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When is your team better  
at rising to challenges?

When they are feeling overwhelmed 
and sorry for themselves, or when they 
are confident and optimistic?

Unfortunately, when things are going 
wrong is also when a team’s morale is 
most likely to take a dive. 

The wired-in tendency of human beings 
to pay more attention to threats than 
opportunities takes some overcoming…

Fortunately, there is a better way to help 
teams reconnect with their strengths 
and restore their creativity. 

That way is known as Appreciative 
Inquiry.
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What is Appreciative Inquiry 
and how can it help me?

Appreciative Inquiry is a change method 
that looks for the best in people, their 
teams, and the whole organisation, 
instead of trying to analyse the causes "
of problems.

Why is this a better approach, for all but 
the simplest problems?

Because even if you can find the cause 
of a problem and fix it (and that’s not 
always easy), the best you can hope for 
is that you get back to the status quo.

When you lift your gaze away from the 
problem and look for what’s working in 
the current situation, what you have 
achieved, and the conditions that made 
those successes possible, new ideas 
and possibilities appear that you would 
never have found by delving deeper and 
deeper into the problem. 
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People are not machines. And 
nor are organisations.

Before Appreciative Inquiry, the 
organisation was studied as if it was a 
machine, departments and teams were 
subsystems within the machine, and 
individual people were little cogs within 
that. 

But this ignores most of what makes an 
organisation work: morale, motivation, 
team spirit, creativity, and loving what you 
do. Machines are not flexible. They can’t 
adapt. And who wants to be a cog in a 
machine?

Instead, what if you viewed organisations 
as living systems fit for human beings to 
grow and develop in – self-repairing, self-
motivating, with the capacity to evolve 
beyond what they are now?
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Why look for the best?

Even when a team is underperforming, there 
will be some aspects that are working well. If 
you find out what those are, and do more of 
them, more often, performance will improve. 

If you identify the conditions for success, you 
can put them in place more widely, allowing 
success to happen more often.

If you get your team to ask each other about 
their best experiences, they will feel more 
secure and confident than if you interrogate 
them about what caused problems. They will 
open up to each other and trust each other 
more.

When people are thinking about what they 
have achieved, and their strengths and what 
they are proud of, they feel good – which 
according to research makes their thinking 
skills improve. 

When you involve everyone in discovering 
what works, and in building a future vision 
based on that, you don’t have to ‘sell’ it to 
them – it’s already theirs. 


© Coaching Leaders 2018
 4




Appreciative Inquiry is widely 
used around the world

Here are some organisations that use 
Appreciative Inquiry:

- O2


- John Deere

- BAE Systems

- US Navy

- British Airways

- the NHS

- Verizon

- NASA

- Merck

- Walmart

- Dalai Lama Center for Peace+Education

- Hewlett Packard

- The BBC

- BP Castrol Marine


You can use it too.
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An easy, practical format for 
Appreciative Inquiry

Use the ‘5D’ format like this:

•  Define the topic for your inquiry

•  Discover what’s already working, 

and what has worked well in the 
past


•  Dream your collective vision for the 
future


•  Design possibilities for making that 
dream happen


•  Deliver the pathway to the Dream 
that you select from the range of 
options you generated in the 
Design stage: plan what you will do 
and how you will learn from the 
results, then make it happen!


See over for instructions for how to use 
Appreciative Inquiry to improve your 
team’s performance.


© Coaching Leaders 2018
 6




How to use Appreciative 
Inquiry to improve your team’s 
performance

Start with this topic:

“How can we work together most 
effectively as a team?”

This is the question your inquiry is going 
to answer. It sets the frame for what you 
will look at, and the questions you will 
use to investigate.

Then, have your team members pair up, 
ideally mixing up roles and areas, so you 
will have pairs of team members who 
don’t normally work together that 
closely.

If you want, you could even include other 
stakeholders that the team deals with, 
like representatives of suppliers or 
customers. 

Have each pair take turns in interviewing 
each other using the following questions 
(see next page):
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Discovery:  
questions for a team 
Appreciative Interview

1.  Tell me about one of your best 

experiences of great teamwork?
(you’re looking for a story, because 
stories are how we make sense of 
the world)


2.  What’s important to you about this 
experience?"
(this gets at their motivations and 
values)


3.  What conditions were in place that 
made this good experience 
possible?"
(this identifies factors that enable 
success so you can put them in 
place more widely)


4.  If you had three wishes for yourself 
or the team in relation to better 
team working, what would they 
be?"
(this identifies what your team 
members would like to change)
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Share what came out of the 
interviews

Notice how your team are feeling after 
doing the interviews (in our experience, 
they’ll be buzzing – and have a greater 
understanding of each other).

Together, identify the main themes 
coming out of the interviews.

What really inspired people in the stories 
they heard?

What conditions did they identify that 
enabled success?

What wishes do they have for the future 
of the team?

All of this will form a foundation for the 
future vision they’re going to build in the 
next stage…
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Dream: where would you like 
to be in an ideal world?

In the Dream stage you are setting a 
direction, without worrying about how 
you will get there or even how practical 
it is. Even if you only get 50% of the 
way there, that’s a 50% improvement 
on where you are now.

So ask the whole team what the ideal 
future will be like when all the wishes 
from the Discovery stage come true, 
and all problems are solved. 

You’re not after detailed proposals here 
– those come later – rather, you want a 
high-level, vivid, metaphorical view of 
what the future vision will look and feel 
like. 

So to get them out of hidebound, 
detailed thinking and ignite their 
creativity, ask them to have fun creating 
an artwork, or a theatrical skit, or some 
kind of creative representation of the 
desired future.
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Design: ideas to make it 
happen

So now you have your Dream vision for 
the future. 

Ask your team members “What could 
we do to get there?” (they don’t have 
to commit to anything at this stage, so 
they can really let their creativity flow).

You want as many ideas as possible, 
so all ideas are good ideas at this 
stage.

You could plug in your favourite 
brainstorming technique here, or just 
get them to:


1.  Silently and individually write 
down their own ideas for 3 
minutes


2.  One by one, share their ideas 
with the rest of the team.


3.  Bounce those ideas off each 
other to create more.


That way, even the more introverted 
(and possibly deeper-thinking) team 
members are heard.
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Delivery: making it happen

By now, you will have a load of ideas to 
choose from to improve how your team 
work together. 

Some of them will be the best ideas 
from the Design stage, some will have 
come from earlier stages, like the 
wishes and conditions for success from 
the Discovery stage.

So now all you have to do is decide 
what to take forward, who will make it 
happen, by when, and how you will 
learn from it. This stage of the 5-D 
cycle is pretty much conventional 
action planning – but you will probably 
find that the wave of enthusiasm 
generated by the Appreciative Inquiry 
process will mean you get more 
volunteers than usual.

Don’t squander this enthusiasm. If 
someone’s had a good idea that can 
be implemented straight away, commit 
to making it happen!
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Want to take Appreciative 
Inquiry further?

Take the 2-day Practical Appreciative Inquiry 
facilitator training – a small-group course to 
get you started using AI with team 
development, problem solving, and one to 
one coaching. 

You will learn:

•  How to define successful affirmative 

topics

•  The secrets of successful appreciative 

interviews

•  Practical ways of conducting each stage 

in the process

•  Formats for AI at organisational, team 

and individual level

•  A rapid, participatory method for building 

a high-level plan

•  How to run a large-scale AI event

•  … and much more!

Also available as an in-house course.

Why not hire Andy Smith to facilitate your 
Appreciative Inquiry event or guide you 
through how to implement an appreciative 
culture in your organisation?

For more information, and lots of free tips, 
visit coachingleaders.co.uk
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