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Abstract  

This chapter explores the power of appreciative inquiry in sustaining positive change by 
creating an on-going Òconversational convergenceÓ around the continuously evolving 
future and direction for an organization. A corporate conversational map was created 
from nine years of change data revealing the centrality of language in creating and 
sustaining change. Awareness of the corporate conversational streams and the intentional 
and positive influencing of these streams helped sustain the change process over this 
extended period. This influence comes at the individual level by developing a 
commitment for appreciative leadership principles and at the corporate level by 
incorporating appreciative design elements into the organizational structure.  
 

Introduction  

Background 

The two of us worked together for over nine years (Mike primarily as an organizational 
ÒinsiderÓ and Jim as an organizational ÒoutsiderÓ) on the formation and expansion of a 
joint venture called Vision Chicago which was formed to understand and encourage the 
processes that enable large collaborative partnerships to address domain-level issues in 
the urban context such as housing, education, employment and violence in the city of 
Chicago. The context for the research is World Vision, a large, private, volunteer 
organization (PVO) operating relief and development efforts that impact 85 million 
people in over 100 countries. Like many PVOs, World VisionÕs mission is to bring relief 
to areas experiencing intense suffering from war, famine, genocide and natural disasters, 
and to develop the capacity of communities interested in extending their reach to 
sustainable agriculture, health, education and financial self-sufficiency. Success in these 
environments requires collaboration across dividing lines of culture, religion, geography, 
sector, and economic status. Consequently, PVOs like World Vision are ideal 
organizations in which to study innovative approaches to system-wide change in diverse, 
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complex environments. In this sense the case meets the criteria for an Òextreme caseÓ 
(Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Eisenhardt, 1989). 
 
 
During its first nine years, Vision Chicago mobilized a network of over 1500 
organizations resulting in more than $6 million in direct aid, $13 million in donated 
products, and 12,000 volunteers to invest in a shared positive image of the future. In June 
1994, Vision Chicago was recognized by the Council of Foundations as one of eight 
"Models of Hope" for its pioneering work in rebuilding America's cities and in June 
1999, won the ÒBest Practices AwardÓ by HUD.  
 
Very early on, Vision Chicago became a huge success story, and World Vision began to 
replicate the model in other cities around the US (New York, Los Angeles, 
Minneapolis/St. Paul, and Seattle). The influence of Vision Chicago and these other 
Vision Cities began to be felt in World VisionÕs corporate offices in Seattle when World 
VisionÕs CEO called for a new Òregional structureÓ to support the promise of the Vision 
Cities. World Vision used appreciative inquiry in many ways throughout the formation of 
Vision Chicago, the Vision Cities, and the new regional structure, and we were always 
amazed at the power appreciative inquiry had in this highly complex environment to 
unify people around a common direction for the future. It brought together people that 
were rich and poor, black and white, northerners and southerners, close to home and far 
away to discover one anotherÕs strengths and to find agreement for collective action.  
 
Yet, a few years after we launched the initial appreciative inquiry process, we discovered 
that implementing the organizational vision initiated by appreciative inquiry became 
more difficult. We began to experience relational stress and staff fatigue. At times it 
seemed as if we were going backward rather than forward. Among the different parties 
involved, words such as ÒwarÓ and ÒcampsÓ began to replace ÒinvitationÓ and 
Òhospitality.Ó Exclusion competed with inclusion. What was wrong began to get more 
attention than what was right. Before long, we heard critics say that while appreciative 
inquiry is a potent force to help people find common ground and envision a shared future, 
it does not sustain forward movement. We were faced with the questions: If appreciative 
inquiry is so good, so effective, why is change so hard? We had experienced the amazing 
power of appreciative inquiry, but is it sustainable? Nothing we had ever experienced 
could move our complex organization forward like appreciative inquiry, but could it stay 
the course?  
 
While much research and literature has been completed on appreciative inquiry as an 
intervention (Barrett, 1995; Bushe, 1998, 1999; Bushe & Coetzer, 1995; Cooperrider & 
Srivastva, 1987; Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2001), none has explored the specific 
topic of sustainability of change that is launched by an appreciative intervention.  
 
A Word on Sustainability 
In the social construction paradigm, change neither freezes nor moves linearly.  An 
organization no sooner sets its course then the conversation shifts, diverges, grows or 
diminishes; the map of change is no longer valid.  As natural systems tend toward 
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entropy, social systems in a linguistic framework tend toward cacophony. Organizations 
dream and work toward positive futures, but we cannot predict the precise moment when 
that vision will be realized.  When it does emerge, we do not know how long it will be a 
valid present.  Consequently, sustaining change for us is intentionally moving towards a 
defined future yet remaining poised and responsive to the surprise of the future. 
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Summary of Findings 
Findings in this case study reveal that appreciative change is sustained by shaping the 
corporate conversational streams and by extending appreciative inquiry from a one-time 
or periodic intervention technique into a continuous philosophical approach facilitated by 
leadership development and organization design (see Table #1).  
 

Table1: Pr inciples for Sustainability 
Shaping the Conversation Appreciative Leadership Appreciative Organizational 

Design 
1. Listen to the Conversational 

Streams 
1. Believe in the 

Possible 
1.  Use Processes to Develop 

Shared Vision & Goals 
 

2. Join Conversations of 
Possibility & Opportunity 

2. Approach Others 
with Unconditional 
Positive Regard 

 

2.  Develop Appreciative 
Leadership 

3. Attend to Conversational 
Cross-inf luence & Balance  

 

3. Radically Include 
Others 

3.  Design for Structural 
Inclusion 

4. Enfold Voices of the Whole 
System 

4. Continuously 
Move Toward 
Others 

4.  Use Processes for Continual 
Appreciative Inquiry 

5. Pursue Continual Meaning-
Making 

 

  

6. Expand Conversations with 
Written Documents 

  

 
Shaping the Conversation 

Language is the tool by which we develop appreciative leadership and appreciative 
organization design elements. The following practices will shape conversation at both the 
individual and organizational levels: 

1. Listening to the dominant discourse and other conversational streams 
Identifying the sources and paths of various streams, exploring conversational capillaries 
that influence the streams, and interpreting their directions and relative strengths, reveal 
the vision, the obstacles, the direction, the development of the change process.  

2. Joining conversations of possibility and opportunity 
As we focus on the best, engaging in conversations of success, hope and possibility, we 
tend to move in the direction of a desired future, attracting others to the vision, drawing 
out imagination and creativity.  

3. Identifying and attending to conversational cross-influence and balance 
Awareness of the conversational streams and their cross-influence enables us to Òde-
personalizeÓ diverging and potentially competitive conversations and to determine their 
positive or negative impact on our own conversations and initiatives.   

4. Continuously enfolding the voices of the whole system 
By including a broad spectrum of stakeholders and building shared meaning, we are able 
to access more information and move more quickly while building commitment and 
pursuing innovation. 
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5. Continually pursuing shared meaning-making as people join and leave 
conversations 

Enfolding an ever-increasing number of voices improves the quality of change but 
requires on-going efforts to develop shared meaning and collective action, as people enter 
and leave organizational life. 

6. Expanding conversations of possibility through written documents 
Written communication pieces extend the conversation by sparking additional and future 
dialogue. Action follows language for a longer period of time as a new comprehensive 
vocabulary and set of images is created.  
 
Appreciative Leadership 

The following principles develop appreciative leadership or incorporate appreciative 
concepts into oneÕs personal intention and commitment: 

1. Belief in the possible 
Leaders need to believe that positive change is possible and that their vision for the future 
is real because Òauthenticity cannot be fakedÓ. When we consciously connect to our 
ultimate values they become part of us and spill out horizontally in our actions and 
relationships in our organizations.  

2. Unconditional positive regard  
Unconditional positive regard flows out of a belief that all people have intrinsic worth 
and that each stakeholder can provide a valuable contribution to the development of a 
shared vision. People contribute when they believe they are valued and that they will be 
heard.  

3. Radical inclusion of others (into the conversational stream)  
Inclusion must be a continuous act because people enter and leave organizational life. 
Inclusion requires an invitation, personal hospitality, affirmation, and respect based on an 
unconditional positive regard.  Inclusion that is radical is carried to its farthest limit: 
including people when it goes beyond the cost of time to the cost of self-sacrifice. 

4. Continuously move toward others with positive inquiry, even during conflict  
Despite differences, continually refocusing on the value of the other and inquiring into 
their ÒbestÓ offers a platform from which to recreate meaning and collective action. 
 
Appreciative Organizational Design 

These design elements include the following: 
1. Processes for developing a shared vision and goals 

A rich organizational vision, created through a collaborative process, is much more likely 
to be implemented and sustained.  

2. Efforts to develop appreciative leadership 
Leadership training that includes skill development in convening a wide range of 
stakeholders in conversations to explore the best of the past, utilizing processes to 
develop a shared vision, and engaging in the task of organizational design builds 
appreciative leadership. Training should also develop the ability to shape conversational 
streams as well as to strengthen relational competence.  

3. Organizational structure that encourages inclusion 
Structural inclusion facilitates cross-level, cross-divisional participation in corporate 
conversational streams and is most powerful when it is locally-rooted, self-organizing, 
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and coupled with some capacity for wholenessÑ a shared deepening of learning, common 
purpose, and principles.  

4. Processes for continual inquiry into the positive core 
From a structural vantage point, the four phases of appreciative inquiry need to be extended 
into the continuous cycles of the organization with repeated formal and informal 
interventions. Continual appreciative inquiry affirms that inquiry is intervention, that there 
is a self-reinforcing, synergistic relationship between creating strategy, learning through the 
process, and producing the results.  

 
Methodology  
This was a unique project that drew from a variety of methodological streams. First and 
foremost it was an appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) that resulted in 
the creation of Ògenerative theoryÓ (Gergen, 1982) about the influence of conversational 
convergence on sustaining positive organization change. It was an appreciative inquiry in 
the sense that we (the authors) used appreciative inquiry as an OD intervention 
methodology with the client system (World Vision) throughout the full nine years of the 
project. For example, in 1993-94 we, along with members of World Vision, conducted 
dozens of appreciative inquiry interviews and held a series of large-group appreciative 
inquiry summit meetings in both Chicago and Los Angeles to create Vision Chicago. We 
did the same in Minneapolis/St. Paul to create Vision Twin Cities in 1995-96. From 
1997-2001, we used a similar appreciative inquiry ÒinterventionÓ process to help World 
Vision design and implement a ÒregionalizedÓ nation-wide organizational structure.  
 
It was not just the intervention strategy, however, that made this an appreciative inquiry 
project. It was also an appreciative inquiry in the sense that throughout the project, at 
every step along the way, the responses to the appreciative questions that were posed by 
us and by the members of World Vision generated reams of ÒdataÓ (stories, quotes, 
themes, dreams, aspirations) that were collected in the form of transcripts, field notes, 
and other forms of communication media (reports, memos, emails, videotapes, etc.). 
These data were collected, analyzed, and used as the basis for the generative theory 
developed in this chapter and in other publications (Mantel, 2001; Ludema, 2001; Mantel 
& Ludema, 2000; Ludema, Wilmot, & Srivastva, 1997; Ludema, 1996).  
 
Insider/Outsider Research Team 
Although our study was fundamentally an appreciative inquiry leading to generative 
theory, it drew from other methodological approaches. We used an insider/outsider 
research team (Bartunek & Louis, 1996) to counter one of the main criticisms of 
qualitative research in organizations that no matter how carefully and faithfully done, the 
study always represents the interpreting perspective of only one single observer, and is 
thus subject to idiosyncrasies. Using two perspectives helped to mitigate this problem. It 
also served to expand our access to data. MikeÕs role as an organizational insider gave 
him direct experience with information, meanings, and perspectives unattainable to 
anyone from the outside. JimÕs role as an organizational outsider (consultant and 
academic) allowed him to appreciate MikeÕs experience and to compare it with that of 
several other informants and data sources. 
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Data Collection 
The story of how conversational convergence led to sustainable positive change over time 
was built from four data sources collected over a nine-year period from 1992-2001: (1) 
semi-structured interviews with 84 people connected to the World Vision initiatives (42 
from Vision Chicago; 30 from Vision Twin Cities; 12 from the Regionalization 
initiative); (2) over 10,000 pages of historical document such as memos, letters, faxes, 
emails, concept papers, strategy documents, meeting minutes, magazine and newspaper 
articles, and promotional brochures, (3) notes from a series of large-group appreciative 
inquiry summit meetings held with World Vision over the period of the study, and (4) 
participant observation (Spradley, 1980) and field notes from formal and informal 
meetings and conversations with dozens of people involved with Vision Chicago, Vision 
Twin Cities, and the Regionalization effort during the entire nine-month period. The 
participants/informants for the study included a wide range of people from the World 
Vision board, corporate offices, regional offices, partner organizations, and donor 
community. 
 
Data Analysis 
One of the foundational principles of appreciative inquiry is that organizations move in 
the direction of their most compelling guiding images of the future (Cooperrider, 1990). 
From a social constructionist perspective, guiding images of the future are nothing more 
than patterns of conversations or stories that organizations tell themselves about what to 
expect from the future. Thus, our interest in this study was to track the content of 
conversations at World Vision from 1992-2001 to discover the implicit images of the 
future that were guiding the actions and directions of organizational members. To do this, 
we developed a methodology that we have chosen to label Òconversational mappingÓ to 
track the patterns of change at World Vision. Once we built the conversational map of 
ÒWorld Vision 1992-2001,Ó we analyzed it and used the conventions of grounded theory 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and generative theory (Gergen, 1982) 
to develop our explanation of how positive organization change can be sustained by 
managing the corporate conversation through acts of appreciative leadership and 
appreciative organization design. 
 
We developed the conversational map by taking the following steps: 

1. Analyze and summarize the data on a timeline 
2. Highlight major events 
3. Review cross-influence of key events 
4. Identify conversational epochs 
5. Identify key themes 
6. Develop narratives for key themes 

The historical documents were reviewed and summarized in various grids and charts for 
further analysis. Events from the nine years of data that received a lot of attention or 
energy in the thematic conversations were highlighted (Jick, 1979) grouped, themed and 
charted to create a conversational map of the corporate conversations. Time was 
represented on the horizontal axis by year (see appendix). Using second-order analysis 
(Van Maanen, 1979), we looked across the conversational streams at particular moments 
in time to see how an individual corporate conversation may have influenced other 
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conversations. Time periods with major directional shifts were identified and named to 
reflect the conversational character of the period. The timeline reflected five 
conversational epochs: 1) cacophony, 2) creation, 3) divergence, 4) competition, and 5) 
convergence. We selected key moments (i.e. highs, lows, twists, turns, trends, and events) 
from the timeline that measurably moved World Vision toward philosophical and 
structural change. 
  
Narratives were created for these moments by following a procedure similar to that of the 
open coding technique of grounded theory research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  Open 
coding is the part of analysis that pertains specifically to the naming and categorizing of 
phenomena through close examination of data.  The purpose of open coding is to identify 
and name concepts or themes and then to make propositions about these themes and 
relationships to other themes, thereby advancing the development of theoretical 
knowledge (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
 
While similar to open coding, the procedure used in this study differed in two significant 
ways.  First, consistent with a commitment to appreciation and generative theory, the 
themes that were sought were those that reflected the most powerful and compelling 
hopes and aspirations of program participants.  Instead of searching for "just any old 
theme," the search was guided by the generative-theoretical questions:  "What is striking, 
intriguing, compelling, and hopeful about this data?  What new possibilities for social-
organizational theory and practice does it invite?  What fresh vistas and vocabularies can 
be discovered that make a transformative contribution to human thought and action?Ó  
Second, the purpose of the coding was not to develop a grounded theory as such, but to 
generate a series of narratives that would tell the story of sustaining appreciative change 
in a compelling and generative way and Òenrich the range of theoretical discourse with 
the particular hope of expanding the potential for human practicesÓ (Gergen, 1994). 
 
The narratives were used to create a story for each of the five epochs. Following each 
story we developed a mini-method section on the specific appreciative inquiry 
intervention(s) used during the time period. Observations from each epoch are woven 
together to produce an initial framework for sustainability of appreciative change (see 
table #2. 

 
Table 2: Story Observations 

Creation 
 

Divergence Competition Convergence 

!  Invitation & 
Hospitality 

!  Challenge of the 
Dominant Discourse 

 

!  Words for 
Competitive 
Advantage 

!  Leadership 

!  Continual 
Engagement 

 

!  Meaning of Words !  Back to Problem 
Solving 

!  Inclusion 

!  Expanding 
Dialogue 

 

!  Balanced Dialogue !  Exclusion !  Shared Meaning 

!  Continual 
Innovation 

!  Organizational Design !  Change Agent 
Fatigue 

!  Organizational 
Design 
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!  Change Agents !  Focus on the Best 

 
Power of Conversational Convergence  
When we began to analyze the research data, we found the Òcorporate conversationÓ went 
through a series of phases over time and that these conversational phases served as a 
harbinger of decisions and actions to come. At first, there was Òconversational 
cacophonyÓ with multiple voices talking over one another with no seeming coherence. 
Analysis of the conversations highlighted issues of identity, sustainability, survival, 
opportunity, fear, risk, mistrust, curiosity, hope, compassion, service, ownership, and 
creativity.  
 
This cacophony led to paralysis, immobilization. No one knew how to get started. As 
appreciative inquiry was introduced and voices were brought into the conversation, 
connected, and amplified, an epoch of Òconversational creationÓ began in which 
relationships were strengthened and a common image of the future began to emerge (see 
Figure #1). This led to a virtual explosion of cooperation, action, and organizing at 
multiple levels and locations.   
 

Figure #1 

#1 Sustaining National Domestic Ministries 

#2 Vision Chicago 

#3 New Organizational Structure — Local 

#4 New Organizational Structure — National 

CREATION CACOPHONY 

 
 
Four major conversational streams became visible that encompassed the multiple 
organizational levels and locations. They were 1) sustaining national domestic ministries, 
2) creating a local partnership called Vision Chicago to increase ministry impact, 3) 
visions of a new local organizational structure, and 4) visions of a new national 
organizational structure. Positive change was being accomplished at each of these four 
levels in the initial three years of the study. 
 
Over time, however, environmental forces, organizational distractions, personal factors, 
and the normal ups-and-downs of organizational life began to divert our attention, and we 
entered into an epoch of Òconversational divergence.Ó Conversation that had previously 
been focused on a shared, preferred future began to take on new, unshared meaning, and 
people began to pursue divergent directions. An analysis of the data suggests that these 
four conversational streams diverged into two primary flows (see Figure #2). The first 
flow focused on sustaining national domestic programs, combining the first three 
conversation streams to the exclusion of the fourth.  This stream primarily found its 
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source in the national headquarters. The other conversational flow focused on creating an 
inter-related organizational structure, combining the last three conversational streams to 
the exclusion of the first.  This stream found its source in Chicago.  
 

Figure #2 

 
 
The term Òvision cities,Ó when uttered by staff at the national office, referred to efforts to 
sustain national, domestic ministries. The same term, Òvision cities,Ó when uttered by 
staff in the Chicago office, referred to a national effort to create local independent 
business units that were supported by an integrated marketing and ministry effort from 
the national offices.  
 
The conversational streams continued to diverge to the point that they separated totally 
and began to develop independently. The activity in Chicago (i.e. Vision Chicago and 
new local organization structure) was a part of both conversational streams but was 
interpreted by one group in the context of sustaining national domestic ministries and by 
the other in the context of creating an inter-related organizational structure. As these two 
primary conversational flows continued to bifurcate and the divergence went unchecked, 
the conditions for Òconversational competitionÓ began to develop (see Figure #3).  The 
divergent voices grew louder and louder and, in multiple ways, attempted to silence the 
others. During this phase, rivalries for access, resources, and legitimacy occurred, and 
many early gains began to erode.  
 

Figure #3 

 
 
Finally, a phase of  Òconversational convergenceÓ emerged when the organization 
reinvested in appreciative processes, specifically appreciative approaches to leadership 

#1 Sustaining National  Domestic Minis-

#2 Vision Chicago 

#3 New Organizational Structure Ñ  Local  

#4 New Organizational Structure Ñ  National  

CREATION 

 
}  

#1 Sustaining National  Domestic Ministries 

#3 Creating the Inter-related Organization 

}  #2 Vision 
Chicago 

DIVERGENCE 

 

#1 Sustaining National  Domestic Ministries 

#3 Creating the Inter-related Organization 

#2 Vision 
Chicago 

DIVERGENCE 

Regionalization 

USFO 

!  
!  

# ! 

" # 
"  

? 

À 
!  "  
#  

COMPETITION 

"  

"  
!  

"  

"  

!  "  À 

# 

"  
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and organization design (see Figure #4). This led to a new flourishing of cooperation, 
action and organizing around a common image of the future. At this point in the case 
study, we began to see our organization as streams of conversations that rise and fall, 
grow and diminish. Awareness of the corporate conversation and its shaping helped us to 
sustain the process of positive change. We discovered that once awareness of the 
conversational streams is developed, appreciative change can be maintained by 
intentionally and positively influencing those streams. This influence comes at the 
individual level by developing a commitment for appreciative leadership and at the 
corporate level by incorporating appreciative design elements into the organizational 
structure. 

Figure #4 

 
 
We suggest that appreciative organizational change took root for World Vision as its 
change agents embraced appreciative leadership and the corporate conversational streams 
converged, producing enough corporate attention, will, engagement, and resources for 
organizational (re)design, the third ÒDÓ of appreciative inquiryÕs 4-D model. However, 
we have observed this as part of an historical analysis of the process. When a change 
agent is in the thick of change, how does he or she keep moving along the winding path 
of change over the long haul? That change takes time (Jick, 1995), often a long time, is 
not a new discovery, but how do individuals and organizations remain engaged, poised 
for the possible? What can both individuals and organizations do to promote 
conversational convergence?  
 
We propose that appreciative change is sustained by shaping the corporate conversational 
streams and by extending appreciative inquiry from a one-time or periodic intervention 
technique into a continuous philosophical approach facilitated by leadership development 
and organization design (see Table #1). 
 
Shaping the Conversation 

1. Listen to the dominant discourse and other conversational streams 
The sustainability of appreciative change begins with the social constructionist 
perspective that Òwords create worldsÓ (Ludema, Wilmot, & Srivastva, 1997). These 
worlds are emerging and evolving as people enter and leave conversations. The 
conversational streams that are flowing within and around an organization reveal a sense 
of the world that is evolving in that organization. Identifying the sources and paths of 
various streams, exploring conversational capillaries that influence the streams, and 
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interpreting their directions and relative strengths, reveal the vision, the obstacles, the 
direction, the development of the change process.  
 
The dominant discourse at World Vision for five of the years covered by this study was 
the relocation of its national office and the transition of its president. These conversations 
consumed the organization, as existing and new staff worked to define their roles within 
these transitions, and overshadowed the conversations of the new locally integrated 
structure (i.e. the inter-related organization), which began to be interpreted differently by 
members of various divisions as they made sense of them in isolation. Ultimately, 
confusion and competition resulted in hindered movement toward the positive vision that 
had, at one time, been shared. Being cognizant of the conversational streams would have 
increased our ability to choose which dialogue to join, influence, connect to, strengthen 
or redirect (Ford & Ford, 1995; Ludema, 2001) in order to affect the desired outcome. 
Understanding the continuous ebb and flow of conversations urges an appreciative leader 
to remain watchful, anticipating that shared meaning can only be achieved for a short 
period of time and requires perpetual engagement.  

2. Join conversations of possibility & opportunity  
The questions we ask and the dialogues in which we engage are fateful (Ludema et al., 
2001).  People choose the conversational streams in which they participate. At least, they 
choose the manner in which they engage in dialogue. When they choose to focus on 
deficits, engaging in the negative, deconstructive conversation stream, people tend 
toward problem solving and competition. During the epoch of conversational 
competition, Vision Chicago had devolved from a model of hope to a conflict. Both sides 
were painting a picture of the failing Òother.Ó Hospitality, creative conversations and 
shared planning summits were replaced with formal audits and email announcements. 
These activities broadened and deepened the negative dialogue and focused creative 
energy on raising concerns of personal competence, loyalty, and ongoing involvement of 
the participants. 
 
On the other hand, when people focus on the best, engaging in conversations of success, 
hope and possibility, they tend to move in the direction of their desired future, attracting 
others to the vision, drawing out imagination and creativity. The shared investment in 
certain programs continued even during the period of conversational competition. When 
personal engagement is exercised with positive and generative conversations, people 
imagine, create and move in the direction of a shared vision of what can and should be. 
This positive movement forward is not in a straight line but follows the course of the 
conversational stream. An appreciative leader is always evaluating conversations, 
refocusing the limited resources of personal and organizational attention from diverging, 
competitive, and destructive conversations to those that focus on Òthe best.Ó 
 

3. Identify and attend to conversational cross-influence & balance  
The analysis of the historical data revealed four primary conversational streams that were 
created, connected and amplified. These began to divert, compete and then converge for 
the creation of World Vision Chicago. The conversational map also reveals that these 
conversational streams, while developing somewhat independently, influenced each other 
to bring about greater convergence or divergence for appreciative change. Had we been 
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attending to these conversational cross-influences at the time, we would have been able to 
positively affect them towards convergence, rather than allowing divergence to deepen 
into competition. 
 
Awareness of the conversational streams and their cross-influence enables change agents 
to Òde-personalizeÓ diverging and potentially competitive conversations to determine the 
positive or negative impact on their own initiatives and conversations and to achieve 
conversational balance.  
 
Conversational balance is a paradox. In a discussion around the notion of paradoxes in 
organizations, Smith and Berg (Berg, 1987) suggest that typically when people in 
organizations are confronted with something different than themselves or disagreeable to 
themselves, they separate that entity and fight against it.  This results in an even stronger 
reassertion of the different entity. The intensity of this conflict escalates as the push back 
and forth continues and shifts energy from the desired end to a battle of the present 
means. Conversational balance calls for a deliberate resistance to such antagonism. 
Put simply, the paradox is, ÒTalk softly, to be louder.Ó In order to move organizations 
forward, the conversational stream of change needs to be amplified enough to become the 
dominant discourse, or at least a major discourse, of the organization without drowning 
out voices of other, perhaps divergent, conversations. Efforts to strengthen a conversation 
that creates antagonistic reactions in other streams invites a spirit of competition rather 
than one of co-creation.  
 

4. Continuously enfold the voices of the whole system  
Movement towards conversational convergence in this study was expedited when four 
appreciative processes were brought together, bringing over 125 people into the 
conversation. The first was an appreciative inquiry summit orchestrated at the senior 
management level. The second was a Òwalk-aboutÓ, an informal set of appreciative 
interviews with the national administrative leadership who had previously not 
participated in the dialogue. The third was a series of appreciative inquiry summits with 
20 new staff and 70 stakeholders from across Chicago. The fourth was a series of 
working meetings with 40 ÒSWATÓ teams from across the divisions at World VisionÕs 
national office to design a new organizational structure.   
 
When we included the voices of the whole system (Levine & Mohr, 1998) into the 
change conversation, participants were able to 1) build an understanding of the need for 
change, 2) analyze the current reality and determine what should be changed, 3) generate 
ideas about how to change the existing processes, and 4) begin to implement and support 
the change efforts. We discovered that by including a broad spectrum of stakeholders and 
building shared meaning, we were able to access more information and move more 
quickly while building commitment and pursuing innovation (Deazin, Glynn, & 
Kazanjian, 1999; Jick, 1995). 
 

5. Continually pursue shared meaning-making as people join and leave 
conversations 
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Including the voices of the whole system into the change conversation sustained and 
enriched it. We collectively developed a new meaning for regionalization. It moved from 
being a Vision City, to a strategy for regionalization, to a metro strategy. The participants 
in the dialogue shared this meaning. In order to achieve a shared meaning, those that had 
been in the conversation for a period of time needed to make space for new participants 
by giving up authorship of old ideas and embracing new ideas. To develop a shared 
meaning of regionalization, the conversation could not be forced into a mode of Òbeen 
there, done that.Ó This process to affirm and build a shared understanding required 
patience and self-sacrifice and a lot of up-front time, but greatly improved the quality of 
the ideas and the efficiency of their implementation. 
 
Continual meaning-making (Nutt & Backoff, 1997b) sustains appreciative change as 
people come and go in organizational life. As voices enter or leave a conversational 
stream, meaning changes for those involved and must be recreated for the participants. 
Enfolding an ever-increasing number of voices improves the quality of change 
(Dannemiller & Jacobs, 1992; Deazin et al., 1999; Nutt & Backoff, 1997a) but requires 
on-going efforts. 
 
 

6. Expand conversations with written documents 
Written communication pieces extend the conversation even further. The position papers 
and business plans for Vision Chicago and regionalization created words and images, 
which were presented to people who had not previously been included in the 
conversation. When all of these documents were gathered into an anthology of the 
regionalization conversation, the dialogue was extended to still more participants.  
Additionally, written communication sparked future dialogue. A new comprehensive 
vocabulary and set of images and ideas were created and action followed language for a 
period of time. In this case, even over the long process of change. 
 
Conversational Convergence Through Relational Leadership 
 We suggest that organizations can sustain appreciative change by remaining mindful of 
four influencing factors; belief, regard, inclusion, and movement; and incorporating them 
into the personal intention and commitment of its leadership (see table #3).  
 

Table 3: Factors influencing appreciative leadership 
Influencing Factors Appreciative Leadership 

Our belief for the future 
 

1. Believe in the possible 

Our regard for others 2. Approach others with unconditional positive 
regard 

 
Our ability to include others 
 

3. Radically include others 

Our commitment to move toward others 4. Continuously move toward others 

 
1. Believe in the possible  
Belief in the possible is at the core of sustaining appreciative change. The shape and 
source of belief in the possible varies, but its existence enables movement toward the 
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deepest level of our understanding of life. Participants in the World Vision Chicago case 
intensely believed that people would be able to span the divisions of class, creed, and 
color to create mutually beneficial relationships and programs. When we actively and 
continually immerse ourselves in values such as love, personal relationships, creativity 
and completeness we are imbued with those very same qualities.  When we consciously 
connect to our ultimate values they become part of us and spill out horizontally in our 
actions and relationships in our organizations. To believe that those possibilities will 
spring from our present or past into our future compels us to be ready to greet them as 
opportunities. 
   
Intention begins with an intuitive knowledge of the possible, rather than the true; not so 
much the account of that which has happened as the prompting of that which might 
happen (Gagliardi, 1999). Much like a movie projection on a screen, human systems 
project ahead of themselves a horizon of expectation that brings the future powerfully 
into the present as a causal agent (Srivastva, Cooperrider, & Al., 1990). Hopeful images, 
in turn, are powerful catalysts for change and transformation.  The appreciative change 
agent lives and acts out of a sense of excited anticipation of the unexpected.  By means of 
inquiry into the life-giving dimensions of the organization, the change agent stimulates 
collective imagination and aspirations to create images of new possibilities that guide our 
action (Ludema et al., 1997). 

 
2. View others with unconditional positive regard  
Unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1980) flows out of a belief that all people have 
intrinsic worth. As a participant in the organization, each person can provide a valuable 
contribution to the development of a shared vision.  In the World Vision Chicago story, 
some of the best program innovations and marketing approaches were sparked from 
conversations far outside the mainstream of corporate conversations. The people that 
generated these ideas lived in ÒimpoverishedÓ Lawndale, pastored a suburban church, or 
were living out retirement on the North Shore. They contributed because they felt that 
they would be heard.  
 
As Quinn, Spreitzer & Brown put it, Òthe leader attracts others by maintaining reverence 
for them and an awareness of their highest potential selfÓ (2000). Unconditional positive 
regard grows out of a closely held belief, a positive world-and-life view.  Practicing the 
words of appreciation contribute to the development of a deeper, genuine appreciation for 
each individual.  However, using appreciative language as a means to reduce resistance to 
change or to manipulate organization members into accepting a top-down change will not 
afford the sustainability of appreciative leadership.  In other words, to avoid the short-
lived, cynicism-inducing change interventions described in MolinskyÕs (1999) or 
Rousseau and TijoriwalaÕs (1999) hospital case studies, appreciation has to be talked and 
walked. As Groucho joked, ÒAuthenticity cannot be fakedÓ (Bennis, 1999). Deep 
appreciation engenders trust, which enriches the conversational stream that creates the 
future into which the organization begins to live. 
 
Positive response to affirmation spans all levels of an organization from the personal 
conversational conduct of an individual to that of an operational team and the entire 
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organization. As people create, connect, and amplify generative conversational streams, a 
compelling vision and positive goals are imagined and implemented.  
 
Approaching people with an unconditional positive regard and using appreciative inquiry 
awakens a set of common higher values. It reveals striking similarity of ultimate concerns 
among people regardless of race, culture, religion or geographical location. It focuses 
people on a set of shared common ideals. It taps into the most noble beliefs and 
traditionsÑ values such as cooperation, respect, awareness of the divine, living in 
community, the dignity of work, hospitality, justice, peace, fairness, and stewardship of 
the natural environmentÑ that are common among cultures and gives them life. Deep and 
collective exploration into ultimate concerns has the capacity to inspire hope precisely 
because it compels us to transcend the ego, to put ourselves in service of a cause that is 
beyond us yet that we make our own, and to move toward Òthe best as a totalityÓ 
(Ludema et al., 1997). 
 
The process of identifying these values begins in the discovery phase of appreciative 
inquiry when organizational members explore the positive change core within themselves 
and in others, but it is perhaps most powerfully expressed in the dream stage when 
participants turn their attention to envisioning their hopes and aspirations for the future.  
It continues into the design and destiny phases as organizational members invest in the 
hard yet rewarding work of shaping their organizational architectures to embody these 
values both as a means and as an end.  The discovery of these ideals and the 
commonalities between cultures has the effect of attracting a wide range of people with 
diverse perspectives to a shared vision and collective action.  Appreciative inquiry is a 
radically inclusive approach that draws in a wide range of people and inspires human 
action in the service of the widest possible good. Unconditional positive regard leads to 
investment in relationships.  This is at the heart of appreciative leadership. Relationships, 
unlike productivity and financial return, are not usually a primary focus or a measured 
outcome. An organization needs to define its relational competence as clearly as it 
defines its managerial or financial competence. 
 
3. Radically include others (into the conversational stream) 
Inclusion of others into our processes, teams, or conversations must be a continuous act 
because people enter and leave organizational life. Inclusion requires an invitation. Some 
people enter into the conversational stream with a simple invitation; others require an 
engaging courtship. The courtship is personal and often requires considerable time to 
convince the other of your intentions. This is especially true when an organization is built 
across the social dividing lines of race, culture, geography, and wealth as is World Vision 
Chicago. These dividing lines are crafted in a long history of different language and 
perspective, steeped in misunderstanding and mistrust. Personal hospitality, affirmation, 
and respect based on an unconditional positive regard are fundamental to move people 
toward significant involvement in the corporate conversational streams. 
 
Inclusion that is radical is carried to its farthest limit: including people when it goes 
beyond the cost of time to the cost of self-sacrifice. Some people are not fun to include; 
sometimes the return on investment may not be immediately evident. Personal self-



17 of 28 

sacrifice may be required to build trust and to communicate that the mission of the 
organization is of greater significance than a personal agenda. People are more likely to 
contribute selflessly when a role model is acting in an altruistic fashion (Quinn et al., 
2000). 
 
In the real world, radical inclusion may seem foolishly optimistic. There were people 
who did not respond to ongoing invitations for inclusion in World Vision Chicago, and 
there were times throughout this study that we were convinced we just needed to cut our 
losses with certain people. Although limited resources, time, and energy must be 
balanced with overcoming barriers to inclusion and a reasonable return on the relational 
investment, we were often surprised by a person that turned from an aggressive 
competitor to a valuable partner. 
 
Continuous engagement and continual meaning making are important because people 
come and people go in organizational life. Also, the broader the diversity among 
stakeholders, the more need for on-going interpretation, translation and re-interpretation 
between different groups in order to extend the conversation.  PeopleÕs languages, 
backgrounds and approaches are so different that misunderstandings emerge when they 
are brought into relationship. Vision has to be continuously revisited, re-imagined and re-
crafted. As new people join in (with new ideas, resources, agendas, aspirations, and 
hopes) they have to be negotiated into the whole. In order to achieve a shared meaning, 
those that had been in the conversation for a period of time need to make space for new 
participants by giving up authorship of ÒoldÓ ideas and embracing ÒnewÓ ideas even if the 
old and the new are virtually the same idea.  
 
Expanding conversations through written communications is an additional method to 
include others. Recalling how written communications bring the distribution of vision 
beyond an individualÕs relational impact provides motivation to document ideas and 
dialogues when time and resources would otherwise deter us.    
 
4. Continuously move toward others with positive inquiry, even in conflict.  
Despite differences, continually refocusing on the value of the other and inquiring into 
their ÒbestÓ offers a platform from which to recreate meaning and collective action. 
Conflict and discomfort are inherent in human relationships, particularly across dividing 
lines, but appreciative inquiry provides leaders with a radically simple method to 
navigate through conflict. 
 
Critics of appreciative inquiry purport that it is all about feeling good.  In stark contrast to 
this position, members of World Vision Chicago experienced discomfort and conflict 
throughout the process. The intervention itself and the action it inspired created a type of 
pressure cooker.  Other perspectives, other stories, beckoned our attention, drowning out 
hope for constructive change.  It was difficult for us to maintain a positive posture. 
Sometimes we failed. Our courage flagged, isolation beset us, and the voices became 
confusing.  This despite our first-hand observations of the positive power of being in the 
discovery process with others, uncertain of the outcome, yet creating something together.  
Only by moving into the conflictÑ re-engaging with appreciative questions into the best 
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of the past and the excellent, shared futuresÑ were we able to remove ourselves from 
deficit-based, problem-focused mire. 
 
Physically charting an organizationÕs conversations gives a leader a powerful roadmap to 
determine how or when to move toward others (especially outside of the managerÕs 
immediate sphere of influence). The conversational map helps a leader rise above the 
emotion of conflict and take an objective view of the corporate conversation. Being 
cognizant of the conversational streams increases our ability to choose which dialogues to 
join, influence, connect to, strengthen or redirect in order to affect the desired outcome. 
Understanding the continuous ebb and flow of conversations in the broader framework of 
the organization or even the larger environment urges an appreciative leader to remain 
watchful, anticipating that shared meaning requires perpetual engagement. 
 
Conversely, efforts to exclude participants from conversations broaden divergence and 
create an environment for competition. As competition for resources, visibility, and 
personal position grow, the potential for cooperative movement forward erode and people 
get worn out. 
 
When a struggle becomes personalized and devaluing, participants spend more time with 
those that agree with them and begin to create meaning within more limited contexts. 
This pushes the other even further away.  The other descends from being a person with a 
different perspective to being a person who is evil, intending to inflict personal harm. 
Once a relational posture of competition sets in, competing camps are inevitable, leading 
to fragmentation and eventual annihilation of the other. Yet it is a gradual evolution. 
First, focusing on a difference creates a little distance. Then, focusing on the distance 
reveals more differences and greater distance. Finally, camps are entrenched against one 
another, planning for war. Continuously moving toward others, even in conflict sustains 
appreciative change. 

 
Conversational Convergence Through Organization Design 
Finally, we suggest that organizations can sustain appreciative change by incorporating 
appreciative design elements into their organizational structures. Design elements such as 
maintaining openness to shared vision and goals, developing appreciative leadership, 
developing intentional, structural inclusion and committing to regular, on-going 
appreciative inquiry into its positive core (see table #4). 
  

Table 4: Appreciative Organizational Design 
1. Shared vision and goals 
2. Develop appreciative leadership 
3. Structural inclusion 

!  Develop a shared knowledge web 
!  Go local 
!  Balance openness with control 
!  Discover and strengthen change agents 
!  Construct relational on-ramps 
!  Negotiate and create balanced scorecards  

4. Continual appreciative inquiry 
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1. Processes for developing shared vision and goals 
A rich organizational vision, created through a collaborative process, is much more likely 
to be implemented and sustained. (Bate, Khan, & Pye, 2000; Coghlan, 1998; Nutt & 
Backoff, 1997a; Quinn et al., 2000; Schneider, Brief, & Guzzo, 1996). The most 
compelling vision is one that people have constructed themselves and, therefore, feel 
passionate about implementing. Similarly, because knowledge within a system comes 
from a wide range of sources, proponents of whole system change argue convincingly 
that when an entire system is brought together to create a vision, its implementation is 
accelerated and the change process is more sustainable. Levine and Mohr report that 
Òwhen people are asked to collaborate in the creation of future realities Ð if their activities 
are structured to evoke the use of new skills and behaviors Ð the participants cannot help 
but be changed by the experienceÓ (1998). Cross-level and cross-divisional creativity 
(Deazin et al., 1999) attracts the largest possible number of voices, producing a rich and 
textured vision that improves sustainability. Traditional business practice leans toward 
the notion that vision is penned by senior leadership and then rolled out to line 
management to be implemented on the ground. This was not our experience in World 
Vision Chicago. Rather, we saw that change efforts that seek to draw in all stakeholders 
into an ever-expanding circle of dialogue access a more complete body of knowledge and 
enjoy a higher level of commitment for implementation (Tenkasi, 2000). 
 
This movement can be facilitated by a continual search for the life-giving capacities of 
everyone that is participating in that system through creating summits that evolve more 
and more sophisticated positive questions which deepen the capacity of the whole system 
to connect to its positive core.  
   
2. Efforts to develop appreciative leadership 
Leadership training that includes skill development in convening stakeholders to involve 
themselves in whole system change and the other aspects of appreciative leadership 
developed above is an important organizational design element. Appreciative leadership 
is essential to sustaining appreciative change (Bennis, 1999). Appreciative leadership 
reaches out to include a wide range of stakeholders in conversations to explore the best of 
the past, utilize processes to develop a shared vision, and engage in the difficult task of 
organizational design. Appreciative leaders have a sense of the conversational streams 
within an organization and invest in positive conversations of opportunity while 
maintaining balance across the conversational streams. They seek to develop their own 
belief in the possible, maintain an unconditional positive regard toward others, practice 
radical inclusion and continually move toward others, even during conflict, with positive 
inquiry. 
 
Appreciative leadership may exist at many levels within an organization, but when it is 
embraced by top-level leaders, appreciative change is much easier to sustain. Throughout 
this story, leadership brought together the organization to imagine and move toward a 
preferred future. The intent was not to create a strategy but rather to harness the 
innovation that existed throughout World Vision and its partners. While the support of 
senior leadership did facilitate sustaining appreciative change by assisting in bringing 
about conversational convergence, it should be stated that convergence was never a 
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stationary condition. The conversation immediately began to change form as new people 
and new issues shifted it. The appreciative leader must remain cognizant of 
conversational streams and continue to shape them.  
 
3. Organizational structure that encourages inclusion 
With reference to one case study, Burke noted, ÒThe big picture work was done. The 
devil was now in the details.  These details involved improving the systems (especially 
the information system), eliminating unneeded paperwork, and changing the reward 
systems.  It was a matter of providing support and removing barriersÓ (Burke, 1995). The 
integration of systems into a change initiative is commonly a challenge. However, 
personal regard and radical inclusion extend into an organization through a set of 
appreciative design elements for structural inclusion. Structural inclusion facilitates 
cross-level, cross-divisional participation in corporate conversational streams (Deazin et 
al., 1999). We found the appreciative organization design to be most powerful when it 
was locally-rooted, self-organizing, and coupled with some capacity for wholenessÑ a 
shared deepening of learning, common purpose, and principles.  
 
This can be achieved by hosting a global summit or whole-systems planning process each 
year or by creating a shared knowledge web to experience, assess, and share the total 
strength of the system while empowering the local entity with its own self-management 
practices and decision-making. To this end, a number of design elements emerged during 
the period of this study. 
 
Go local. Appreciative inquiry unleashes freedom and local initiative that enable 
sustainable solutions. By pushing the decision-making point as far out from the central 
leadership as possible, appreciative inquiry liberates local staff to innovate, energized by 
the strengths, assets, and resources they have identified in themselves. It allows people to 
dream and design their organizations and their social reality at the local level. It affirms 
local culture, tradition, and ways of doing things.  This has proven to be essential in the 
context of international organization development where local solutions are the most 
appropriate for local situations and where respect for cultures, differences, and global 
variety is a required ingredient for change.  This is also essential in business contexts 
where the local team is closest to the customer. Within deficit-based approaches, large-
scale change in global organizations is sustained as long as there is a high degree of 
investment and mobilization emanating from the corporate center. However, when 
corporate energies wane or attention wanders, local offices begin to focus upon events 
closer to home and the relevance or engagement of the shared object of attention declines 
(Zald, 1999). This may have happened in World Vision Chicago when corporate attention 
was turned away from regionalization toward relocation and the search for a new 
president.  However, re-engagement of the appreciative approach brought the focus of 
Chicago participants back to the shared object of attention. 
 
Maintain openness to discovery rather than attempting to predetermine or control the 

outcome. Such openness may appear organizationally inefficient, but its value lies in the 
readiness to sport whatever form is required under the local circumstances. The members 
of such an organization are busy improvising and tinkering (Ciborra, 1996). The benefit 
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of a ÒplanÓ that captures the experiences to date and provides comfort for the members 
must be balanced with the benefit of openness to discovery.  
 
Discover and strengthen the change agents and adopt processes to transfer this role from 

individuals to whole systems. Unless there is some way to affirm the change agents, either 
by giving them authority or by someone who does have authority backing them, change 
agents seem to burn out over time. It takes time to build into the DNA of an organization 
the principles of complex systems, relational interaction, discovery and construction in 
such a way that it can run itself in a healthy way. The change agents have to stay 
positively engaged until the dominant discourse of the organization enfolds the 
conversation of change. As the circle of dialogue is expanded through cross-divisional 
visioning, new change agents are likely to emerge from various arenas. The greater the 
number of change agents as the change process develops, the less vulnerable the initiative 
will be to change agent burnout. Through much of this study, World Vision ChicagoÕs 
change agents were leading with vision, not power or authority. As the change 
conversation began to impact the dominant discourse, however, the change agents were 
strengthened and their role shifted from individuals to whole systems. 
 
Construct relational “on-ramps” and other systems that bring participants into on-going 

relational proximity. In this case study, urban vision trips made it possible for 
suburbanites to build relationships with urban residents. Steering committees and task 
forces enabled business leaders to use their skills to strengthen World VisionÕs operations 
and those of its partners. The act of collaborative visioning was an on-ramp by itself. 
Appreciative summits and follow-up activity were also effective on-ramps. Participation 
at an appreciative inquiry summit is, by design, diverse and inclusive of all the 
organizationÕs stakeholders (Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998). Team building around 
specific projects allows for the interrelation of organization members.  The concept of 
relational competence should be promoted, recognized, applauded. 
 
Negotiate and create balanced scorecards (Burke, 1995) for team members that clearly 

define and measure the key activities required to move the mission and goals of the 

organization forward. Adding scorecards to other communication tools measures and 
extends conversations of success. To sustain appreciative change, organizations need to 
develop the competencies of summarizing and communicating the relational bottom-line 
of their operations as clearly and aggressively as they do their financial bottom-line. 
Developing the means to measure relational trends and to identify areas of success and 
opportunity for investment strengthens the relational fabric of the organization and yields 
greater appreciative sustainability. 
Individual scorecards that are rolled together to form a team scorecard and team 
scorecards that are rolled together to form a whole system emphasizes the need for 
inclusion and the relational impact of the whole team. Each scorecard should include 
elements for cross-team and cross-divisional goals in order to encourage and measure 
collective efforts.  
 
Scorecards should also tie to a system of gathering and extending best practices, 
breakthrough achievements and good news. ÒNew knowledgeÓ is an item measured on 
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scorecards at Ernst & Young. Partners are assessed on how much good news or how 
many breakthrough achievements they have shared with the rest of the organization.  
Rewards are tied to the number of Òknowledge objectsÓ that each partner puts into the 
knowledge management system.  
 
Scorecards need to be redesigned, or at least reconsidered, at regular intervals to capture 
new ways of working together and to respond to innovations.  The process of collectively 
developing and/or reviewing a scorecard helps members across divisions identify 
conversational streams that are diverging, perhaps leading to competitive ends. It also 
reveals management or financial systems that limit cooperation and innovation like the 
income credit and budgeting cycle that hindered the domestic programs and fundraising 
departments from working together to develop World Vision Chicago.  
 
4. Processes for continual inquiry into the positive core 
From a structural vantage point, the four phases of appreciative inquiry need to be 
extended into the continuous cycles of the organization with repeated formal and 
informal interventions. We need to be more vigilant about providing Òbooster shotsÓ for 
appreciative interventions after the initial launch (Burke, 1995). These help people to 
avoid reverting to a problem-solving approach. As people come and go from an 
organization, the voices change and the conversation turns.  Vision, goals and processes 
are in flux as they reflect the collective vision of the conversationalists while remaining 
true to the intent of the organization and the practicalities of daily organizational life.  
Radical inclusion and continual meaning-making lead to continuous innovations and 
require a flexible structure (Ciborra, 1996). Regular inquiries into the highest ideals of 
the organization will inform and include those new to the dialogue and spin off fresh 
creativity to feed the forming vision and design an appropriate structure.  
 
Including people in the conversation shifts power relationships and generates enthusiasm 
by putting the locus of inquiry in the hands of all members of the organization and by 
inviting an affirmation of the positive change core in each. Traditional deficit-based 
approaches to organization development are notorious for generating high levels of 
resistance to change.  As Kanter (1992) points out, this is true for many reasons, not the 
least of which is a lack of involvement on the part of organizational members.  Problems 
are identified and solutions designed Òbehind closed doorsÓ and then imposed on the 
majority of the organization.  This approach, of course, violates the age-old 
organizational development maxim that Òpeople support what they help to createÓ 
(Weisbord & Janoff, 1995). Inclusion develops a greater commitment to responsibility or 
accountability for results.  When organizational members are engaged in the process, they 
are motivated to invest uncommon energy into envisioning and designing strategies for 
implementation and action. What is needed at the whole system level in terms of 
organization design is a rapid sharing of strengths, capacity, and learning coupled with 
periodic summits for dialogue around the deeper meaning and purpose of our work, 
which creates shared meaning. When this is in place, the organization can let go and 
allow self-organizing to happen in terms of projects, approaches, and action. 
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In this sense, appreciative inquiry produces cooperation and innovation because it 
simultaneously addresses strategy, process, and implementation.  It affirms that inquiry is 
intervention, that there is a self-reinforcing, synergistic relationship between creating 
strategy, learning through the process, and producing the results. As people ask 
themselves unconditional positive questions, they generate new learning about the 
resources that make their organizing and action possible. They strengthen the relational 
bonds needed to translate vision into reality, and through the process they create new 
levels of commitment to action. Consequently, process and results are maximized in the 
same moment, and results are achieved much more quickly. The appreciative change 
process is sustainable as participants in an organization remain cognizant of its 
conversational streams and seek to influence them at the levels of both relational 
leadership and organizational design by applying the appreciative principles suggested in 
this chapter. 
 
These general principles applied in the context of the organization in which we worked 
and studied, but we believe they are generalizable and may be applied to other 
organizations. We are eager to Òcompare notesÓ with other organizations who have been 
able to sustain positive change in environments where corporate politics, control 
structures, bottom-lines and never-perfect conditions abound.  


