
Pepperdine University Pepperdine University 

Pepperdine Digital Commons Pepperdine Digital Commons 

Theses and Dissertations 

2017 

Appreciative inquiry as a resource for positive change in a church Appreciative inquiry as a resource for positive change in a church 

ministry ministry 

David Blenko 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Blenko, David, "Appreciative inquiry as a resource for positive change in a church ministry" (2017). Theses 
and Dissertations. 829. 
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd/829 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Pepperdine Digital Commons. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Pepperdine Digital Commons. For more 
information, please contact bailey.berry@pepperdine.edu. 

https://www.pepperdine.edu/
https://www.pepperdine.edu/
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd?utm_source=digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu%2Fetd%2F829&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd/829?utm_source=digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu%2Fetd%2F829&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:bailey.berry@pepperdine.edu


 

 

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY AS A RESOURCE FOR  

POSITIVE CHANGE IN A CHURCH MINISTRY 

  

A Research Project 

Presented to the Faculty of 

The George L. Graziadio 

School of Business and Management 

Pepperdine University 

 

________________________________ 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Master of Science 

in 

Organization Development 

 

_______________________________ 

by 

David Blenko 

August 2017 

 

 

© 2017 David Blenko



 

ii 

This research project, completed by 

 

 

DAVID BLENKO 

 

 

under the guidance of the Faculty Committee and approved by its members, has been 

submitted to and accepted by the faculty of The George L. Graziadio School of Business 

and Management in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 

MASTER OF SCIENCE 

IN ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT 

 

Date: August 2017 

 

Faculty Committee 

 

 

Committee Chair, Kent Rhodes, Ed.D. 

 

 

Committee Member,Terri Egan, Ph.D. 

 

 

 

 

Deryck van Rensburg, D.B.A., Dean 

The George L. Graziadio School of Business and 

Management 



 

iii 

Abstract 

The purpose of this action research study was to understand the contribution of an 

appreciative inquiry (AI) intervention to a church ministry. Twenty-three ministry 

stakeholders participated in a 9-hour, 2-day AI process. Immediate post-event survey 

results indicated participant agreement that the AI intervention created a shared vision for 

the ministry. Survey data were analyzed using content analysis to identify four areas of 

opportunity for ministry growth and development. All participants reported interest in 

supporting these opportunities in the ensuring 3 months. Participants rated seven potential 

factors to support the implementation of opportunities. Recommendations are offered for 

the study organization and churches considering the use of AI. This study was intended to 

contribute to the continuing development of AI practice and theory for churches. The 

principles, practices, and the results generated from it are hoped to provide value in 

planning AI interventions within other congregations.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Nearly 50 years ago, Toffler (1970) foresaw challenges in keeping pace with an 

accelerated rate of transformation in our society. The change that has materialized in the 

intervening years has proven to be of a magnitude so large that it is seen only every 

couple hundred of years (Drucker, 1992).  

As a result, organizations of all kinds operate in an environment marked by a 

significant amount of flux and uncertainty. For example, 90% of respondents to a recent 

global survey expect disruption of their industries by digital trends (Kane, Palmer, 

Phillips, Kiron, & Buckley, 2016). Consistent with these trends, the volatility of 

corporate operating profits has more than doubled since 1980 (Reeves & Deimler, 2011). 

In these circumstances, “change is seen as necessary merely to survive; transformation is 

required to thrive, and a constant need for reinvention is needed to secure long-term 

success” (Keene, 2000, p. 15). 

Like other organizations, American churches are experiencing disruptive change. 

The Christian share of the U.S. population is declining (Pew Research Center, 2015). 

Christianity’s loss of traction as the dominant religious and cultural force in American 

life is evident in declining church attendance, reduced confidence in the institutional 

leadership of churches, and the shrinking numbers of Americans who self-identify as 

Christian (McCormack, 2012).  

Mead (1991) found that a major church paradigm shift is underway. He likened 

the current era to the period wherein Christianity shifted from a persecuted fringe 

movement to the official religion of the Roman Empire. That transition involved “such a 

complete upsetting of the old paradigm that life was disrupted and structures were 
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reordered to form a new one” (p. 9). Adaptation to a changing environment clearly 

represents a similarly large challenge for churches in the U.S. today. 

American churches face a particular test with what Pew Research (2015) calls the 

younger Millennials (those between the ages of 18 and 24) and older Millennials (ages 

25–33). Fewer than 60% of these groups identify with Christianity, compared to 70% or 

more among older generations. Addressing the lower engagement levels within these age 

groups is a natural focus for churches seeking to adapt to changes in today’s society. 

Young adults in this age group represent a significant percentage of the church ministry 

that is the subject of this study. 

The challenge for church leaders in today’s environment has been described as the 

pursuit of “prospects for coherent theological reflection and faithful action amidst . . . a 

fracturing of certainties” (Graham, 2006, p. 845). Redmond (2005) found that institutions 

(e.g., churches) can be susceptible to incremental and gradual responses that produce 

“insensible but incessant” change over time, and these shifts coincide with the larger 

changes occurring in the social environment (p. 501).  

It is typical to focus on finding and fixing problems as the means of adapting to 

change. Although such deficit-based approaches may be helpful to a degree, they also 

bring with them the potential to overlook inner strengths (Della Santina, 2008) in favor of 

an excessive focus on issues concerning people, money, or influence (Dietterich, 2004). 

Consequently, a problem-centric approach to organizational change and improvement can 

be myopic as it leverages the momentum created by existing organizational norms 

without effecting substantive change to them (Boyd & Bright, 2007). Moreover, deficit-

based approaches tend to undervalue many available resources (Branson, 2004). 
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Appreciative Inquiry (AI) emerged more than 30 years ago as an alternative to 

problem-based approaches to organizational transformation. AI is future-oriented and 

focused on an organization’s areas of strength and opportunity. It is open (Chesbrough & 

Appleyard, 2007) in that it asserts that achieving the best results requires widespread 

engagement by those who will ultimately implement change, in contrast to traditional 

top-down approaches (Bushe, 2013a). AI is designed to improve organizations through 

the collaborative identification of current strengths, the articulation of opportunities for 

change and growth, and the associated realignment of organizational structures and 

processes to meet the challenges of the present and the future (White, 2012).  

When applied in a church context, AI seeks to use the most positive, life-giving 

resources available to move toward a vibrant and energized vision of God’s intended 

future (Della Santina, 2008). As one church leader wrote in her account of her favorable 

AI experience: “I was not looking for corporate processes for strategic planning but for 

something that could help congregations ‘ . . . dream new dreams, and . . . see new 

visions’” (Hamel, 2014, p. 61). In acknowledging the skepticism of many in the church to 

any new [emphasis added] approach that offers to deliver the truth, in any form, Chaffee 

(2005) describes AI as “not so much a new truth as a new way of approaching the truth” 

(p. 79). 

Study Purpose and Research Questions  

The purpose of this study was to understand the contribution of an AI intervention 

to a church ministry. The Singles Ministry of the South Bay Church served as a case 

study example. Four research questions were examined: 

1. To what extent, if any, did participants think the AI intervention helped to 

create a shared vision for the future of the Singles Ministry? 
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2. To what extent, if any, did participants think the AI intervention helped to 

identify opportunities for future Singles Ministry approaches? 

3. To what extent, if any, did participants feel able to implement provocative 

propositions developed during the AI intervention? 

4. What factors, if any, did participants identify as being most helpful in 

supporting efforts to implement provocative propositions developed during 

the AI intervention? 

These research questions focus on early indicators of the success of the AI 

intervention. Early indicators of success are useful in providing a sense of whether 

“things are moving in the right direction” (Donnan & Shaked, 2010, p. 8) after an AI 

intervention. Although objective outcome measures constitute lagging but better 

indicators of the long-term impact of the AI intervention, evaluating these were beyond 

the scope of this study. 

Study Setting 

The Singles Ministry is one of a number of age- and stage-related ministries 

within the South Bay Church. Other ministries include the Marrieds and Family, Teens, 

Preteens, and Kingdom Kids ministries.  

The Church worships in Manhattan Beach, California, and is one of five churches 

within the Coastal Los Angeles Region of the Los Angeles International Church of 

Christ. The Los Angeles International Church of Christ, in turn, is part of a global church 

movement known as the International Churches of Christ. The Church conducts worship 

services in English. Other English-language congregations in Coastal Los Angeles 

Region worship in Culver City (West Los Angeles Church) and Long Beach (Greater 

Long Beach Church). Coastal Los Angeles Region’s Spanish language ministry, known 

as the Ministerio Latino Americano, has congregations that worship in West Los Angeles 

and Carson. A married ministry couple leads each of these Coastal Los Angeles Region 
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church congregations. There are currently five elder couples in Coastal Los Angeles 

Region responsible for oversight of the region and its churches.  

The Los Angeles International Church of Christ was established in 1989 as a 

small church “plant” by a team of members from affiliated International Churches of 

Christ churches in Denver, San Diego, Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and Seattle who 

relocated to Los Angeles with the intention of establishing a major church presence in 

Los Angeles. The Los Angeles International Church of Christ has since grown to more 

than 6,000 members in eight geographical regions. The Coastal Los Angeles Region, 

located along the Pacific Coast between Long Beach and Santa Monica, has the largest 

membership of these regions (approximately 1,200 members). 

The eight regions of the Los Angeles International Church of Christ operate as a 

loose confederation overseen by a council consisting of an evangelist and an elder from 

each of the eight regions. Although strong relationships exist among leaders of the 

respective regions, most ministry leadership responsibility and authority is at the regional 

level. The eight regions share the cost of centralized financial and human staff resources. 

Significance of the Study 

Mead (1991) makes the case that churches (and other religious congregations) are, 

with the exception of the human family, the most important source of a major element of 

life—human community. Not only do people tend to gravitate to congregations at critical 

times involving death, loss, birth, marriage and hopelessness, but in the U.S. 

congregations also are an important part of the so-called social glue that de Tocqueville 

described as characteristic of this nation. In this time of disruptive change, it is important 

to me that congregations continue to play their important role as communities of faith 

connected with God.  
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AI provides a framework for a church to rediscover the abundance of God’s gifts 

and clarify what God has called it to be:  

“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 

of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his 

good, pleasing and perfect will” ~ Romans 12:2 (New International Version) 

A literature review of AI and its application in churches found multiple sources 

on AI and churches. For those interested in doing similar research, the following have 

been of particular value for the researcher in this regard: Blades, (n.d.), Branson (2004), 

Chaffee (2005), Cooperrider (2003), Della Santina (2008), Dietterich (2004), Ditzler 

(n.d.), Hamel (2014), Harder (2013), Hyatt (2012), Marzluft (2009), McCormack (2012), 

Paddock (2003), Smith (2003), Weller (2015), Wethman and Arp (n.d.), and White 

(2012). Nonetheless, information regarding the process of conducting an AI intervention 

within a church appears to be limited. An assumption of this research is that churches can 

benefit from the use of AI to help them adapt to challenges of these times. This study 

documents the process of designing and delivering an AI intervention within one church 

ministry—specifically concerning the context in which it occurred, observed outcomes, 

and survey results from participants. AI principles, practices, and the results shared here 

are intended to be of value in planning similar interventions in other congregations.  

Almost 30 years after his original articulation of the principles underlying AI, 

David Cooperrider (2013) observed that the “gift of AI . . . [is] still in its infancy and 

perhaps always will be” as the number of AI authors and so-called co-creators multiplies 

(p. 6). Although study findings are limited to the early indicators of the success of the AI, 

the findings are intended to contribute to the continuing development of AI practice and 

theory by identifying how successful activities can be conceptualized and developed. 

Additionally, the study contributes to a growing body of work that may make AI, as an 
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organizational change resource, better understood and more widely used by 

congregations, their leaders, and the organizational development practitioners who serve 

them.  

Researcher Background 

Although I have served alongside my wife in the Church as a small group leader 

and peer counselor, I have never been part of the Singles Ministry and had no 

preconceptions about outcomes of the AI process that is the subject of this study. The AI 

intervention associated with this research for me represents an opportunity to study the 

use of a positive approach to strengthening a ministry of a church that is important to me, 

to provide an opportunity for others to benefit from the experience—and to glorify God 

in the process. 

Methodology 

This qualitative study used an AI approach based on a case study on using AI to 

strengthen a church ministry. The research included a weekend meeting on a Friday night 

and Saturday. Data collected included the collective contributions of participants in the 

AI meeting based on appreciative questions and interviews, as well as written answers 

provided by individual participants to a survey following the AI intervention. Findings 

from the data were used to respond to the research questions.  

Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 provided the context and purpose of this study, including a discussion 

of the factors that can contribute to a church’s adaptation to changes in its environment. 

The study setting, significance of the study, researcher background, and methodology 

also were briefly described. 
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Chapter 2 presents a review of literature, including an overview of AI, a 

discussion of its benefits as a methodology, critiques of AI, and approaches for 

measuring its impact.  

Chapter 3 describes the methods and design used in this study. The chapter 

outlines the research design, participant selection, protection of human subjects, 

researcher’s role, the AI intervention, and data collection and analysis procedures. 

Chapter 4 presents the study results. A report of the intervention is provided first, 

followed by a presentation of the survey results.  

Chapter 5 summarizes the findings and draws conclusions from the research. 

Recommendations, study limitations, and suggestions for further research also are 

included.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The purpose of this study was to understand the contribution of an AI intervention 

to a Singles Ministry. Four research questions were examined: 

1. To what extent, if any, did participants think the AI intervention helped to 

create a shared vision for the future of the Singles Ministry? 

2. To what extent, if any, did participants think the AI intervention helped to 

identify opportunities for future Singles Ministry approaches? 

3. To what extent, if any, did participants feel able to implement provocative 

propositions (action statements) developed during the AI intervention? 

4. What factors, if any, did participants identify as being most helpful in 

supporting efforts to implement provocative propositions (action statements) 

developed during the AI intervention? 

This chapter provides a review of literature relevant to this study. First, the topic 

of AI is examined, including an overview of its history, principles, orientation to change 

leadership, and approach to change. The method of AI also is discussed. Benefits and 

criticisms of AI are outlined, along with a discussion of evaluation approaches that could 

be used to measure the effectiveness of AI interventions.  

Appreciative Inquiry 

AI has been described as the most recent innovation in the “social technology of 

organization development” (Burke, 2011, p. 143). Grounded in the theory of social 

constructionism, AI proponents argue that many aspects of how the world functions are 

based on “patterns of social interaction that have become institutionalized” (Lant, 2013, 

p. 715). AI is, therefore, a method for changing social systems such as groups, 

organizations, and communities in a way that “advocates collective inquiry into the best 

of what is in order to imagine what could be” (Bushe, 2013a, p. 41). In this way, AI seeks 

to attain the best outcomes possible within organizations based on the assumption that 
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“ways of organizing are limited only by human imagination and the agreements people 

make with each other” (Bushe, 2013a, p. 41). Thus, after inquiring into the existing 

system and envisioning what could be, participants are engaged in collaboratively 

designing a compelling desired future state. Bushe adds that because AI unleashes 

participants’ positive energy, this approach “does not require the use of incentives, 

coercion, or persuasion for planned change to occur” (p. 41). 

AI began as a study conducted by Case Western University doctoral student 

David Cooperrider regarding what was wrong with the human side of the Cleveland 

Clinic (Watkins, Mohr & Kelly, 2011). Cooperrider soon replaced his problem-based 

focus with a strengths-based strategy for organizational change, which ultimately formed 

the basis for his doctoral dissertation and became a seminal work in the development of 

AI and its theoretical underpinnings. 

Cooperrider and his dissertation advisor, Suresh Srivastva, published 

“Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life” based on the dissertation in 1987, which 

marked the first time the term AI appeared in a professional journal. Cooperrider and 

Srivastva initially proposed AI as an alternative for generating “new ideas, images, and 

theories that would lead to social innovation” (Bushe, 2011, p. 5). Since then, ample 

articles and books have been published on the theory and practice of AI. A Business 

Source Premier database search on April 6, 2016, for the term AI produced 576 search 

results. De Jong (2016) has suggested that AI’s impact on theory and research has been 

“enormous” (p. 35). 

Principles of appreciative inquiry. Cooperrider and Srivastva initially identified 

three principles underlying AI, partly as a reaction to the perceived shortcomings of 

conventional action research based change methods at the time. They asserted that AI 



 

 

11 

should (a) focus on understanding the forces and factors that heighten an organization’s 

potential, (b) lead to actionable knowledge, and (c) engage organization members in a 

collaborative and provocative process of shaping the organization according to their own 

imaginative and moral purposes. 

Cooperrider and Whitney (2001) later expanded these three assertions into a set of 

five principles that reflect the theory of change central to AI: 

1. Positive principle. Momentum and sustainable change require positive affect 

and social bonding. 

2. Constructionist principle. The purpose of inquiry is to stimulate new ideas, 

stories, and images that generate new possibilities for action. 

3. Simultaneity principle. Questions are fateful and never neutral. Social systems 

move in the direction of the question they most persistently and passionately 

discuss. 

4. Poetic principle. Words and topics chosen for inquiry have an impact beyond 

the words themselves. In all phases of the inquiry, words must be carefully 

chosen to highlight, enliven, and inspire the best in people. 

5. Anticipatory principle. What people do in the present is guided by their image 

of the future. 

These five principles provide the theoretical underpinning for AI’s espoused 

purpose of “uncovering and building upon the most positive, life-giving features of an 

organization as the key to generating constructive change or improvement” (Marzluft, 

2009, p. 50). Although other sets of AI principles have been proposed (Kelm, 2005), 

these five principles enumerated by Cooperrider and Whitney have been the most widely 

accepted throughout the AI community (Bushe, 2011). The next section examines the 

implications these principles have for how and from where change efforts are driven 

within organizations. 

Orientation to change leadership. Initiating, designing, and driving 

organizational change traditionally have been considered the responsibility of leaders 
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(Branson, 2004). Relevant to the present study, churches traditionally gave control of 

nearly every change to those who are “older and wiser” (Walrath, 1979, p. 248). 

Although leaders may consult with various stakeholders to get their perspectives during 

this top-down change process, the final analysis and sensemaking of what has been 

gathered are performed by leaders (Bushe, 2011, p. 12). 

For this top-down approach to be successful, however, certain worldviews 

underlying this approach—namely, the scientific paradigm (Branson, 2004) and what 

Stacey (2012) called the dominant managerial discourse—need to be accurate. Table 1 

outlines what these worldviews assert about the composition, dynamics, and path to 

change for organizations. 

However, critics argue that these traditional worldviews errantly take what Ganko 

(2013) called a linear and additive approach by assuming that a system can be understood 

by studying their individual building blocks in isolation. Complexity theory has emerged 

as an alternative to the traditional systems view. Complexity theory asserts that social 

behavior and organizations can only be understood by studying the system as a whole 

(Pascale, 1999; Stacey, 2015). Thus, the organization as a machine metaphor has been 

replaced by the view that the organization is a “living, socially-constructed human system 

in which we all participate” (Cantore & Cooperrider, 2013, p. 267). As a result, the 

conventional approach of “set a vision–plan–execute” has been discredited because the 

cause-effect relationships between all variables that will affect the outcome will not be 

understood except in retrospect (Bushe, 2015, p. 8). Table 2 outlines the worldviews 

underlying the new management paradigm. 
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Table 1 

Worldviews Underpinning Traditional Approaches to Change 

 

Element of Change 

Scientific Paradigm Dominant Managerial Discourse 

Anatomy of the 

Organization 

Organizations are machines and 

operate according to Newtonian 

mechanics. 

Organizations are systems or “things.” 

How Change is 

achieved 

Change is achieved through 

hierarchy. 

Wise, heroic leaders steer their 

organizations to success through vision and 

acumen. 

 

Elements and 

Dynamics of the 

Organization 

• Organizations consist of parts, 

their differences, and their 

interactions.  

• Parts are connected through 

sequences of distinct causes and 

distinct effects. 

• Organizations are subject to impersonal 

forces (e.g., “drivers” of change). 

• Organizations are comprised of 

independent, autonomous, rational 

individuals making choices and taking 

action. 

• Leaders and teams make choices, 

intentions, and strategies that lead to 

results. 

How Success is 

Achieved 
• Achieving predictability from 

accurately describing and 

understanding enough of the 

parts. 

• Order and continuity are needed 

and achieved through control. 

• Success is achieved through rational, 

analytical, and increasingly automated 

decision making using big data. 

• Organizational improvement is attained 

by applying generalizable tools and 

techniques of management and 

leadership. 

• Certainty, predictability, and control are 

possible through action and demanding 

that others act. 

Note. Based on material from Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 

Congregational Change (p. 36), by M. L. Branson, 2004, Herndon, VA: Alban Institute; The Difference 

Between the Dominant Managerial Discourse and What Managers Actually Experience, by R. Stacey, 

2012, New York, NY: Routledge. 
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Table 2 

Worldviews Underpinning New Management Paradigms 

 

Element of Change 

New Science Paradigm Postmodern Management Paradigm 

Anatomy of the 

Organization 

Self-organizing systems. 

 

Organizations are conversations: What 

happens is influenced by who talks with 

whom, when, and how. 

 

How Change is 

Achieved 

Discerns and affirms “order at the 

edge of chaos” where new images 

and forces are discovered 

(complexity theory). 

 

• No one can control what everyone else is 

choosing and doing. 

• Leaders often feel powerless to influence 

their organizations. 

• Situations are uncertain. Local 

contingencies are so important that 

generic tools are of very limited value. 

Elements and 

Dynamics of the 

Organization 

• Randomness, unpredictability. 

• Discover the connectedness in 

the invisible whole (quantum 

theory). 

• Discontinuity (chaos theory). 

• The invisible whole features 

interdependence and 

instantaneous multiple effects 

(simultaneity). 

• Interdependence: We constrain and 

enable each other. We can’t get much 

done without others’ consent. 

• People are emotional rather than purely 

rational. People are often unconsciously 

driven by the anxieties aroused by 

organizational life. 

How Success is 

Achieved 
• Order arises out of intricate 

patterns. 

 

• Results emerge from the interplay of all 

the choices, intentions, and strategies of 

all the stakeholders in both intended and 

unintended ways. 

• Sometimes we are surprised, and 

sometimes we are not. 

• We have very little control, and we can 

never be certain about what will happen 

next. 

Note. Based on material from Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 

Congregational Change (p. 32-37), by M. L. Branson, 2004, Herndon, VA: Alban Institute. 

 

AI is consistent with the new management paradigm and its social constructionist 

assumption that organizational life is constructed through the interactions and 

involvement of the people who constitute the organization (Holman, 2015; Makino, 

2013). As a result, AI engages large numbers of stakeholders in the process and 

encourages widespread participation in the overall change design and implementation 

process by members of the system (Barrett & Fry, 2005; Bushe, 2011). “Ideally, all 

stakeholders participate in gathering and making sense of the ideas and views of other 
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stakeholders and participate as theorists, dreamers, and designers” (Bushe, 2011, p. 12). 

Proponents of AI elaborate that by involving functional and operational staff into the 

process of formulating policy and strategy, AI helps to create “an interpretive community 

that can . . . perceive, think and create with the most life giving resources” (Branson, 

2004, p. 23) rather than being limited by the defensive routines that result from traditional 

approaches of designating small groups of upper-level leaders to make strategic decisions 

(Barrett & Fry, 2005). The next section discusses AI’s approach to organizational change 

in more detail. 

Appreciative inquiry as an approach to organizational change. Due to its 

theoretical underpinnings and orientation to change leadership, AI is typically referred to 

as an alternative to the many traditional deficit-based change approaches available, such 

as total quality management, continuous quality improvement, the balanced scorecard, 

future search, and open space (Coghlan, Preskill, & Catsambas, 2003). These approaches 

also have been referred to as embracing disease-based models of human nature 

(Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). Such approaches endeavor to achieve improvement 

by identifying and resolving the organization’s problems (Cummings & Worley, 2015). 

Weick (1984) posited that the problem with problem-based approaches is that 

“social problems [may] seldom get solved because people define these problems in ways 

that overwhelm their ability to do anything about them” (p. 40). Cooperrider and Sekerka 

(2006) noted that an unintended consequence of deficit-based approaches is that results 

are limited by the way scholars frame and commonly make sense of the world. For 

instance, a problem-centric approach to sociological issues can have the unintended 

impact of increasing reliance by so-called needy segments of society on external 
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solutions and providers, thereby perpetuating problems rather addressing root causes with 

sustainable solutions (Hyatt, 2012).  

In contrast, the foundation of AI is a focus on what an organization does best 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2003). Researchers and practitioners have developed applications 

of AI that endeavor to “increase the options for change and the probability that change 

will occur” (Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015, p. 310). Egan and Feyerherm (2005) explained 

that lasting personal change must be initiated by an appeal to emotion as well as reason 

and that the appeal must be grounded in positive (rather than negative) emotions, as 

described in dramatic fashion by Deutschman (2005). 

Hammond (2013) summarized the difference between deficit-based and positive 

approaches to change as a focus on doing less of something we do not do well (deficit-

based approaches) versus doing more of what works (AI-based approaches). It follows 

that in the former approach, organizations are problems to be solved, whereas AI 

approaches conceive of organizations as mysteries to be embraced. Table 3 further 

contrasts traditional problem-solving approaches to change and AI. It must be noted, 

however, that problem-solving involves a methodical series of steps whereas AI involves 

“a more comprehensive mode of organizational life” (Branson, 2004, p. 126). 

In the realm of organizational research, AI has been described as a contemporary 

adaptation of action research, which is the most commonly used approach to change 

within social systems in recent decades (Newman & Fitzgerald, 2001). Action research is 

distinct from traditional academic research, which purports that distance and 

noninvolvement are essential for maintaining researcher objectivity and guaranteeing 

high-quality work (Reed, 2007). “In contrast to the ideas of inquiry for its own sake and 

building knowledge for its own sake, action research aims to design inquiry and build 
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knowledge for use in the service of action to solve practical problems” (Punch, 2014,     

p. 136). The objective is to “inform and change practice and develop an understanding of 

the particular context in which it takes place” (Reed, 2007, pp. 63–64).  

Table 3 

Comparison of Problem Solving and Appreciative Inquiry Approaches 

Problem Solving  Appreciative Inquiry 

“Felt Need” 

Identification of Problem 

 Initiate AI by introducing leaders to 

theory and practice, deciding focus, and 

developing initial steps to discover the 

organization’s “best” 

↓ 

Analysis of Causes 

 

 ↓ 

Inquire concerning “the best” of the 

organization’s narratives, practices, and 

imaginations 

↓ 

Analysis of Possible Solutions 

 ↓ 

Imagine “what might be” by interpreting 

the interviews, taking the risk of 

imagination, and building toward 

consensus concerning “what should be” 

↓ 

Action Plan and Treatment 

 ↓ 

Innovate “what will be” through 

discourse, commitment, and 

equipping, with the largest 

possible level of participation 

Note. From Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 

Congregational Change (p. 22), by M. L. Branson, 2004, Herndon, VA: Alban Institute. 

Copyright by Alban Institute, Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.  

 

Although both action research and AI share an interest in observing and 

promoting change, action research has been criticized for being overly focused on 

problem-solving (Egan & Lancaster, 2005). It follows that AI is focused on broadening 

the scope and impact of action research work (Newman & Fitzgerald, 2001), with the 

potential to “reframe and dramatically shift organizational and community norms,” while 

“theory on social norms suggests that problem-centric approaches work with the 

momentum of norms without substantively changing them” (Boyd & Bright, 2007,         
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p. 1019). AI potentially challenges action research to “move beyond an over-

concentration on problems and to engage with more growth-oriented and creative 

initiatives and opportunities” (Edmonstone, 2014, p. 25). 

Through the work of various researchers and practitioners, AI has become a 

legitimate framework for organizational intervention, having been used to guide change 

within individuals and complex human systems alike (Watkins et al., 2001). The fields in 

which AI has been utilized are as disparate as violin instruction, community 

development, curricular reform, organizational governance and strategic planning, 

therapy, leadership development for clergy, and interfaith relations, in addition to a range 

of private sector applications (Chaffee, 2005). Egan and Lancaster (2005) found in their 

literature review that organizations utilizing AI have included Verizon, Avon, 

Nutrimental, the MYRADA project in Southern India, the Manitoba Skowman First 

Nation Project, the United States Navy, Roadway Express, McDonald's, John Deere, 

Green Mountain Coffee growers, Lafarge North America, and Benedictine University, 

among others. World Vision, a federation of approximately 200 relatively independent 

organizations, utilized AI for a global strategic planning event using face-to-face and 

Internet-based communications (Branson, 2004). de Jong (2016) asserts that “the 

embrace of AI by increasing numbers of individuals, and the ‘full spectrum’ of 

organizations—for-profit, not-for-profit and government” (p. 36) is anecdotal evidence of 

AI’s impact and acceptance. The next section describes the AI method in more detail. 

The appreciative inquiry method. Cooperrider reportedly resisted writing a 

how-to book on AI for more than 10 years because he wanted people to focus on the 

philosophy and not see it as a technique (Bushe, 2011). Moreover, no rigid definition or 

formulaic design exists for conducting AI-based research because AI is fundamentally an 



 

 

19 

inquiry into human systems (Reed, 2007), and numerous approaches are available (Kelm, 

2005). Thus, although no two AI processes are exactly the same, common elements 

include (a) definition of a compelling topic, (b) creating questions to explore the topic, (c) 

conducting inquiry interviews, (d) sharing information to uncover themes, (e) creating 

provocative propositions, and (f) transforming the propositions into actions (Pollard, 

2008). 

These elements often are implemented by choosing an affirmative topic and then 

following what has come to be called the AI 4-D Cycle (Cooperrider, Whitney, & 

Stavros, 2008), consisting of (a) Discovery, appreciating the best of what is; (b) 

Dreaming, imagining what could be; (c) Designing, determining what should be; and (d) 

Delivering, creating what will be (Serrat, 2011). These basic building blocks of 

Affirmative Topic Choice, Discovery, Dream, Design, and Delivery are constantly being 

“transformed, redefined and used in creative ways” (Watkins et al., 2011, p. 69) in 

different situations involving AI based on the circumstances of the change situation. The 

following sections describe these elements in more detail. 

Affirmative topic choice. The AI process begins with the thoughtful identification 

of what is to be studied. Commonly referred to as an affirmative topic, this step has also 

been referred to by the Clergy Leadership Institute and others as the first stage of Define 

in the 5-D AI model (Bushe, 2012). The affirmative topic is considered to be fateful 

because it “become[s] the organization’s agenda for learning and innovation” (Bushe, 

2013b, p. 96). Thus, the affirmative topic reflects the focus of the inquiry and should be 

related to a subject that is 

of strategic importance to the organization. [It] may be an aspect of the 

organization’s positive core, that if expanded would further the organization’s 

success. [It] may be a problem that if stated in the affirmative and studied would 
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improve organizational performance. Or, [it] may be a competitive success factor 

the organization needs to learn about in order to grow and change. (Whitney & 

Trosten-Bloom, 2003, p. 7)  

Moreover, the affirmative topic should depict the focus in lively, inspiring 

language, such as “inspiring fanatically loyal customers” (Bushe, 2013a, p. 42). Whitney 

and Trosten-Bloom (2003) added that effective affirmative topics are (a) positive and 

stated in the affirmative; (b) desirable, meaning the organization wants to grow in the 

stated direction; (c) stimulating, in that the organization is genuinely curious about them, 

and wants to become more knowledgeable and proficient in them; and (d) generative, in 

that the topic ignites discussion about the organization’s desired future. 

The power of being deliberate in defining the topics to be addressed in a positive 

way is exemplified by a case study referenced several times in the literature. A Fortune 

500 company was frustrated after a 2-year effort to abate sexual harassment resulted in 

accelerating rather than reducing harassment. The focus was shifted to “We want . . . 

high-quality cross-gender relationships in the workplace” (Chaffee, 2005, pp. 67–68). 

The result was a great deal of energy on a project to identify male-female pairs with 

stories to tell about fair and healthy work relationships. A program evolved from these 

stories that reportedly transformed the corporation. Avon Mexico heard of the project’s 

success and adopted a similar approach. After some time, the company was recognized as 

the best place in Mexico for women to work. Table 4 illustrates the difference between 

affirmative topics and more traditional, deficit-based topics (Stratton-Berkessel, 2010, p. 

50).  
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Table 4 

Topics of Inquiry 

Affirmative Topic Traditional Title 

Valuing Time Time Management 

Creating Change Positively Change Management 

Respectful Relationships Conflict Management 

Peak Performance Performance Management 

Magnetic Customer Connections Customer Complaints 

Exceptional Arrival Experience Lost Baggage Complaints 

Stories of Passionate Enthusiasm Low Morale 

Note. From Appreciative Inquiry for Collaborative Solutions: 21-Strengths-Based 

Workshops (p. 50), by R. Stratton-Berkessel, 2010, San Francisco, CA: Pfeiffer. 

Copyright 2010 by Pfeiffer. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Discovery. After the selection of the affirmative topic(s), interviews are conducted 

with and by primary stakeholders to uncover success stories from the organization’s past 

and present. The task is to “uncover, learn about, and appreciate the “best of what is” 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 104). These can relate to the “life-giving properties of the 

organization,” the “positive core” strengths of the organization, or a specific capacity or 

process (Bushe, 2012, p. 88). A significant innovation has been to have organizational 

stakeholders act as both interviewers and interviewees so as to fully engage them in the 

act of inquiry itself (Carter & Johnson, as cited in Bushe, 2012). 

Southern (2015) and Zandee (2015) both emphasized the need to design efficient 

and powerful questions. Southern elaborated that great questions support “continuous 

learning and bringing people into a space where values, aspirations, and dilemmas can be 

shared” (p. 269). Table 5 presents five types of powerful questions. Southern urged 

designers of AI interventions to craft questions that generate stories, create new thinking 

rather than quick conclusions, focus on what is desired, and are difficult to answer. 

Additionally, the questions should be developed through a discovery process with those 

involved in the inquiry. 
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Table 5 

Southern’s Five Types of Inquiries 

Type of 

Inquiry 

Purpose of Inquiry Sample Inquiry 

Informative Surface information and 

generate common ground 

What metaphor would describe your 

vision of the desired future state? 

Affirmative Identify the “best of what is” 

and what is possible 

What makes us and our work 

distinctive? 

Critical Support a systemic 

understanding of the current 

reality and the need for change 

What role can you and others take to 

help build the organization’s capacity 

for change and innovation? 

Generative Support creative thinking and 

new approaches to how we 

organize 

If we could organize in new ways to 

support our desired future, what would 

that look like? 

Strategic Define a path forward and how 

to take action 

How do the changes taking place in 

the world, related to our work, affect 

our mission and purpose? 

Note. From “Framing Inquiry: The Art of Engaging Great Questions” (pp. 274–280), by 

N. Southern, 2015, in G. Bushe and R. Marshak, (Eds.), Dialogic Organization 

Development: The Theory and Practice of Transformational Change. Oakland, CA: 

Berrett-Koehler. Copyright 2015 by Berrett-Koehler. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Cooperrider et al. (2005) use sense-making as an umbrella term to explain the 

process of understanding the themes and patterns discovered in the interview process as a 

means for generating momentum for organizational success. The ultimate aim is to work 

toward a desired future “based on the best stories told (continuity) and the best of what 

will come (novelty)” (p. 117). 

Dream. The Dream phase of the 4-D Cycle is designed to create a dialogue 

among stakeholders in which they imagine the possibilities for the future that have been 

generated by the Discovery phase (Cooperrider et al., 2008). An attempt is made to 

identify the common aspirations of system members and symbolize this in some way. 

The result often is something more symbolic, like a graphic representation, than a 

mission statement (Bushe, 2012). 
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Appendix B: Introduction to Appreciative Inquiry Intervention  

 

  

 

 
 

SOUTH BAY CHURCH SINGLES: 

Visions for an Extraordinary 
Future 

 

An Appreciative Inquiry Workshop 

February 24-25, 2017 

David Blenko, Kathy Blenko and May Roberts  
 

  
 

 

 

 

� “The church leaders wondered what else could 
possibly go wrong. Their conversations revolved 
around the problems they were facing, whose  
fault they were, and what steps they could take   
to solve the seemingly hopeless situation. It was   
so easy and natural to see what was wrong  and   
be critical of themselves and others.” (Case study 
NOT  involving  South  Bay Church) 

 
� Appreciative Inquiry invited them to consider a 
different way... 

 
 

 

 

 

 
�  To appreciate something is to value it. 

� To inquire is to seek understanding by  asking 

questions. 

� Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a collaborative  and  

highly participatory approach to seeking, identifying, 

and enhancing the life-giving forces present when an 

organization or system is at its best. 

 

 

David Cooperrider 
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� "...if there is any excellence and if there is anything 
worthy of praise, then think about these things“ ~ 

Philippians 4:8 

� “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, 

but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. 

Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s 

will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will” ~ Romans 
12:2 

� “See, I am doing a new thing…” ~ Isaiah 43:19 

 
 

 

 
 

� Many books and articles 

◦ Renaissance: When Light Cuts Through the Haze 
(Staten) 

◦ Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative 
Inquiry and Congregational Change (Branson) 

◦ Discovering the Other: Asset-Based Approaches for 
Building Community Together (Harder) 

◦ Appreciative Inquiry in the Catholic Church 
(Paddock) 

 
 

 

 

 

“No problem can be solved from the same 

level of consciousness that created it. We 

must learn to see the world anew.” 

 
“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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� Envision a ministry centered in seeing and 

telling the “Good News” of the Gospels with 

the potential to transform lives 

� Centered in God’s Spirit at work connecting 

us to Jesus Christ 

� Rediscovering what God has called us to be in 

Christ, growing together in new, appreciative 
and creative ways 

 
 

  

Thanks for your contribution! 
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Appendix C: Participant Survey 
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