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“The task of leadership is to create an 
alignment of strengths, making our 

weaknesses irrelevant.”  

Peter Drucker



Appreciative Inquiry’s 
Attractiveness

Why does it work?
– Real business issues that people care about
– Psychology and use of language 

How does it work?
– Philosophy, Principles & Theory: world view / mental model
– Process – steps to follow and execute

What does it produce?
– Cultural shifts – engagement, imagination, action
– Sustainable blueprint for change
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Some Working Assumptions

• What we focus on and the language we use creates 
our reality

• The act of asking questions influences the group in 
some way

• What we carry forward should be what is best about 
the past

• It is important to embrace differing perspectives
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Contrast the Traditional Paradigm

Classic Problem Solving 
Approach
– Identify problem
– Conduct root cause analysis
– Brainstorm solutions and 

analyze
– Develop action 

plans/interventions

Most families, schools, 
organizations function on 
an unwritten rule…

– Let’s fix what’s wrong 
and let the strengths 
take care of themselves

Metaphor:  
Organizations are problems to be solved
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Appreciative Inquiry is a Shift

“No problem can be 
solved from the same 
level of consciousness 
that created it.  We 
must learn to see the 
world anew.”

Albert Einstein

“There are only two 
ways to live your life.  
One is as though 
nothing is a miracle.  
The other is as though 
everything is a 
miracle.”  

             
Albert Einstein
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Appreciative Inquiry Approach

Focus on Possibilities
– Appreciate “What is” 
– Imagine “What Might Be”
– Determine “What Should Be”
– Create “What Will Be”

What Gives Life to human 
and organizational systems 
when they function at their 
best?

– When you focus on 
strengths, weaknesses 
become irrelevant

Metaphor:  
Organizations are a solution/mystery to be embraced



An Open Moment 
We Are “In It” Now

“We are at the very point in time when a 400-year old 
age is dying and another is struggling to be born, a 
shifting of culture, science, society, and institutions 
enormously greater than the world has ever 
experienced.  Ahead, the possibility of the regeneration 
of relationships, liberty, community, and ethics such as 
the world has never known, and a harmony with 
nature, with one another, and with the divine 
intelligence such as the world has never dreamed.”  

        --Dee Hock, Founder & CEO--Visa
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The Language We Use

Questions are fateful
– Human systems move in the direction of what they 

most frequently and persistently ask questions about.

          

What you study,  GROWS!
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The Art of the Positive Question

•What’s the biggest 
problem here?

•Why do you blow it 
so often?

•Why do we still have 
those problems?

•What’s the smallest 
change that could make 
the biggest impact?

•What possibilities exist 
that we have not thought 
about yet?

•What solutions would 
have us both win?
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Topic of Inquiry

A Fateful Act

• Organizations move in the direction of what they 
study…

• Questions we ask determine what we find…

• Process choice point: Who does topic choice – 
executive team; core team; or whole system?
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Inspiring Topics

Deficit Issues Affirmative Topic 
Sexual Harassment Positive Cross Gender 

Relationships 

Customer Complaints Magnetic Customer 
Connections

Lost Baggage Complaints Exceptional Arrival 
Experience

Low Morale Stories of Passionate 
Enthusiasm 
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Six Principles

Constructionist Principle 
– We construct our reality in relation with others

Principle of Simultaneity
– Inquiry creates change; the power of the first question

Poetic Principle
– There are multiple interpretations

Anticipatory Principle
– Image inspires action

Positive Principle
– Positive affect leads to positive action

Wholeness Principle
– We cannot do it alone
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Positive Emotions lead to Positive 
Actions

play, innovateJoy

       expansive, exploreInterest

savor, integrateContentment

connect, relateLove

 innovate, createConfidence



DiscoveryDiscovery
“What gives life?”

(The best of what is)

Appreciating

DreamDream
“What might be?”

(What is the world calling for)

Envisioning Results

DesignDesign
“What should be--the ideal?”

Co-constructing

DestinyDestiny
“How to empower, learn,
and adjust/improvise?”

Sustaining

Affirmative
Topic Choice
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4 – D Cycle
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Organizational Strengths – Positive Core
Organizational Issues:

– The organization’s mission,      
vision and values

– Organizational and Decision-
making Structures

– Marketing strategies
– Financial strategies
– Measurement systems
– Policies on social responsibility
– Customer  relations

Process Issues:
– Work flows
– Information flows
– Business processes
– Communication systems
– Technology systems

Human Resources Issues:
– Job design
– Education, training, and 

leadership development
– Compensation and incentive 

systems
– Strategies for attracting and 

retaining talent
– Performance review process
– Intellectual Capital

                             
Organizational

Strengths



Elevates
–Positive emotions of hope, inspiration, confidence, joy  
                          

Increases
–Creativity, better decision making, increased collective 
capacity

Undoes 
–Negative impacts - letting go, makes irrelevant, finishes the 
residual of negative past

Protects 
–Increases health-ability; resilience; accumulation of power; 
like an increase in immune system functioning
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Culture Alignment with Positive Core



• Measurable change in unit performance and 
company morale

• A total organizational mindset

• Positive culture

• Change is perceived as REAL work
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Typical Outcomes
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 W hatdoes  itproduce? 
Energized, unified workforce

•Creating a culture of 25,000 employees thinking and 
acting like owners of the business

•Reduced grievances from 300 to zero; eliminated 
need for formal grievance process.

•Increased throughput from 47 to 64%
•Reduced average transit speed: 2.3 to 2.1 days
•Stock Prices rise--$14 to $41 per share
•Powerful Learning Partnerships: Alcoa, Boeing, Cisco, 

Harley-Davidson, US Navy. 
•Recently Featured in Fast Company and Forbes.

Roadway Express 
65 AI Summits, 10,000 people engaged
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Nutrimental Foods, Brazil
• Surviving the onslaught of globalization where 80% of 

manufacturers failed to make it. 
• Earnings before Income Taxes increased 6 times
• Increase of 27% in sales in one year 
• Average return per worker increased by 22.3%. 
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Increased Profitability
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Leadership at all Levels

US Navy

• Created a shared vision for the kind of leadership the 
Navy is calling for among participants

• Provided spark for Task Force EXCEL’s leadership 
vector

• Established a method to collect examples of 
exemplary leadership stories

• Focused on the importance of positive “self-talk” and 
AI as a change management tool for leaders
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Reduced Turnover

Leading manufacturer of energy efficient window coverings in Leading manufacturer of energy efficient window coverings in 
America used Appreciative Inquiry to engage employees, America used Appreciative Inquiry to engage employees, 
customers, suppliers and community in generating a new customers, suppliers and community in generating a new 
corporate vision and culture changes to increase productivity, corporate vision and culture changes to increase productivity, 
employee commitment and ownership.employee commitment and ownership.
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Hunter Douglas Denver Metro Area

Hunter Douglas Window, Denver Co



• Special invitation & Special invitation & callcall to people to be change leaders… to people to be change leaders…

• Reduce cycle time of change--change ready for any agendaReduce cycle time of change--change ready for any agenda

• Collective awareness of strategic business opportunitiesCollective awareness of strategic business opportunities

• A positive culture and willingness to see the positive side of A positive culture and willingness to see the positive side of 
changechange

• Rapid Rapid whole-system mobilizationwhole-system mobilization capability for strategic  capability for strategic 
planning  and innovationplanning  and innovation

• Self-organizing around energy and will to changeSelf-organizing around energy and will to change

• Connected in knowledge sharing and knowledge creationConnected in knowledge sharing and knowledge creation

• Cost efficient leadership education and trainingCost efficient leadership education and training

• E-Learning and knowledge managementE-Learning and knowledge management

• The power of digital storytelling to spread success storiesThe power of digital storytelling to spread success stories

   ?W hatdoesitproduce

Impacts



    The Tem plate forthe

Appreciative Interview

4 Foundational Questions
Q1:  Peak experience or high point?
Q2:  Things valued most about …

– yourself?
– the nature of your work?
– your organization?

Q3:  What are the core factors that give “life” to 
organizing?

Q4:  What are three wishes to heighten vitality 
and health?



Robyn Stratton-Berkessel
– robyn@litglobal.com  
– www.litglobal.com
– www.positivematrix.com

Phone  +1 732 291 0462
Fax:       +1732 291 5441
Mobile +1 917 816 5597 

Juergen Berkessel
– juergen@mindspring.com
– www.berkessel.com
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