
 

 
 

Appreciative Inquiry 
 

Appreciative Inquiry is more than a methodology or a process – it is a philosophy that 
involves a strength-based approach to life and work. It starts with a belief that in any 
organization, team, leader and person there is something that works. Then by focusing on 
the best of “what is,” we begin to discover ways to duplicate positive results and expand 
these best practices to things that have not worked so well for us in the past. 
 

When we look at what works using Appreciative Inquiry, we tap into our imagination 
rather than engaging in traditional problem-solving. And by tapping into imagination, 
we access creativity and resources that help expand the “realm of possibilities.” When 
individuals or groups do this, they can envision a collectively desired future with a 
positive state that helps move them toward creating the future they envision. 
 

Appreciative Inquiry uses techniques of interviewing, story-telling, and group work to 
uncover best practices and experiences, and build relationships among stakeholders and 
within teams. Next we talk about what “should be,” and develop a plan to get there. 
Once the plan has been established, it is implemented and then tested for desired 
outcomes. 
 

It is important that an appreciative approach, while it is positive and strength-based, not 
ignore weaknesses and problems. What is different about Appreciative Inquiry is that 
when it identifies in the discovery process what is not working, or uncovers 
unquestionably real or serious problems, it reframes these issues. When we look at 
problems in the light of “what should be,” or things we “wish” were different, we can 
then describe that desired future state more clearly and find solutions that will work 
based on our strengths. 
 

Appreciative Inquiry can be used with any business activity: visioning, teambuilding, 
change management, strategic planning, assessment, performance planning, 
development, organizational design…and more. With strategic planning, for example, we 
begin with a SOAR analysis, rather than the traditional SWOT analysis.  SOAR examines 
“Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations and Results.” By starting with the strengths of an 
organization, and incorporating stakeholders’ values through a collaborative process, we 
find ways to move beyond our boundaries and expand our potential. We don’t ignore 
our “Weaknesses and Threats,” but we replace them with strengths and opportunities 
until we find the strategies, goals, structures, and systems that will enable us to achieve 
our mission and vision in a sustainable way, and that will allow our organization and our 
people to flourish. 
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