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David Cooperrider is best known for his theory and practice of 
appreciative inquiry as it relates to corporate strategy, change 
leadership, and positive organizational scholarship. The idea 
behind the AI method is to help organizations globally through 
strength-based approaches to multi-stakeholder innovation and 
sustainable design. 

	   Cooperrider has lectured or taught at many prestigious 
academic institutions and has authored 14 books and more than 
50 articles. Distinctions include receiving ASTD’s highest award 
for “distinguished contribution to the field” for organizational 
learning in 2004.

Q| What is the story behind the development of the appreciative 
inquiry (AI) methodology?

AI burst onto the academic scene with an article from my dissertation that I published 
with Suresh Srivastva in 1987. It was titled, “Appreciative Inquiry into Organizational Life.” 
It argued that, from the Industrial Era on, we’ve reached the end of problem-solving as a 
mode of management inquiry capable of inspiring the growth and development of people, 
and of creating the cultures of real innovation that are demanded by today’s complex and 
competitive business environments. 
	 Second, it argued that all these deficit-based forms of management analysis—for 
example, Six Sigma, gap analysis, training needs analysis, and threat analysis—are keeping 
us locked in our organizations today, and for a simple but radical reason. All the studies 
in the world of negative states will tell us nothing about the positive preferred state. AI in 
that early phase, called for a shift. Organizations are centers of human relatedness; they’re 
living systems, alive with infinite imagination and the capacity to connect to a full and rich 
omnipresence of strengths. 
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Q| What do you see as the future of appreciative inquiry? 
I think the future is unfolding in an exciting way. One of my good colleagues, Marcus 

Buckingham, calls it the “strengths revolution in management.” We’re on the verge of seeing three 
levels to the strengths revolution: the elevation of strengths, the concentration and magnification 
of strengths, and the refraction of our highest human strengths out into society. 
	 The question we’re working on now is, can the strengths revolution lead us to a point where 
positive institutions can be defined as places that elevate, magnify, and then extend our higher 
human strengths into the world? And what we’re seeing is that’s absolutely the case. 

Q| Could you talk a little bit about sustainable value creation, 
the core proposition behind the Center for Business as an 

Agent of World Benefit?
The concept of sustainable value creation means creating value for shareholders obviously, but also 
creating value for society’s many stakeholders, including for the environment and the community. 
	 What we’re noticing is that the top-rated stars in every industry are companies that are 
emerging as creators of sustainable value. Toyota is 10 business years ahead of GM because of 
their focus on the environmental contributions, and they’re not just resting on their hybrids. For 
example, the CEO just announced they’re working on a car that purifies the air as it’s being used. 
	 There is a sustainability revolution, but it’s not the same old philanthropic or charitable rea-
sons; it’s because it’s tremendous business. 

Q| What was your experience like designing and facilitating the 
UN summit on global corporate citizenship in 2004?

My colleagues and I were called by Kofi Annan’s team at the United Nations and were asked to 
lead and design an appreciative inquiry summit of business leaders from the biggest multina-
tional corporations in the world in conversation together. We developed it to take them through 
a process of designing, envisioning, and building strategies to create a whole new level of global 
corporate citizenship for the 21st century. 
	 What emerged was a discussion that maybe business could be the most powerful force for 
creating a better world than we’ve ever seen. We had a group of more than 500 CEOs from all over 
the world planning the next stages of what’s now called the UN Global Compact. It means a global 
promise for a new vision of business and society in the 21st century. Today there are more than 
5,000 corporations, from Wal-Mart to Lafarge, enlisted as a part of this effort.

More / For an in-depth version of this interview, visit www.tdmagazine.astd.org.
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