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For years I had heard about the value of praising others for what they do well and I tried to implement that philosophy
where possible. As parents, we were told to focus on the positive in our children and somehow they would turn out
perfect. Looking back, I am sure that that approach created nice feelings and boosted other people’s self-esteem, but
it sometimes felt like it didn’t make much of a difference in their personal development.
Learning about appreciative inquiry (AI), on the other hand, sparked an ‘aha’ moment that forever changed how I
interact with others. I started implementing AI right away with excellent results. My coachees seemed to get to a
place of understanding and possibility much more quickly than when I used the problem solving approach.
With AI, you not only provide feedback on what is working well, you actively cultivate behaviors that will benefit the
other person and the organization. The process involves dialogue and partnership so that the recipient participates in
the process to determine what to focus on and how to move forward at a manageable pace.
One of the foundations of the Coaching Navigator approach to leadership coaching is appreciative inquiry (AI).
Developed by David Cooperrider, Ph.D., from Case Western Reserve University, AI is an approach to change that
focuses on what is working well and how to build on successes rather than on problem identification and solving. It
can be used one-on-one or in large groups and is appropriate for personal change work, strategic planning,
organization redesign and evaluations.
Although society has historically been biased towards problem solving approaches to generating change, there has
been significant research in the past 50 years regarding the benefits of positive thinking. Simply put: you get more of
what you focus on.
In AI, you see your coachees as resourceful and capable and you encourage those attributes. Asking your coachees to
focus on positive stories with the intent of learning what worked in the past encourages even more of that. In
solution-focused brief therapy, a technique on which AI is based, “the aim is to start the solution process rather than
to stop the complaint pattern.” (Whitney et al, The Power of Appreciative Inquiry - A Practical Guide to Positive Change).
In essence, the suggestion is that you can do a whole lot more than simply solve the problem. You can create
possibilities that you previously could not even imagine.
________________________________________________
You can do a whole lot more than just solve the problem.
________________________________________________
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Appreciative coaches guide their coachees to move toward the future while accessing and building upon the best of
their past. The advantage of an AI based approach when coaching is that the questions lead the coachee to
experience a positive frame of mind. It is from this place/state that the coachee is able to develop new possibilities.
The language used by both the coach and the coachee has an impact on the coachee’s reality and potential for future
changes. When we are in an unresourceful frame of mind, we often can’t see the possibilities available to us. When
this occurs, the simple act of changing our physiology through different postures, storytelling or visualizations allows
the coachee to see her situation more favorably and with more possibilities.
AI is not like problem solving where you look for what is wrong and try to fix it. Instead, you focus on the positive but
in a way that promotes learning and discovery. The AI process is not a sugar-coated pep talk, but a true inquiry into
best practices in which the coach listens for words, phrases and metaphors that tell the coach what is important for
the coachee.
Although the AI process does not encourage negative stories, when one comes up, the facilitator/coach uses these
stories to generate ideas about what was missing, so that learning can still take place. If the negative stories are
suppressed or ignored, then there may be resentment and the coachee may feel that the process is biased or
ineffective.
__________________________________________________________________________________
When we are in an unresourceful frame of mind, we often can’t see the possibilities available to us.
__________________________________________________________________________________

A	
  Coaching	
  Discussion	
  Using	
  Appreciative	
  Inquiry	
  
Coach: What would you like to focus on?
Coachee: My teachers hate me. I hate school. I always get in trouble even why I trying not to.
Coach: Sounds like it’s not much fun being there.
Coachee: Yup.
Coach: What would you like to be different?
Coachee: I guess for it not to suck.
Coach: What do you like to do?
Coachee: Skateboard, bmx, videogames.
Coach: What is like when you do those things?
Coachee: Fun. I am with my friends, chilling, there’s no pressure.
Coach: Fun, friends, no pressure, chill.
Coachee: Yeah
Coach: What is the opposite of sucking?
Coachee: Awesome.
Coach: Awesome. (Pause) Is there anything about school that is awesome? Friends? No pressure?
Coachee: Gym, recess...art.
Coach: What is different about those?
Coachee: The teachers are not so uptight.
Coach: How are you different?
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Coachee: There is no pressure in those classes. I can just have fun.
Coach: How would you like to get along with your teachers?
Coachee: More relaxed, less pressure.
....(The coachee is now in a frame of mind that is more receptive to a productive discussion)

	
  

Summary	
  
	
  
Appreciative	
  Inquiry	
  does	
  much	
  more	
  than	
  just	
  solve	
  the	
  problem.	
  	
  It	
  helps	
  to	
  reframe	
  the	
  situation	
  and	
  put	
  the	
  
recipient	
  in	
  a	
  more	
  positive	
  resource	
  state;	
  this	
  enables	
  her	
  to	
  find	
  answers	
  that	
  previously	
  eluded	
  her.	
  	
  When	
  you	
  begin	
  
incorporating	
  this	
  approach,	
  you	
  will	
  notice	
  that	
  your	
  conversations	
  feel	
  more	
  peaceful,	
  while	
  still	
  being	
  productive.	
  	
  	
  

If	
  you	
  would	
  like	
  to	
  learn	
  more	
  about	
  Appreciative	
  Inquiry,	
  please	
  contact	
  Barb	
  Pierce,	
  BEng,	
  
MBA,	
  PCC,	
  CEC	
  at	
  barb@coachingnavigator.com	
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