th e applica t ion s of AI a r e va r ied, r an gin g

fr om  globa l or gan izin g, cor por a te cu ltu r e

ch an ge, team  bu ildin g an d leader sh ip devel-

opm en t to select ion  in ter viewin g an d per for -

m an ce m an a gem en t. Wh ile or gan iza t ion s

ben efit  wh en  u sin g AI a s a  veh icle for  or gan i-

za t ion  ch an ge, com m en ts fr om  pa r t icipan ts

en ga ged in  AI pr ocesses fr equ en tly com m en t

on  its  t r em en dou s per son a l applica t ion  an d

ben efits. 

Organization culture change

Th e la r gest  division  of an  in ter n a t ion a l com -

pan y u sed AI to en ga ge 850 em ployees an d

som e cu stom er s, ven dor s an d com m u n ity

m em ber s in  th eir  Focu s 2,000 pr ocess for

or gan iza t ion  cu ltu r e ch an ge. Owin g to th e

tr em en dou s im pact  on  both  m or a le an d com -

pan y fin an ces, th e 4-D pr ocess is  n ow bein g

u sed for  str a tegic plan n in g on  an  an n u a l

basis.

At GTE, AI h as been  u sed a s th e cen tr a l

pr ocess for  cu ltu r e ch an ge, r esu lt in g in  th e

r eceipt  of th e Am er ican  Society for  Tr a in in g

an d Developm en t An n u a l Cu ltu r e Ch an ge

Awar d.

Community transformation

A com m u n ity developm en t pr ocess ca lled

Im a gin e Ch ica go is u sin g AI a s th eir  veh icle

for  th e t r an sfor m ation  of th e city of Ch ica go.

Th ey a r e con du ctin g on e m illion  in ter views

with in  th e city – on e for  ever y h ou seh old.

After  two yea r s, r esu lts a r e appa r en t  in  th e

edu ca t ion a l system , th e r ela t ion sh ips am on g

city gr ou ps, gover n m en t  an d bu sin ess. Cu r -

r en t ly AI is  bein g design ed in to th e edu ca -

t ion a l cu r r icu lu m  th r ou gh ou t  th e city. Sim i-

la r  pr ojects h ave occu r r ed or  a r e u n der  way

in  cit ies, sta tes an d cou n tr ies a r ou n d th e

wor ld, in clu din g Im a gin e Sou th  Car olin a , an d

Im a gin e Wester n  Au str a ila .

Organizational renewal

A m ajor  h ea lth  ca r e cooper a t ive applied 

AI to en ga ge 1,500 people – sta ff, n u r ses, doc-

tor s, adm in istr a tor s an d pa t ien ts – in  th e

cr ea t ion  of a  r en ewa l pr ocess. In ter views

wer e con du cted am on g 1,500 people; an d 500

atten ded th e Su m m it  du r in g wh ich  th ey envi-

sion ed, design ed an d com m itted to th e or ga -

n iza t ion ’s fu tu r e. As a  r esu lt , collabor a t ion  is

a t  an  a ll t im e h igh , th er e is  a  r en ewed sen se of

h ope am on g em ployees an d a  steadily im pr ov-

in g fin an cia l ou t look  for  th e or gan iza t ion .

Organization excellence

Cor por a t ion s a r e u sin g AI for  en h an cin g

or gan iza t ion a l excellen ce in  bu sin ess u n its,

depa r tm en ts an d work  gr ou ps. Team s

selected fr om  va r iou s bu sin ess u n its ch oose

th eir  own  topics, develop in ter view gu ides

an d con du ct  in ter views with in  th eir  own

or gan iza t ion s. Th ey th en  a t ten d an  Appr ecia -

t ive Lea r n in g Su m m it  a lon g with  eigh t  to ten

oth er  team s. Du r in g th e su m m it  team s sh a r e

lea r n in gs with  on e an oth er, an d design  an d

plan  ch an ge with in  th eir  own  or gan iza t ion .

Th e cr oss-fu n ct ion a l lea r n in g is extr aor di-

n a r y. 

Customer surveys

Com pan ies a r e ch an gin g th eir  su r vey str a te-

gies to in clu de stu dies of th eir  best  cu stom er s

an d wh at  sa t isfies th em . As fin din gs a r e col-

lected an d sh a r ed th r ou gh ou t  th e or gan iza -

t ion , sign ifican t  in cr eases in  cu stom er  sa t is-

fact ion  an d em ployee sa t isfact ion  occu r.

Em ployee m or a le in cr eases a s em ployees

h ea r  stor ies of sa t isfied cu stom er s. Stor ies

fr om  sa t isfied cu stom er s pr ovide gr ea t

in sigh t  in to h ow to im pr ove cu stom er  r ela -

t ion s com pan y-wide. 
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Mergers and acquisitions

A m ajor  accou n tin g fir m  u sed AI to m an a ge

su ccessfu lly th e in tegr a t ion  of sever a l acqu i-

sit ion s over  a  sh or t  per iod of t im e. Th e n ew

com pan y was design ed du r in g an  Appr ecia -

t ive Su m m it  based on  in ter views th ou gh ou t

th e m er gin g bu sin ess. At  a ll levels of th e

or gan iza t ion , m an a ger s an d em ployees fr om

m er gin g com pan ies in ter viewed on e an oth er

to discover  th e str en gth s of th e pa r tn er sh ip.

Newly cr ea ted bu sin ess u n its an d work  team s

u sed AI to discover  th eir  own  h opes an d

expecta t ion s an d to en h an ce r ela t ion sh ips

with  cu stom er s an d ven dor s. Th e a ffir m ative

involvem en t  of h u n dr eds of people

con tr ibu ted to th e su ccessfu l in tegr a t ion  –

both  fin an cia lly an d cu ltu r a lly.

Employee relations and HR management 

Com pan ies a r e u sin g AI for  per for m an ce

plan n in g an d appr a isa l, 360º feedback , selec-

t ion  in ter viewin g an d em ployee r ela t ion s.

Wh en  people a r e given  oppor tu n it ies to h ea r

h ow th ey a r e va lu ed an d con tr ibu t in g to th eir

work  gr ou p an d th e or gan iza t ion , th ey feel

bet ter  abou t  th em selves, th eir  work  an d a s a

r esu lt  wan t  to do m or e. Mike Bu r n s, vice-

pr esiden t , HR, Hu n ter  Dou glas In c. offer ed

th e followin g th ou gh ts on  AI:

For  yea r s, I h ave u sed th e an a logy of th e

“cu p bein g h a lf fu ll r a th er  th an  h a lf em pty”

wh en  h elpin g folk s look  a t  th e posit ive side

of issu es r a th er  th an  th e n ega t ive. Wh en

in dividu a ls (or  gr ou ps) see th in gs fr om  th e

per spect ive of th e “best  th a t  h as been ” an d

th e “best  of wh at  is” an d th ey fr am e th eir

fu tu r e vision  in to th e “best  of wh at  cou ld

be”, th e t r an sit ion  is m a gica l. Th e wh ole

per spect ive becom es posit ive, th e en er gy

level in cr eases an d th e cu p goes fr om  h a lf

em pty to h a lf fu ll. For  exam ple, in  th e

em ploym en t in ter view pr ocess (fr equ en tly a

str essfu l situ a t ion  for  an  applican t), I h ave

fou n d it  h elpfu l to a sk  abou t  a  peak  pr ofes-

sion a l exper ien ce fr om  th eir  past . Th is

pr ovides th e applican t  a  ch an ce to r em em -

ber  a  ver y posit ive situ a t ion  an d to tell m e

abou t  i t . Th is gives m e a  gr ea t  dea l of in sigh t

in to th e can dida te an d h elps set  a  posit ive

ton e for  th e in ter view. 

Or gan iza t ion s can  n o lon ger  a ffor d to oper a te

as if th e n eeds of th e bu sin ess an d th e n eeds

of th e people doin g bu sin ess a r e a t  odds. Th ey

m u st  begin  to oper a te with  th e r ea liza t ion

th a t  people – em ployees, cu stom er s, an d ven -

dor s – a r e n ot  on ly th e gr ea test  r esou r ce for

cr ea t in g th e or gan iza t ion ’s fu tu r e, bu t  th ey

a r e th e on ly r esou r ce. Hu m an  r esou r ce pr o-

fession a ls, a lon g with  or gan iza t ion a l leader -

sh ip m u st  look  beyon d th e or gan izin g pr in ci-

ples, pr ocesses an d ch an ge m an a gem en t

pr act ices of yester day. Th ey m u st  seek  ou t

in n ovative pr ocesses th a t  collect ively an d

posit ively involve people in  th e design  of th eir

own  fu tu r e a t  work  – AI. 




