
thechangelab
A michellemcquaid PROGRAM

THE ART OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY

CAN A 
question
CHANGE 

YOUR LIFE?



2

CONTENTS
Life’s Wake Up Call ................................................................................................................................ 3

The Four Questions To Ask .................................................................................................................... 6

Ways To Create Lasting Change ........................................................................................................... 9

The “How To” Guide for Inquiring Appreciatively ................................................................................ 12

Why Appreciative Inquiry Works .......................................................................................................... 24

Want a Little Extra Help? ...................................................................................................................... 26

thechangeLab



3

LIFE’S WAKE UP CALL
When it comes to navigating life are you generally more focused on the questions that 
need asking or the tasks that need to be done? I have to confess I’ve spent most of my 
life so focused on getting sh*t done, I was barely even aware of the questions I should 
have been asking.

As a result in 2007, I found myself living in New York with my beautiful family, in a 
job that paid me more money than I could spend and I was in good health. But each 
morning I was finding it harder and harder to get out of bed.

Unfortunately my story is not unique. Studies suggest that less than 30% of people 
around the world describe themselves as flourishing, and instead most of us report that 
we’re struggling or even suffering as we face into the day ahead.

As I lay there in our New York apartment thinking perhaps this is just how life is, I finally 
started asking: “If I was truly flourishing what would my life and the world around me 
actually look like?” A year later this question led me to a Masters in Positive Psychology 
to see what science was uncovering about the secrets to human flourishing.

It was 8.30am on a Friday morning with Professor David Cooperrider who quietly and 
unassumingly took his place at the front of our classroom. Now looking at him back then 
you’d have no idea that this was a man sought out by the world’s political, business and 
religious leaders to help them create lasting change in the world.

Until he spoke.

“Every action we take is preceded by a question,” he said.

Think about it. Every action we take is preceded by a question. How did you wind up 
reading this book? Perhaps you asked yourself: “What will I learn? Who is this woman? 
How long will this take?”

And chances are like most of us – myself included – you were so focused on what you 
needed to get done you weren’t even aware of the questions you were asking. For me 
this was like being struck by lightening as I vowed to start paying real attention to the 
questions shaping my life.

Then David spoke again.

Questions that look for the true, the good and the possible are what enable us and 
others to consistently flourish.
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I sat there thinking of all the times I’d looked for the broken and in need of fixing in my 
life like: not stressing so much about my job; not eating so many bad foods; and not 
shouting so often at my kids. And not surprisingly none of these changes had stuck.

But I couldn’t find one example where I’d try to build upon joyful work experiences, 
healthy and delicious eating alternatives or blissful parenting moments. The truth is our 
brains aren’t wired to look for the true, the good and the possible without a little training. 
Lightening struck me twice that day, as I finally understood how to start creating the 
changes I was craving.

To help us train our brains David gave us four simple questions to practice and this 
eBook is designed to help you explore and apply these questions in your life and in 
your work. We’ve also shared ways you can use these questions with teams and whole 
organizations to create lasting positive change in the world. And for the geeks amongst 
you – yes that would be me – we’ve included some of the science behind why this 
approach works.

Is it worth reading? To date, the simple steps David taught me which are shared in an 
easy-to-apply format in this eBook have helped to:

•  Grow the United Nations Global Compact for sustainability from 1500 to over 
8000 of the world’s largest organizations.

•  Improve energy efficiency across Massachusetts delivering nearly $9 billion in 
benefits for residents and businesses.

•  Brought together the world’s religious leaders to unite more than 7 million people 
of different faiths.

For me they remain the foundation of taking all the wonderful practices emerging 
from the science of positive psychology and finding practical, busy-proof ways I can 
consistently flourish through the natural highs and lows that life brings. They continue 
to enable me to create lasting change for myself, for my coaching clients and for the 
organizations I work with.

Can these questions change your life? I believe they can, in ways that will positively 
ripple right around the world. It’s my heartfelt hope this eBook helps you do just that.

Warmest wishes

Michelle

chellemcquaid
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THE FOUR  
QUESTIONS TO ASK
Your brain is wired with a negativity bias which makes you fabulous at spotting all the 
things that are not going well and feeling an evolutionary tug of survival to fix them, but 
it’s not generally as adept at spotting the true, the good and the possible and finding 
ways to build upon what’s working. As a result researchers estimate that we spend 
about 80 percent of our time trying to fix what’s not working and only 20 percent of our 
time trying to build on our strengths.

The challenge with this approach is that it’s your strengths – the things you’re good at 
and enjoy doing – which are being found to provide your best opportunities for growth 
and success. You see a strength is a strength because over time you’ve practiced these 
thoughts, feelings and actions so often they’ve become well developed neural pathways 
through your brain. As a result when you draw on your strengths to tackle a challenge 
you feel more confident, engaged and happy making it easier to stick with the changes 
you’re creating.

In an effort to help people evolve from focusing primarily on deficits, David developed a 
strengths-orientated approach to creating lasting, positive change in our lives and the 
world at large. He called this approach Appreciative Inquiry.

With the help of his colleagues he created and began testing a simple framework of 
questions to enable people to find the true, the good and the possible that would enable 
them – and the organizations they worked in – to consistently flourish. This framework 
has become known as the Appreciative Inquiry 4Ds, because as you will see below 
each step begins with the letter D.

When David first introduced me to Appreciative Inquiry he gave me the most simplistic 
questions for each of these steps so I could begin playing with these in my own life and 
see what impact they had. I decided to use the questions to see if I could change my 
soulless corporate job into the opportunity to flourish in my work. 

Here are the four questions he suggested starting with...
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Question 1
WHEN YOU FEEL ENGAGED, ENERGIZED AND 
ENJOYING LIFE, WHAT’S HAPPENING?

The first step in David’s framework is to ‘Discover’ what’s happening when something 
is at it’s best. This question is designed to help you uncover the strengths you have to 
build upon in your life. As you realize there are moments – big or small, recent or distant 
– when things have worked for you, you’ll start to feel more confident about your ability to 
create the changes you’re seeking.

For example, when I thought about the times I’d felt engaged, energized and enjoying 
my work I realized that in the moments I was flourishing it was because I was learning 
something new about how to bring out the best in myself and others and finding ways to 
apply it. When I use my strengths of curiosity and creativity I feel alive and authentic.

Question 2
IF YOU COULD DO WHAT YOU’VE JUST 
DESCRIBED MORE CONSISTENTLY, WHAT 
MIGHT BE POSSIBLE AS YOU LOOK AHEAD?

The second step in David’s framework is to ‘Dream’ of what’s possible. Vivid positive 
images of your future pull you forward into taking positive actions because they fuel you 
with hope and put you on the road to finding solutions. They help you to realize that you 
have the power to make things happen.

When I gave myself the space to really dream of what might be possible if I was using 
my strengths of curiosity and creativity at work each day, I could imagine looking 
forward to going to work each day for the chance to learn more about the science of 
human flourishing. I could see myself making a positive difference as I applied these 
ideas for the people around me. And I could feel the quiet sense of satisfaction I’d take 
home each night and how this would color my family life. There was nothing grey about 
this vision.
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Question 3
HOW CAN YOU MOVE FROM WHERE YOU ARE 
RIGHT NOW, TO WHERE YOU WANT TO BE?

David’s third step is to “Design” pathways that move you forward. You see while eighty-
nine percent of us believe tomorrow will be better than today, only fifty percent of us 
believe we can make it so. The difference is in knowing how to map clear pathways and 
maintain your motivation towards the goals you want to achieve.

For example, I couldn’t afford to quit my job, so I needed ways to move forward whilst 
still meeting the expectations of my boss. So although no one was asking me I decided 
to use my strengths of curiosity and creativity to start researching and testing new 
“leadership techniques” to bring out the best in myself and my team.

Question 4
IF THERE WAS ONE ACTION YOU COULD TAKE, 
WHERE WOULD YOU BE WILLING TO START?

David’s fourth and final step is to “Deliver” (sometimes called “Deploy”) your first action 
of change. To make it easy to fit this in to everything else already demanding your 
attention and energy in life David recommends shrinking this change into tiny, busy-
proof steps, that allow you to start notching-up success after success. You’ll find that 
as your confidence grows and your fear of failure withers, your progress begins to 
accumulate into a positive spiral of behavior.

For example, I committed to spending ten minutes each morning – so I could fit it in 
on even the busiest days – reading one new scientific discovery about how to enable 
human flourishing and asking myself how this could be applied for my team. At the end 
of the week I packaged up everything I learnt in an email to my boss. And this tiny habit 
felt so good that I did it the following week and each week after that.

Nine months – and 36 emails later – my boss called me into his office and said clearly 
they weren’t tapping into my full potential. He asked if I’d be willing to teach these new 
leadership techniques more broadly across our business and just like that my dream job 
was created. You see when we choose to do what we do best each day – even for just a 
few minutes – others have the chance to see the potential that radiates within us.

And while my story may not change the world, imagine what might be possible if each 
and every one of us started to ask these simple questions and make the small changes 
that enable us to flourish.
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WAYS TO CREATE  
LASTING CHANGE

Appreciative Inquiry Summits
David and his colleagues originally designed the Appreciative Inquiry framework to unite 
entire organizations or systems through large-scale summits that brought together 50 
to 1,000 or more internal and external stakeholders to create change around a strategic 
need or opportunity over several days. Like an orchestra performing, they found 
organizations hit their best notes when “audience”, “musicians” and even “critics” were 
together in the room to explore the 4D framework together. 

Appreciative Inquiry Summits have been used successfully to transform a mining 
company once referred to as “dune-rappers” into a country’s top corporate citizen 
whilst still growing their profits. To unite the dairy industry to reduce green house gas 
emissions by 25% in 2 years whilst increasing farm business value by more than $230 
million. To empower local Cleveland businesses to create 25 design studios – from 
radical energy efficiency to urban farms – to build a green economic engine that will 
power the city’s sustainable growth for decades to come.

You can find a step-by-step guide in The Appreciative Inquiry Summit: A 
Practitioner’s Guide for Leading Large-Group Change by Ludema, Whitney, Mohr 
and Griffin.
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Appreciative Inquiry Workshops
As a growing population experienced the magic of Appreciative Inquiry Summits, 
practitioners also began to explore new applications for the 4D framework. What if you 
couldn’t gather a whole system in a room for several days? Could exceptional co-
creation, collaboration, momentum and accountability for change still be created within 
a team by applying the principle of Appreciative Inquiry and the 4D framework over 
several hours? Provided the focus on the workshop and the expectations for change are 
scaled to match the size of your investment, then absolutely.

I have run Appreciative Inquiry Workshops to help schools create their strategic plans, 
organizations to design their people strategies and sporting clubs to explore the best 
practices of building mental toughness for their players. After one of these workshops 
recently a board member observed: “That’s the most impressive outcome I have ever 
seen from a workshop, and far more than we could ever have wished for!” It’s feedback 
I’m used to hearing but I know the framework consistently delivers results.

You can find examples of many different Appreciative Inquiry Workshops in: 
Appreciative Inquiry for Collaborative Solutions: 21 Strength Based Workshops by 
Stratton-Berkessel.

Appreciative Inquiry Coaching
As workplaces continually look for new ways to support their people to create positive 
changes in behavior, it’s not surprising that coaches and managers have begun to 
apply the principles of Appreciative Inquiry and the 4D framework in this setting as well. 
I’ve found integrating this with tested positive psychology interventions – like the Best 
Possible Self Exercise or Hope Theory – a powerful combination to bring out the best 
in the people I’m coaching, leading or mentoring.

Having helped hundred of clients create lasting changes in their careers I’ve seen first 
hand the power of this approach. Be it female leaders who want to feel more confident 
to step up, human resource teams wanting to develop employees around their strengths 
or people – perhaps just like yourself – who are longing to evolve their career, improve 
their wellbeing or just find new ways to live a life they love. I’ve found this to be a simple, 
effective and enjoyable approach to help people achieve their professional and personal 
goals. As one of my coaching clients reported: “This has helped challenge my beliefs, 
show me what I am capable of and help me to make significant changes in my life. As a 
result, I got the promotion I longed for, lost weight and became a better colleague, wife 
and step-mother.”

You can find examples of different coaching approaches in: Appreciative Coaching: A 
Positive Process For Change by Orem, Binkert & Clancy.
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THE “HOW-TO” GUIDE 
FOR INQUIRING 
APPRECIATIVELY

Now that may all sound great but just how do you put the Appreciative Inquiry principles 
and 4D framework together in these different settings to achieve these results? Here’s 
what I teach my students at Melbourne University.

1. DEFINE AN APPRECIATIVE TOPIC

It doesn’t matter if you’re coaching, facilitating a workshop or designing a Summit the 
first step in any Appreciative Inquiry experience is to get clear on what you’re inquiring 
about. Based on his research David believes that topic choice is fateful, as what you 
focus on will determine what is seen and done.

For example, in one organization I worked we had spent years asking, “Why do our 
top women leave?” We found no shortage of answers, but also no easy fixes to the 
fundamental challenges at the heart of business model and as result our best female 
talent continued to leave. 

It was only out of desperation that we eventually began asking, “Why do our top women 
stay?” Suddenly we began to discover the strengths – instead of just the limitations – of 
our business model that could be easily amplified to attract and keep the women who 
flourished in our environment and finally began to reach our diversity targets.

So how do you find the best topic for the changes you want to create? 

Have you ever noticed how all living systems have a tendency to move toward positive 
energy and away from negative energy, or toward what is life-giving and away from 
what is life-depleting? Scientists call this the heliotropic effect and it’s evident in the way 
nature reaches for sunlight and in how people reach towards those they can trust. With 
this in mind your topic should be affirmative and focus on what you want to see more of 
in your work or your life. 

Start by thinking about: 

• What do you want to grow?

• What do you want to see, hear, feel or do more of?

• What will success look like?

A good topic should be important to you and the people you want to engage in the 
change process. It should be compelling, energizing and motivating. 
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If you find identifying an affirmative topic difficult at first, don’t despair – it’s just that old 
negativity bias at work. You can challenge this thinking and learn to see the world anew 
as Einstein suggested, by flipping the problem you want to solve into an opportunity you 
have to build upon by: 

• Letting yourself be clear on what the problem is.

• Asking: “What is it we really want?”

• Condensing this into two or three words for your affirmative topic.

For example, instead of focusing on:

DEFICIT TOPIC AFFIRMATIVE TOPIC
Eating Too Much Food That Energizes
Unable To Get Fit Joyful Exercise Moments
Unsatisfying Relationships Happy Times Connecting
Tired And Run Down Maintaining A Blissful Level of Busyness
Lacking Confidence Successful Acts Of Courage
Low Morale Electrified Engagement
Bullying Respectful Relationships
Underperforming Teams High Performing Teams
Absenteeism Presenteeism
Poor Leadership Leaders Who Inspire

While I understand at first glance focusing on the affirmative topic may feel like you’re 
ignoring the real problem, in my experience you’ll find this approach resolves the 
underlying issues in ways that allow people to feel safe, confident and committed to 
creating sustainable changes.  

The difference I’ve found lies between compliance and commitment.

If you need compliance quickly to a new behavior then start wielding the rewarding 
carrots and punishing sticks to motivate people to fix what’s not working. You will get 
short-term results, but you will also need to be prepared that people are wired to adapt 
to almost everything that happens to us. Thus the rewarding carrots will need to keep 
getting larger or the punishing sticks will need to keep getting bigger in order to ensure 
the undesired behavior doesn’t reappear. Over time this can become an expensive and 
exhausting way to ensure changes last.

If you need commitment however then I strongly recommend focusing on the affirmative 
and finding ways to build on what people already feel confident, energized and happy to 
be doing. This will allow you to tap into people’s intrinsic motivations – the things they’ll do 
whether they are paid or recognized for them – because they align to the values they hold. 

Once you’re clear on the positive changes you want to be creating you’re ready to start 
designing the questions and activities that will move people through each of the 4Ds.
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2. DISCOVER THE BEST OF THE PAST

Remember discovering stories of past strengths, high performance, and best practices 
helps to create the confidence and momentum that unleashes higher levels of 
performance. Your goal is to help people discover stories by inviting them to tell you 
about their best, most memorable, most surprising or proudest moments of success in 
relation to your chosen topic. As they share and savor these memories you want them to 
feel respected, valued and appreciated the strengths they bring to the journey of change.

QUESTIONS TO USE
Stories about past performance are easily elicited by using the phrase “Tell me about...” 
You’ll uncover stories of strengths in action by using the words like “most...” or “best...” 
For example, “Tell me about a time when you’ve felt most alive, engaged and proud of 
the work that you’ve done for an organization.”

Depending on your topic you might ask:

• Tell me about your best experiences of eating well and exercising regularly.

•  When you’ve felt like you were really connecting with other people in the past, 
tell me about what was happening?

•  Tell me about a time when you’ve set aside personal gain for the good of the 
whole and have been grateful for having done so.

• Tell me about a time when you really listened to try and understand another person.

• Tell me about a time you felt really respected, valued and appreciated at work.

APPRECIATIVE COACHING
In coaching conversations I find it helpful to complement these questions with the use 
of the free, ten-minute Values In Action (VIA) Survey at www.viacharacter.org. It’s a 
great way to help people easily identify and name their strengths in these stories of past 
success and highlights their intrinsic motivations – the things they’ll do whether they’re 
paid or recognized for them. 

thechangeLab
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WORKSHOPS
In a workshop setting ask people in the group to interview each other with your chosen 
discovery question or questions. To ensure people really listen to the stories they’re 
hearing, ask them to introduce their partner’s story to the group. When everyone has 
been heard ask the group to identify the common causes of success behind these stories 
for the chosen topic to create a positive core of strengths that group has to build upon.

This process allows the group to identify: the mindsets and behaviors; cultural 
values; leadership approaches; technologies, systems and processes; individual and 
organizational capabilities; and possibilities for future change. It sparks a sense of 
optimism as people savor and share what energizes and excites them in relation to the 
topic. It also accelerates trust and a willingness to collaborate among members unlike 
any team building activity I’ve ever witnessed. 

SUMMITS
Just like the workshop approach in a Summit people are paired to interview each other 
around the chosen discovery questions. This is a great opportunity to introduce diverse 
and even competing stakeholders to each other as the process of sharing their stories 
gives them an opportunity to find respect for one another.  Each person’s story is then 
introduced to a small group of about 8 – 12 people and recorded on paper. Then the 
group identifies the common causes of success and picks one defining story that can be 
shared into the room. 

Depending on the number of Summit participants each group may be able to report to 
the room. Alternatively a number of groups may be randomly called upon to share what 
they discovered, with the opportunity for groups who feel they have something new to 
add to the discovery being able to also volunteer.  

To ensure no story is lost all written reports are gathered and used in the Summit output 
documents. Each group is also invited to add their most common causes of success to a 
visual montage of the positive core of strengths that have been discovered in the room.
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3. DREAM OF WHAT’S POSSIBLE

Remember dreaming of what’s possible is how we create the positive images that pull 
us into action. Your goal is to give people permission and create the space for them 
to vividly imagine what success would look like if everything went as well as it possibly 
could in the chosen time period. You want to get as clear as possible on how this future 
would feel, what they would be doing, what they would be hearing people say and what 
they would be feeling proud of achieving. 

QUESTIONS TO USE
Visions of the future are uncovered by using phrases like: “Imagine everything went as 
well as it possibly could what would...?” By igniting a sense of hope and optimism you’ll 
uncover what people really want to be doing – not just what they think they should be 
doing. For example, “Based on the strengths you’ve just shared, if everything went as well 
as it possibly could over the next six months what would be your proudest achievement?”

Depending on your topic you might ask:

•  If you were consistently maintaining the health and exercise practices you just 
described, what would you have achieved 12 months from now?

•  Based on the kind of happy connections with others you’ve had in the past, if 
everything went as well as it possibly could what would your relationships look 
like two years from now?

•  Imagine we’re sitting down to review your performance three years from now, 
what would we be hearing about the outcomes you’ve achieved and how you’ve 
gone about it? What would your customers say? What would your team say? 
What would you have enjoyed the most? 

•  If you could create a work environment that would be enjoyable, stimulating and 
rewarding in the ways you’ve just described, what would you wish for? 

•  Imagine you fall into a deep sleep and, when you awaken, it’s a year from 
today and you come into work to find all the best examples we’ve just heard of 
respectful relationships being practiced. What would our workplace look like, 
sound like, feel like?
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APPRECIATIVE COACHING
In coaching conversations I find it helpful to give clients the space to explore what they 
are truly longing for by asking them to use Professor Laura King’s best possible future 
self exercise. Without overthinking, judging or editing their thoughts clients journal a 
stream of consciousness for approximately 20 minutes – ideally if they can for three days 
in a row – to explore what might be possible if everything went as well as it could in the 
areas they’re seeking to make changes. Then together we review what they’ve written 
and the elements that fuel them with hope and excitement. Researchers have found this 
exercise has been found to help boost people’s level of optimism, clarify their goals, and 
improve their confidence. 

WORKSHOPS
In a workshop setting give the team space to build on the knowledge and insights of 
their collective strengths to co-create a vision of success. Make this space creative, 
energizing and playful so they can truly explore what’s possible, what they long to be 
doing together and what they would be proudest to work towards.  

To help them articulate their dream set them a role-play challenge to present their idea 
like a five-minute presentation of their dream to the board, a laudatory email from the 
CEO commending them for their achievements or the presentation on an industry aware 
for their exceptional accomplishments. In even the most serious of organizations I’ve 
found people are capable of the most astonishing creativity if you simply give them 
permission, a tight-deadline and some public accountability for delivery.  

Their dream statements provide a clear window through which their intrinsic motivations 
for change can be viewed and the change agenda is established.
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SUMMITS
The luxury of time in a Summit means you may want to start this step with speakers 
who inspire your participants with the possibilities. Having the people your organization 
impacts, thought leaders and in some case children, can prime people to truly start 
imagining what might be possible.

To capture and gather people’s thoughts in a Summit, groups are often asked to first 
brainstorm what might be possible. As they go through this process your questions 
might include prompts that encourage the group to put themselves in the shoes of 
different stakeholders. For example: What would customers be raving about? Why would 
employees feel proud to work here? What would have amazed governing bodies about 
our ability to deliver?

Once groups have had time to explore the possibilities they are then asked to find a 
creative way to share their vision with the rest of the room and convince them this is 
the direction we should be taking. While guidance may be offered around the creative 
interpretations – for example the front page headline and positive newspaper article on 
what you’ve achieved, the letter from a grateful customers, a new advertising campaign 
– I’ve found it always best to also offer: “or any other creative medium through which 
you’d like to share your dream”. In my experience most groups will take this last option 
and I’ve seen 50 year old business men write rap songs, heard the most inspiring 
poems, seen school teachers create their own choir and been left speechless by the 
most beautiful drawings.

Again depending on the number of Summit participants each group may be able to 
share their dream with the room. Alternatively a number of groups may be randomly 
called upon to share (preferably those who have not yet had a chance), with the 
opportunity for groups who feel they have something that shouldn’t be missed to also 
volunteer. My advice is to allow plenty of time at this step.

To ensure no possibility is lost all brainstorm notes are gathered and dream artifacts are 
collected for use in the Summit output documents. 

The most powerful way to galvanize a Summit and the change process is if leaders of 
the organization can green light any of the dream elements after the dreams have been 
presented. When participants feel like they truly are being given the power to create 
change in the room, momentum and commitment will be intensified.
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4. DESIGN WHAT MIGHT BE

Remember designing what might be helps people find pathways that will move them 
forward from where they are to where they want to be. Your goal is to help people 
identify and explore the change levers that they have available to turn their dream 
into a reality. You want to encourage them to rapidly prototype and prioritize potential 
approaches as you move them from talking about change to making change happen.

QUESTIONS TO USE
Pathways forward can be uncovered by using phrases like: “What would it take to move 
from where we are right now, to where we want to be?” By helping people explore 
different options to make their dream a reality, you ensure they are more likely to achieve 
their goals rather than be thwarted at the first obstacle. For example: “If we could 
improve on where we are today by 5%, what are seven different steps you think we 
should take?”

Depending on your topic you might ask:

•  How can you move from where you are right now with your health and exercise 
practices, to where you’d like to be 12 months from now?

•  If you were asked to create a one-year plan to transition you from the job you 
have right now, into the job of your dreams what would it look like? 

•  If we were to achieve the kind of respectful relationships you’ve just described 
what would be the three most important steps for us to prioritize?

•  If we were to move 5% closer to the dream you’ve outlined, what are seven 
different ways we could start electrifying engagement across our team?

•  What are the most important steps you think we should now take to ensure 
people want to be present, engaged and energized at work?

This step is a great place to challenge weaknesses by exploring different obstacles that 
might arise — asking how they could be overcome, how can motivation be maintained 
and support might be needed to ensure the goal is reached. Appreciative Coaching

APPRECIATIVE COACHING
In coaching conversations I like to help clients create a practical plan for them to 
move forward from these questions by using Dr. Shane Lopez’s Hope Map exercise. 
On a page together we map their “want-to” goal, the pathways they want to pursue to 
move from here to there, the obstacles they may face and how they can maintain their 
motivation and will power. Other things being equal, research suggests hope is worth 
about an hour a day in terms of productivity at work creating the space we need to begin 
making the required changes.
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WORKSHOPS
In a workshop setting based on the dreams articulated choose the design elements that 
will support and develop the levers of change – for example the strategies, leadership, 
policies, systems, processes, technologies, relationships, structures, roles, behaviors, 
reward, etc. Invite members to identify the projects they want to prioritize and what 
they want to keep doing, what should be phased out and what new innovations can be 
introduced to make the shared dream a reality. 

Draft project plans can be devised from a simple template allowing people’s appetite 
for commitment to become clear. As they realize their dream can become a reality a 
sense of pride, confidence and empowerment grows among the members shifting their 
mindsets and behaviors towards finding ways to successfully deliver action.

In my experience if there are challenges or problems the group has been previously 
grappling with they will surface at this stage. The good news is by this point you have 
established a strong sense of trust and optimism in the room enabling the group to deal 
with these issues in constructive ways. As the group works to solve these together, the 
commitment to their dream becomes even stronger.

SUMMITS
Summit participants are invited to identify the levers of change that can be engaged 
across the system. They are then given the opportunity to vote with their feet on which 
change levers they want to invest their energy and resources in developing. This is a 
powerful moment as you can physically see where people want to prioritize the change 
effort.

Once they have selected their change lever, participants are given space to brainstorm 
pathways forward. These are generally written on post it notes and placed on large 
boards so ideas can be moved around, grouped together and then prioritized for action. 
Depending on timings these ideas may be fed back into the room for feedback from 
other participants. 

To move people beyond dialogue and dreams they are then invited to rapidly prototype 
the unfolding of one of their pathways. With a focus on design thinking people are 
able to use their strengths to begin immediately creating their future. Groups are 
then selected to share their priorities and prototypes with the group for feedback and 
discussion. Again all brainstorming boards and prototypes are collected for use in the 
Summit output documents. 
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5. DELIVER WHAT WILL BE

Remember delivery is the opportunity for people to shrink the change into small actions 
upon which sustainable success can be built upon. Your goal is to allow people the 
opportunity to step up – or back – when it comes to taking accountability to act upon the 
pathways. You want people to make a clear commitment to the changes they will create 
so you can gauge what is likely to be achieved and if you have any remaining gaps.

QUESTIONS TO USE
You can test people’s willingness to take on responsibility for delivering change by using 
phrases like: “If there was one action you could take, where would you be willing to 
start?” By shrinking the change you improve people’s level of comfort and confidence 
to take action and realize the desired outcomes. Instead of raising the bar you want to 
lower it so far you can easily step over it.

Depending on your topic you might ask:

•  If there was one action you could take right now to create a happy connection 
with someone, where would you start?

•  If there was one small exercise habit you could start this week, what would you 
be excited to try?

•  If there was one thing you could start tomorrow to begin creating respectful 
relationships in this team, what would you be willing to try?

• What’s the first thing you’d like to do to help electrify engagement in your team?

• To improve presenteeism in our team, what’s the first action you’d be willing to lead?

APPRECIATIVE COACHING
In coaching conversations I help clients shrink the changes they want to create by 
asking them to select an 11-minute habit for one of their pathways. MIT researchers have 
found that our habits run on simple neurological loop of cue, routine and reward. By 
creating simple cues that make it easy to get started, committing to at least 10 minutes 
of the desired behavior and ensuring they reward their efforts, this routine quickly 
becomes a regular part of their day.
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WORKSHOPS
In a workshop setting this is the time to begin creating a change management plan. 
Using a simple template the group can capture the steps they need to take on each 
of their pathways, who will be responsible for leading and executing these changes, 
additional resources or support that may be required, how they will communicate their 
progress and agree when they will next meet to integrate their efforts. 

It’s vital as you transition from the workshop to execution to try and maintain the 
environment of collaboration, co-creation and shared responsibility you’ve now ignited. 
Encouraging, supporting and celebrating the efforts of your team as they move into 
action is essential to maintain their motivation.

SUMMITS
This is now the time to form the innovation teams that will carry the pathways forward. 
People are invited to lead any innovation team on the following basis: You must believe 
this is important to the organization, and you must be willing and able to make it happen. 
This is not a time for recommendations. It is a call for people to commit to carrying 
actions into fruition.

Team leaders are asked to prepare a ten second outline of what they hope their team 
will accomplish and participants can choose which teams they wish to join either just 
for the remainder of the Summit or to have an ongoing role in this group. They are 
encouraged to commit as fully as they can to make their innovation a reality. 

Each team is given a simple template to complete. They are asked to detail: team 
members; team communication rhythm; their goal; how this supports the dream and/
or design; what actions need to be taken; which stakeholders need to be included; who 
will do what by when; what is the timing for completion; what additional resources will be 
required and how they will get them; when will they meet next.

Teams are asked to map their key milestones onto a Summit roadmap (generally a 
physical space taped to the floor of the room) so the whole group can get a sense of 
what is likely to happen and when and any collisions can be navigated. All change plans 
are collected and copies distributed to teams as part of the Summit output process.

To finish, each participant – regardless of their role in an innovation team – is asked to 
reflect and share one thing they can do as they leave the Summit to help bring the dream 
to life. I often capture these on people’s hands or have them write them on footprints and 
then place them down to create a pathway out the door and into the future. Alternatively 
this can be run as open mic session where people can share something that has been 
meaningful to them during the Summit and, if they want to, to add something they are 
personally committing to do or something they would like to offer to the group – be it time, 
space, access to data, introductions to key resources, or finances. 
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Behind every 
cynic is an  

unexpressed 
hope
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WHY APPRECIATIVE 
INQUIRY WORKS

To “appreciate” is to value and recognize the best in people or the world around us. And 
to “inquire” is to be open to asking questions and being open to seeing new potentials 
and possibilities. To deliver on these foundational premises, five important principles 
guided the creation and application of the 4D framework. 

They included:

•  The constructionist principle – what we believe to be true determines what
we do. Thus the questions we ask become the material out of which the future
is conceived and constructed. For this reason the purpose of inquiry should be
to stimulate new ideas, stories and images that generate new possibilities for
action. Whilst always remembering that our words create worlds.

•  The principle of simultaneity – inquiry and change are simultaneous. The
way we ask a question sets the stage for what we find. Is it life depleting or
life energizing? Is it confidence building or fear inducing? Does it encourage
people to remain in their silos or invite them to collaborate with each other? The
questions you ask are moments of change interventions, so it’s important to
phrase them mindfully.

•  The poetic principle – what we focus on grows. Your topic of choice not only
shapes what you learn but the action that will follow. Is your attention and energy
focused on what you want to see more of or on what you want less of? When we
place sincere effort on what we want to see and can let go of those that do not
serve or support, we have a greater chance of achieving our desired outcomes.
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•  Anticipatory principle – what we do today is guided by our image of tomorrow.
Our sense of fear or hope about the future and what it may bring, determines the
way we feel and how we act. How does this work? Just the very idea of having
the rewards that come from getting something that we’re hoping for is enough to
kick-start a cascade of dopamine—the brain’s reward drug—through key neural
pathways in our brain that have the power to move us from intention to action.
Both success and failure have been found to be strongly influenced by the
images we hold.

•  Positive principle – momentum and sustainable change requires large amounts
of positive affect and social bonding, attitudes such as hope, inspiration, and the
sheer joy of creating with one another. When we feel positive, researchers have
found we’re more optimistic, more resilient, more open, more accepting, and
more driven by purpose.

One of the reasons I enjoy working with Appreciative Inquiry is that by following these 
simple principles and the 4D process I can tailor the questions and activities I use in 
coaching, workshops and Summits to suit the different challenges and opportunities my 
clients are facing and be confident of the results they are able to achieve. Quite simply 
I’ve found this approach enables people to flourish throughout the change process so 
they can create the lasting outcomes they want in their work and in their lives.

It is my heartfelt hope it delivers this for you also.
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What makes this possible?
Appreciative inquiry (AI) is a strengths-focused, generative approach to creating 

systemic change that has been used by workplaces around the world to:

Researchers have 
suggested that

75%
of change efforts in 

workplaces fail.

An independent  
review found that 

90%
of appreciative inquiry 
change approaches in 
workplaces succeed.

Why does it work?

Strengths focused 
They discover the stories of what’s working 
well and the shared hopes for what might 
be possible if these strengths were built 

upon to realize a higher purpose.

Diverse connections 
They bring voices together from across 

the system and connect them in 
surprising, inspiring, genuine conversations 

that fuel trust, build psychological 
safety, and ignite collaboration.

Generative actions 
They invite people to design, prototype, 
and self-organize around the changes 

they want to create so they can continue 
learning, growing, and thriving together as 

they work towards their desired results.

Heighten creativity
Hunter Douglas Window Fashions enhanced creativity, fostered co-operation, and increased commitment, leading to reduced 
employee turnover by 52.2%, reduced returned goods by 55%, and a 37.1% improvement in profitability over five years.

Boost engagement 
Nutrimental Foods invited employees to help transform the organization’s strategy, and within one year they had increased 
productivity by 23%, decreased absenteeism by 300%, increased sales by 27%, and grown profitability by 200%.

Strengthen relationships
The US dairy industry turned competitors and enemies into willing collaborators for ten joint projects to reduce its carbon footprint by 
11%, and increase the order of farm business value by US$238 million within two years.

Increase revenues
Mining corporation Fairmont Santrol established a sustainability focus across the organization to develop new products and “green 
design” business opportunities, which delivered a 40% growth in annual earnings.

Reduce costs
John Deere decreased apathy and improved trust across teams to significantly reduce production cycle times, which delivered more 
than $3 million in immediate savings.

Improve profitability
Employee driven improvements at Roadway Express translated into an additional $17 million in revenue and $7 million in annual 
profit, increasing shares from $14 to $40 in just two years for the couriers.

Enhance sustainability
The state of Massachusetts brought organizations, government departments, and citizens together to create state-wide energy 
improvements that have resulted in nearly $9 billion worth of benefits for residents and businesses.

Source: McQuaid, M. & Cooperrider, D. (2018). Your change blueprint: How to design and deliver an AI Summit. Michelle McQuaid Pty Ltd: Melbourne, Australia.

To learn more about appreciative inquiry visit www.thechangelabs.com
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FOR MORE...

YOUR CHANGE BLUEPRINT 

Your evidence-based, step-by-step review of how 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summits can be used to bring 
together hundreds of people to simultaneously change the 
way people think, feel and act to create positive changes. 
Featuring case studies from around the world, this book 
includes detailed examples of how to successfully design 
and deliver an AI Summit.

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY CARDS 

These beautifully designed cards, based on the 
work of Professor David Cooperrider, help you to ask 
purpose-fuelled, strength-focused questions that look 
for the true, the good, and the possible in our lives, our 
workplaces, our schools and in our larger communities. 
These resources have been designed to help you create 
appreciative inquiry coaching conversations, workshops, 
and summits.

AI SUMMIT TOOLBOX 

Do you want to help a team, an organization, a school, or 
a community create positive changes that enable people 
to flourish? This online toolbox gives you how-to videos, a 
step-by-step guide, best practice examples, and steal-it-
with-pride checklists to help you design and deliver a one-
day AI Summit using the latest research in appreciative 
inquiry.

https://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/change-blueprint-book/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-1
https://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/appreciative-inquiry-cards/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-2
https://www.michellemcquaid.com/toolkit-ai/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-3
https://www.michellemcquaid.com/toolkit-ai/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-3
https://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/appreciative-inquiry-cards/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-2
https://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/change-blueprint-book/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=click&utm_campaign=MMQ110&utm_term=ai-ebook&utm_content=products-1

