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THE MANTRAOFAPPRECIATION
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B U I L D I N G S H A R E D U N D E R S T A N D I N G
Ifirst learned about Appreciative Inquiry in the late1980s when David Cooperrider and Diana Whit-
ney developed their model, echoing Maslow’s idea
that we look at successful rather than pathological
examples to really be helpful to individuals and or-
ganizations. At that time, the concept of excellence
was shaking organizations, and Covey’s habits were
challenging individuals. “What an idea,” I thought,
“to approach consulting not as problem solving, but
as building on what you do well!”

So I tried it. At first, it was a little silly. I con-
ducted a workshop without using the words “prob-
lem” or “weakness.” “We don’t have problems to
solve, we have to look at what we do well and build
upon that.” Since I was asked in to help deal with a
conflict in a work group, my reframing hit a wall.
“What are you talking about?” they would ask. “We
don’t have time for this stuff.” It was a problem,
oops, a challenge to adopt this perspective.

How do you help a system in pain using posi-
tive concepts? I persevered and worked on ways to
reframe their stated issue. When the client presented
a conflict, I began asking people, “What would it
look like if you had resolved this difference?”

Slowly, with practice, the power of this began
to emerge in my work. At first, any new behavior
seems artificial and awkward. But I began, like
many who have tried to begin with the positive, to
find the power of a positive, appreciative approach
to ANYTHING. It became my new mental habit,
and it has changed my work so deeply.

Changing Mindsets
What was happening is that from an external behav-
ior, my mindset began to change. I began to look at
myself and how the influence of negative thinking
led me to get angry, blame others, and generally cre-

ate distance rather than
resolve issues. I ob-
served this in others—
how quickly a problem
became a search for
who was to blame, and
how little this added to
the ability of a group to
move forward. What
did blame offer other
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than feeling less anxious, a false security of having
done something?

The use of appreciative tools began to shift
from being a technique to a way of viewing sys-
tems. I began to ask myself in any setting questions
such as:

• What do I want to happen?

• What are we trying to do?

Changing my way of looking at situations had
effects on me and on the groups I was in. Adopting
this view made me less impatient and more ener-
gized in the group. I was more open and able to un-
derstand what the group wanted and to feel helpful
in the group. How many times had I sat in a frustrat-
ing group or dumb meeting that was going nowhere
and felt helpless, distancing myself because we
weren’t moving? Not my problem. What can I do
anyway? I found there were things I could do in
every situation. By looking for ways to adopt posi-
tive, appreciative, future focus, I could make a real
difference by changing the mindset of the meeting.
Reinforcement came my way, as people noticed I
was helpful and listened to my ideas. I was no
longer using appreciative “techniques“; now I was
simply sharing my way of seeing the situation.

“AWonderful Antidote”
My current work is with difficult family businesses
moving across generations, where there is heavy
and long-standing conflict where people are deeply
convinced the other is at fault. I find that listening to
these complaints and narratives gives people some
relief by venting, but does little to create a container
for communication and doing something different.
The more people repeat their claims, the more
distance they create, and the more they reinforce
what they think they know, rather than what might
be different.

The tools and mindsets of appreciation are a
wonderful antidote. I have heard over and over
again from groups that they thought this approach
was silly and artificial until they tried it. They found
that by looking at what they wanted, what they do
well, and what they saw as a best possible outcome,
they felt more positive and better about each other.
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They didn’t change their minds, but rather found
that they shifted their attention, and that made a
great deal of difference. For example, two brothers
at odds found that they had a lot of good experi-
ences in their past and had actually worked together
in many ways. By shifting attention from what had
happened in the past and looking at what they
wanted to do, they felt a weight leaving their
relationship.

Beyond Either/Or
The other way this mindset changes situations is by
challenging the tendency to create either/or di-
chotomies that divide something into two opposing
camps. The confronters of many social movements
may be correct in their claims, but the process of
making their counterparts wrong, and even evil,
leaves little room for engagement or change. Within
a meeting, I began to see that when someone posed
a dichotomy—Do we do this or that?—this con-
struction artificially limited the conversation be-
cause each respondent had to be on a side. When
you vote for one of two choices, you may be ne-
glecting so many additional options and therefore
have the illusion of choice and democracy. By look-
ing at where you want to get to, you turn away from
false or limiting dichotomies to look for novel
pathways, what we talk about as “transformative”
opportunities.

So, after years of practice and experience, I find
the appreciative mindset is a foundation for solving
problems, not a rejection or denial of them. To focus
on what can be done does not negate the presence of
something that is not going well and must be
changed. But it does give a way to move out of a
self-reinforcing and negative loop to offer the possi-
bility that a system or a relationship can be different
in the future than it has been before. That is the holy
grail of a consultant, teacher, change agent, or social
entrepreneur.

Dennis Jaffe, PhD, is an advisor to families about family
business, governance, wealth, and philanthropy. Dennis is
one of the founders of the field of family wealth manage-
ment. A former Adelaide Thinker in Residence for the
government of Australia, he is author of numerous books
on organizational development, family business dynamics,
and the impact of wealth on families. He received his BA
degree in Philosophy, MA in Management, and PhD
in sociology, all from Yale University, and is a licensed
psychologist.
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Ap-pre’ci-ate, v., 1. valuing; the act of recognizing
the best in people or the world around us; affirming
past and present strengths, successes, and poten-
tials; to perceive those things that give life (health,
vitality, excellence) to living systems 2. to increase
in value, e.g., the economy has appreciated in value.
Synonyms: VALUING, PRIZING, ESTEEMING, and
HONORING.

In-quire’ (kwir), v., 1. the act of exploration and dis-
covery. 2. To ask questions; to be open to seeing new
potentials and possibilities. Synonyms: DISCOVERY,
SEARCH, and SYSTEMATIC EXPLORATION,
STUDY.

Appreciative Inquiry is about the coevolutionary search
for the best in people, their organizations, and the
relevant world around them. In its broadest focus, it
involves systematic discovery of what gives “life” to a
living system when it is most alive, most effective,
and most constructively capable in economic, eco-
logical, and human terms. AI involves, in a central
way, the art and practice of asking questions that
strengthen a system’s capacity to apprehend,
anticipate, and heighten positive potential. It centrally
involves the mobilization of inquiry through the craft-
ing of the “unconditional positive question” often in-
volving hundreds or sometimes thousands of people.
In AI the arduous task of intervention gives way to
the speed of imagination and innovation; instead of
negation, criticism, and spiraling diagnosis, there is
discovery, dream, and design. AI seeks, fundamen-
tally, to build a constructive union between a whole
people and the massive entirety of what people talk
about as past and present capacities: achievements,
assets, unexplored potentials, innovations, strengths,
elevated thoughts, opportunities, benchmarks, high
point moments, lived values, traditions, strategic
competencies, stories, expressions of wisdom, in-
sights into the deeper corporate spirit or soul—and
visions of valued and possible futures. Taking all of
these together as a gestalt, AI deliberately, in every-
thing it does, seeks to work from accounts of this
“positive change core”—and it assumes that every
living system has many untapped and rich and
inspiring accounts of the positive. Link the energy of
this core directly to any change agenda and changes
never thought possible are suddenly and democrati-
cally mobilized.

Read the complete excerpt from A Positive Revolu-
tion in Change: Appreciative Inquiry by David L.
Cooperrider and Diana Whitney.

For more definitions and explanations of Appreciative
Inquiry click here.

WHAT IS APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY?
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