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If you want to build a ship,
then don’t drum up men to gather wood,
give orders, and divide the work.
Rather, teach them to yearn for the far
and endless sea.

Antoine de Saint-Exupery



 Identify Problem

 Conduct Root Cause 
Analysis

 Brainstorm Solutions & 
Analyze

 Develop Action Plans

Metaphor:  Organizations are 
problems to be solved

 Appreciate “What is”
(What gives life?)

 Imagine “What Might Be”

 Determine “What Should 
Be”

 Create “What Will Be”

Metaphor:  Organizations are a 
solution/mystery to be 
embraced.



What is Appreciative Inquiry?

Appreciative Inquiry was developed by David 
Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University. 

It is now a commonly accepted practice in the 
evaluation of organizational development strategy and 
implementation of organizational effectiveness tactics.



Appreciative Inquiry

The goal of AI:

To change the conversation;

To stimulate the thinking and imagination of 
congregations

And to do this through a process that focuses on the 
honorable, the pure, the pleasing and the 
commendable. 

Forward to Memories, Hopes and Conversations

Inagrace T. Dieetterich

Director of Theological Research

Center for Parish Development

Chicago



Discovery/Initiate
―What gives life?‖

(The best of what is)
Appreciating

Dream/Inquire
―What might be?‖

(What is the world calling for)
Envisioning Results

Design/Imagine
―What should be--the ideal?‖

Co-constructing

Destiny/Deliver/Innovate
―How to empower, learn,

and adjust/improvise?‖

Sustaining

Appreciative Inquiry 
“4-D” Cycle
“4-I” Cycle

Affirmative

Topic Choice



The Process

1. Initiate
a. Identify and train leaders
b. Develop the topical focus
c. Design the questions
d. Identify the participants
e. Plan/schedule the AI sessions
f. Prepare the answer sheets

2. Inquire
a. Conduct the interviews
b. Thank people for their participation

3. Imagine
a. Analyze the data by making connections in the data
b. Identify common themes
c. Develop a provocative proposal

4. Innovate
a. Find new and creative ways to manifest the imaginative futures within the 

ministry of the congregation



Initiate

· Identify and train leaders

· Develop the topical focus and design the questions

· Identify the interviewees

· Plan/schedule the AI sessions

· Prepare the answer sheets

Initiate a congregational process that focuses upon the positive, shaped by 
gratitude



Formulating the Questions

The first question connects the person to motivating 
and encouraging memories.

Remembering your entire experience at our congregation, when were you most 
alive, most motivated, and excited about your involvement? What made it 
exciting? Who else was involved? What happened? What was your part? Describe 
how you felt?



The Value Questions

The next set of questions focus on values – the 
elements that the interviewee believes are important 
about the congregation and their involvement in it.

What are the most important contributions the congregation has made to your 
life? Tell me when this happened? Who made a difference? How did this affect 
you?

What are the most valuable ways you contribute this this congregation’s ministry 
– your personality, your perspectives, your skills, your activities, your character? 
Give me some examples.

When you consider all of your experiences at our congregation, what has 
contributed most to your spiritual life? What relationships or programs or events 
have been most powerful and helpful in fostering the congregation’s spiritual 
development?



A Summary Question

A summary question tries to surface the most 
important core values of the congregation. 

What are the essential, central characteristics or ways of life 
that make our congregation unique?



Vision Question

The final question explores the future with images.

Make three wishes for the future of this congregation. Describe what the 
congregation would look like as these wishes come true.



Theme-specific Questions

Value questions could focus on specific areas such as 
ministry, relationships, social health, mission, etc.

VALUES: RELATIONSHIPS

What are the healthiest, most life-giving aspects of the relationships among 
people at our congregation? What would you say has been most valuable about 
your friendships? Have certain groups been valuable for you? What would you 
say is most important about how we relate to each other? Give me some 
examples about how we live together at our best?

VALUES: WORSHIP 

What are the most helpful aspects of our congregation’s worship? In worship 
experiences at our church, what do you believe have been the most significant, 
most helpful in making worship alive and meaningful? When worship is at its 
best, how does it shape us? Describe those times when we are most engaged in 
and shaped by worship?



Inquire

Inquire into the stories of life-giving forces with the history and 
experience of congregational members

If the interviews are conducted by trained interviewers 
you can prompt them to record results in an organized 
fashion. 

If you use peer interviewing, give everyone some 
instruction first about careful listening and then about 
recording results.

Give everyone time to record notes.



Notes to Interviewers

·Gather stories

·Probe for details
―Who? What? When? Why was it important?‖

·Listen carefully to the interviewee, it’s an interview, 
not a conversation

·―Tell me more about that…‖

·Focus on the positive – if negative comments arise –
reframe them – ―Can you think of a time when we 
did that better?‖

·Record details



Imagine

·A small group collates/transcribes the data

·Gather a larger group of leaders to review the data 
and identify common themes. 

·If you have trained interviewers, invite them to share 
interview stories.



Examples Of Interview Data

Describe a time in this congregation when you felt most fed 
spiritually?

· Drum circle is fulfilling community building experience
· Teaching in Spirit Play leads to a sense of connection with parents and children
· Founding of Preschool in 1997 - rewarding to provide preschool for mixed 

income kids Recent celebration for old grads
· When very involved in program council. Board, volunteering in other ways
· Women's spirituality service about mothers, touched by how many men shared 

their stories
· When children are involved, I love their freshness and honestly
· When parents of the Coming of Age class spontaneously built a covenant 

offering
· Women's book group - dialog and sharing feelings about books
· Adult RE program 3 years ago - focus on History and Values  - connected with 

the group



Make three wishes for the future of this 
congregation. 

Minister and Ministry Settled ministry, period of stability 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 12

Improved music programming 1 1 1 1 4

Lifespan RE - children through adults 1 1 1 1 4

Youth program vitalization 1 1 1 3

High quality Sunday services 1 1 2

Prophetic Voice and Visibility
More community involvement/visibility/prophetic 
voice 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 20

More social action/justice work 1 1 1 1 1 1 6

Ethnic and socio-economc diversity 1 1 1 1 1 5

Green sanctuary initiatives 1 1 1 3
Org and Membership 
Development Slow steady group of membership and retention 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 13

UUtopia project begin 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10
More focus on leadership and organizational 
development 1 1 1 1 1 5

Fellowship self-esteem/organizational health 1 1 1 1 4

Spin-off church 1 1 2

Financial Stability Greater generosity and financial stability 1 1 2

Endowment fund in 10 yrs of $2-3m 1 1



Developing a Provocative Proposal

Provocative proposals:

1. Are stated in the affirmative, as if already happening

2. Point to real desired possibilities

3. Are based on the data

4. Create new relationships, including intergenerational 
partnerships

5. Bridge the best of ―what is‖ toward ―what might be‖

6. Require sanctified imaginations, stretching the status 
quo by pushing boundaries

7. Necessitate new learning

8. Challenge organizational assumptions and routines



Provocative Proposal Example

Open Door UU Church has an established settled minister 
and a dynamic music program that contributes 
significantly to the quality of Sunday services. Children 
through adults benefit from a well-developed religious 
education program and youth are vital participants in the 
congregation. We are visible in the community through our 
social justice work and as a result, have grown our 
membership, including the ethnic and socio-economic 
diversity of our members, who are well-served by our new 
sanctuary and fellowship hall. We are a generous 
congregation with a stable financial picture and are looking 
forward to spinning off another congregation in the area 
within the next five years. 



Innovate

Innovate new and create ways to manifest the imaginative 

Conversations Planning

Budget priorities Board priorities



10 Assumptions of AI

1. In every organization, some things work well. 
2. What we focus on becomes our reality. 
3. Asking questions influences the group. 
4. People have more confidence in the journey to the future when they carry forward 

parts of the past. 
5. If we carry parts of the past into the future, they should be what is best about the 

past. 
6. It is important to value differences. 
7. The language we use creates our reality. 
8. Organizations are heliotropic (a botanical term about a plant's orientation—

plants lean toward the sun. Similarly, organizations lean toward the source of 
energy—whether that energy is healthy or not.)

9. Outcomes should be useful. 
10. All steps are collaborative. 

Adapted from Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change, copyright © 2004 by the Alban Institute. 



Resources

·Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative 
Inquiry and Congregational Change by Mark Lau 
Branson

·The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry by Sue Annis
Hammond

·Congregations as Learning Communities: Tools for 
Shaping Your Future, Dennis G. Campbell

·AI Commons"--a worldwide portal devoted to the fullest 
sharing of academic resources and practical tools on 
Appreciative Inquiry and the rapidly growing discipline 
of positive change. http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/

