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ABSTRACT 

How do you enable an organizational system to flourish?  At a time when 
leading scientists (Fenner, 2010; Hawking, 2016; Krauss & Titley, 2017) are 
suggesting that we face the most significant geopolitical, environmental, 
social, and economic challenges in human history, we are in urgent need of 
more adaptive, creative, and resilient ways to enable organizational systems 
to flourish.  Fortunately, amidst the rubble of many failed Newtonian-inspired 
attempts designed to enable organizational systems to flourish, there are 
shining examples of what is possible when we embrace the emergent 
complexities of a living system to create positive disruptions that encourage 
people to generously self-organize around a shared and meaningful focus. 
Many of these examples share a common underlying framework for disrupting 
and supporting complex, living systems – an appreciative inquiry summit (AI 
Summit) - and this thesis sets out to identify why, how, and when this 
approach is likely to help a system to flourish. 
 
Appreciative inquiry originated at Weatherhead School of Management at 
Case Western Reserve University in Ohio in 1985, when David Cooperrider, 
then a doctoral student, was working on an organizational change project at 
the Cleveland Clinic.  Finding that the traditional organizational development 
root-cause analysis of failures and problems was draining the energy for 
change from the system and fanning a culture of blame and helplessness, 
Cooperrider changed his approach and instead commenced an analysis on 
the root causes of success and opportunities at the clinic.  The results were 
immediate and dramatic.  Relationships improved, cooperation increased, and 
measurable business performance hit an all-time high, leading the clinic board 
to apply the method extensively, repeatedly, and successfully throughout their 
organization.  Cooperrider concluded that the study and union of an 
organizational systems’ strengths does more than just help it to just perform, it 
enables the system to transform. 
 
As a result, appreciative inquiry emerged as a form of transformational study 
that seeks to locate and illuminate the life-giving forces of an organization’s  
existence.  It is based on the assumption that every organizational system 
possesses strengths, which when identified and harnessed, provide a  
sustainable source of positive energy that enables both individual and  
organizational transformation.  To locate and illuminate these strengths 
appreciate inquiry originally called for a collective discovery process using 1) 
grounded observation to identify the best of what is, 2) vision and logic to  
identify ideals of what might be, 3) collaborative dialogue and choice to 
achieve consent about what should be, and 4) collective experimentation to 
discover what can be. 
 
Later, as organizations began seeking solutions for managing change at the 
scale of entire workplaces, entire industries, entire communities, or even 
entire cities or countries, Cooperrider and his colleagues around the world 
devised a large group-planning, design, and implementation format for the 



appreciative inquiry methodology, called an AI Summit.  A generative process 
that unites a whole organizational system, an AI Summit is a macro-
management approach that enables surprising configurations and 
connections of people's hopes and strengths and ignites self-organization to 
deliver agreed-upon actions with speed, dexterity, and collaboration 

Having steadily grown in popularity over the past 20 years, there has been a 
growing call for studies that explore the reasons and contexts for successful 
AI Summits so that standard models can be consistently applied and 
evaluated.  To aid our understanding, this thesis adopted a grounded-theory 
research approach to explore the question: "How do appreciative inquiry 
summits help organizational systems to flourish?"  As part of the thesis, 21 in-
depth interviews were conducted with AI Summit sponsors, champions, 
participants, and facilitators from around the world who had participated in 21 
different AI Summits that had been pre-qualified as best practice examples of 
AI Summits.  Two reviewers coded this data, and, after the emergence of data 
saturation, an additional 10 new AI Summits from around the world were 
reviewed in the literature to verify the emerging themes and preliminary 
findings.  

The results of these analyses can be summarized as follows: 

• AI Summits have been shown to enable organizational systems to 
flourish by creating a safe container for novel information to be 
appreciatively shared across the whole system and by providing an 
opportunity for individual expression and connection, thereby allowing 
improved system self-organization.  How AI Summits enable the 
creation of these types of opportunities will be explored in Chapter 2.

• AI Summits are able to activate the known factors of wellbeing –
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and 
accomplishment – and the necessary nutrients of self-determination –
competence, relatedness, and autonomy - for people to individually 
and collectively flourish.  How AI Summits activate the factors of 
wellbeing and nutrients of self-determination is explored in Chapter 3.

• To determine the suitability of applying an AI Summit to a particular 
system, it is important to assess its current state (along a continuum 
from dysfunctional to extraordinary functioning), its openness for 
generativity, and its willingness to support increased self-organization. 
A new measure for determining the suitability of an AI Summit for a 
system is proposed in Chapter 4.

• An AI Summit creates a positive disruption by nudging an 
organizational system towards the edge of chaos - which researchers 
have found to be the sweet spot for productive change - when a 6D 
cycle (define, discover, dream, design, destiny, and drum) leveraging 
12 identified mechanisms (psychological, neurological, social and 
systemic) from across the AI Summits studied, is applied.  The analysis



for a 6D cycle and each of the 12 mechanisms is outlined using a case 
study of one of the AI Summits in Chapter 5. 

It is hoped that the study results reported in this thesis will amplify and build 
upon our understanding of when and how AI Summits can aid in creating a 
positive disruption that enables organizational systems to become more 
adaptive, creative, and resilient and able to flourish.  The contributions to 
theory, implications for practice, and limitations and future ideas for research 
are explored in Chapter 6.



Abstract in Dutch 
 

Hoe maak je het mogelijk voor een organisatiesysteem om te floreren? In een 
tijd waarin volgens toonaangevende wetenschappers belangrijke geopolitieke, 
milieu-technische, sociale en economische uitdagingen op ons afkomen, 
hebben we dringend behoefte aan meer adaptieve, creatieve en 
veerkrachtige benaderingen om de constante veranderingen om ons heen het 
hoofd te kunnen bieden. Gelukkig zijn er in het puin van eerder mislukte en op 
Newton’s logica gebaseerde pogingen om organisatiesystemen te laten 
floreren ook schitterende voorbeelden te vinden van wat mogelijk is als we 
vertrekken van de spontaan opbloeiende complexiteiten in levende systemen 
om aldus positieve breekpunten tot stand te brengen waarin mensen de 
inspiratie kunnen vinden om zichzelf vol overgave to organiseren rond 
betekenisvolle gemeenschappelijke doelen. Veel van die pogingen vinden 
hun wortel in hetzelfde onderliggend kader voor het baanbrekend steun geven 
aan levende systemen, namelijk een zogeheten Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
Summit. Deze dissertatie doet verslag van onderzoek dat probeert aan te 
geven waarom, hoe en wanneer deze benadering kansrijk is om een 
organisatiesysteem te laten bloeien. Na de gestage groei in populariteit 
gedurende de laatste paar decennia wordt steeds meer de vraag gesteld naar 
studies die de redenen en achtergronden van succesvolle AI Summits nader 
preciseren om zodoende toe te kunnen werken naar meer 
gestandaardiseerde toepassingen en evaluaties. Met dit doel voor ogen is in 
deze dissertatie gekozen voor een Grounded Theory onderzoekbenadering 
met de volgende vraag: "Hoe helpen AI Summits organisatiesystemen 
floreren?” Als onderdeel van deze studie werden 21 diepgaande interviews 
afgenomen onder Al Summit sponsoren, kampioenen, deelnemers en 
facilitators over de hele wereld die geparticipeerd hadden in 21 verschillende 
Al Summits gehouden over heel de wereld die vantevoren als ‘best practices’ 
waren aangewezen. Twee beoordelaars codeerden de interviews, en nadat er 
voldoende saturatie in de gegevens was ontstaan werden 10 andere AI 
Summits van over heel de wereld uit de literatuur gehaald om de opkomende 
voorlopige themas te verifiëren. De resultaten van deze analyses kunnen we 
als volgt samenvatten. 

1. AI Summits laten organisatiesystemen floreren omdat ze een veilige 
omgeving bieden waarin nieuwe informatie vanuit de medewerkers 
kan worden verzameld en op een waarderende manier worden 
gedeeld met iedereen in het systeem, en waarbij iedereen zich vrij 
kan uitdrukken en verbinden met anderen, om zodoende zelf-
organisatie te bevorderen. AI-Summits maken dit mogelijk.  

2. AI Summits kunnen de welbekende elementen van welzijn koppelen 
aan de noodzakelijke voedingsstoffen van zelf-determinatie om 
zodoende zowel individueel als collectief te bloeien. Het bijzonder 
vermogen van AI Summits om dit te bewerkstelligen wordt nader 
onderzocht in Hoofdstuk 3. 

3. Om na te gaan hoe geschikt een AI Summit is voor een specifiek 
systeem is het wel van belang om eerste de huidige staat van het 
systeem te beoordelen, die kan gaan van dysfunctioneel tot 



uitzonderlijk functioneel, en die aangeeft hoe open en bereid men is 
om zelf-organisatie te bevorderen. In Hoofdstuk 4 bespreken we 
een nieuwe maat om de geschiktheid van het systeem voor een AI 
Summit te bepalen. 

4. Een AI-Summit ontketent een positieve doorbraak waarmee het 
systeem kan floreren als het de zogeheten 6-D cyclus met 12 
daaraan gekoppelde mechanismen (psychologisch, neurologisch, 
sociaal, en systemisch) die in de AI Summits werden 
geïdentificeerd doorloopt. Die 6-D cyclus en de daaraan verbonden 
mechanismen worden in Hoofdstuk 5 nader uiteengezet aan de 
hand van een van de bestudeerde AI-Summit gevallen. 

Met het rapporteren van deze gegevens is de hoop bij te dragen aan 
een beter begrip van hoe en wanneer AI Summits kunnen helpen in het 
losmaken van doorbraken waarmee organisatiesystemen (en de menselijke 
actoren daarbinnen) adaptiever, creatiever, en veerkrachtiger kunnen floreren 
in hun omgeving.    
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1. IN THE BEGINNING … 

 
“We dealt with a lot of issues and challenges but it was done in a much more 
positive, productive way.” - Cindy Stull, Roadway Express Summit 
  
If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it was 
possible.  Our normally very serious, quiet, and reserved – some might even 
say dour — chief financial officer was bouncing up and down in his chair, arm 
waving eagerly in the air like an excited child desperate for the teacher to call 
on him so that he could share his discovery.  And he wasn’t alone.   
 
As I turned to look around the Grand Hyatt Ballroom where 400 of our most 
senior leaders had gathered alongside clients, employees, and business 
partners, I could see people’s hands shooting up all around the room. A 
palpable sense of excitement, possibility, and energy was suddenly radiating 
across this group of normally staunchly pessimistic accountants. 
 
What was happening?  As the brand director for PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
one of the world’s largest accounting and professional services firms, I’d 
persuaded my leadership team to invest in an AI Summit to conduct our 
annual strategic planning session.  Usually a closed-door affair just for the 
firm’s partners, with the help of Professor David Cooperrider, the founding 
researcher in this large-group planning, design, and implementation 
approach, we’d convinced them to invite the members of our firm’s entire 
ecosystem – clients, employees, and partners. Our purpose was a 
cooperative and systematic search to discover the best of "what is,” in order 
to dream of "what might be," so that we could fuse our strengths together and 
design "what should be," ensuring collective ownership and a commitment to 
deploy "what will be."  This was a radically different approach from anything 
we had ever attempted, and, as the day of our AI Summit had approached, 
the leadership team had grown increasingly nervous. 
 
On my way to the Grand Hyatt that morning, I’d received several panicked 
telephone calls from leaders fearing they were about to be embarrassed in 
front of their clients.  When I finally arrived, I found a roomful of nervous 
employees wondering why on Earth their leaders would value anything they 
had to say, as this was not the cultural norm in our firm.  Finally, after going 
backstage to prepare, I found David sitting in the wings nervously jiggling his 
legs up and down and telling me he just wanted to sit quietly in the woods and 
write books.  
 
And then we started.  Within minutes, the dull ballroom was transformed as 
people began moving to the edge of their chairs, drawn into the unusually 
human conversations that had opened up because of the questions they were 
being prompted to ask one another.  Job titles, stereotypes, and preconceived 
ideas about each other fell away as they started to see the incredible mix of 
strengths, hopes, and experiences they each brought to their work.  As they 
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discovered that their worlds were more similar than different, within a matter 
of hours the deeply ingrained silos and “no-my-responsibility” mindsets that 
usually divided our firm began to break down. People began generously 
offering to share resources and support to help us be of better service to our 
clients and employees. By the end of the day, our most challenging cynics 
had become our most committed supporters of the process.   
 
Twelve months later, for the first time in the history of the firm, an independent 
study found that we had finally achieved brand differentiation from our 
competitors.  In a market crowded with technical experts who promised to 
prevent an organization’s greatest fears from occurring, our firm was being 
recognized as the one whose people helped other organizations to realize 
their greatest hopes (McQuaid, 2011). 
  
What Led Me to this Moment? 

As a passionate advocate of creating positive changes in living systems, after 
a decade as a senior brand leader responsible for encouraging and enabling 
people around the world to live our organizational values, it had become 
increasingly clear to me how rarely our change efforts worked.  After 
partnering with 60 diverse leadership teams exhibiting varied challenges, 
cultures, and resources, I noticed again and again how the deficit-based, 
mechanistic approaches frequently used in change processes could 
sometimes secure short-term compliance but rarely ever resulted in a long-
term commitment to the desired behaviors. 
 
The challenge was that, as soon as leaders considered the problem "solved" 
and moved on, most people went back to behaving as they had before the 
change effort began.  Of course, these observations were not unique to me or 
to the organizations with whom I was working but were, rather, a reflection of 
the long-standing management misunderstanding that people are somehow 
like machines, whose behavior can be controlled (Heath & Heath, 2010; Pink, 
2011; Wheatley, 2017). 
 
As I desperately tried to figure out why our best efforts were failing, I stumbled 
across the emerging science of positive psychology – the evidence-based 
exploration of human flourishing (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) – and 
enrolled in the Masters of Applied Positive Psychology program at the 
University of Pennsylvania.  As I immersed myself in the literature, it dawned 
on me that. by always looking for what wasn't working, relying upon anxiety 
and fear as motivators, and manipulating people into action with extrinsic 
rewards and punishments, we had been undermining our own change 
investments psychologically, neurologically, socially, and systemically. 
 
However, it wasn't until I sat in Cooperrider's Positive Organizations class that 
I came to understand the potential power of inquiry over advocacy, the 
importance of generative images, and how intrinsic motivation and 
commitment can be gained when every voice across a system is given the 
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opportunity to be heard and to self-organize around a shared sense of 
purpose and hope.  It was as though having been brought up to believe that 
the Earth was flat, I had suddenly discovered that it was actually round.  
Similarly, change in living systems wasn't mechanical or linear as I'd 
previously been taught; instead, it was complex and adaptive and so needed 
methodologies and interventions that harnessed its natural energy and ways 
of working. 
 
Cooperrider agreed to be my capstone supervisor (McQuaid & Dauman, 
2009), and, months later under his guidance, we implemented the AI Summit 
I’ve outlined.  Despite all the studying I had done, I was still wholly unprepared 
for what unfolded.  Although I'd previously witnessed highly engaging and 
energizing workshops and conferences in our organization, I had never seen 
hope, connection, wisdom, generosity, and commitment created so quickly, 
for so many people, as I did during our AI Summit. It was a level of human 
and systemic flourishing that was unprecedented in our organization, and I 
became committed to understanding if, and how, it could be replicated. 
 
How Might a Conversation Change Anything? 

The PricewaterhouseCoopers AI Summit with Professor David Cooperrider 
arose because Professor Martin Seligman had been invited to deliver a series 
of lectures for our clients to share his new PERMA theory of wellbeing (2012), 
which proposes that the correct balance of five elements are needed in order 
for humans to flourish: heartfelt positive emotions (P), opportunities to be 
engaged (E), positive relationships (R), a sense of meaning and purpose (M), 
and the ability to accomplish (A) what matters most to us.  Upon agreeing to 
deliver the lecture series, however, Seligman pointed out that, while his 
research specialized in the necessary conditions for individual flourishing, he 
hadn’t studied what was necessary for a group or system to flourish, insights 
that he believed our clients would need.  Consequently, he suggested that we 
invite Cooperrider to join us, so that each could play to his strengths in a 
series of presentations. 
 
Prior to the AI Summit described previously, the pair shared their insights with 
hundreds of business leaders and PricewaterhouseCoopers staff.  
Cooperrider (2014) noted that, during these presentations, he became aware 
that, in each of the examples he shared of an organizational system 
flourishing after an AI Summit, he began to notice the remarkable rise in each 
of the PERMA dimensions Seligman was outlining in his talks.  He observed, 
"As soon as people come together to accomplish 'doing good' out there – by 
concentrating and connecting their strengths in the service of building a better 
organization, or world – they begin to activate the PERMA mechanisms for 
their own and others' flourishing" (p. 174). 
 
This mirror-flourishing effect occurs, he concluded, when we actively engage 
in or witness acts that help others to flourish, our systems to flourish, and the 
world as a whole to flourish (Cooperrider & Fry, 2012) and is due to an 
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intimacy of relations between entities to the point where there is no outside 
and inside, only the creative unfolding on an entire field of connections. As 
systems researcher Margaret Wheatley (1992) notes, we gain life inside by 
nurturing life outside. 
 
As, one night over dinner, Cooperrider, Seligman, and I pondered these 
possible connections and what they might mean for interventions to improve 
individual and collective flourishing, I first heard the calling for this 
dissertation. Thus, using a grounded theory research approach, this thesis 
explores the question: How do AI Summits help organizational systems to 
flourish?  In trying to answer this question, I have been fortunate to have the 
opportunity to follow in the footsteps of research giants who have already 
contributed many important insights to shape our understanding in this area.  
Before exploring the research I conducted and its findings, I believe it’s helpful 
to first understand what these scientists have already discovered about what 
enables a system to flourish and why AI Summits might help to create positive 
disruptions supportive of this outcome. 
 
What Enables a System to Flourish? 

Researchers define a flourishing state as one functioning within the optimal 
ranges of functioning associated with high levels of wellbeing and/or vigorous 
growth. This state may manifest itself in a variety of ways, including becoming 
more virtuous, creative, resourceful, resilient, or highly effective (Fredrickson 
& Dutton, 2008; Seligman, 2011; Wheatley, 2017).  Or like me, you may 
prefer the simpler definition of a flourishing state: “the combination of feeling 
good and functioning effectively” (Huppert & So, 2013, p. 838). 
 
It is important to note that flourishing is not a static state but rather an 
emergent property of change that enables vitality to be sustained (Carlsen, 
2006; Pascale, Milleman & Gioja, 2000; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005; Weick, 
1979).  Just as our individual wellbeing and performance experiences a 
steady decline when we fail to prioritize and invest in consistent daily actions 
to maintain our physical, mental, and social health (McQuaid & Kern, 2017), 
so a system needs to keep identifying, organizing, and elevating its strengths 
in an ongoing set of interactions and narratives that help it to maintain its 
energy and to perceive and enhance its full potential (Roberts, 2006; Pavez, 
2017).    
 
It’s also worth noting, however, that for the last three centuries this has not 
been the approach most typically employed to help a system to flourish. 
Instead, in a world that often appears chaotic, our hunger for certainty has led 
us to eagerly embrace the research of Sir Isaac Newton and so often prioritize 
reason and the search for cause and effect at all costs.  As a result, too often 
we have come to see our world and the systems within it as machines in 
which every piece knows its place, where individual components can be 
figured out and controlled and where numbers hold the answers to all of our 
questions – in other words, a rational, ordered, predictable world that 
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flourishes when a system runs like clockwork and avoids wearing itself out 
(Kauffman, 1995; Gleick, 1987; Wheatley, 1992). 
  
However, researchers from around the world (Gleick, 1987; Kauffman, 1995; 
Pascale et al., 2000; Prigogine & Stengers, 1984; Santa Fe Institute, 2013; 
Stacey, 1991; Waldrop, 1992; Wheatley, 1992, 2017) have discovered that we 
can't unwind or rewind where we are by breaking down the parts of a system 
that aren't working, trying to fix them, and then expecting these efforts to 
make the broken system whole again.  Instead, we need to understand that 
living systems are not closed and machinelike but are complex and adaptive 
because they participate in a continuous exchange of energy with their 
environment by self-organizing into networks of relationships that allow them 
to change and grow over time.  Thus, living systems flourish as a result of 
emergence, not through reductionist thinking or behaviors.   
  
For example, Ilya Prigogine's (1984) research in chemistry has found that 
living systems of any kind are guided by simple rules that allow them to 
engage in complex behaviors as they continuously fluctuate between 
equilibrium, near-equilibrium, and far-equilibrium states.  Rather than 
predicting the death of a system, disruptions or "bifurcation points" (as he 
terms them) cause the system to either fall apart into a more or less 
fragmented state or reorganize into a more complex, adaptive state.   
 
As a result, Wheatley (1992) proposes that living systems flourish when they 
are engaged in a dance of chaos and order that fluctuates between the states 
of change and stability, respectively.  In order to successfully participate in 
this dance, she suggests that we need to:  

• Become more open and curious so that we can learn to live with 
instability, chaos, change, and surprise, which are healthy features that 
promote system growth, and let go of the myths that prediction and 
control are possible. 

• Practice seeing the web of interconnections that weave the parts of 
living systems together to form a whole, and accept that nothing exists 
independently of its relationships. 

• Embrace life's dependence on participation and its hunger for the need 
to self-determine. 

• Facilitate processes that allow us to connect to new information, create 
meaning, and support self-organization. 

• Improve our ability to listen, converse, and respect one another's 
uniqueness because these skills are essential for the formation of the 
strong relationships on which any living system depends. 

 
Looking at this list, the following question would seem reasonable with respect 
to an organization’s ability to flourish: Which is the most important influence 
on behavior, the system or the individual?  Here, Wheatley suggests the 
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quantum answer, a resounding: “Both. There are no either/ors. There is no 
need to pretend they are separate and decide between two things. Rather, 
what is critical is the relationship created between two or more elements. 
Systems influence individuals, and individuals call forth systems. It is the 
relationship that evokes the present reality” (p. 35-36). 
 
Kim Cameron and his colleagues in the field of positive organizational 
scholarship (Bright & Cameron, 2012; Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003; 
Cameron & Spreitzer, 2011; Dutton & Spreitzer, 2013) have echoed this 
observation in their extensive studies of the generative dynamics in 
organizations that lead to the development of human strength, foster 
resiliency in employees, enable healing and restoration, and cultivate 
extraordinary individual and organizational performance.  Likewise, Michael 
Cavanagh (2006, 2016) and his colleagues (Cavanagh & Lane, 2012; 
O’Connor & Cavanagh, 2013) have explored the implications of complex 
adaptive systems to inform future coaching practices.  And Peggy Kern (2017) 
and her colleagues (Williams, Kern & Waters, 2016), who also subscribe to 
this symbiotic relationship of individual and systemic flourishing, have 
established a new research field entitled ‘Positive Systems Science’ that 
applies systems science to positive psychology.   
 
This growing body of research recently led Chris Laszlo and his colleagues in 
the field of sustainability (2014) to conclude that, for a system to flourish, it 
must do the following: encourage and enable caring for the wellbeing of 
individuals whether they be employees, customers, suppliers, or external 
business partners; synergistically generate economic, societal, and 
environmental value through engaged teams that operate in a culture of 
effectiveness and integrity; and be resilient and able to thrive in a complex 
and volatile world. 
 
Clearly, researchers across multiple fields have uncovered a wealth of 
intriguing insights and practices to enable individual, team, organizational, and 
systems flourishing that shed light on why an AI Summit may have the kind of 
impact I witnessed.  While some attempts have been made to fuse these 
findings (Bushe, 2015), I believe that there is still much to be discovered and 
hope the research described in this dissertation can further our 
understanding.  
 
Why Might AI Summits Help Organizational Systems to Flourish? 

Since its inception in 1985 at the Weatherhead School of Management at 
Case Western Reserve University in Ohio, the appreciative inquiry philosophy 
and methodology to search for and build upon the life giving properties of a 
system has been taught to hundreds of organizations and thousands of 
people around the world (Bushe, 2012; Bushe & Kassam, 2005).  While it is a 
non-prescriptive approach in which experimentation and innovation are 
encouraged (Bushe, 2012; Odell, 2017; Wong, 2012), in the late 1990s a 4-D 
action research cycle emerged to guide interventions and has subsequently 
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been taught as the foundation of appreciative inquiry approaches (Barrett & 
Cooperrider, 1990; Barrett & Fry, 2005; Bushe, 1995, 2011; Elliott, 1999; 
Hammond, 1996; Ludema, 2002; Ludema, et al., 2003; Whitney & 
Cooperrider, 1998; Whitney & Stavros, 2008; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 
2003). 
 
Focused on a strategically selected affirmative topic, the 4-D cycle unfolds as 
follows: 

• Discovery – The strengths of the system are uncovered by asking 
stakeholders and "best-in-class" benchmark examples appreciative 
questions about the "best of what is and what has been" (Whitney & 
Cooperrider, 1998; 2000).  These extensive, purposefully affirmative, 
and generative conversations are designed to enhance people's 
knowledge and collective wisdom across the system and enable the 
mapping of its positive core of strengths to build upon (Bushe, 2011; 
Carter & Johnson, 1999; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). 

• Dream – The positive core is amplified and the system's purpose 
elevated by asking generative questions that surface the stakeholders' 
shared hopes as they anticipate what positive progress, achievements, 
breakthroughs, and end results could look like at some pivotal point in 
the future (Bushe, 2007; 2011).  Big, bold, creative images of the future 
are explored through an energizing alignment of "what might be" to find 
not just common ground, but higher ground and generative images that 
unite stakeholders across the system (Bushe & Kassam, 2005; 
Ludema et al., 2003). 

• Design – The system moves from dialogue to action as stakeholders 
brainstorm, prioritize, and build pathways toward their shared future 
around such crucial change levers in the system as strategies, 
structures, culture, policies, processes, partnerships, and offerings 
(Barrett, Cooperrider & Fry, 2005; Mohr, McLean & Silbert, 2003). New 
collaborations emerge across the system as knowledge, networks, and 
resources are generously shared to realize the collective purpose and 
"what should be" (Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Cooperrider & McQuaid, 
2012). 

• Deploy/Destiny – Stakeholders are empowered to self-organize and 
mobilize the pathways they have designed to realize "what will be" for 
the system’s future (Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998).  Small-group 
initiatives are agreed to and supported by teams of volunteers who 
self-organize to ensure the momentum is sustained and the desired 
results achieved (Barrett & Fry, 2005). 

 
To guide effective applications of the 4-D cycle, Cooperrider and his colleague 
Diana Whitney (2001) later identified five core principles of appreciative 
inquiry, and these are now also consistently taught to practitioners (Bushe & 
Kassam, 2005).  They include the following: 
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• The constructionist principle – This principle reminds us that reality 
as we know it is a subjective, rather than an objective, state (Gergen, 
1994).  We don’t describe the world as we see it but create distinctions 
that shape the way we think, feel, and act and thus can determine our 
future (Gergen, 1999).  Practically, this means that change is created 
by the words people use, the conversations people share, and the 
knowledge that people generate through their social interactions. 
Consequently, AI Summits create spaces for people across a system 
to engage in a conversation where every voice can be heard and each 
person is invited to shape shared generative images of the future 
(Bushe, 2012; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). 

• The simultaneity principle – This principle states that every action we 
take is preceded by a question (Cooperrider, Barrett, & Srivastva, 
1995; Cooperrider & Whitney, 1999). Thus, at the moment inquiry 
begins, change starts to occur.  Therapists have long recognized this 
pattern and have noted the profound ability of a question to spark and 
direct someone’s attention, perception, hope, energy, and effort toward 
growth and action (Goldberg, 1988).  Consequently, AI Summits are 
guided by a series of questions designed to ignite inquiry in a direction 
that builds confidence, evokes hope, and creates generative 
possibilities for positive system growth (Ludema et al., 2003). 

• The poetic principle – This principle points out that living systems are 
more like an open book than a machine and thus contain endless 
sources of learning, inspiration, and interpretation (Watkins, Mohr & 
Kelly, 2011).  What is focused on in these stories – employee turnover 
or employee loyalty, lost baggage or exceptional arrival experiences, 
lack of diversity or game-changing inclusivity – is up to each person 
and fatally shapes what follows (Barrett & Fry, 2005).  For example, 
questions about customer complaints elicit stories of how customers 
have been let down and focuses people’s efforts on fixing these 
problems, whereas questions about delighted customers uncover 
stories of how customers have been well served and concentrates 
people’s efforts on building on these successes.  In either case, like the 
words chosen by a poet to evoke sentiments and understanding, the 
choice of words to guide a system reverberates through the stories it 
tells and the actions that are taken (Robson, 2015; Whitney & Trosten-
Bloom, 2003).  Consequently, AI Summits are carefully anchored at the 
outset to an affirmative topic of inquiry and generative metaphors for 
organizing that can move a system toward the highest ideals and 
values of its stakeholders (Ludema, 2002). 

• The anticipatory principle – Given the complex, dynamic, and 
therefore uncertain nature of any human system, this principle reminds 
us that it is imagined images of the future that guide our present-day 
actions (Barrett & Fry, 2002; Wheatley, 1992).  For example, fear-
based images – like the Wall Street crash – can incite widespread 
panic whereas hope-based images – like Martin Luther King's dream of 
respect, equality, and justice for all in America – can mobilize people to 
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surpass all prior achievements (Bergquist, 1993).  Often found within 
the stories people tell about the system are images of the future to 
advance people and move them forward (Bushe, 2012; Cooperrider, 
1990).  Consequently, AI Summits try to disrupt images of the status 
quo and stretch the system's collective imagination toward vivid, hope-
fueled, generative images of its future potential (Whitney & Trosten-
Bloom, 2003). 

• The positive principle – This principle points out that social systemic 
change requires large amounts of positive affect – hope, excitement, 
and joy — and social bonding if momentum is to be sustained (Bushe 
& Coetzer, 1995).  By asking positive, generative questions that allow 
the strengths of a system to be discovered and built upon, people's 
enthusiasm, motivation, and commitment to change can be elicited 
(Elliott, 1999).  Just as plants grow toward the light, this heliotropic 
effect means that social systems naturally evolve toward the prevailing 
affirmative image (Bright & Cameron, 2012).  Consequently, AI 
Summits continuously seek to unearth generative, life-giving 
opportunities for growth and intentionally look for ways to nourish, 
energize, and inspire people to self-organize toward realizing the true, 
the good, and the possible (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012). 

 
Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2003) have identified eight known applications of 
these appreciative inquiry principles: Whole-system 4-D dialogues that can 
take place over multiple locations and an extended period of time; Mass-
mobilized inquiries that gather hundreds or thousands of interviews; Core 
group inquiries, where a small group of people select a topic and conduct 
interviews; Positive change networks, where members of an organization are 
trained in appreciative inquiry and given the resources to initiate projects; 
Positive change consortiums, where multiple organizations collaboratively 
engage in the 4-D cycle; AI learning teams, where a small group of people 
with a specific project engage in the 4-D process; Progressive AI meetings, 
during which an organization, small group, or team proceeds through the 4-D 
cycle over the course of multiple meetings; and the AI Summit, which brings a 
whole system of 100 to 1,000 or more internal and external stakeholders 
together to participate simultaneously in the 4-D cycle. 
 
First proposed by Cooperrider (Cooperrider, 1986; Cooperrider & Srivastva, 
1987) and later developed by his colleagues around the world (Barrett & Fry, 
2005; Bushe, 2015; Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2000; Ludema et al., 
2003; Whitney & Trostrom-Bloom, 2003), an AI Summit takes the search pf 
what gives “life” to a living system when it is at its most effective, alive, and 
capable in economic, ecological, and human terms into a large group-
planning, design, and implementation format (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012).  
Underpinned by the social constructionist premise that human systems move 
in the direction of what they most deeply, rigorously, and persistently ask 
questions about (Gergen, 1978; 1994; 1999) and reflective of the strengths-
management philosophy that one learns little about excellence by studying 
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failure (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Cameron & Lavine, 2006), an AI Summit 
is a generative process that unites a whole system in a macro-management 
approach that enables surprising configurations and connections of people's 
hopes and strengths and ignites self-organization to deliver agreed-upon 
actions with speed, dexterity, and collaboration (Bushe, 2015; Cooperrider & 
McQuaid, 2012). 
 
At first glance, it's impossible to appreciate the power this simple approach 
can have until you sit in a room and watch it unfold. The level of positive 
energy, trust, hope, excitement, commitment, and accountability an AI Summit 
builds in just hours has enabled the following: the growth of the United 
Nations Global Compact for sustainability from 1,500 to 8,000 of the world's 
largest corporations – a 433% growth rate (Cooperrider & Zhexembayeva, 
2012); energy improvements across the state of Massachusetts that have 
resulted in nearly $9 billion worth of benefits for residents and businesses 
(Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012); the improbable collaboration of the world's 
religious leaders to unite more than 7 million people of different faiths to help 
build a better world (Gibbs & Mahe, 2003); and transformational business 
outcomes such as those experienced by Nutrimental Foods, where within one 
year absenteeism decreased by 30%, sales increased by 27%, and 
productivity increased by 23%, and profitability increased by 200% (Barros & 
Cooperrider, 2000). 
 
The use of the AI Summit methodology continues to grow in large 
corporations including the following: Hewlett Packard (Peery, 2012), Fairmont 
Santrol (Cooperrider, 2013), and British Airways (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 
2003); in government agencies, including the U.S. Navy (Powley, Fry, Barrett 
& Bright, 2004; Tripp & Zipsie, 2002) and the Environmental Protection 
Agency (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2000); in industry-wide initiatives 
including the National Dairy Council (Whalen, 2010); in health-care institutions 
including Lovelace Health Care Systems (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003) 
and the Alice Peck Day Health Care System (Cooperrider et al., 2000); in 
community-wide initiatives including The City of Cleveland (Cooperrider & 
McQuaid, 2012) and Imagine Chicago (Browne & Jain, 2002); in school 
systems including the Canadian Metropolitan School District (Bushe, 2010) 
and St. Peter's College in Australia (Waters & White, 2015); in non-profit 
organizations including The Red Cross (Cooperrider et al., 2000) and World 
Vision (Godwin, Kaplan, & Bodiford, 2013); and in worldwide initiatives 
including the United Nations (Lacy, Cooper, Hayward, & Nueberger, 2010) 
and United Religions Initiative (Gibbs & Mahe, 2003). It is critical that we 
continue to understand if the application of the 4-D cycle and adherence to 
the five core principles are enough to positively disrupt and help 
organizational systems to flourish. 
 
For example, in a review of 20 cases in which appreciative inquiry was used, 
management professor Gervase Bushe and his colleagues (Bushe & Kassam, 
2005) found that, of the cases that followed the 4-D cycle and the five 
principles, only seven (35%) showed transformational outcomes. This is not to 
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say the other cases weren't successful with respect to their chosen objectives, 
but rather that they didn't result in qualitative changes in the state of being in 
that system.  Looking across the variables for transformation, they discovered 
a consistent pattern that comprised: 100% creation of new knowledge, not just 
new processes; 100% creation of a generative metaphor that guided 
participants; 100% penetration of grounded organizational beliefs; and 83% 
usage of an improvisational approach in the Destiny phase.  The authors have 
concluded that what made these cases unique was their ability 
to do the following: to change how people think instead of what people do and 
to support the self-organizing change processes that flow from new ideas. 
 
Consequently, Bushe (2007; 2011; 2012; 2015) has argued on numerous 
occasions that merely focusing on the positive, without focusing on the 
generative, is unlikely to produce much change in a living system. Instead, he 
suggested:  

AI leads to transformational change when it addresses or creates 
enough disruption to evoke self-organizing processes that are focused 
on what is widely desired. Self-organizing processes are channelled in 
useful ways by, amongst other things, increasing the richness of social 
networks so that like-minded and motivated people find each other and 
are encouraged to ‘make something happen.’ Leaders and 
stakeholders pay attention to the ensuing experiments, resourcing and 
extending those they believe are worth supporting (Bushe, 2015, p. 6).   

 
While one could argue that these practices are implicit in the five core 
principles, I have personally found the explicit teaching of Bushe's findings 
helpful for practitioners. In addition, other studies (Baker et al., 2009; Bushe, 
2010; Powley; 2004; Schmidt, 2017; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003; Yaeger 
& Sorensen, 2001) have suggested that transformational AI Summits are able 
to accomplish the following: engage large numbers of stakeholders; address a 
problem, issue, or concern that is widely shared; create a shared appreciative 
vocabulary; encourage equality among participants regardless of roles; 
engender affective and emotional connections to the change process; 
generate and communicate quality insights during the Define phase; secure 
widespread support for design statements; and inspire passionate and 
committed leadership from people with credibility in the system. 
 
Building upon these observations, Cooperrider (2013) agrees that, in order for 
systems to excel, AI Summits need to be macro-management applications 
that simultaneously embrace top-down and bottom-up approaches by 
focusing on configurations and chemistries of strengths that reach beyond 
silos, fiefdoms, and specialties.  He has proposed that this requires five 
generativity success factors: preparing systemic change leaders to think 
strengths; pre-framing a powerful task with a purpose larger than the system; 
embracing whole configurations that combine constellations of systemic 
strengths; creating a system where innovation can emerge from design-
inspired collaboration; and making the concentration effect of strengths a vital 
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management skill for creating cultures of open innovation, thereby 
systemically accelerating and scaling up solutions. 
 
Researchers have also cautioned that, when planning an AI Summit, it is 
essential to consider the following: 

• AI Summits appear to deliver the most robust returns when focused on 
creating bold solutions rather than just addressing underlying 
symptoms of the problem (McGuigan & Murphy, 2013). 

• The current position of the organization along the continuum from 
negative deviance to positive deviance will impact the momentum for 
change (Bright, 2005; Bright & Cameron, 2012; Bright, Cooperrider, & 
Galloway, 2006; Bright, Fry, & Cooperrider, 2013; Bright & Miller, 2013; 
Cameron et al., 2003). 

• The level of support, openness, and commitment of leadership to full-
voice participation, co-creation with stakeholders, and the resourcing of 
ongoing change and purposeful transformation will impact the 
outcomes achieved (Bushe, 2010; McGuigan & Murphy, 2013; 
Vanstone & Dalbiez, 2008). 

• The extent to which appreciation, discussion of ideals, and a focus on 
strengths already exist within the system and how problems of real 
concern can be addressed within an appreciative dialogue rather than 
denied or suppressed will impact people’s willingness to participate 
(Barge & Oliver, 2003; Bright, 2009; Fitzgerald, Oliver, & Hoxsey, 2010; 
Johnson, 2011; Pratt, 2002). 

• Systems in the pre-identity stage (in which the majority of members do 
not identify with the system) are generally best served by an inquiry 
into the ideal given the group's responsibilities, goals, and 
environment. Those in the post-identity stage (in which the majority of 
members do identify with the system) are generally best served by a 
more focused inquiry around increasing the system's competence and 
capacity (Bushe, 2001). 

• There exists the most confusion and least consensus about what 
happens in the Deploy/Destiny phase of the 4-D cycle where 
implementation can be very spotty (Bushe, 2012). 

• An AI Summit is not an “event” but rather a long-term process 
punctuated by a series of events (McGuigan, 2012; Whitney & Trosten-
Bloom, 2003). 

 
As our awareness of mixed AI Summit results has increased over the last 
decade (Bushe, 2011; Head, 2005; Messerschmidt, 2008), there has been a 
growing call for studies that explore the reasons and contexts of successful AI 
Summits.  It is my hope that the research described in this thesis will aid in 
amplifying and building upon our understanding of when and how AI Summits 
can help to create a positive disruption that enables a living system to become 
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more adaptive, creative, and resilient so that it is more likely to flourish in its 
current environment. 
 
How Did I Conduct the Research? 

Due to the complex, adaptive, and relational nature of living systems (Senge, 
1990; Wheatley, 2017), I took a grounded theory approach to this research 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  In grounded theory, rather than starting with a 
problem or hypothesis we begin with a topic in an effort to see the system 
through the eyes of its inhabitants (Brown, 2017).  As noted previously, my 
chosen topic was: "How do AI Summits help organizational systems to 
flourish?" 
 
As was clear from the emerging body of research I had reviewed, some 
systems had identified AI Summits as creating a positive disruption that 
supported their ability to flourish, and so I set out with the following research 
objectives: 

• Identifying what took place in AI Summits where the system was 
identified as flourishing for a consistent period of time (at least 12 
months or more) after the disruption. 

• Examining if AI Summits did indeed activate Seligman's (2012) 
PERMA mechanisms for individual flourishing and what, if any, impact 
this may have had on the system’s ability to flourish. 

• Understanding how AI Summits unite, motivate, and support people to 
make positive changes across a system possible. 

• Assessing how replicable was the ability of AI Summits to help systems 
flourish. 

 
I was able to accomplish these research objectives within the one study.  
Thus, the research project comprised one study in which the components of 
theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling, coding, theoretical memoing, and 
sorting were integrated by the constant-comparison method of data analysis 
(Glaser, 1992).  Table 1 provides a summary of my research design. 
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Table 1. 
Summary of Research Questions, Theories, and Study Methods 

Research questions Theoretical background Research methods 

1. What are the frameworks or 
processes that AI Summits 
use to help an organizational 
system flourish? 

• Appreciative inquiry  

• Positive psychology 

• Positive organization 
scholarship 

• Systems thinking 

• Complex adaptive 
systems theory  

• Dialogic organization 
development 

• Social constructionism 

• Goal-setting theory 

• Hope theory 

• Self-determination theory 

• Social cognitive 
neuroscience 

• Design theory 

• Appreciative interviews in 21 
systems where an AI 
Summit has led to 
flourishing. 

• A literature analysis of 10 
additional systems where AI 
Summits has aided 
flourishing. 

• Use of grounded theory 
sampling, coding, theoretical 
memoing, and sorting to 
analyze and theorize how AI 
Summits may enable 
organizational systems to 
flourish.   

• A further literature review to 
surface and test evidence-
based explanations to 
inform the emerging theory. 

• Assessment of the fit, 
relevance, workability, and 
modifiability of the proposed 
theory.  

2. What happens in an AI 
Summit that might heighten 
the ability for individual 
participants to flourish? 

3. How do AI Summits unite, 
motivate, and support people 
to make positive changes 
across an organizational 
system possible? 

4. Which of the processes and 
practices in an AI Summit 
that help an organization to 
flourish are replicable in 
other systems?   

 
While already steeped in much of the literature on human flourishing and AI 
Summits from my previous studies, I attempted throughout the conduct of this 
study to embrace theoretical sensitivity – a key concept in grounded theory 
research (Glaser, 1978) – by entering the research with as few pre-
determined ideas as possible. As recommended (Glaser & Holton, 2004), 
rather than forcing my prior knowledge onto the data, I focused on identifying 
people’s primary insights and the patterns and themes that emerged from 
participants’ AI Summits’ experiences that helped their organizational system 
to flourish. 
 
That said, it is important to acknowledge that, as a researcher, despite my 
best intentions, I can never be fully separated from my biases, and this 
undoubtedly influenced my sensitivity to nuances in the data (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008).  In an effort to counter my own biases, I asked a second 
grounded theory researcher with no background in positive psychology, 
positive organizational scholarship, appreciative inquiry, or complex adaptive 
systems theory to also independently code the data as the study unfolded. 
We then compared our results to derive the patterns and themes that 
emerged from these data.  
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In addition, I reviewed a wide and varied range of research articles and 
practitioner literature (well beyond my previous scope of reading), 
approaching this information as a further source of transcribed data in which 
to look for ideas and inspiration.  As suggested by Charmaz (2006), I found 
that this grounded approach gave me new ways of seeing relevant patterns 
and themes – particularly the research on complex adaptive systems — and 
so incorporated these into the iterative process of learning, reflecting, and 
testing what emerged from examining the study’s qualitative data.  
 
Sampling, Data collection, and Analysis 
Mindful that the goal of my research was not to independently verify that a 
system had flourished as a result of conducting an AI Summit but rather was 
(1) to identify the frameworks and processes the AI Summits used to 
positively impact the system individually and collectively and (2) to determine 
if these insights were replicable, Cooperrider provided a best-practices list of 
20 AI Summit examples across different industries (two-thirds of which David 
had been directly involved in). These summits had been held for different 
purposes and had had varying formats and durations, and enough time had 
passed for their possible positive impacts on the systems for which they had 
been held to have been established. Accepting that the knower can never be 
separated from the knowledge gleaned, because none of us are ever 
separated from our biases and interpretations of events (Ungar, 2005), I 
invited a diverse mix of sponsors, champions, participants, and facilitators 
from these AI Summits, representing varying levels of knowledge and 
experience with respect to the AI Summit process, to identify, where possible, 
the common reasons and contexts across the recommended best-practice 
examples. 
 
I was initially able to secure 13 interviews – one per AI Summit – with a 
sponsor, champion, participant, or facilitator from Cooperrider’s best-practices 
list (see Table 2 for a detailed breakdown of their characteristics) via 
telephone for 60 to 90 minutes using conversational interviewing. Each 
participant was asked to describe their most memorable AI Summit 
experience that had also helped their system to flourish post-Summit.  Each 
was asked the following questions about their AI Summit as it progressed 
through the 4-D cycle: Why was the AI Summit held? What happened during 
the AI Summit? How were people relating to each other? What emotions 
could you see on people’s faces or hear them describe? What happened after 
the AI Summit?  What impact did the AI Summit have on the system? What 
were the most important moments in the AI Summit process that led to 
achieving these outcomes? Have you used the AI Summit format elsewhere, 
and, if yes, what were the results? 
 
During the first stage of analysing the data collected during the interviews, an 
independent researcher and I, acting separately, employed a constant 
comparative method to conduct first-order (sometimes known as "open") 
coding, which involved a rigorous line-by-line examination of every transcript 
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to identify segments of text with potential research significance (Gioja, Corley, 
& Hamilton, 2013).  Memos were developed to capture the emergent 
concepts and their relationships.  The primary focus of the analysis was 
identifying participants' key insights and the emergence of any core concepts. 
Table 2. 

Basic Characteristics of the Initial AI Summits Studied  

Summit System Purpose Location Year Size Participants Length 

1 Profit Business 
Fundamentals 

USA 2003 200 Employees  3 days 

2 Profit Sustainability 
Vision 

Global 2012 200 Whole system 3 days 

3 Profit Relational 
Capital 

Dutch 2012 300 Whole system 3 days 

4 Profit Business 
Fundamentals 

USA 2002 300 Employees  3 days 

5 Community Social Change USA 2012 500 Whole system 3 days 

6 Government Sustainability 
Vision 

USA 2009 700 Whole system 3 days 

7 Non-profit Strategic 
Planning 

USA 2005 400 Whole system 3 days 

8 Industry Sustainability 
Strategy 

USA 2007 250 Whole system 3 days 

9 Profit Sustainability 
Vision 

USA 2012 300 Whole system 3 days 

10 Profit Sustainability 
Vision 

Global 2005 300 Whole system 3 days 

11 Religious Development 
Strategy 

Global 1999 250 Whole system 3 days 

12 Education Healthy Eating USA 2009 100 Whole system 2 days 

13 Profit Sustainability 
Vision USA 2005 200 Whole system 3 days 

 
Once we had separately completed the first stage of analyzing the first 13 
interviews, we conducted second-order coding by searching for similarities 
and differences among the first-order codes in order to interpret and analyze 
the data and build higher-level categories (Charmaz, 2006).  Our focus was 
on trying to answer the following questions: What did participants describe 
about their experiences of AI Summits? How did these experiences impact 
them individually and collectively? What did participants state had made these 
outcomes possible?  How is what they identified enabling people to flourish?  
How is what they identified enabling the system to flourish? 
 
Seven additional interviews from Cooperrider’s recommended best-practices 
AI Summits were then conducted via 30-minute podcasts (see Table 3 for 
their characteristics) with either a sponsor or champion for each of these new 
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AI Summits. The purpose of these interviews was to verify categories and 
further explore the properties that informed each category.  During my initial 
interviews, I found that the AI Summits’ sponsors and champions were able to 
provide a unique point of view of the system’s context before, during, and 
after the AI Summit.  They also had enough general knowledge of the AI 
Summit processes, without being personally invested in the AI Summit 
design, to provide valuable insights into the reasons and contexts that shaped 
the relative success of their AI Summits. Thus, these additional interviews 
focused exclusively on the people who held these roles. 
 
In order to begin building consistency among the earlier proposed categories, 
at this stage, the constant comparative analysis changed from the comparison 
of reasoning to attempts to answer the following questions: What common 
processes or frameworks can we see emerging in these AI Summit 
experiences?  What stories, feelings, or actions impacted the way people 
individually engaged in the AI Summit experience? What stories, feelings, or 
actions impacted the way people are engaging with each other and across the 
system? Is what they describe replicable with respect to other systems?  The 
podcasts can be heard here: https://www.michellemcquaid.com/change-
blueprint-book/. 
 
Once the underlying uniformities in the original set of categories and 
properties emerged and the data were saturated, a further 10 AI Summits that 
had been documented as helping organizational systems to flourish were 
randomly selected from the literature (see Table 4) and reviewed for 
verification purposes (Glaser, 1992). Cooperrider had been actively involved 
in 30% of the AI Summits comprising this sample of 10 in Table 4. 
 
Theory delimitation then occurred, allowing me to create a small set of higher 
level concepts that grouped second-order themes into second-order 
aggregated dimensions (Gioja et al., 2013).  In other words, the themes 
represented the general patterns that emerged from the data based on the 
conceptualization of participants' grounded experiences of AI Summits as 
shown throughout this thesis. 
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Table 3. 

Basic Characteristics of the Additional AI Summits Studied 

Summit System Purpose Location Year Size Participants Length 

14 Government Energy 
Planning 

USA 2012 200 Whole system 3 days 

15 Profit Sustainability 
Vision 

Global 2014 500 Whole system 3 days 

16 Education Culture 
Change 

Mexico 2016 400 Whole system 3 days 

17 Industry Sustainability 
Strategy 

USA 2012 300 Whole system 3 days 

18 Profit Strategic 
Development 

Canada 2015 320 Employees 3 days 

19 Profit Sustainability 
Vision 

Global 2016 200 Whole System 3 days 

20 Profit Culture 
Change 

USA 2015 200 Whole System 2.5 days 

 
 
Table 4. 
Basic Characteristics of the AI Summits Literature Review	

System Purpose Location Year Size Participants Length 

Government Sustainability 
Strategy 

Global 2004 500 Whole system 1 day 

Profit Gender Inclusivity Mexico 1992 20 Employees 4 days 

Profit Culture 
Transformation 

USA 1997 100 Whole system 3.5 days 

Education Positive Education Australia 2015 200 Partial system 1 day 

Profit Strategic Vision Brazil 1997 150 Whole system 4 days 

Profit Safety USA 2006 180 Whole system 1 day 

Government Leadership 
Development 

USA 2001 265 Whole system 3 days 

Non-profit Strategic Planning Global 2004 150 Whole system 4 days 

Profit Business 
Performance 

USA 2000 250 Whole system 5 days 

Profit Union Partnership USA 1998 250 Whole system 2 days 

 
As recommended by Glaser (1992), a full review of the significant literature 
was then conducted to enable theory formulation.  My continuing process of 
data analysis and literature review informed a constant elaboration of the 
relationships among the second-order themes that comprised the data 
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structure.  Finally, from the iterative process involving data, research outputs, 
and literature, a grounded theory of how AI Summits can help a system to 
flourish began to emerge. 
 
What Did I Learn? 

My analysis of 30 diverse systems surfaced a common underlying need in 
these systems for investing in an AI Summit to create a positive disruption 
that might support individual and collective flourishing. That need was for 
"creating generative connections."   
 
As Peter Block (2008) has noted, at a time when the reported rates of 
loneliness, workplace disengagement, and community disenchantment 
increasingly inhibit the likelihood of individual or collective flourishing, the 
challenge for most social systems is to transform the isolation and 
disconnection within our communities into connectedness and caring for the 
whole. The key is to identify how this transformation of generative connection 
can occur. 
 
In an effort to improve our understanding of how to create generative 
connections and answer the research questions posed, the rest of this thesis 
will: 
 

• In Chapter 2, explore the existing research literature on the frameworks 
and processes that enable complex and adaptive systems – like an 
organization – to flourish and review a comparative analysis of these 
findings and the experiences reported by the AI Summit participants. 

• In Chapter 3, explore the existing research literature on heightening 
human flourishing in organizational settings and review a comparative 
analysis of these findings and the experiences reported by the AI 
Summit participants. 

• In Chapter 4, explore the existing research literature on what makes it 
possible to unite, motivate, and support people to create positive 
changes across an organizational system and review a comparative 
analysis of these findings and the experiences reported by the AI 
Summit participants. 

• In Chapter 5, explore the replicable processes and practices of an AI 
Summit that can help an organization to flourish that my data found 
using an in-depth case study of one of the AI Summits. 

• In Chapter 6, review the contributions of this research to theory and the 
implication to practice, as well as its limited and future ideas for 
research. 

 
I humbly offer these findings, having learnt from this research process that  
despite our illusions of control, when it comes to changing a complex system 
the future can't be predicted. Meadows (2008), like Wheatley (2017), has  
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observed that there is a natural gap between understanding and 
implementation, and, while complex adaptive systems theory and systems 
thinking can lead us to the edge of what analysis can do and point us towards 
the possibilities, in the end, it is the human spirit that determines what is done.  
This means surrendering our need to control, and, instead, strategically, 
profoundly, “madly letting go” and learning to dance with the system.    
 
Our knowledge is impressive; our ignorance is even more so.  It is my 
heartfelt hope that these findings provide another step toward improving our 
understanding of how people and organizational systems flourish so that we  
can learn to dance better together. 
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2. WHAT ENABLES A LIVING SYSTEM TO FLOURISH? 

“It got us to believe in the power of convening the whole value chain and its 
stakeholders toward a common end.”  
~ Erin Fitzgerald, U.S. Dairy Industry Summit 
 
It wasn’t your typical conference group.  As 250 people began taking their 
assigned seats around a room filled with round tables, they were a little 
surprised to look around and find humble dairy farmers, corporate suits from 
the milk retailers, tenacious truck drivers, cautious public servants, 
enthusiastic industry consultants, committed environmental activists, data-
driven academics, and excited students sitting with them.  It seemed that 
anyone who touched the production, sale and delivery of milk was at their 
table. 
 
Never in the history of the U.S. dairy industry had such a conversation been 
held – in fact, most of the participants had never even been in a room with 
people whose interests, agendas, and experiences so obviously differed from 
their own.  For example, one farmer, who lived just over a mile from the milk 
processor’s headquarters, had never spoken to anyone there even though 
they were practically neighbors, because they viewed each other as 
opponents in a zero-sum game. 
 
The notions of sustainability, however, and the industry’s need to deal with its 
negative environmental footprint in terms of carbon, methane, water toxins, 
and transport requirements was a looming threat that no one knew how to 
address.  And so, rather than leave their future in the hands of 
environmentalists, lobbyists, and bureaucrats, the farmers had warily agreed 
to come together with representatives from every part of the dairy supply 
chain in an attempt to create a sustainable dairy future together.    
 
As the AI Summit began, however, they started to metaphorically “walk in 
each other’s muddy boots,” and quickly discovered a genuine sense of 
respect, appreciation, and pride for the roles people around the room played 
in caring for the land and people’s wellbeing.  As trust, hope, and confidence 
grew quickly throughout the group, they also began to dream of the real 
difference they could make as an industry and how they could lead on 
sustainability practices around the world to ensure that their land was 
maintained for generations to come.   
 
For example, with tears in his eyes, one student farmer told the group: “I’ve 
been worried that I could never make enough money to come back and work 
on the farm, that there would be no real point no matter how much I loved the 
idea.  But what I’m hearing here is that I can make a difference in this world 
and I need to try.” 
 
Reconnected and reignited by their purpose and passion to be stewards of 
the land for future generations, all 250 participants agreed to a constitution 
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that captured their shared vision and mission for building a sustainable dairy 
industry by finding ways to spark sustainability innovations that would 
strengthen farm businesses, reduce GHG emissions for fluid milk by 25%, 
and increase business value.  This set the stage for them to roll up their 
sleeves and begin to jointly design solutions so that, in a matter of hours, 
more than 28 potential projects were developed and displayed. These ranged 
from research programs (actual research proposals) to redesigned national 
transportation systems (including the construction of actual drawings and 
concept models that people could see and touch). 
 
Leaving the AI Summit hopeful and commitment, volunteers for each idea 
then went on to develop a rigorous business case that was taken to the 
industry’s executive leadership for review.  In the end, 10 projects across the 
industry value chain were selected to be taken forward. Conservatively, these 
projects were projected to increase the order of farm business value by an 
estimated US$238 million within two years and reduce the dairy industry’s 
carbon footprint by approximately 11%.   
 
Most importantly, almost every participant at that AI Summit walked away 
recognizing and valuing their own leadership role in the industry.  They took 
what they learned back into their local communities, businesses, and schools 
where they shared their insights, championed the ideas, and encouraged 
others to be stewards of the land and to be proud of the difference the 
industry can make when they work together.  As people became individual 
change agents within the system, they collectively created a movement. 
 
(You can see this AI Summit in action at www.thechangelabs.com.) 
 
What Do Living Systems Need to Flourish? 

My research began by trying to answer the question: What are the 
frameworks or processes that AI Summits use to help an organizational 
system to flourish?  After interviewing the AI Summit participants and 
analyzing the AI Summit cases, I turned to the existing literature on the 
frameworks and processes that enable complex and adaptative systems – like 
organizations – to flourish and then conducted a comparative analysis of 
these findings and the experiences reported by the AI Summit participants. 
 
As we saw in Chapter 1 however, despite our long-held Newtonian beliefs that 
we live in a clockwork world where change and disturbances signal trouble, 
since the 1960s the research of biologists, cosmologists, physicists, 
sociologists, psychologists, economists, and others has discovered that living 
systems constantly seek their own self-renewal. Therefore, fluctuation and 
change form an essential part of the process by which order is created 
(Gleick, 1987; Holman, 2015; Jantsch, 1980; Stacey, 1991) and complex and 
adaptative systems flourish.  For example, Prigogine’s research (1998) found 
that disorder is an ally that can provoke a living system to let go of its current 
form and reorganize into one better suited to the demands of its changing 
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environment.  In fact, living systems have been found to grow as a result of 
disequilibrium rather than of balance (Wheatley, 2017).  
 
While equilibrium often appears in the guise of an advantage – everything 
feels calm, stable, and in control — the law of requisite variety suggests that 
prolonged equilibrium dulls a system’s senses and coping mechanisms for 
new challenges.  For example, fish that live in an aquarium are excruciatingly 
sensitive to the slightest perturbations in contrast to those that live in a natural 
environment, where survival factors heighten wariness and experimentation 
(Pascale, Millemann, & Gioja, 2000).  Likewise, when leaders strive for 
equilibrium and stability by imposing control, constricting freedom, and 
inhibiting change, they risk creating the very conditions that threaten their 
organization’s survival and potentially diminish opportunities for flourishing 
(Wheatley, 1992). 
 
Unfortunately, disequilibrium, loss of control, and surprise tend to be 
experiences that most human systems try to avoid or control for fear that 
change will exhaust people’s valuable stores of energy and leave them at risk 
of entropy.  However, scientists have discovered that this is not true of living 
systems (Coveney & Highfield, 1990; Jantsch, 1980; Kauffman, 1995; 
Starbuck, 1976).  Instead, everything that is alive partners with its 
environment in a continuous exchange of energy and information that enables 
it to reorganize into different forms to maintain its identity and develop new 
capacities that can ultimately make it more resourceful and increasingly 
autonomous from its environment.  This dynamic dance of energy between a 
system and its environment means that neither is left unaffected by changes 
that occur in the other (Wheatley, 1992). This dissipative structure of living 
systems makes them adaptive and resilient rather than rigid and stable 
(Prigogine, 1998).  
 
Systems researcher Richard Pascale and his colleagues (2000) suggest that 
the sweet spot for productive change in this dance is found at the edge of 
chaos rather than in the abyss.  In this permeable, intermediate state through 
which order and disorder flow, the potential for generativity is maximized 
because the components of the system are no longer locked into place, but 
yet their level of excitation is not so extreme that the system dissolves 
entirely.  Mitchell Waldrop (1992) and his colleagues at the Sante Fe Institute 
agree, noting that it is at the edge of chaos that a complex system can be the 
most spontaneous, adaptive, and alive.    
 
While this may sound frightening if stability, not growth, is a system’s goal, it’s 
important to remember that living systems change in order to preserve 
themselves and that being at the edge of chaos is a necessary condition to 
awaken creativity (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).  As organizational 
development researcher Peggy Holman (2010) explains, every system 
contains the following forces constantly interacting and mutually influencing 
each other:  
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• A drive for coherence (i.e., our longing for meaning and purpose); 
• Occasional disruptions that disturb the status quo (i.e., new information 

from our environment, like a vocal cynic or an unexpected opportunity); 
• A drive for differentiation (i.e., our hunger for freedom and authenticity).  

 
We can see this playing out in the experience of the U.S. Dairy Industry 
during their AI Summit.  For example: 

• A drive for coherence - The members of the dairy industry were 
reminded that its purpose and passion had always been to be stewards 
of the land, and they found coherence by reconnecting with the 
industry’s identity — who it is, what its strengths are, and what it is 
trying to accomplish. 

• Occasional disruptions that disturb the status quo - New information 
about the need for more sustainable practices created a disruption that 
required the industry to show up differently.   

• A drive for differentiation - Given a few guiding principles and the 
freedom to self-organize, the projects created at the AI Summit met 
people’s need for freedom and autonomy so that a new form of order 
could emerge that benefited the industry and the individuals in it.  

 
At the edge of chaos, a system’s stability and sense of order comes from its 
coherence about who it is, what it needs, and what is required to survive in its 
environment so that it can develop in ways of its own choosing and, over time, 
spawn a stronger, self-organized system (Blanchard, O’Connor, & Ballard, 
1997; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). Thus, systems scientist Erich Jantsch (1980) 
urges leaders to undertake a new role, that of “equilibrium busters,” who 
recognize that order is never imposed from the top down but emerges as 
elements of a system share new information and work together to attain 
coherence and differentiation.  No longer required to be the guards 
maintaining control, leaders need to become compassionate coaches of 
disruption who consciously nourish and provoke a system’s capacity for 
emergent growth (Holman, 2010; Wheatley, 2017).  
 
How Can We Become Compassionate Coaches of Disruption? 

Holman (2010) suggests that compassionately disrupting a system is an 
aikido strategy that grows people’s capacity to deal with difference, upheaval, 
and conflict by empowering them with comfort, strength, and courage.  For 
example, although Nelson Mandela, Mohandas Gandhi, and Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. faced systems that were complex and often hostile, they enabled 
people to feel safe enough to liberate their voices and speak their truth, they 
connected people even while differentiating what mattered to each of them, 
and they opened people up to new facets of what they were facing by helping 
them to see the whole system in all of its complexity so they could discern 
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meaningful aspects of what needed to change.  As a result, they were able to 
change the world.  
 
If we are to disrupt systems compassionately, however, we must begin by 
being mindful that, while all changes begin with disruption, not all changes 
present the opportunities for emergence.  For example, Harvard professor 
Ronald Heifetz (1998; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002) urges us to distinguish between 
the following:  

• Technical problems - those that are rationally definable and responsive 
to operational fixes with authority, expertise, and procedures to 
address them. 

• Adaptive challenges - those that are complex and confusing and 
produce different opinions on whether an issue even exists and that 
require time, experiments, discoveries, and adjustments across a 
network of relationships.   

 
Holman (2010) also cautions that much of today’s system-related angst 
comes from treating all disruptions as if they can be managed through a 
steady-state scenario (i.e., handled within the existing situation when a minor 
fix is made or the disruption is ignored or suppressed) or an incremental shift 
(i.e., the status quo is disrupted and a small change is made to integrate the 
changes caused by the disruption into the status quo), instead of recognizing 
that larger forces are at play that are pushing the system toward the edge of 
chaos and then positively embracing this upheaval to enable emergent 
change. Thus, to be compassionate coaches of disruption, we must 
understand the context of the change a system is facing. 
 
We must also acknowledge that, while a bifurcation point of positive disruption 
can be predicted (such as the growing need for instituting sustainable 
practices in the dairy industry) and the range of possible transformations 
mapped (like the 28 change projects that emerged from the dairy AI Summit), 
the end state is never certain.  As organizational theorist Ralph Stacey (1996) 
cautions: “Left to self-organize in what looks like a mess with no apparent 
order, agents interacting in a system can produce not anarchy, but creative 
new outcomes that none of them ever dreamed of…. The price is an inability 
to know the final destination or to be in control of the journey” (p. 13).  
 
Thus, as Meadows (2008) suggests, the goal for any system is to create a 
large plateau of resilience upon which it can safely dance rather than a small 
plateau of certainty or static stability that offers little space for movement and 
ultimately is likely to lead to the system’s demise.  To be compassionate 
coaches of disruption, therefore, we must not confuse control with order.  
Instead, we must be willing to replace procedures that are designed to control 
with visions and values that encourage lively, independent action that benefits 
both the system and the individuals in it (Wheatley, 1992).   
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Once we are confident an opportunity for emergence can result from a 
disruption and are willing to relinquish control and allow the system to dance 
with its environment, Holman (2010) suggests that there are three important 
actions we should take to support emergent change:  

• Create a safe container for novel information to be appreciatively 
shared across the whole system so the disturbance can be welcomed. 

• Provide opportunities for individual expression and connection so that 
self-organization can occur around the actions people are passionate 
about and willing to take responsibility for in order to be of service to 
others. 

• Reflect together by regularly stepping out of the flow of activity to seek 
feedback, sense the larger patterns that are taking shape, and find 
meaning and coherence in the system.  
 

How Can We Create Safe Containers? 
A container is an intangible, yet real, space in which the potential and 
possibility of a group can unfold (Corrigan, 2015).  Once a system is at the 
edge of chaos, biologist Stuart Kauffman (1995) notes, it needs the following 
in order to self-organize: a relatively safe environment; higher levels of 
diversity than its current environment provides; the potential for complexity 
from interrelationships; sparse prior connections; and a drive to better fit with 
its environment. Building on his 20 years of experience as the founder of 
Open Space Technology, Harrison Owen (2008) echoes these 
recommendations and suggests that safe containers should also meet the 
following criteria: focus on real business opportunities that people care about; 
contain such high levels of complexity so that no one person or even one 
group could solve it alone; seek high levels of diversity – in ethnicity, gender, 
profession, life experience, etc. – across sparse prior connections; and spark 
the presence of passion and conflict and the willingness to take responsibility. 
 
Holman (2010) builds on these suggestions to recommend that, in order to 
create a space for safely surfacing the differences that can make a difference, 
appreciative, ambitious, possibility-oriented questions should be asked that 
attract diverse people who care about the system.  She suggests that 
questions of this kind can create a positive disruption by focusing the system 
on opportunities for something better and more meaningful and provide a 
bridge from chaos to creativity that mobilizes the system’s energy.  Wheatley 
(2017) concurs, observing that “[m]eaningful work reawakens us to what it 
feels like to be human beings” (p. 267).  She notes that, just as a magnet 
operates as a strange attractor to draw random iron filings together, coercion 
is not required when an opportunity to do meaningful work on behalf of others 
arises; rather, people just need to be invited to join the conversation.  
 
How Can We Enable Individual Expression and Connection? 
Scientists explain that self-organization occurs when a living system 
exchanges information with its environment and willingly uses that information 
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to adapt to changed conditions (Kauffman, 1995; Pascale et al., 2000; 
Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). As Wheatley points out (1992), the role of 
information is revealed in the word itself: in-formation.  Consequently, she 
concluded that the source of life in many systems is new information ordered 
into new structures.  This observation is supported by the research of Kenneth 
Gergen (1978; 1982; 1994; 2000; 2009) who notes that, in human-led 
systems, coherence is achieved through the meaning that is created amidst 
social interactions that shape the system’s language and experiences. 
Ultimately, it is words and discourse that enable human systems to flourish. 
 
That sounds simple enough, but, in human systems, our deep drive to belong 
means that new information can be quickly buried when it challenges our 
identity.  Unfortunately, due to, on the one hand, the growing tendency to 
fabricate data, produce half-truths, and spread lies to win people over and, on 
the other hand, the ubiquitous presence of technology, miscommunication is 
now often the norm (Wheatley, 2017). According to Wheatley (1992), 
however, chaos is the greatest generator of information, and, when stewarded 
by compassionate coaches of disruption who take a whole-system view, give 
participants a voice, and help them to listen and process different 
interpretations, new information can become positively amplified, allowing the 
system to develop a wiser sense of what is going on and what needs to be 
done and thereby enabling it to become more intelligent over time. 
 
As compassionate coaches of disruption, we need to be aware that true 
dialogue is inherently messy.  It involves differences, confusions, conflicts, 
and fantasies that generate paradox and creative destruction in order to 
generate new possibilities.  However, as discovered by Owen (2008), when 
this diverse interplay is characterized by playful give and take in a respectful 
environment, where there is a genuine feeling of community and trust, 
conflicted systems do what only they can do — self-organize to new and 
higher levels of complexity that are more in harmony with each other, their 
environment, and their own inner needs.   
 
For this reason, Holman (2010) views creative interactions that enable 
individual expression and connection as being at the heart of fostering 
emergence, because expressing and sharing their differences causes people 
to realize that they are all connected — their hearts start to open to each other 
and they discover the seeds of what might be.  She writes: “Order is 
accessible when diverse people facing intractable challenges uncover and 
implement ideas that none could have predicted or accomplished on their 
own. Emergence can’t be forced — but it can be fostered” (p. 16).    
 
How Can We Support Feedback and Coherence? 
Holman (2010) observes that, when people experience themselves as part of 
a larger system, something profound happens: their behavior changes. Not 
only are they changed when they experience emergence, but so are their 
relationships, how they interact with each other, and how they relate to their 
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environment.  She calls this turning point a “crowning moment of wise 
renewal” (p. 178).   
 
The challenge is that, while emergent change is the means by which nature 
takes great discontinuous leaps to create new forms, truly assimilating what 
emerges can take time as people bump up against old assumptions and 
behaviors and realize they no longer work. Consequently, feedback – the 
means by which a system talks to itself – plays such an important role in 
helping a living system notice the shifts it might otherwise miss (Holman, 
2010).  
 
Pascale and his colleagues (2000) suggest that amplifying and dampening 
feedback in a system can act like a throttle, causing the change to either 
accelerate or slow down.  For example, amplifying, or positive, feedback 
draws attention to new possibilities for change, whereas dampening, or 
negative, feedback tries to keep a system on track by signalling deviations 
from an established goal.  
 
Given that a flourishing living system is a learning system, biologists 
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (1980) explain that a system’s 
ability to notice new forms of information, learn from these, and respond 
appropriately is ultimately what determines its level of intelligence.  Thus, in 
order for it to stay alert to what’s going on in its internal and external 
environments, Holman (2010) suggests that we need to help a system step 
out of the flow of activity periodically and engage in reflective conversations 
so that people can notice the larger patterns taking shape and enable 
meaning to coalesce, in order for the system to continue flourishing.  
 
Why Might an AI Summit Help a System to Flourish? 

I have to confess that, until I embarked on the research interviews as part of 
this study, I hadn’t appreciated how an AI Summit might help an entire system 
to flourish.  I could see how an AI Summit might enable individual flourishing 
but was uneducated in the dynamics of living systems and how they work and 
so naively assumed that, by simply triggering the PERMA mechanisms for 
individual flourishing (Seligman, 2012), a tipping point would occur in the 
system.  As you’ll discover in the next chapter, I wasn’t entirely wrong, but 
what emerged from the data was a far more obvious and intricate dance 
between a system, its individual agents, and the structure of an AI Summit.  
We can see this pattern taking shape by revisiting Holman’s (2010) 
recommended actions to help us be compassionate coaches of disruption.  
 
How AI Summits Ability To Create Safe Containers 
Without ever being directly prompted, participants in this research consistently 
identified the importance and ability of AI Summits to create a safe container 
in which new information could be appreciatively shared across a system.  For 
instance, in Table 5, note how accurately their AI Summits were able to 
supply what they felt was needed in their respective systems. Kauffman 
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(1995), Owen (2008), and Holman (2010) identified for safe spaces to attract 
people with complex, diverse relationships and sparse prior connections to 
come together and ask appreciative, possibility-oriented questions that focus 
the system on opportunities for something better and more meaningful and 
provide a bridge from chaos to creativity that mobilizes the system’s energy.  
Table 5. 

How AI Summits to Create Safe Containers	

 Representative Quotations 

5.1 Summit 6: “A lot of the magic of AI Summits appears in the planning. It really 
needs to be planned well to have the right people in the room answering the right 
questions.”  

5.2 Summit 4: “Going in there was a lot of hesitation. We urged people not to judge 
from a distance but to come and experience it.” 

5.3 Summit 11: “People from every faith were invited to be part of planning the 
agenda.” 

5.4 Summit 8: “We put a lot of thought into framing the effort to create compelling, 
welcoming invitations so people didn’t feel under attack.” 

5.5 Summit 1: “It was critical that people understood the business situation and the 
need for change and what was in it for them.” 

5.6 Summit 14: “When you ask appreciative questions all of a sudden something 
happens and people get into that positive mindset and then they begin to believe 
anything is possible.” 

5.7 Summit 12: “There was a real sense that people were coming together to make a 
difference and people felt special to have been invited, excited to connect and 
were getting their first glimpse of the whole system and the power they had.” 

5.8 Summit 11: “There was the sense of a new calling. That there was a big idea 
going on here.” 

5.9 Summit 13: “The biggest value and impact of the Summit is it empowers everyone 
to be at the table, participate and do something about it.” 

5.10 Summit 20: “When we use an AI Summit we have quicker enrolment, we get into 
action faster, and there’s much more ownership at the personal, team, and 
organization level.” 

 
How AI Summits Enable Individual Expression and Connection 
Without ever being directly prompted, participants consistently shared stories 
that highlighted how AI Summits provided opportunities for individual 
expression and connection so that self-organization could occur.  Note how 
their data in Table 6 demonstrate the ability of their AI Summits to create 
opportunities, as the research discussed previously indicated they would 
(Kauffman, 1995; Pascale et al., 2000; Prigogine & Stengers, 1984; Wheatley, 
1992). These opportunities allowed novel information to be exchanged across 
the system so that order could start to emerge through a surprising, 
respectful, and playful give-and-take, thereby enabling the system to self-
organize into new and higher levels of complexity more in harmony with itself 
and its environment.  
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Table 6. 

How AI Summits Enable Individual Expression and Connection	

 Representative Quotations 

6.1 Summit 6: “People were connecting with people they’d never worked with before 
and discovering that they were remarkable human beings and this opened up new 
possibilities.” 

6.2 Summit 4: “A tremendous amount of curiosity started to be created during the 
appreciative interviews.”  

6.3 Summit 13: “The external voices brought an appreciative eye to help us see the 
possibilities, strengths, and goodness we couldn’t articulate ourselves.” 

6.4 Summit 8: “People were in a playful mode, having serious fun as they dreamed a 
vision of the future and got creative.” 

6.5 Summit 4: “The teams got very creative with their reports and it just lifted the 
whole room. Everyone got so excited that people were willing to take a risk and 
put something personal out there in front of everybody they worked with.” 

6.6 Summit 9: “It was engagement and creativity at its best.” 
6.7 Summit 2: “You see common themes emerging from the dreams and it’s like wow, 

we really all have a lot in common even though we come from different places.” 
6.8 Summit 12: “Their relationships expanded as they started seeing each other as 

allies and that they had shared goals.” 
6.9 Summit 9: “People started getting comfortable and letting their guard down. The 

relationships became more nurturing.” 
6.10 Summit 11: “There was a lot of conversation to try and resolve different positions 

of faith and honor our common purpose.” 
6.11 Summit 4: “People become very excited because they were the ones that were 

doing the work. They were invested. They had skin in the game at this point.” 
6.12 Summit 13: “There’s a self-regulation capacity emerging, where leadership shifts 

and roles move as people get clear on who’s good at what. It’s not top-down or 
bottom-up, but it’s shared.” 

6.13 Summit 7: “They were amazed at how much they’d accomplished in such a short 
amount of time.” 

6.14 Summit 8: “By the end of the Design phase we had mobilized an inspired and 
empowered cadre of change agents.” 

6.15 Summit 4: “There was a sense of value for what individuals had contributed and 
what the community had achieved as a whole.” 

6.16 Summit 17: “It made the whole industry change.” 
6.17 Summit 20: “It has been completely transformative.” 

 
How AI Summits Help Systems Seek Feedback and Find Coherence 
Without ever being directly prompted, participants repeatedly pointed out the 
importance and opportunities post-Summit to find ways to continue seeking 
feedback and periodically step back to notice the larger patterns taking shape 
so that meaning and coherence could continue to be found and flourishing be 
sustained.  Note how, in Table 7, they indicate how post-Summit they were 
able to leverage their shared sense of meaning and connection to ensure they 
prioritized being part of a learning system, as researchers have suggested 
(Holman, 2010; Matruana & Varela, 1980; Pascale, Millemann, & Goija, 
2000). These participants were able to prioritize being a learning system by 
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taking time to assimilate what emerged from their AI Summits and to create 
feedback loops that could help them continue to notice and respond to new 
forms of information in order to accelerate or slow down the desired changes 
and enable meaning to coalesce in order for the system to continue to 
flourish.  
 
Table 7. 
How Post-Summit Actions Help a System Find Coherence 

 Representative Quotations 

7.1 Summit 8: ““In many respects the AI Summit is the beginning.” 
7.2 Summit 19: ““The flourishing enterprise isn’t a destination. It’s a journey and it’s a 

roadmap.  It’s what happened after the Summit that made the real difference.” 
7.3 Summit 1: “What we found was really important at this stage was picking a 

process for managing the change going forward.” 
7.4 Summit 4: “A week after the Summit we started meeting with the innovation teams 

and talk about how they could sustain what they’d started at the Summit.” 
7.5 Summit 2: “Things really started to move at a much more accelerated pace, and 

without me (founder and CEO) being involved.” 
7.6 Summit 20: “There’s a lot more energy and action toward where we want to go, 

versus getting stuck in what’s not working. This has become part of our day-to-
day culture.” 

7.7 Summit 18: “When we change the way we meet and talk, we also change the way 
we work together.” 

7.8 Summit 10: “We track how we’re doing. We measure, we report and we celebrate 
our success.” 

7.9 Summit 14: “Continuing to connect and shape the debate as we move forward 
has been really important.” 

7.10 Summit 17: “Post-Summit, your job is to keep the teams alive, but there will be 
some natural selection of teams who thrive and those that wither.” 

7.11 Summit 19: “We found that we got about three full years of traction out of the work 
of that first Summit.” 

7.12 Summit 3: “Days, weeks, months later we were still talking about it.”  
 
What Role Can AI Summits Play In Helping Organizations To Flourish? 

Holman (2010) states: “Asking appreciative questions is the most effective 
practice I know for disrupting compassionately. It interrupts the status quo so 
smoothly that even in challenging circumstances, those disrupted can access 
enthusiasm and creativity. It often finesses the feeling of disruption” (p. 163). 
As one of the leaders of the U.S. Dairy Industry summit explained to me:  

In the end we learned that words really do create worlds. The turning 
point for our industry was not the notion of sustainability, it was when 
we turned to the group participating in the AI Summit and said: ‘You 
guys believe in stewardship of the land as you purpose, which is the 
essence of sustainability.  It’s having the right values and practices to 
leave this world better and pass it on to the next generation.  How do 
you want to put those values to work?’  That one purposeful, possibility 
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focused, appreciative question asked in the presence of the entire 
system made the whole industry change.  

 
My research found that AI Summits can create a safe container for novel 
information to be appreciatively shared across a whole system and provide 
opportunities for individual expression and connection that allow improved  
self-organization.  The ability for AI Summits to enable these important 
processes identified by systems researchers, has been suggested but not 
established by previous researchers (Bushe, 2015).  By understanding the 
capacity for an AI Summit to meet these needs for flourishing in  
organizational systems, AI Summit designers and facilitators can more 
intentionally activate these processes. 
 
That said, it is not the suggestion of this thesis to suggest that AI Summits are 
the only way to help an organizational system to flourish.  Nor, as you will see 
in the coming chapters, do I believe my research suggests that AI Summits 
always ensure that we are compassionate coaches of disruption.  I do hope, 
however, that, as we explore the evidence gathered, we gain a better 
understanding of the reasons and contexts an AI Summit might help a 
organizational system to flourish.    
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3. HOW DO YOU HEIGHTEN THE ABILITY FOR PEOPLE TO FLOURISH? 

“The feeling I remember most from our summit is the absolute feeling of 
connectedness.”  ~ Pim Berger, Schuberg Philis Summit 
 
The empty Amsterdam passenger airline terminal crackled with anticipation 
and excitement as 200 employees, customers, partners, and other 
stakeholders of Schuberg Philis – an IT solutions developer – took their seats 
for an event unlike any the company had ever before held.  Looking around 
the magically transformed terminal, they found themselves in a creative 
design studio full of possibilities as they were invited to spend the next three 
days together answering just one question: What next for this thriving 
organization?  
 
Answering this question wasn’t simply about Schuberg Philis making more 
money. Rather, it was about finding better ways to truly care for people.  A 
company already genuinely and publicly “100 percent” committed to its people 
and customers, Schuberg Philis wanted to explore how it could build on its 
success to go even further for the betterment of society.  Thus, an AI Summit 
was being held to bring together people from across the Schuberg Philis 
system to discuss, debate, and design potential solutions to uncover what 
was really possible for an organization when it seeks to surpass satisfying its  
customers, making its colleagues happy, and practicing good citizenship. 
 
What emerged took this organization to a place it had never previously 
imagined.  You see, while every voice in that airport terminal — whether from 
somebody inside or outside the company – was treated as an equal, the most 
powerful moment of the AI Summit came from the voices of the children 
whose parents worked for the company.  As video screens around the room 
played short clips of the children describing what their parents did at the 
company and why they were proud of them, it quickly became clear that, at its 
core, Schuberg Philis was “a company based on love.” 
 
This dream was immediately put to a practical test in the AI Summit as 16 
different design teams explored “how might we” statements that included the 
following: configuring strengths-based teams; attracting and developing the 
right talent; spreading our DNA and bridging generational gaps with 
storytelling; sharing our brain power; 100% open source sharing of all we 
have; radical resource efficiency for zero waste; and our powerful purpose.   
 
As a result, after the AI Summit, four engineers took responsibility for ensuring 
all future technology contracts in the company would be open source.  
Another group has spearheaded the introduction of an agile method for IT 
development to help teams work better together by valuing each other’s 
strengths.  Most importantly, becoming a company based on love has enabled 
employees to make a significant emotional shift so that, instead of needing to 
mandate strategies on sustainability or demanding compliance to policies, 
they have agreed to allow one question to guide the actions of every 
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employee: “Is this the right thing to do for the children who depend on me?”  
Today, Schuberg Philis has a no-manager culture wherein employees are 
given the freedom to take responsibility for the things they are passionate 
about, teams are chosen for their strengths and their interpersonal chemistry, 
and game-changing collaboration and fearless learning have become part of 
the system’s DNA.  
  
(You can see this AI Summit in action at www.thechangelabs.com.) 
 
What Do People Need to Flourish? 

My research next tried to answer the question: What happens in an AI Summit 
that might heighten the ability for individual participants to flourish? Following 
the interviews with AI Summit participants and analysis of the AI Summit 
cases, I returned to the existing literature on what heightens individual 
flourishing and then conducted a comparative analysis of these findings and 
the experiences reported by the AI Summit participants. 
 
As noted in Chapter 1, Huppert has suggested (Huppert & So, 2013) that 
flourishing is the combination of feeling good and functioning effectively 
enabled by high levels of wellbeing.  Increasingly sought after in human 
systems, high levels of wellbeing have not only been shown to have positive 
outcomes for individuals but also helped organizational systems to flourish 
(Oades & Dulagil, 2016).  For example, higher levels of wellbeing are 
associated with increased energy, resilience, happiness, health, charity, and 
likability and professionally with increased productivity and success 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005).  Researchers have also found that 
organizations that institute practices that support employee wellbeing are 
more likely to achieve higher levels of profitability, productivity, customer 
satisfaction, and employee engagement (Cameron, 2012; Cameron, Mora, 
Leutscher, & Calarco, 2011; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002).  In a review of 
the literature on wellbeing at work, the New Economics Foundation (2014) 
concluded that, not only does a focus on wellbeing at work benefit individuals 
and their organizations but it also plays a central role in creating flourishing 
societies. 
 
What enables people to flourish? Different researchers have proposed 
different models for human flourishing. For example, Keyes (2002) 
operationalizes flourishing as the presence of hedonic symptoms and positive 
functioning evidenced by the presence of emotional wellbeing (positive 
emotions and life satisfaction), social wellbeing (contribution, integration, 
actualisation, acceptance, and coherence), and psychological wellbeing (self-
acceptance, environmental mastery, positive relations, personal growth, 
autonomy, and purpose). Diener and his colleagues (2010) operationalize 
flourishing as a person’s psychological and social functioning that can be 
measured by the presence of purpose, positive relationships, engagement in 
activities, social contribution, feelings of competence, self-respect, and 
optimism.  Huppert & So (2013) suggest that feeling good and functioning 
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effectively requires the presence of competence, emotional stability, 
engagement, meaning, optimism, positive emotion, positive relationships, 
resilience, self-esteem, and vitality. 
 
Currently, one of the most popular theories of human flourishing being applied 
in organizations, schools, and cities around the world has been proposed by 
Seligman (2012) who, as noted in Chapter 1, has suggested that, in order to 
flourish, we need the right balance of heartfelt positive emotions (P), 
opportunities to be engaged (E) in what we're doing, positive relationships 
(R), a sense of meaning and purpose (M), and the ability to accomplish (A) 
what matters most to us in what is often referred to as the PERMA theory for 
wellbeing. This provides a useful framework with which to explore the 
elements that enable human flourishing as identified by this group of 
wellbeing researchers.   
 
How Do Positive Emotions Enable People to Flourish? 
Researchers have found that the experience of heartfelt positive emotions —
joy, gratitude, serenity, interest, hope, pride, amusement, inspiration, awe, 
and love — can help people to be more optimistic, resilient, open, accepting 
and happier and healthier (Green, McQuaid, Putell, & Dulagil, 2016).  For 
example, studies conducted by emotions researcher Barbara Fredrickson and 
her colleagues (2013a) have repeatedly demonstrated that positive emotions 
help to broaden and build the way people’s brains respond to opportunities 
and challenges by causing the following changes: expanding the field of 
peripheral vision (Rowe, Hirsh, & Anderson, 2007; Schmitz, DeRosa, & 
Anderson, 2009); increasing the levels of the neurotransmitters dopamine and 
serotonin in the brain, thereby enabling the creation and maintenance of an 
increased number of neural connections (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005); and 
broadening social responses through increased feelings of closeness to 
others, expanding circles of trust, and overcoming bias (Dovidio, Isen, Guerra, 
Gaertner, & Rust, 1998; Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005; Johnson & Fredrickson, 
2005). Like money in the bank for a rainy day, studies have also found that, 
while people’s experiences of positive emotions may often feel brief and 
fleeting, as they accrue they increase an individual’s psychological, social, 
intellectual, and physical stocks of resources, thus placing him on a positive 
trajectory of growth (Aspinwall, 2001; Fredrickson, 1998; Fredrickson & 
Joiner, 2002; Isen, 1990).  As a result, Fredrickson concluded that positive 
emotions help to broaden people’s minds and build their psychological, 
intellectual, physical and social resources. 
 
Also important to note, however, is that people who consistently flourish also 
experience negative emotions (Kashdan & Rottenber, 2010). In a world where 
rejection, failure, self-doubt, hypocrisy, loss, boredom, and annoying and 
obnoxious people are inevitable, Fredrickson (2009) acknowledges that 
people can’t really be connected and grounded to life without encountering 
difficulties, challenges, and pain.  And while people are often tempted to try to 
ignore, suppress, distract, or control their response to feelings of fear, anger, 
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or sadness, she points out that these emotions also offer important emotional, 
mental, and social learning opportunities. 
 
Thus, rather than trying to avoid the discomfort these emotions can bring, 
researchers suggest that the goal should be feeling robust enough to 
withstand emotional distress by being able to realize that these emotions are 
simply signs that something is not going right and that their attention and 
action are required to resolve it (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 2003). After all, 
emotions themselves are neither good nor bad; rather, what people choose to 
do with them is what matters. 
 
That said, Fredrickson’s (2013b) research has found that people who flourish 
do experience a higher frequency of heartfelt positive emotions than of heart-
straining negative emotions each day, and she suggests this is analogous to 
the balance of levity and gravity. Too much heartfelt positivity — as with too 
much levity – raises the risk of becoming disconnected from reality and 
floating away. But too much heart-straining negativity – like the weight of too 
much gravity — can put people at risk for being left flat on the floor and 
unable to get up.  Thus, people’s wellbeing and their ability to flourish each 
day depend on finding opportunities to strike the right balance of positivity and 
negativity to support their level of wellbeing.  
 
How Does Engagement Enable People to Flourish? 
Positive psychology researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi describes the state of 
optimal engagement as “flow” (1990, p. xi), the feeling people get when 
they’re fully absorbed in what they’re doing, often described as “being in the 
zone” or “one with the music.”  When people experience flow they often lose 
track of time, feel less self-conscious, find performing effortless, and are left 
with a deep sense of satisfaction and competence about what they’ve been 
able to accomplish.   
 
Flow occurs when people have a clear goal that balances their strengths (the 
things they are good at and enjoy doing) with the complexity of the task at 
hand; when they feel a sense of autonomy and choice about how they’re 
approaching the task; and when they receive regular feedback on how they’re 
doing. In flow, people’s skills are fully utilized and stretched to a manageable 
limit so that they are learning, growing, improving, and advancing. As a result, 
they are able to feel more involved in life rather than isolated from it; enjoy 
activities more rather than feeling bored; have a stronger sense of control, 
rather than feeling helpless; and connect with a stronger sense of self. They 
also have more self-belief and a higher level of confidence in what they’re 
actually capable of doing (Lyubomirsky, 2008). 

 
How Do Relationships Enable People to Flourish? 
Peterson (2006) noted that, if everything researchers had learned to date 
about improving wellbeing were combined, it could be summed up in three 
words: “Other people matter” (p. 249).  Perhaps not surprisingly, given what 
we have learned about the connected dependencies of living systems, studies 
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have found that loneliness, social isolation, and the lack of social support 
place a person at an increased risk for psychological distress, physical and 
mental illness, and early mortality (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008).  In contrast, a 
sense of belonging has been found to correlate with a range of positive 
outcomes, including higher self-esteem, greater life satisfaction, faster 
recovery time from disease, lower levels of stress, fewer instances of mental 
illness, and a longer lifespan (Rath, Harter, & Harter, 2010).  
 
Positive organizational scholarship researcher Jane Dutton (Dutton & Heaphy, 
2003) has suggested that this is because people have a biological need for 
social support, and so each time they joyfully connect with another person, 
the pleasure-inducing hormone oxytocin is released into their bloodstream, 
immediately reducing anxiety and improving concentration and focus. In fact, 
Fredrickson (2013c) has found that, when people experience warm and 
trusting feelings toward another person, their vagal tone improves, thereby 
helping to calm naturally high heart rates, regulate glucose and cardiovascular 
health, regulate attention and emotion, and enhance social skills. 
 
In addition, Dutton (2003) explains that the positive interactions people 
experience do more than simply evoke various physical responses, however. 
They meet the deep psychological needs all human beings share to feel 
respected, valued, and appreciated. She terms these encounters “high-quality 
connections,” and a growing body of research is finding evidence that these 
moments contribute to individual flourishing and to team and organizational 
effectiveness (Dutton, 2014).  For example, Wharton management professor 
Adam Grant (2013) has found that when people invest in effective high-quality 
connections and are “givers” – those who are willing to help others without 
expecting anything in return — rather than “takers” – who are only interested 
in getting what they want — they become more efficient at solving problems, 
getting things done, and balancing demands to ensure consistent 
performance.  They also build teams that are more cohesive and coordinated 
and establish environments where other people feel that their needs are a top 
priority, thereby helping the system of which they are a part to flourish.   

 
How Does Meaning Enable People to Flourish? 
For decades, people have ranked having a sense of purpose in their work as 
more important than promotions, income, job security, or even flexible hours 
(Cascio, 2003).  As Viktor Frankl suggests in his book Man’s Search for 
Meaning  (1985), people have a universal need to feel that what they do 
matters, and a growing body of evidence suggests that when they do they are 
likely to be happier, more motivated, more committed, and more satisfied, 
enabling them to perform better and have higher levels of wellbeing (Steger & 
Dik, 2010). 
 
Grant (2014) found that the single strongest predictor of meaningfulness is 
believing that one’s job has a positive impact on others but notes that people 
struggle to find meaning in their jobs when there is a lack of autonomy, 
variety, challenge, feedback, and the chance to see things through from start 
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to finish.  However, researchers believe that meaning can be found in any job 
(Smith, 2017). For example, in one set of studies involving hospital janitors — 
whose responsibilities included sweeping floors, dusting, and emptying 
wastebaskets — researchers (Wrzesniewski, LoBuglio, Dutton, & Berg, 2013) 
found they were equally likely to describe their work as “a job” that paid their 
bills, “a career” that would lead them to other opportunities, and “a calling” that 
helped people to recover from illnesses by ridding the hospital of dangerous 
germs.  Having observed this pattern in a wide range of professions,  
Wrzesniewski et al. concluded that finding meaning in work rests not on the 
work itself but rather on how a worker views the work and, in particular, on the 
worker’s ability to have a positive impact on others through it (Wrzesniewski, 
LoBuglio, Dutton, & Berg, 2013). 
 
That said, Vallerand (2003) cautions that it’s also important that people’s 
passion for making a difference remains harmonious rather than obsessive.  
For example, his studies have found that, when people’s passion begins to 
take control of them and makes engaging in other things or with other people 
difficult, their passion has become obsessive.  Often, their self-esteem and 
self-worth become dependent on the outcomes of their passion. and their 
inability to “switch off” often damages their relationships and undermines their 
wellbeing and can eventually lead to burnout (Vallerand & Houlfort, 2003).  In 
contrast, when people feel in control of what they love doing, they are more 
likely to maintain a harmonious passion, which has been associated with 
higher levels of physical health, psychological wellbeing, self-esteem, and 
work satisfaction, all of which enable people to flourish (Vallerand, Houlfort, & 
Forest, 2014).  
 
How Does Accomplishment Enable People to Flourish? 
Motivation researcher Carol Dweck (2006) suggests that, with respect to 
accomplishing the things that matter most to people, more important than their 
abilities is the belief that they can improve their abilities with motivation and 
effort.  This is not to say that talent doesn’t matter, but rather that people’s 
talents, natural abilities, and basic biological makeup simply define the range 
of what might be possible but don’t limit the outcomes they can achieve.  
 
For example, in a study of competitive swimmers, the best performances were 
not due solely to extraordinary talent but instead to the confluence of dozens 
of very ordinary skills that had been carefully drilled into habits and then 
consistently and correctly completed at the right time (Chambliss, 1989). This 
and a wealth of other studies on the interplay between talent, motivation, and 
performance have led researchers (Duckworth, 2016; Dweck, 2006) to 
conclude that people’s willingness to expend effort and learn from their 
successes and failures ultimately turns talent into accomplishments.  
 
Fortunately, self-compassion researcher Kristen Neff (Neff & Dahm, 2015) 
notes that, while making mistakes, bumping up against our limitations, or 
falling short of our ideals is part of the human condition, the likelihood of 
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people accomplishing their goals is significantly shaped by what they say to 
themselves in moments of failure.  Her research has found that, although the 
human brain is wired to attack any source of threat – including ourselves, 
learning to respond in such moments with self-compassion – by 
acknowledging the fear or pain being felt and talking to oneself like a wise and 
kind friend – activates the brain’s caregiving and self-awareness systems.  
One is then better able to make informed choices about when to persist, when 
to try a different path, and when to let go, thereby enhancing one’s 
confidence, motivation, resilience, and performance (Neff, 2003; Neff, 2011). 
 
Thus, grit researcher Angela Duckworth and her colleagues (Eskreis-Winkler, 
Gross, & Duckworth, 2017) suggest that what sets gritty people apart from 
others is the deep underlying belief that with effort, practice, and the 
willingness to learn, they can always improve. Consequently, they focus on 
controlling what they can, and, instead of simply setting performance goals for 
the outcomes they want, they prioritize learning goals that highlight the 
knowledge and skills they need to build to have the best chance of producing 
their desired results.  Dweck (2006) describes this as “a growth mindset” (p. 
7).  Studies have found that having a growth mindset makes it easier for 
people to set stretch goals, to ask for help, and to feel motivated to achieve 
the things that matter to them most (Dweck, 2002; Mangels, Butterfield, Lamb, 
Good, & Dweck, 2006; Murphy & Dweck, 2010).  

 
Improving People’s Wellbeing 
Researchers believe that people’s wellbeing — much like their body weight — 
has a genetically determined set-point range that, for most of the population, 
is naturally stable and relatively positive (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008). Just 
as eating well and exercising regularly have been found to help maintain or 
even improve optimal body weight, the same seems to be true with respect to 
consistently engaging in practices that support wellbeing.  As already noted, 
however, like any living system, people’s state of flourishing ebbs and flows 
depending on what’s happening in their environments and their openness and 
flexibility to embrace change.   
 
In order to flourish, Seligman (2012) suggests that people need to cultivate 
each of the PERMA factors. However, how much each person needs of any 
one pillar varies depending on the type of person, environment, and the 
desired outcomes.  Of particular relevance to our efforts to better understand 
how AI Summits work, the PERMA theory of wellbeing provides ways to 
measure (Butler & Kern, 2016) and understand the presence or absence of 
activities that have been found to support human flourishing. In this way, they 
can aid in shaping how future AI Summits are designed and delivered. 
 
How Can We Support Individual Flourishing? 

To assume that people can simply activate the PERMA factors and thereby 
determine their levels of wellbeing, however, would return us to the dangers of 
Newtonian thinking and ignore all we have learned about living systems and 
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the dynamic dance between an open system and its environment (Wheatley, 
1992; 2017).  In order to support individual flourishing, therefore, we must also 
consider how the environment in which people operate might impact their 
wellbeing and ability to flourish. 
 
In attempting to answer this question, we are aided by Richard Ryan and 
Edward Deci’s (2017) extensive body of research on self-determination theory 
(SDT). This theory concerns the ability of biological, social, and cultural 
conditions to either enhance or undermine people’s inherent individual human 
capacities – such as the PERMA factors — for psychological growth, 
engagement, and wellness. Ryan and Deci (2017) state: 

Clearly, it is in our ‘natures’ (i.e., our evolved capacities and acquired 
propensities) to attain greater or lesser degrees of healthy 
psychological, social, and behavioral functioning and to more or less 
realize our human capacities and talents. We can also see natural 
experiments everywhere in which promising human potentials are 
diminished by impoverished or oppressive social conditions. Self-
determination theory thus uses both experimental studies and field 
observations of such natural experiments toward understanding what 
humans really need from their psychological and social environments 
to be fully functioning and to thrive (p. 3).  

 
The authors posit that an environment that is effectance supportive (versus 
overly challenging, inconsistent, or otherwise discouraging), relationally 
supportive (versus impersonal or rejecting), and autonomy supportive (versus 
demanding and controlling) provides the necessary psychological nutrients, 
enabling people to move toward integrity, wellness, and flourishing.  In other 
words, when people are able to satisfy their basic and universal psychological 
needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy, not only are they more 
likely to be motivated, energized, and willing to act but they are also more 
likely to flourish in the process.    
 
How Can We Support People’s Need for Competence? 
In the classical view of human development, from Aristotle through various 
philosophical dialecticians and constructivists to modern organismic theories 
in biology and psychology, people are assumed to possess a biologically 
based propensity toward the extension, progressive transformation, and 
integration of experiences that facilitate growth and greater wellbeing (Piaget, 
1971; Rogers, 1963).  In fact, anthropologist Edward Hall (1989) concluded 
that the drive to learn is the “most basic in the human species” (p. 7).  
 
Robert White (1959; 1963), who gave birth to the modern era of motivation 
research, has argued, however, that, while the ultimate goal of learning and 
gaining competence is undoubtedly the acquisition of the skills on which 
human survival depends, the more immediate aim is often just the 
spontaneous feeling of satisfaction and enjoyment that comes from affecting 
one’s internal or external environment.  For example, Ryan and Deci (2017) 
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point out that, when children play, they regularly exercise and stretch their 
competencies simply for the pleasure or satisfaction that these activities 
provide, rather than for any external rewards the activities may bring them 
later. 
 
White (1959), who labelled this tendency “effectance motivation” (p. 321), has 
demonstrated that, regardless of the extrinsic rewards and material benefits 
that could result from competent behavior, people have a strong intrinsic need 
to exercise and extend their capacities and functioning, and this supplies the 
energy for learning.  As a psychological need, therefore, feelings of 
competence are not only functionally important but are also experientially 
significant, as they nourish a sense of self and provide energy and motivation 
needed to self-organize.  In contrast, feelings of ineffectance threaten 
people’s sense of agency and undermine their motivation and ability to 
mobilize.  
 
In order to develop a true sense of competence, Deci and Ryan (1985) 
caution that actions must be perceived as self-organized or self-initiated.  For 
example, studies have found (Nix, Ryan, Manly, & Deci, 1999; Ryan, 1982) 
that performing well on tasks for which people do not feel a sense of self-
initiation and self-regulation does not reliably enhance their perceived 
competence, intrinsic motivation, or vitality.  The positive effects that accrue 
when the need for competence is met only arise when activities originate from 
the self and are aligned with identity rather than from those governed by 
introjects such as guilt, shame, contingent self-esteem, and fear of 
disapproval or by external demands and their ambient contingencies of 
rewards and punishments. In other words, to satisfy the need for competence, 
people must feel genuine ownership of the activities at which they succeed. 
 
How Can We Support People’s Need for Relatedness? 
A surprising and remarkable convergence across scientific studies states that 
people or living systems cannot flourish without relationships (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1979; Lieberman, 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Senge, 
2006; Wilson, 2012).  As we saw in our discussion of the PERMA factors, this 
human need for connection is not simply due to the fact that obtaining food, 
water, shelter, and procreation depends on others but also highlights the 
consistent finding by researchers that one of the primary goals of all human 
behavior is the feeling of belonging and of being significant or mattering in the 
eyes of others (Deci & Ryan, 2014; de Waal, 2009; Reiss, 1994). 
 
In fact, according to William James (1920) the deepest principle in human 
nature is the need to be appreciated.  Other researchers have found that 
people’s basic need to feel responded to, respected, and important to others, 
and conversely to avoid rejection, insignificance, and disconnection, shapes a 
great deal of their behaviour (de Waal, 2009).  For example, many hygiene 
habits, social rituals, and preoccupations with image, status, and achievement 
are all driven by the need for relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), as also 
are people’s tendencies, for better or worse, to internalize the values and 
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behaviors from the environments they move within and are drawn toward 
(Ryan & Deci, 2011).  
 
However, people’s simply behaving in ways that they think others would like in 
order to feel connected with them is not sufficient to satisfy their psychological 
need for relatedness.  High-quality connections may be enjoyable in the 
moment, but Ryan and Deci (2017) note that merely being admired does not 
count. Unless people feel that others care for them unconditionally and that 
they are accepted for who they genuinely are, their hunger for belonging will 
remain unmet, and their energy and wellness will be undermined. 
 
For this reason, relationally supportive environments allow people to 
autonomously and authentically care for others and to feel willingly and 
genuinely cared about.  In the most satisfying interactions, no matter how well 
someone knows the other person or how long or frequent are their 
encounters, it is only in those experiences where people are present, 
accepting, and supportive of each other that they feely truly connected 
(Downie, Mageau, & Koestner, 2008; Fredrickson, 2013c).  In contrast, when 
people feel ignored, ostracized, or excluded, social cognitive neuroscientists 
have found that the resulting “social pain” triggers some of the same neural 
activation patterns as physical pain and is directly and almost universally 
related to psychological distress and ill-being (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & 
Williams, 2003; Legate, DeHaan, Weinstein, & Ryan, 2013; Wiliams, 2009;). 
 
How Can People’s Need for Autonomy Be Supported? 
Autonomy is shaped by the extent to which people feel their behaviors are 
volitional and congruent with their interests and values rather than feeling 
coerced, compelled, or seduced by forces external to them.  They then have 
the freedom to act authentically, enabling them to participate wholeheartedly 
so that they willingly engage their talents, abilities, and energies in ways that 
leave them feeling energized and satisfied (Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Barch, & 
Jeon, 2002; Ryan & Lynch, 1989). 
 
Although providing people with autonomy is sometimes feared and criticized 
for its potential to result in impulsiveness, defiance, or rebellion as people 
push toward independence (Murray, 1938; Van Petegem, Soenens, 
Vansteenkiste, & Beyers, 2015), studies have found that, when given 
opportunities to regulate their lives in self-determined ways, people are more 
likely to be motivated, efficacious, and creative and to exhibit concern for 
others (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-
Butzel, Chirkov, & Kim, 2005; Welzel, 2013).  As was discussed earlier, living 
systems exist in a world of independence and interdependence and are wired 
to change in order to preserve both identity and coherence.  Organizations 
from around the world have discovered that, by supporting autonomy rather 
than enforcing controls, they have been able to not only help their employees 
flourish but have also improved their bottom line (Doshi & McGregor, 2015; 
Pink, 2009).   
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Although Ryan and Deci (2017) hypothesized that environments that enable 
people to meet all three psychological needs are essential to individual 
flourishing and are completely interdependent, they concluded that autonomy 
in particular helps people to “gravitate toward, make choices in relation to, and 
employ optimizing strategies for satisfying each basic need” (p. 239).  That 
said, they recommended that we view supporting our wellbeing metaphorically 
as a three-legged stool. Pulling out any one of the legs (i.e., needs) will cause 
the stool to unbalance and fall. 
 
How Does our Environment Impact our Ability to Flourish? 
Based on our understanding of human nature, we can conclude that most 
people want to contribute, to experience competence in what they do, and to 
view themselves as a meaningful part of a collaborative system.  When their 
environment thwarts satisfying their basic and universal needs for 
competence, relatedness, and autonomy, however, Ryan and Deci (2017) 
found that the dark side of human nature often emerges, possibly causing 
people to engage in aggressive, greedy, or malevolent behaviors as they 
struggle to manage the effects of ill-being.  Thus, simply understanding or 
knowing how to leverage the factors of PERMA and expecting people to be 
able to flourish are not sufficient.  Instead, they must be motivated, energized, 
and willing and able to consistently invest in actions that build the PERMA 
factors. This requires an environment that provides the psychological nutrients 
to meet their psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy.   
 
Why Might an AI Summit Heighten Individual Flourishing? 

As noted in Chapter 1, Cooperrider’s hypothesis of the ability of an AI Summit 
to enable the PERMA factors and create a state of mirror-flourishing was one 
of the reasons I undertook this research.  Without ever being directly 
prompted to confirm this hypothesis when reflecting on their experience of AI 
Summits and what they saw unfolding, the research participants repeatedly 
described experiences that the researchers mentioned in this chapter had 
found helped to improve the PERMA factors.  In itself, this finding was not 
surprising, but it not only confirmed Cooperrider’s hypothesis but also 
contributed to a more nuanced understanding of how the PERMA factors can 
be more consistently leveraged throughout an AI Summit to support individual 
flourishing. 
 
Not until later in the coding process did it become clear that experiences that 
improved the PERMA factors weren’t solely what was enabling people to 
flourish. In addition, the AI Summits were also providing a safe container that 
supported people’s needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy.  The 
discovery of an AI Summit’s ability to create an environment supportive of 
competence, relatedness, and autonomy was somewhat surprising, as none 
of the seminal researchers in either field had explored this connection.   
 
Thus, my analysis of what happens in an AI Summit that might heighten 
individual participants’ ability to flourish found a clear activation of the PERMA 
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factors interwoven with the necessary nutrients for self-determination, as 
people engaged, interpreted, and acted within their complex dynamic systems 
(see Table 8).   
Table 8. 

AI Summit Presence of PERMA Factors and Self-Determination Nutrients 

 
 AI Summit  

Pre Discovery Dream Design Destiny Post 

PE
R

M
A

 

Positive 
Emotion Medium High High Medium Medium Medium 

Engagement Medium High High High High High 

Relationships Medium High High High Medium Medium 

Meaning Medium Medium High High High High 

Accomplishment Medium High Medium High Medium Medium 

Se
lf -

D
et

er
m

in
at

io
n Relatedness Medium High High High Medium Medium 

Competency Medium High Medium High Medium Medium 

Autonomy Medium Medium Medium High High Medium 

 
As a result, based on the data I gathered, I have concluded that AI Summits: 
(1) enhance efficacy and spark an appetite for learning and growth; (2) create 
a sense of belonging around a shared generative purpose; (3) fuel the power, 
energy, and commitment for people to self-organize and make a positive 
difference. 
 
How Do AI Summits Enhance Efficacy? 
Research participants reported a noticeable shift in their feelings of 
confidence and sense of competence throughout the AI Summits that opened 
them to further learning (see Table 9).  This was particularly apparent at the 
end of their Summit’s Discovery phase, during which participants had 
reflected on their individual and collective strengths, and at the end of the 
Design phase, during which they had tangibly touched the pathways they had 
created to carry them toward realizing their dreams.   
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Table 9. 

How AI Summits Enhance Efficacy 

 Representative Quotations 

9.1 Summit 5: “There was a sense of uplift in the room. People started realizing they’d 
always had these great strengths to draw upon. There was definitely a heightened 
awareness of their ability.” 

9.2 Summit 4: “A tremendous amount of curiosity started to be created during the 
appreciative interviews.” 

9.3 Summit 11: “There was a buzz of joy and excitement. There was a real feeling of 
pride and awe.” 

9.4 Summit 19: “Those forces who walked into the room with some uncertainty fairly 
quickly made a transition to tapping into a part of pride about their own strengths 
and the strengths of the organization.” 

9.5 Summit 13: “People were awakening to their strengths.” 
9.6 Summit 20: “There’s a lot more energy and action toward where we want to go, 

versus getting stuck in what’s not working. This has become part of our day-to-
day culture.” 

9.7 Summit 2: “You quickly begin to take advantage of everybody’s skill sets.” 
9.8 Summit 6: “People felt they were being productive and doing something toward a 

positive end instead of just damage control. And that was very exciting for folks.” 
9.9 Summit 13: There’s a significant rise in power all of a sudden.” 
9.10 Summit 8: “There was a sense of passion, promise, hope and pride about what 

we could achieve.” 
 
As is clear from the data, AI Summits can provide an environment that is 
effectance supportive and, as a result, can enable participants to have 
experiences that improve some of the PERMA factors.  Note the presence in 
the descriptions given above of positive emotions, including interest, awe, joy, 
and hope, and the energy these emotions apparently unleashed.  Of interest 
also is the sense of accomplishment being savored and celebrated among the 
participants, as they were given the space to reflect on their strengths, and 
the opportunity to build upon these to create a better individual and collective 
future. 
 
However, important to also note is that as suggested by the data, people’s 
sense of accomplishment and feelings of effectance support go up and down 
during different stages of the AI Summit process.  This appeared to occur 
immediately following experiences of divergence (as occur in the Dream and 
Destiny phases, as people tried to fuse their diverse hopes and ways of 
working together) and convergence (at the end of the Discovery and Design 
phases as people fused their strengths and then later selected and built a 
prototype to find ways forward together).  These two different thinking 
processes form a natural cycle that fuels discovery, creativity, and innovation 
in an exponential growth pattern (Roco, 2016), but they can cause people to 
feel uncomfortable in environments lacking a shared sense of psychological 
safety that would enable them to take risks, speak up, and stick their necks 
out in the presence of others (Edmondson, 2004).   
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For example, one participant noted: “There was a little frustration because 
now they’re trying to converge and pull their dream into a plan” (Summit 1). In 
addition, another commented: “There were feelings of excitement, chaos, 
competition, frustration, and conflicts of ideas as we tried to make our dream 
a reality” (Summit 8). Encouraging participants to embrace the naturally 
messy nature of divergent and convergent processes by practicing a growth 
mindset, extending self-compassion when needed, and having kind 
conversations with each other (i.e., respecting and valuing the person sitting 
in front of you enough to let them know when you disagree) could help 
participants feel a greater sense of accomplishment, competence, and safety 
during these stages of an AI Summit.  
 
How Do AI Summits Create a Sense of Belonging? 
Research participants repeatedly spoke about their heightened sense of 
connection to each other as a shared generative purpose started to emerge 
through the Summit process (see Table 10).  This was particularly apparent at 
the end of the Dream phase, by which time the nutrients for relatedness had 
consistently been sown, but was also still noticeable post-Summit in the most 
transformational examples.  
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Table 10. 

How AI Summits Create a Sense of Belonging 

 Representative Quotations 

10.1 Summit 11: “The appreciative interviews created foundational relationships. The 
group became electric and filled with joy no matter who you spoke to.” 

10.2 Summit 2: “They are making an immediate connection with someone that they 
may never have talked to before, or understood before.” 

10.3 Summit 5: “There was a real feeling of kindness that started to appear in the 
room. The feeling they were connecting to each other as human beings rather 
than being biased by snap judgements.” 

10.4 Summit 6: “We had human-to-human conversations that weren’t about titles or 
achievements.” 

10.5 Summit 1: “Once they went through the Discovery interviews those boundaries, 
those walls we have, came down and people were just part of one big team.” 

10.6 Summit 10: “People were amazed that they were really being listened to and that 
they could share their ideas regardless of hierarchy.” 

10.7 Summit 17: “You get this sense of shared vision and that we’re all in this 
together.” 

10.8 Summit 13: “You see elevation – surprise, curiosity, gratitude, generosity and 
amazement – unfolding.” 

10.9 Summit 12: “There was a feeling of: ‘Oh we’re all connected.’” 
10.10 Summit 7: “They really felt that they were all in it together and that they were 

really proud of the work they’d done and the potential for the work they could do 
together in the future.” 

10.11 Summit 4: “There was a real feeling that each person’s contribution was valued.” 
10.12 Summit 13: “There’s a sense of shared meaning and purpose. We’re on a shared 

quest now.” 
10.13 Summit 3: “Following our Summit there is now one question that guides the action 

of every employee each day: ‘Is this the right thing to do for the children who 
depend on me?’” 

10.14 Summit 20: “Enabling people to see and feel their perspectives heard, valued and 
brought forward in terms of our priorities and strategies was transformational for 
the company.” 

10.15 Summit 17: “You need to build a structure for people to stay connected.” 
10.16 Summit 18: “It changed the way we meet because out relationships have been 

shaped in different ways.” 
 
Here we can see that the AI Summit was providing a relationally supportive 
environment for participants and providing experiences that heightened the 
PERMA factors.  We can perceive the continued presence of positive 
emotions (i.e., interest, hope, pride, joy, and love) and a sense of intrinsically 
owned accomplishment.  We can also see the relationship pillar being 
improved with opportunities for high-quality connections and giving (i.e., 
kindness, gratitude, generosity), and the meaning pillar rising as participants 
were actively encouraged to dream about the positive difference they could 
make, individually and collectively, for others. 
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Interestingly, those systems that experienced fewer long-term 
transformational changes after their AI Summit often struggled to sustain the 
heightened relationally supportive environment created during the Summit 
event.  As a result, as one participant noted: “The Destiny phase can be pretty 
tumultuous” (Summit 1).  Another commented: “There was some uncertainty 
about our roles going forward” (Summit 6).  And another: “There was a bit of 
anxiety about how are we going to make all this happen? We all have this 
great energy we created. We don’t want it to dissipate. We don’t want to 
disappoint people. How do we keep going?” (Summit 4).  In order to ensure 
that people can continue to flourish beyond the AI Summit event, we need to 
help the system continue to provide a more relationally supportive 
environment through the Destiny phase and into the post-Summit ways of 
working. 
 
How Do AI Summits Fuel Self-Organization? 
Given that it’s often assumed that people are reluctant to embrace change in 
their system, the research participants were often surprised at the AI 
Summit’s capacity to fuel a sense of power, energy, and commitment to the 
degree that people willingly self-organized to start making a more positive 
difference post-Summit (see Table 11).  This is particularly notable as 
participants emerge from the Dream phase and are given the permission and 
tools in the Design and Destiny phases to make their shared hopes a reality.   
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Table 11. 

How AI Summits Fuel Self-Organization 

 Representative Quotations 

11.1 Summit 2: “When you give people permission to help create the future, that’s the 
real turning point.” 

11.2 Summit 13: “There’s excitement, courage, a growing boldness.” 
11.3 Summit 3: “People felt empowered to make things happen. They didn’t have to 

wait for management.” 
11.4 Summit 4: “People were surprised they weren’t being told what to think, they were 

being told about tools and then they were asked to think how they could apply 
them.” 

11.5 Summit 13: “There’s a strategic leveraging of people’s strengths.” 
11.6 Summit 8: “I don’t know anyone who has time to spare so it was amazing to see 

people lining up to put their name on paper and commit their time to post-summit 
actions.” 

11.7 Summit 2: “They’re beginning to take ownership and there’s passion to make their 
part better.” 

11.8 Summit 20: “It sped up enrolment toward all the initiatives that came out because 
there was a strong sense of co-creation.” 

11.9 Summit 5: “They’ve figured out they are the change at this point.  Seventy-five 
percent were engaged but the intensity is much higher. Twenty-five percent were 
feeling marginalized or clueless at this point as to what would come next and what 
their role would be.” 

11.10 Summit 12: “People started seeing each other more as partners.” 
11.11 Summit 17: “People are individual charge agents in their own right and together 

we can create a movement. We gave them tools, training, great presentations and 
recognized their achievements.” 

11.12 Summit 19: “We spend less of our time on compliance and more of our time on 
really good work and on trying to bring out the best in our people every day.” 

11.13 Summit 8: “We literally had people who were transformed. The mobilization of a 
single human being into a passionate evangelist was the most important outcome 
of the summit.” 

11.14 Summit 3: “It’s okay if initiatives fade away after a couple of meetings. They 
weren’t important enough.” 

11.15 Summit 10: “The realization that we were empowered and the appreciation of that 
responsibility by everyone boosted the company’s agility and ability to flourish.” 

11.16 Summit 11: “It’s a picture of human flourishing. It wasn’t a one-time touch.” 
 
In these comments, we can observe that the AI Summits seemed to be 
providing an autonomy-supportive environment for participants that enabled 
experiences likely to improve the PERMA factors.  We hear of the ripple 
effects of positive emotions spurring people into action. We see the continued 
awareness of, and investment in, connections between participants. We are 
told of the mobilization of passionate evangelists who want to make a 
difference.  We find evidence of people feeling and being empowered to 
accomplish the things that matter most to them. Moreover, engagement, 
which seemed high throughout the respondents’ respective AI Summit events 
as people explored and connected their strengths to the tasks, seemed to 
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take on a heightened level of intensity as people were invited to self-organize 
and put their strengths to work in the service of others. 
 
Also interesting to note is the level of surprise that appears over and over 
again in this data.  Participants expressed surprise that they were being given 
permission to self-organize, and managers seemed surprised at people’s 
willingness to take responsibility and ownership.  This poses a potential 
challenge for participants of AI Summits who have not experienced this level 
of freedom in the past and, as a result, seem to struggle to understand what 
their role will be post-Summit.  As one participant noted: “Reality set in. There 
was a feeling of ownership by this point of their ideas and now they started to 
wonder what was really going to happen. Were they empowered to do this?” 
(Summit 9).  Another observed: “There was also a sense of nervousness. 
Could we pull this off?” (Summit 8).  And: “We left with a positive anxiousness 
of wanting to see what happens now” (Summit 12).  Thus, in systems that 
have previously relied more on methods of control and less on self-
organization, people’s anxiety during the Destiny phase could be eased by 
explicitly explaining how living systems flourish as the dance between order 
and chaos occurs and by giving people clear, guiding principles for working 
together so that the emerging teams feel supported and safe as they explore 
the boundaries of self-organization together. 
 
What Role Do AI Summits Play In Helping People Flourish? 

My research found that while AI Summits are able to activate the known 
factors that heighten wellbeing – positive emotions, engagement,  
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment, they also need to activate the 
necessary nutrients of self-determination – competence, relatedness, and  
autonomy - for people to individually and collectively flourish.  While the ability 
for AI Summits to activate these known processes for individual flourishing 
had been previously discussed by researchers (Cooperrider, 2014), by  
understanding the capacity for an AI Summit to meet these needs for  
flourishing in people, AI Summit designers and facilitators can more 
intentionally activate these factors.  To guide us, we recommend taking 
inspiration from Schuberg Philis’ post-Summit decision that being a company 
based on love means that: “We have the desire for each person to flourish. 
We are all equal and unique. We see the whole human being — as a 
colleague, as a parent, and as a friend. When we connect at a deep level, 
wonderful things become possible.”  
 
Unfortunately, most people lack the knowledge, tools, and support to 
intentionally and consistently invest in experiences that enable the PERMA  
factors to support their wellbeing. Thus, it is helpful for organizations to 
understand that AI Summits provide a wonderful – but often missed –
opportunity to empower people with a deeper level of understanding about 
why and how the “magic” of an AI Summit often enables them to feel better 
and function more effectively than they do most days at work.  Many 
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participants, desiring more of this “magic,” volunteer for post-Summit 
activities. 
 
It is also important to note that it is not enough to simply teach people about 
the PERMA factors and ignore the impact of the environment they are 
operating within.  As Ryan and Deci’s research (2017) has repeatedly 
demonstrated, a system directly impacts people’s levels of motivation, 
learning, performance, creativity, health, and humanity by either supporting or 
thwarting their basic psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and 
autonomy.  Thus, while an AI Summit is likely to provide a safe and effective 
container through which to these needs can be met, careful consideration 
must be given to the environment participants will return to and how the post-
Summit process – for which there is currently little guidance – could help a 
system create a more effectance supportive (versus overly challenging, 
inconsistent, or otherwise discouraging), relationally supportive (versus 
impersonal or rejecting), and autonomy supportive (versus demanding and 
controlling) space in which people can continue flourishing. 
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4. ARE YOU READY FOR AN AI SUMMIT? 

“It was the high point moment of my career. This is how I want us to be all the 
time.” ~ Chuck Fowler, Fairmount Santrol Summit 
 
Fairmount Santrol’s customers were taken by surprise.  First, an unexpected 
invitation arrived from the industrial sand company’s CFO to join 350 people 
for a three-day planning summit.  Now they found themselves seated at one 
of 50 tables alongside the company’s executive team, sand load operators, 
operations managers, product designers, suppliers, and environmentalists 
from around the world, all of whom were invited to roll up their sleeves and 
participate in a real-time strategy session to harness the innovation capacity 
of sustainability and shape the company’s future.  This from a company 
environmental protesters had once referred to as “dune-rapers.”  It was not 
what people expected. 
 
Within 30 minutes the ballroom was buzzing as every person dove into an 
appreciative interview with another participant and started uncovering the 
strategic strengths, the hidden opportunities, and the game-changing 
possibilities that existed within this surprising organization.  The call was for 
disruptive innovation, and every voice was treated with the same respect and 
value as the organization’s CEO, who sat at a table in intense conversation 
with one of the sand load operators.  The room came alive with a sense of 
freedom and possibility. 
 
Then, a new multimillion-dollar business opportunity emerged at one of the 
tables.  A chemist shared how spent sand, when placed on farmland, has 
been shown to help grow higher yields of biomass.  Another person observed 
that the company’s sand mines were located in rural locations near many 
farms.  As lightbulbs went off around the table, the team began to ask: “How 
might we create a business from spent sand?”  Before the Summit was 
complete, they had outlined a new partnership with rural farmers in which 
sand-assisted biomass growth could become the basis for lower costs and 
green biofuels to power fleets of heavier trucks.  
 
Within two years, this single innovation coupled with a dozen other 
sustainability breakthroughs from the AI Summit — e.g., a low-cost, sand 
water filter to purify and clean putrid water in areas where families have no 
access to clean water — resulted in Fairmount Santrol being recognized as 
the top corporate citizen in the United States, while increasing its per-year 
earnings growth by 40% per year in each of the years following the Summit.  
However, according to their CEO at the time, Chuck Fowler, the greatest 
value derived from the Summit was that now everybody understood the 
appreciative inquiry approach — even the company’s customers — who took 
this back to their places of businesses, communities, and families, where it 
changed the way they worked, played, grew, and lived and enabled them to 
flourish together. 
 



 53 

Following this AI Summit, the leadership of Fairmount Santrol made a 
commitment to bring the whole system together every three years to advance 
new sustainability visions and strategies for their high-growth enterprise.  One 
of the early changes to emerge from these Summits was the company’s 
commitment to its Three P’s: People, Planet, and Prosperity.  As a result, they 
now record and report every dollar spent on their appreciative inquiry 
practices and have found that, although they have spent six to seven million 
dollars to date over the last decade, this commitment has yielded well over 12 
million dollars of benefits for the company. 
 
(You can see this AI Summit in action at www.thechangelabs.com.) 
 
Creating a Positive Disruption? 

My research next tried to answer the question: How do AI Summits unite, 
motivate, and support people to make positive changes across a system 
possible?  Following the interviews with AI Summit participants and analysis 
of the AI Summit cases, I returned to the existing literature on what enables 
positive organizational changes and then conducted a comparative analysis of 
these findings and the experiences reported by the AI Summit participants. 
 
Chilean biologist, philosopher, and neuroscientist Francisco Varela notes: 
“You can never direct a living system, you can only disturb it” (Matrurana & 
Varela, 1980, p. 162).  As we saw in Chapter 2, the most we can do is nudge 
a system towards the edge of chaos by creating a safe container through 
which to introduce new information that challenges old assumptions, by 
inviting a diverse mix of people into the conversation, and providing the 
freedom for self-organization to emerge (Holman, 2015; Wheatley, 1992).  In 
my mind, these are the essential ingredients for creating a positive 
disturbance.  
 
However, Pascale and his colleagues (2000) caution that while living systems 
can be positively disturbed with a reasonable expectation of progress, this 
process seldom conforms to the straight path that we might wish.  While self-
organization and emergence do tend towards order rather than randomness, 
they do so in their own unique ways and are incredibly sensitive to the 
system’s initial conditions.  As the Sufi teaching story warns us: "You think 
that because you understand ‘one' that you must, therefore, understand that 
one and one make two.  But you forget that you must also understand ‘and.'"   
 
This need is highlighted by the words used by my research participants to 
describe their AI Summit experience (see Figure 1): Buzzing.  Bumpy.  
Astonished. Tension. Passion. Propel. Electric. Suspicion. Freedom. Urgency. 
Hope. Mobilized. On fire. Tumultuous. Alive. Out of control. Nervousness. 
Generosity. Action. Ownership. Amplification. Progress. Game-changing. 
Ablaze.   
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Figure 1. Summary Words Used to Describe an AI Summit by Participants. 

 
Although the details of the AI Summits I studied varied considerably — with 
respect to purpose, planning approach, number of participants, duration, 
activities used to execute the 4-D cycle, and follow-through — all of the 
research participants interviewed were confident that the AI Summit 
methodology could be used to create a positive disruption to support systemic 
flourishing in other systems.  Given that numerous participants had 
participated in multiple AI Summits — either various systems or one system in 
repeated iterations — I do not believe it is unreasonable to be cautiously 
optimistic about the replicability of using AI Summits to help other systems 
flourish.   
 
However, to assume that an AI Summit will create a positive disruption merely 
because it follows the 4-D cycle and the five core principles while at the same 
time ignoring the initial conditions in which the system finds itself is to risk 
missing the ‘and' on which every living system depends. After mapping my 
initial set of AI Summits against the AI Summit recommendations of previous 
researchers as outlined in Chapter 1, three system dependencies emerged 
that are likely to impact the ability of an AI Summit to positively disrupt a 
system and help it to flourish.  These are: the current state of the system; the 
openness to generative conversations, ideas, and actions; and the support for 
self-organization. 
 
What Is the System’s Current State? 

In Chapter 1 we learned that what happens in living systems is a dynamic 
dance between change and stability as a system grows and adapts to its 
environment (Wheatley, 1992).  In order to be compassionate coaches of 
disruption, before we tip a system towards the edge of chaos and change the 
tempo of this dance, we must first assess its current state.  Is it currently at 
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equilibrium, near equilibrium, or far equilibrium? Will this disruption nudge it 
toward the edge of chaos or is there a risk that we may push it into the abyss? 
 
Positive organization researcher David Bright (2005; 2009; Bright & Cameron, 
2012; Bright, Cooperrider & Galloway, 2006; Bright, Fry & Cooperrider, 2013) 
proposes that one way to understand this dance is as a continuum of 
organizational states and forces related to change (see Figure 2).   

 
Figure 2. Continuum of Organizational States and Forces Related to Change (Bright & Miller, 
2013). 

According to Bright, at the extreme left end of the continuum is the 
dysfunctional state – a condition of negative deviance, depreciating dynamics, 
and spiralling entropy – and at the extreme right end of the continuum is the 
extraordinary state – a condition of positive deviance, appreciating dynamics, 
and consistent flourishing.  He notes, however, that in reality it is rare for any 
organization to function at either extreme, as the force of "normative 
momentum" or adaptation acts to reduce variance or deviance and return the 
system to the middle of the continuum and the ordinary state – a condition of 
equilibrium in which acceptable norms rule and conformity is reinforced. 
 
Kauffman's (1995) research on complex adaptive systems suggests that, 
when disturbed or threatened by a change in its environment, a system can 
be lured by attractors and feedback modifiers out of a state of equilibrium and 
toward the edge of chaos where it can design itself into a new, more 
sophisticated form that is better able to cope with its problems and 
challenges.  However, Bright cautions (Bright & Miller, 2013), when presented 
with an opportunity to create a positive disruption, we should ask one 
fundamental question: Is the change intended to repair and fix a dysfunctional 
aspect of the system, or is it to extend or elevate its strengths?  While both 
motivations may have merit, the methods for accomplishing them may need to 
be quite different depending on the forces that are shaping the system’s 
momentum for change. The methods needed determine the suitability of an AI 
Summit.  
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A System in a Dysfunctional State 
For example, in a system struggling with the forces of depreciating dynamics, 
people are likely to feel less engaged, less connected, and lacking the 
presence of psychological safety, making them more defensive and focused 
on self-protection and self-preservation (Edmondson, 2012; Cameron, 2013).  
At the far end of this continuum, introducing an AI Summit is likely to be met 
with great suspicion and scepticism. Moreover, when trying to answer 
unconditionally positive questions, people could be left feeling disingenuous 
(Pratt, 2002).  Without context for the introduction of a positive disruption and 
groundwork to begin building a genuine culture of appreciation and 
psychological safety (Bright & Miler, 2013), an AI Summit is more likely to 
create a negative disruption and potentially be seen as a diversionary 
management tactic or as a means of repression to silence critical voices 
Fitzgerald et al., 2010; Bushe, 2013).   
 
Let’s consider systems not at the far end, or dysfunctional end, of the 
continuum and existing in a more functional state where participants feel 
some degree of psychological safety with respect to one another, even though 
appreciation, the discussion of ideals, and a focus on strengths is largely 
absent. For such organizations, an AI Summit can be positioned as an inquiry 
into the system’s “shadow” – everything people refuse to acknowledge about 
themselves, and, more specifically, the untapped, trapped potential that lies 
within — which can unleash renewed energy and creativity as it is re-
integrated into the system (Fitzgerald, Oliver & Hoxsey, 2010).  Bright and 
Miller (2013) note that the Discovery phase of an AI Summit for a system at 
this stage of dysfunction is likely to have a more dramatic and positive impact 
than it would for a system that is already at the extraordinary end of the 
continuum because participants will find the experience surprising, positive, 
and exciting in contrast to their normal world.   
 
However, for systems struggling in a dysfunctional state, the strengths-
focused nature of AI Summits doesn’t preclude a concern with problems.  
Rather, it empowers the system to deal with the problems differently, by 
flipping their “deficit discourse” into a more “generative inquiry” of possibilities.  
For example, when British Airways was struggling to address the problem of 
“lost baggage,” their AI Summit provided an opportunity to flip this deficit 
discourse into a generative inquiry of “exceptional customer arrival 
experiences” (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003).  Bright (2009) suggests that 
stimulating this kind of generative change doesn’t simply harness the 
system’s normative momentum to solve the problem and return to equilibrium 
but instead creates enough positive momentum that it shifts a system’s 
fundamental assumptions about what it means to function at a higher level 
and so pushes it toward the extraordinary side of the continuum.  
 
A System in an Extraordinary State 
After moving from the normative state to the extraordinary side of the 
continuum where the forces of an appreciative dynamic are present, people 
are more likely to feel safe, connected, and engaged, making them more open 
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and equally concerned about both their own and other people’s interests and 
wellbeing.  Consequently, the effects of an AI Summit are often less dramatic 
because an existing general awareness of the system’s individual and 
collective strengths and potential already exists, and generative conversations 
are often a cultural norm.  Thus, the goal of an AI Summit for a system in this 
state must be to positively disrupt the normative pressure every system 
experiences to be ordinary and create a safe container for the simultaneous 
development and acceleration of human and social capital. In this way, 
generative ideas are created and implemented, pushing the system far 
beyond its everyday experiences (Bright & Miller, 2013).   
 
In highly functional systems, the appreciative dynamics make it possible to 
harness the potential energy found in negative forces. Although appreciative 
inquiry is generally distinguished as a strengths-to-be-built-upon rather than a 
problems-to-be-solved approach, increasingly researchers and practitioners 
suggest that this “either/or” framing may limit the opportunities for an AI 
Summit to positively impact a system where people are struggling or suffering 
as a result of difficult decisions (Bushe, 2011; Fitzgerald, Oliver & Hoxsey, 
2010; Johnson, 2011).   
 
In her doctoral research, Karin Kolodziejski (2004) points out that because 
appreciative inquiry is an affirming and nonjudgmental approach, its 
opportunity-finding nature is less likely to arouse a system’s defenses, thereby 
creating a safe space for people to talk openly and honestly about the pain, 
uncertainty, or difficulties they may be facing, while working proactively to 
envision a more positive future.  For example, when treated as a positive 
disruption into a system’s shadow, an AI Summit could liberate the collective 
energy of a system by respectfully and generatively exploring the following: 
concerns and reservations; the stories behind its doubts and reluctance; and 
the topics that are most challenging to discuss openly.  By choosing to 
recognize and honor a system’s capacities, frailties, and vulnerabilities, an AI 
Summit can “allow us to reclaim parts of ourselves that bring us into 
wholeness” (Kolodziejski, 2004, p. 16).   
 
Finally, when a system is consistently functioning in an extraordinary state 
and is vibrant and full of life due to people’s extensive and expansive 
connections and daily participation in generative conversations, it is important 
to consider whether an AI Summit will really add any benefit.  Bushe (2011) 
notes that any process that promotes transformation in an organization has to 
be counter-cultural to the organization in which it is used, and raises the 
question of whether AI Summits are less transformational when an 
appreciating dynamic is already well established.  For example, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that appreciative inquiry approaches may lose their 
potency in systems that have used it successfully for a period of time.   
 
System Readiness for an AI Summit 
Thus, an AI Summit seems less likely to create a positive disruption when a 
system is at either end of this continuum but can be an effective and powerful 
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way to create a safe container when a system is able to benefit from the new 
connections, appreciative feedback, and opportunity to establish or elevate 
norms that help people to flourish as they work together.  Consequently, 
before any commitment is made to investing in an AI Summit, compassionate 
coaches of disruption should ask: What is the current state of the system?  
Can an appreciating dynamic be built or is it already present?  Are generative 
conversations already the norm in this system?    
  
Is the System Open to Generativity? 

In Chapter 2, we also learned that new and novel information that disturbs the 
status quo can trigger disruptions and create chaos in living systems (Holman, 
2010).  In fact, Wheatley (1992) suggests that living systems cannot give birth 
to anything new without novel information, which he describes as the solar 
energy of organization that, when freely generated and exchanged from 
diverse sources, enables more meaning, order, and growth to arise into new 
structures.   
 
The need to generate new information and connections within a system 
doesn’t mean that an AI Summit is the right container to create the positive 
disruption.  According to Heifetz’s (1998; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002) and Owens’ 
(2008) observations, they are most likely to suit complex and adaptive 
challenges rather than technical cause-and-effect problems, because the 
former unites people with limited existing connections around an issue or 
opportunity they truly care about.  Consequently, Bushe (2013) suggests 
three ways to assess the generative potential of an AI Summit: the opportunity 
for a generative topic; the willingness to ask generative questions; and the 
courage to hold generative conversations.   
 
Bushe (2013) conceptualizes generativity as “the processes and capacities 
that help people see old things in new ways” (p. 91) and proposes that the 
most generative images influence people’s feelings and motivations, thereby 
changing the way they think and the decisions and actions that they take. 
Over time, a new normative order then arises based on these shared 
assumptions that changes a system’s culture.  He notes that these images 
don’t have to be new to the world or even to the system; rather, they just need 
to be ones that have not been widely considered and ones that allow people 
to identify new options, formulate new strategies, and even reform their 
identity.   
 
The Opportunity for a Generative Topic 
While all topics can be generative to the extent they guide how people see 
things in new ways, a generative topic in an AI Summit often acts as a 
powerful juxtaposition of words that open up new avenues for thinking and 
acting.  They can put life back into a system that has become conceptually 
frozen and overly simplified, overcome resistance by addressing difficult 
topics indirectly, and provide positive and compelling new images of 
possibility (Barrett & Cooperrider, 1990). 
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Bushe (Bushe & Storch, 2015) suggests that, for a topic to be generative, it 
has to possess two qualities.  First, it has to allow people to look at problems 
in a new way and see new opportunities for action.  Second, it has to be 
compelling enough that people want to act on the new ideas the image 
generates.  He suggests that, for a generative topic to work, it should do the 
following: capture the core issue those sponsoring the change are interested 
in; match the identify state of the group in which it is being used (i.e., pre-
identity groups need to focus on creating a stronger sense of identity and 
membership in the group, while post-identity groups need to focus not on who 
they are but on what they do and how they do it); frame the focus of inquiry in 
a way few people have considered before; and capture the interest and 
energy of those people who need to be engaged in the change.  For example, 
when the city of Cleveland, one of the most polluted cities in America, decided 
to create a greener economy, their first AI Summit topic was: “Creating an 
economic engine to empower a green city on a blue lake.” 
 
The Willingness to Ask Generative Questions 
Bushe (2007) suggests that, while most people planning an AI Summit begin 
by having people focus on each person’s peak experience, a “best of” 
example, this alone is not sufficient to create generativity.  As an example, he 
relates an experience in which, while encouraging a group of 45 construction 
managers to share their best experiences of leadership, it became clear that 
they had never thought much about leadership and had little in the way of 
personal stories of inspiring leadership stories to share. As a result, nothing 
generative emerged from their conversation, and the workshop was very long 
and painful. 
 
Instead of simply drawing out positive experiences, Bushe (Bushe & Storch, 
2015) found that generative questions have four qualities: they are surprising 
because they create space for people to reflect and think about things they 
haven’t generally considered before; they prompt people to talk about things 
they feel emotionally engaged about; they engender conversations that invite 
people to be more open, vulnerable, and connected with each other; and they 
invite people to look at reality differently by disrupting people’s current beliefs.  
He also recommends (2013) that, for pre-identity groups (in which the majority 
of members do not identify with the system), questions that identify what is 
most valued by members and dreams for the group will be most generative, 
whereas for post-identity groups (in which the majority of members do identify 
with the system) questions in support of the group’s efficacy in achieving its 
purpose will be more powerful. 
 
The Courage to Hold Generative Conversations 
Bushe (2007) notes that who, when, where, and how people answer these 
questions can increase or decrease the generativity of the Discovery phase of 
an AI Summit.  When more people are involved in interviewing as well as 
being interviewed, he has found much more interest, engagement, 
excitement, relationship building, and ongoing conversations are generated.  
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In particular, the stories of marginalized members of a system often surface 
new ideas and ways of thinking that have been overlooked or undervalued in 
the past.  He has therefore concluded that, the more widespread the 
engagement with generative questions is across a system, the larger the 
potential for positive disruptions to take place. 
 
Also imperative is that these generative questions are not used as a means of 
repressing negative conversations in a system.  This doesn’t mean that AI 
Summits should become bogged down in conversations about what’s not 
working and why, but it does give people permission to talk honestly and 
openly about what’s missing, what they want more of, and what’s creating the 
gaps between their hopes and reality.  If this is the conversation a system 
needs to have, an AI Summit can provide the space for an incredibly safe, 
authentic, and generative discussion that surfaces new ideas and images and 
points a system toward a better collective future. First, however, it must have 
the courage to have this conversation (Fry, 2007).   
 
Finally, Bushe (2013) urges systems not to shy away from opportunities for 
differentiation and divergence throughout an AI Summit.  For example, he 
suggests that the purpose of the Dream phase is not to simply to illustrate the 
similarities in people’s dreams – although surfacing shared hopes can be 
useful and necessary – but rather to surface the values and aspirations that 
enliven the system by giving people the opportunity to share what they really 
feel and want.  A generative Dream phase should encourage people to openly 
stand for what they value and encourage them to explore the differences and 
diversity of their hopes.  Thus, a system needs to have the courage to get a 
little messy in the service of generating new ideas. 
 
System’s Openness to Generativity 
AI Summits help to enable transformational change when they create a 
positive disruption that evokes generative images, questions, and 
conversations about shared opportunities and challenges that mobilize 
people’s passion and willingness to take responsibility for agreed, generative 
actions across a system (Bushe, 2007).  As appealing as this may sound, 
however, as we saw in Figure 2, generativity can be surprising, messy, 
bumpy, and tension-producing.  Being open to generativity requires a system 
to get comfortably uncomfortable as it embraces uncertainty, surrenders its 
quest for predictability, and embarks on a journey of iteration that dances 
between order and chaos (Wheatley, 1992). 
 
Before any commitment is made to investing in an AI Summit, compassionate 
coaches of disruption should ask:  Can you identify a generative topic for 
inquiry? Are leaders happy for people to ask generative questions?  Will 
people have the courage to embrace generative conversations, even when 
this means getting messy or uncomfortable?  
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Does the System Support Self-Organization? 

In Chapter 2, we learned that, at the edge of chaos, a system’s stability and 
sense of order comes from its coherence about who it is, what it needs, and 
what is required to survive in its environment so that it can develop in ways of 
its own choosing and over time spawn a stronger, self-organized system.  For 
example, Bushe and Kassam’s (2005) analysis of 20 appreciative inquiry 
cases found that six of the seven transformational cases adopted an 
“improvisational approach” that allowed people to self-organize over top-down 
management approaches.  Thus, before we intentionally introduce a positive 
disruption, we must also assess the system’s ability to self-organize so that 
order can surface. 
 
Why might this be essential for a positive disruption to help a system to 
flourish?  Recall that Prigogine’s (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984) research 
suggests that, unlike a clockwork machine that is static, stable, and 
controllable, living systems are adaptive, resilient, and flourish through 
growth.  Wired for preservation, when a system is faced with increasing levels 
of disturbance, it possesses an innate ability to reorganize as it deals with the 
new information to ensure its growth and resilience (Conveney & Highfield, 
1990).  This innate ability for order and form are made possible not by 
complex controls or constricting people’s freedom but by the combination of a 
few guiding principles that express the system’s overall identity and provide 
high levels of autonomy for people within that system (Wheatley, 1992).   
 
The reality is that a living system maintains itself and grows stronger only as it 
encourages greater amounts of individual freedom.  As we noted in Chapter 
3, this can be a frightening proposition for leaders who have grown up 
believing that they can control and predict a system, despite all the evidence 
to the contrary.  However, as we learned in Chapter 3, rather than autonomy 
leading a system into a descent of self-centered disorder, people’s drive for 
coherence and belonging means that, in this densely interconnected world, 
order will emerge without the need for control (Holman, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 
2017). 
 
Trying to control a living system by imposing rigid structures to solve complex 
challenges is a fool’s errand.  According to Wheatley (1992),  

If we believe that there is no order to human activity except that 
imposed by the leader, that there is no self-regulation except that 
dictated by policies, if we believe that responsible leaders must have 
their hands into everything, controlling every decision, person, and 
moment, then we cannot hope for anything except what we already 
have — a treadmill of frantic efforts that end up destroying our 
individual and collective vitality (p. 25). 

Instead, Owen (2008) suggests that the power of authentic leadership occurs 
when “people’s passion and responsibility for a cause inspire others to make it 
a common cause.  Not by domination and control, but through invitation and 



 62 

appreciation” (p. 1).  He goes on to note that, for order to emerge, other 
people must be given the chance to voluntarily respond to such an invitation 
so that those who care enough connect, not because they were ordered or 
commanded to do so, but because they are willing to take responsibility for 
what is happening.  It is around this strange attractor, which Owen describes 
as “a nexus for caring,” that people choose to self-organize and order begins 
to arise.   
 
Leadership Support for Self-Organization 
Bushe (2015) suggests that, from the outset, a system needs to accept that 
the purpose of the AI Summit is to have a large number of motivated people 
acting on strategic, self-generated “probes” – small, fail-safe experiments – 
rather than a list of winning ideas to be project managed.  David Snowden 
and Mary Boone’s (2007) paper “A Leader’s Framework for Decision Making” 
supports this recommendation, suggesting that, when working with complex 
challenges where the answers are unpredictable, an emergent change 
process is needed.  For example, in their studies of organizations that thrived 
in complexity, Jim Collins and Morten Hansen (2011) found that the most 
successful companies invested in “firing bullets” — low-cost, low-risk, low-
distraction experiments — to empirically validate what works, concentrated 
their resources to “fire a cannonball” at the opportunity, and then kept 
marching to capitalize on their success.  
  
Thus, Bushe (2013) recommends the following:  

• Prior to the AI Summit, leaders need to imagine, prepare, and budget 
for the kind of resources and support (i.e., money, meeting space, 
equipment, time, communication channels) likely to be needed by 
these small, self-organized groups post-Summit.  They also need to put 
tools in place to help teams share, track, and celebrate their progress 
and maintain their momentum so that the system can continue 
reorganizing at higher levels of complexity. 

• During the Destiny phase of a Summit, people are invited to publicly 
volunteer to help advance a design proposal or take some form of 
personal action toward the shared dreams.  People need to believe 
that they have permission to take these actions and that it is up to them 
to take responsibility and self-organize around the ideas about which 
they are most passionate.  It is important to be clear that, other than 
providing the boundaries of vision, purpose, and some guiding 
principles for working, leaders will not be doing this for them. 

• Post-Summit leaders need to be willing and able to “track” (look for 
where what you want more of is appearing) and “fan” (add oxygen to 
heighten the blaze) rather than attempt to plan and control the 
emergent changes.  While encouraging self-organized groups to 
expend effort trying what they have proposed is essential, it is also 
important that the outcomes are held lightly and that the opportunities 
for adaptive learning and growth are celebrated and disseminated. 
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Ideas that show promise will need to be cultivated and integrated into 
the organization.  The leaders’ role post-Summit is less a decision-
maker and more a compassionate and wise coach. 

 
For this reason, Holman (2010) urges compassionate coaches of disruption to 
embrace the complexity, disruption, and messiness that emergent processes 
entail as simply “nature’s way of change.”  She suggests that instead of trying 
to avoid disturbance, we should harness its momentum for a creative dance 
with chaos and order.  Instead of holding outcomes tightly, we should focus 
on intentions and finding the best ways of working together. And, instead of 
demanding action, we should invite people to take responsibility for the things 
they feel passionate enough to follow through on and learn from their energy.  
After all, as Jantsch (1980) observes, in the end the more freedom we provide 
for self-organization, the more order will emerge. 
 
System’s Ability to Support Self-Organization 

Pascale and his colleagues (2000) suggest that the self-organizing potential 
of a living system is enhanced by the following: increasing the number of 
people being invited to help shape the system; enriching the quality of 
connections between people to build new networks based on a wider 
understanding of their shared hopes for the system; and fuelling these 
networks with generative information and freedom to spark further evolution.  
They caution, however, that for self-organization to flourish, a system requires 
clear boundaries provided by a shared purpose and vision and simple rules 
that encourage the desired values and behaviors; otherwise self-organizing 
masses risk veering wildly off course.  In addition, they note, if self-
organization is sought but then throttled back with excessive control because 
leaders really “know the answers” and just want superficial buy-in from 
people, they risk poisoning the system. 
 
An AI Summit can be a great way to support self-organization, but in order to 
be a compassionate coach of disruption, we must first assess the existing 
levels of autonomy and the system’s willingness and ability to support this 
way of working post-Summit. For example, Bushe (2015) cautions that 
allowing self-organization in a system used to a command-and-control 
approach could result in people feeling anxious and pushing back because 
they feel ill-equipped and unsupported to work together in this way.  
 
Thus, before any commitment is made to investing in an AI Summit, 
compassionate coaches of disruption should ask:  To what degree does the 
system already encourage self-organization?  Is the system willing to actively 
allow opportunities for self-organization after the AI Summit?  What support 
might leaders and teams need to ensure order emerges from self-organized, 
generative actions after the AI Summit?   
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Applying These Ideas Practically 

In an effort to better understand the suitability of an AI Summit to create the 
kind of positive disruption that might help a system to flourish, I went back to 
my data and started looking for ways to accomplish the following: 

• Decipher a system’s readiness for an AI Summit. 
• Discover a system’s openness for generativity. 
• Determine a system’s willingness to support self-organization. 

 
To accomplish these, I created the following scale: 
 

Never 
-5 

    Sometimes 
0 

    Consistently 
+5 

¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ ¡ 

What is the current state of the system? 
1. Do people interact with each other in appreciative ways? 
2. Do people feel psychologically safe to take risks and challenge each other? 
3. Is this system having a positive impact on the people it serves? 

Is the system open to generativity? 
4. Is there the willingness to invest in generative topics and generative questions?. 
5. Is there the courage to have generative conversations across the system? 
6. Are leaders willing to support and resource generative actions post-Summit?  
Never 

-5 
    Sometimes 

0 
    Consistently 

+5 

Will the system support self-organization? 
7. Is there a clear vision and agreed values to guide people’s choices? 
8. Are self-organized teams already encouraged and supported in this system? 
9. Is this system willing to explicitly support self-organized teams post-Summit? 

 

Figure 3. System Suitability for an AI Summit. 

Based on the data I gathered from the initial 13 in-depth interviews, I explored 
the potential likelihood of an AI Summit for creating the kind of positive 
disruption that might help a system to flourish (see Figure 4). 
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* Size of bubbles reflects AI Summit potential to create generativity energy. 
** Numbering reflects the position on initial table of studied organizations. 
 

Figure 4. AI Summit System Suitability for the Initial Set of Organizations. 

 
As the AI Summits I studied were chosen because evidence pointed to their 
having helped to create a positive disruption that aided a system to flourish, 
when assessed against Bright’s (2005; 2009; Bright et al., 2006; Bright & 
Cameron, 2012; Bright et al., 2013; Bright & Miller, 2013) continuum of 
organizational states, it is not surprising that these systems are neither 
extremely dysfunctional nor extraordinary.  For example: 

• The system for which Summit 3 was held – which was assessed as the 
closest toward an extraordinary state – while experiencing tangible 
outcomes, reported fewer overall changes than the others studied, thus 
supporting Bright’s cautions for working against a system’s normative 
momentum.   

• The systems for which Summits 4, 6, 7, 8, and 11 were held – which 
were assessed slightly more toward a dysfunctional state – 
experienced tangible outcomes that reached much further across their 
systems and in many of these cases resulted in the transformational 
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change of entire industries or communities (e.g. The City of 
Cleveland’s AI Summit helped them win a $40 million grant to become 
the first freshwater offshore wind energy experiment in the world).  
Again, this supports Bright’s suggestion that systems at this stage of 
dysfunction may experience a more dramatic and positive impact from 
an AI Summit because participants find the encounter surprising, 
positive, and exciting in contrast to their normal world.  It also 
reinforces his reassertion that, when a generative approach is applied 
to address the problems these systems face, an AI Summit will not 
simply harness the system’s normative momentum to solve the 
problem and return to equilibrium but can also create enough positive 
momentum that it shifts a system’s fundamental assumptions about 
what it means to function at a higher level and pushes it toward the 
extraordinary side of the continuum.    

• The systems for which Summits 1, 2, 9, 10, and 13 were held – which 
were assessed slightly more toward an extraordinary state – 
experienced tangible outcomes that created considerable 
transformational change across their system but relied more heavily on 
the generative nature of the AI Summit – particularly the creation of 
new relationships — to offset the system’s normative momentum and 
create positive energy to move the system closer toward extraordinary.  

 
Thus, my analysis concurs with Bright’s suggestions that an AI Summit is 
likely to create the most positive disruption when the system's current state 
can benefit most from an appreciative dynamic being elevated or extended.   
 
Bushe (2011; 2015) notes that AI Summits lead to transformational change 
when self-organizing processes are channelled in useful ways by increasing 
the richness of social networks so that like-minded and motivated people find 
each other and are encouraged to "make something happen."  In my analysis 
we can see the following: 

• Summits 1, 2, 3, and 13 were assessed as being implemented in 
systems that strongly supported self-organizing processes.  For 
Summits 1, 2, and 13, this was because previous Summits had been 
run in these systems and laid the groundwork for self-organization 
practices to continue.  For Summit 13, the system had already 
intentionally embraced self-organization as a means for people working 
together.  In all cases, the Design and Destiny phases for these 
Summits were much less “bumpy,” “anxious,” and “tumultuous” than in 
other systems.  Post-Summit groups had a better understanding of 
what was required of them, leaders were able to support the groups 
better, and there was an acceptance that some ideas would flourish, 
while others would wither, but that the point was to keep learning and 
creating new connections in the way they worked together. 

• Summits 6 and 11 were assessed as being implemented in systems 
that did not yet have strong support for self-organization processes but 
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had leaders that were very strongly committed post-Summit to 
establishing this as a way of working for the teams that emerged.  This 
support was crucial in ensuring that transformational change was 
created. 

• The remaining Summits were assessed as being implemented in 
systems with less support for self-organizing processes and less 
understanding of the need for leadership commitment post-Summit to 
establish this support.  As a result, there was a heightened sense of 
anxiety, uncertainty and nervousness about their roles and the ability to 
realize their shared dreams during the Destiny phase of the Summit. 
Systems often scrambled to provide enough support post-Summit, and, 
in the cases of Summits 5 and 12, the inability to support self-
organization was a key contributor to tangible outcomes not being 
achieved. 

Thus, my analysis concurs with Bushe’s recommendation that an AI Summit 
is likely to create the kind of positive disruption that can help a system to 
flourish when the system already has or is willing to invest in post-Summit 
self-organizing processes that increase the richness of social networks. In this 
way, like-minded and motivated people can find each other and are 
encouraged to work together to “make something happen.”   
 
As noted earlier, Bushe (2007; 2011; 2013; 2015) has also argued that 
opportunities for generativity – the processes and capacities to help people 
see things in new ways – are essential if an AI Summit is to influence how 
people think and the decisions and actions they take over time to transform 
the systems' culture.  In my analysis I found the following: 

• As noted earlier, the generative nature of Summits 1, 2, 3, 9, 10, and 
13 was essential to creating a positive disruption in these systems 
because the new information and new relationships they created 
provided renewed energy and momentum for transformational change. 

• The generative nature of Summits 4, 6, 7, 8, and 11 also helped to 
create enough energy and momentum that they were able not just to 
solve the challenges they were facing but also to shift the systems’ 
fundamental assumptions about what it means to function at a higher 
level and thus support their ability to flourish post-Summit. 

• Summits 5 and 12 struggled because leaders were not willing to 
support generative actions for these systems post-Summit.  As a result, 
even though the topic, questions, and conversations in the Summits 
were experienced as generative, the momentum required to support 
the system to deliver tangible outcomes and flourish was lacking. 

 
Thus, my research endorses Bushe’s (2015) recommendation not simply for 
generative opportunities to help people see things in new ways and see new 
opportunities for action.  In his five generativity success factors for AI Summits 
mentioned in Chapter 1, Cooperrider (2013) also urges systems to make the 
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concentration effect of strengths a vital management skill for creating cultures 
of open innovation that systemically accelerate and scale up solutions. 

In conclusion, my research found that the most successful AI Summits rely on 
a 6D cycle of define, discover, dream, design, destiny, and drum.  While other 
researchers have suggested that appreciative inquiry requires a 4D   
(Barrett & Fry, 2005; Bushe, 2011; Cooperrider et al., 2000; Watkins, Mohr & 
Kelly, 2011; Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003), 
or a 5D cycle (Bushe, 2012), this is the first evidence-based finding in the field 
that the most successful AI Summits rely on a 6D cycle.  In addition, while 
much has been written in the past about how to design and deliver an AI 
Summit (Ludema et al., 2003; McGuigan & Murphy, 2013; Whitney & Trosten-
Bloom, 2003), these are the first evidence-based findings identifying the 
psychological, neurological, social and systemic mechanisms that make the 
most successful AI Summits possible.  Understanding the need for a 6D cycle 
and the potential the 12 mechanisms provide to support individual and 
collective flourishing, enables AI Summit designers and facilitators to more 
consistently help organizational systems to flourish. 
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5. HOW DOES AN AI SUMMIT WORK? 

“The flourishing enterprise isn’t a destination. It’s a journey and it’s a 
roadmap.”  ~ Julie Reiter, Clarke Summit 
 
“If you don’t do something different, you’re going to end up where you’re 
headed,” said the poster Lyell Clarke III took from a seminar room in 2008.  
As CEO of Clarke, a mosquito control product and service company had been 
established in 1946 and that, in his view, had become stale, slow to change, 
and conservatively “old school,” Lyell was ready to do something different.   
 
More specifically, Lyell wanted to inspire change.  Although the company 
enjoyed a significant share of the mosquito-control pesticide and service 
market, Lyell longed to hand the next generation a company that was also a 
flagship in environmental sustainability.  However, as Lyell himself pointed 
out, “Transforming the business from our roots as a mosquito control service 
and pesticide distribution company to one with a broader vision of 
sustainability-focused environmental products and services couldn’t be done 
with a company memo or by simply calling people into a room and 
announcing a new direction. That approach just wasn’t going to work.”    
 
After exploring different large-group planning approaches to set sustainability 
goals and establish initial sustainability working committees, Lyell decided to  
employ an AI Summit to ingrain sustainability into the mindset and practices of 
his company.  Clarke was slowly emerging from the effects of the 2012 
economic recession, and so Clarke’s chief financial officer cautioned Lyell that 
the company simply couldn’t afford an AI Summit at that time. Nonetheless, 
Lyell pushed ahead with the company’s first, welcoming 200 people from 
across Clarke’s system to the “Accelerating Sustainability Summit.”   
 
“It was scary. It was a risk. It was also the right thing to do,” said Lyell. 
 
You can imagine Lyell’s relief when, three days later, despite the uncertainty 
of participants attending the AI Summit, his biggest challenge had become 
enabling people to deliver on the phenomenal excitement, positivity, and 
innovations they had generated to realize Lyell’s dream of accelerating 
sustainability.  Turning to his head of Human Resources, Julie Reiter, Lyell 
asked, “What’s next?”  Julie bluntly replied, “I have no idea. But I’m going to 
figure it out.”  
 
Within weeks, Julie had set up a 12-month post-Summit plan to support the 
leaders and teams in implementing the innovations arising from the AI 
Summit. Using an iterative planning process, priorities and budgets were 
agreed upon, conversations continued evolving and ideas were turned into 
realities to the point that sustainability has now become part of Clarke’s daily 
practices.  Julie explains: 
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I'm always cautious about any bold statements about Clarke being 
sustainable or flourishing. I would definitely say though, with that caveat, that 
post-Summit we are embracing the concepts of striving to be a more 
flourishing organization to invite the whole employee, the whole self to work, 
to celebrate the whole self, to engage the whole self, and to pay attention to 
our employees and in our community and our environment in a holistic 
fashion. 

As Julie notes, one consequence is that Clarke’s culture has changed, with 
people now significantly more engaged in the greater purpose their work 
could serve, the opportunity to be aspirational and seek out new opportunities, 
and the willingness to adopt a more positive orientation to their interactions 
with each other.  In fact, the AI Summit delivered such valuable and 
widespread results that, four years later, Clarke decided to do it all again in a 
second Summit, whose purpose was to continue the process of enabling their 
employees, the company, and the world itself to flourish.   

(You can see this AI Summit in action at www.thechangelabs.com.) 

What Does It Take to Run an AI Summit? 

Finally, my research tried to answer the question: Which of the processes and 
practices in an AI Summit that can help an organization to flourish are 
replicable in other systems?  After coding the initial set of 13 interviews and 
searching for similarities and differences among the first-order codes in order 
to interpret and analyze the data, higher-level categories were built.  These 
categories were then verified and their properties further explored during an 
additional 7 interviews.  Finally, once the underlying uniformities in the original 
set of categories and properties emerged and the data were saturated, a 
further 10 AI Summits that had been documented as helping organizational 
systems to flourish were randomly selected from the literature and reviewed 
for verification purposes. 

While it has been accepted since the late 1990s, that a 4-D cycle provides the 
foundation for appreciative inquiry approaches (Barrett & Fry, 2005; Bushe, 
2011; Cooperrider et al., 2000; Watkins, Mohr & Kelly, 2011; Whitney & 
Cooperrider, 1998; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003), and an AI Summit is no 
exception (Ludema et al., 2003), it became clear in my research that a 6D 
cycle was required for an AI Summit to help an organization flourish.  As 
shown in Figure 5, the 6D AI Summit cycle includes the following stages: 
Define, Discovery, Dream, Design, Destiny, and, lastly, inspired by research 
participants and conversations with Cooperrider about his work in Nepal, what 
I term ‘Drum.’ 



71 

Figure 5. 6D AI Summit Cycle. 

This finding was not entirely surprising. The U.S. Clergy Leadership Institute 
suggested “define” as the first step in identifying the affirmative topic for any 
appreciative inquiry effort, causing some previous AI models to reference a 5–
D cycle instead of a 4-D cycle Bushe, 2012).  Some widely used AI Summit 
practitioner guides have also emphasized the importance of the pre-Summit 
steps of ‘planning for’ and ‘designing’ what will unfold during the 4-D cycle and 
of the post-Summit steps ‘communicating outcomes,’ ‘supporting innovation 
teams,’ and ‘embedding appreciative intelligence in the system’ (Ludema et 
al., 2003; McGuigan & Murphy, 2013; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). 

The resoluteness of research participants however, as to the importance of 
these additional steps in the AI Summit model was surprising.  “The pre-
Summit experience is something we learned is absolutely critical,” stated one 
participant. “The magic of an AI Summit happens in the planning,” 
emphasized another participant. “It’s what happens after the Summit that 
really makes the difference,” cautioned someone else. “Make a solid 
commitment to the post-planning process,” urged another.  In fact, as became 
clear over the course of the interviews, these steps were not simply pre- and 
post-preparations for executing the 4-D cycle but were a fundamental part of 
the process. Without them, the ability to create a positive disruption that might 
help an organizational system to flourish could be severely limited.   

What Makes the Best AI Summits Work? 

As research participants described what unfolded during their AI Summit 
experiences, it became clear that some of the same psychological, 
neurological, social, and systemic mechanisms were at work during each of 
the 6D phases.  When I later compared these observations with the insights 
concerning what enables systems and humans to flourish that were discussed 
in the previous chapters, I identified12 mechanisms (see Figure 6) that 
underlay the best practices adopted by the organizations in my study. 
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Figure 6. The AI Summit 6D Cycle and 12 Mechanisms 

During the Define phase, research participants create safe appreciative 
spaces by doing the following:  

• Invite members of the entire system into the conversation.
• Agree to a bold, generative topic for inquiry.

During the Discovery phase, they share tales of strengths by doing the 
following:  

• Spark surprising connections.
• Listen in order to ignite authentic positivity.

During the Dream phase, they co-create a shared purpose by doing the 
following: 

• Align and magnify strengths.
• Build a meaningful language of hope.

During the Design phase, they play together to unlock potential by doing the 
following: 

• Embrace the messy process of convergence.
• Harness positive urgency to amplify progress.

During the Destiny phase, they support self-organized generosity by doing the 
following: 

• Prioritize a culture of effective giving.
• Celebrate authentic grit.
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Finally, during the Drum phase, they sustain appreciative vitality by doing the 
following: 

• Fuel diverse feedback loops.
• Nurture gratitude and belonging.

This rich tapestry of practices is, at times, applied consciously but at other 
times is used instinctively and draws upon multiple fields of research 
concerning what enables individuals, groups, and complex adaptive systems 
to flourish.  For example, the PERMA factors and the satisfaction of people's 
individual needs for self-determination underpin each phase.  Team-based 
practices from positive-organizational scholarship and design-thinking are 
interwoven throughout. Lastly, insights drawn from social constructionism, 
social cognitive neuroscience, dialogic organizational development, and the 
study of complex adaptive systems reflect our emerging understanding of how 
complex systems self-organize as their environments change, thereby 
enabling growth, resilience, and flourishing. 

What Does This Look Like Practically? 

In the remainder of this chapter, I’ll walk through the 6D cycle, detailing what 
happens during each phase and explaining how the relevant 12 best practice 
steps should be applied to leverage the psychological, neurological, social, 
and systemic mechanisms whose importance my research highlighted.  With 
the kind permission of the generous team at Clarke, I’ll also share their 2016 
AI Summit planning materials, workbooks, and outputs so as to provide a real-
world application of these practices.  Of course, Clarke didn’t intentionally set 
out to follow the 6D cycle or to leverage the 12 identified mechanisms that my 
research surfaced. However, my analysis and review of Clarke’s materials 
pointed to a fairly consistent alignment between their practices, the steps in 
the 6D cycle, and the 12 mechanisms.   

As we dive into the details, note that every AI Summit differs depending on 
the needs of the system that is the subject of the Summit. I’m sharing the best 
practices identified by my research, but the ability to generalize the 
conclusions drawn from my research to other systems and other individuals is 
by necessity limited. The conclusions of my research should be intelligently 
applied to suit the context of the system being addressed and of the people 
within it.  My hope is that the insights gained from my research will add to the 
understanding of AI Summits and how they work when appropriately applied, 
inspire ideas for potential applications, and give system owners the 
confidence to experiment so as to identify what approaches will allow their 
systems and the people in them to flourish.  
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Define: Create Safe Appreciative Spaces 

Figure 7. Summary of Words Used to Describe the Define Phase by Research Participants. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, to relinquish control and allow a system to dance 
with its environment, a safe container for the appreciative sharing of novel 
information across the entire system must be created so that the disturbance 
can be welcomed and emergent change supported (Holman, 2010).  Thus, 
the goal of an AI Summit’s Define phase is to create a safe, appreciative 
space to enable a positive disruption to take place. 

As Cooperrider et al. (2000) point out, to “appreciate” is to value and 
recognize the best in people or the surrounding system; to affirm past, 
present, and potential strengths; to perceive those things that give life – 
health, vitality, and excellence – to living systems; and to increase value.  In 
order to exist, every system works to some degree. Therefore, instead of 
fuelling the downward spiral of fear, blame, and shame that organizational 
inquiries frequently generate, appreciative spaces can instead enable an 
upward spiral of confidence, curiosity, and hope that is grounded in the reality 
of the system’s strengths and that it can then build upon to flourish. 

In addition, Holman (2010) noted that appreciative spaces can disrupt but do 
so by bringing together diverse people who care about a defined topic and 
direct their focus to better and more meaningful opportunities.  These spaces 
create a welcoming environment that opens the way to the discover what 
wants to emerge, even when the starting place may need to be: “Given all that 
has happened, what is possible now?” 

As a result, I have found that these spaces provide psychological safety for 
people to share their truth, honor their dreams, and ask for the support that 
they need.  They also create a sanctuary so that, when people step into 
disruption, uncertainty, or upheaval, they are able to face the unknown 
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together and find answers that support the system’s growth, resilience, and 
ability to flourish. 
 
How Do AI Summits Create Safe, Appreciative Spaces? 
In order to create a safe, appreciative space, Clarke and other research 
participants began by selecting a champion (someone who was passionate 
about the initiative, influential with decision makers, driven to get things done, 
and able to provide post-Summit support) and recruiting sponsors from the 
leadership team (who have the authority to make key decisions in relation to 
the AI Summit, provide financial and other resources, give visible and 
enthusiastic support to the process and outcomes, and use their influence to 
ensure its success).  
 
In their detailed article “Ensuring Generativity Beyond the AI Summit Event,” 
appreciative inquiry practitioners McGuigan and Murphy (2013) recommend 
that, during the Define phase, the champion and that champion’s sponsors 
work together (often drawing on the expertise of an external AI specialist) to 
gain a good understanding of the AI Summit process and the importance of 
the whole system’s participating; the generative, task-focused nature of what 
will unfold; the goal of finding common ground around shared passions for 
which people are willing to take responsibility; and the need to support people 
to self-organize and take action.   
 
However, it is worth noting that, as previous chapters have discussed, this is 
not typically the way most systems currently work.  Thus, these teams can 
also find assessing the suitability of an AI Summit to create a positive 
disruption in the system’s current environment to be important. As Julie Reiter 
from Clarke told me, “The sobering question that has to be asked and 
honestly answered is: ‘Are we truly committed to and invested in soliciting this 
feedback and engaging our stakeholders in the future of our organization, 
whatever that is?  Are we committed to engaging their energy, ideas, passion 
and souls?’” (J. Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 2016). 
 
If an AI Summit is deemed to be a good fit for a system, the sponsors and 
champion then agree on a clear, strategic focus for the AI Summit that 
clarifies the desired change agenda by answering questions such as: “What 
do we really want from this Summit? What are the ultimate hopes and 
aspirations of our stakeholders?  What will success look like?”  For example, 
the members of the U.S. dairy industry agreed on the importance of building a 
sustainable dairy industry, Schuberg Philis agreed on extending partnerships 
with all stakeholders, and Fairmount Santrol agreed on harnessing the 
innovation capacity of sustainability.   
 
Once the strategic focus is agreed upon, an AI Summit steering committee or 
planning team is formed from representatives of all stakeholders across the 
system who are committed to “BEING IN” and possess the requisite authority, 
resources, expertise, information, and need. These team members are then 
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invited to take part in a series of appreciative conversations to accomplish the 
following: 

• Learn about appreciative inquiry and how an AI Summit works, clarify 
the context and purpose of the Summit, and agree on a Summit topic 
(or topics) and objectives, which become the “North Star” that guides all 
decisions as to how the Summit will unfold (see more below on 
selection of topics).  In addition, some AI Summits are given their own 
brand names, logos, and taglines so as to capture people’s imagination 
and generate excitement when considered necessary or appropriate.

• Identify what people and how many from across the system will be 
invited to attend based on those who care and “ARE IN” (typically AI 
Summit events host from around 50 to 1000 people, with 70-80% being 
internal stakeholders and the other 20-30% external stakeholders); 
issue the invitations; track who accepts the invitations; create a mix-
max seating plan with tables of six to 12 people so that a representative 
sample of the system is at each table (often making use of the power of 
improbable pairs by seating people who represent opposite extremes 
next to each other); and create name tags to ease interaction.

• Determine the AI Summit format and the number of days over which the 
event itself will be held and draft the agenda. Typically, AI Summits are 
two to three days in length, but this can vary from one day to four days 
depending on how many people are involved (i.e., the more people 
present, the more time is needed for sharing and reporting back 
activities), the topic being undertaken (i.e., the newer or more complex 
the Summit topic, the more helpful it is to add speakers to create a 
common understanding the group can build upon), and how far self-
organized teams need to progress while gathered (i.e., the more 
established these teams need to be before they leave the Summit, the 
more time they need for the Destiny phase together).  If this duration is 
impossible, either multiple mini-Summits spread over weeks or months 
or a pre-work and/or post-work sequence are other effective ways to 
break up the 6D cycle.

• Create the AI Summit design by agreeing on the flow of speakers (in 
some systems these are a great opportunity for subject matter experts 
or representatives from other organizations with an important message 
to share to be present, provided this doesn’t go overboard and turn a 
working session into a presentation) and the activities that will guide 
participants in an engaging, energizing, and effective experience and 
so enable them to form diverse and authentic connections.  Careful 
consideration should be given to the mix of individual, small-group, and 
plenary activities and how people’s brains perform at their best (i.e., 
most people’s energy levels rise and fall in 90-minute to two-hour 
cycles).  Once agreed upon, the design details are captured and printed 
in a workbook for each person attending, as are any supporting 
presentation materials. Decisions are made as to how to document the
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AI Summit’s proceedings and whether a graphic recorder or 
videographer will be used, or if the artifacts produced during the course 
of the Summit (i.e., written stories, the positive core, images of dreams, 
lists of priorities, photos of prototypes, and written aspiration 
statements, and volunteer names) will simply be gathered and 
disseminated among all participants in a final report.  All of these 
design schedules and instructions are typically added to an AI Summit 
agenda to create a more detailed, moment-by-moment guide to ease 
managing the actual event.  

• Map a communication plan up to and extending beyond the AI Summit 
event to ensure people across the system – both those attending and 
those unable to attend — remained curious about, confident in, and 
committed to what will unfold and their invitation to be part of the 
resulting change. Communication media include emails, newsletters, 
media articles, meetings, events, videos, websites, intranets or online 
internal chat tools, posters, postcards, SMS messages, and any other 
vehicles the system can leverage.  For example, Hunter Douglas’s 
organizing team included wearing buttons that said “Ask Me About 
Focus 2000,” where Focus 2000 was the name of the company’s AI 
Summit, in its communications repertoire. 

• Arrange the logistics of the AI Summit as would any warm and 
welcoming host. Select a venue people can easily reach and create a 
setting suitable to provide a life-enhancing opportunity for 
conversations (i.e., a room that people will want to spend time in, can 
easily play in, and will feel safe in). Order catering that will make it easy 
for people’s brains and bodies to flourish (i.e., minimize sugary and 
fried foods), select staging and audio-visual requirements that are easy 
to work (i.e., consider the needs of any hearing, visual, or physically 
challenged people attending), create a registration area to welcome 
attendees and answer queries, and consider any other supplies that 
may be required (i.e., most AI Summits provide participants with 
printed workbooks, creative materials for the Dream phase, and 
building kits and boards for use during the Design phase).  

• Put in place plans, resources, and support for the generative actions of 
post-Summit teams and ensure that leaders will be prepared to 
assume the role of compassionate coaches.  Generally, these should 
be ready to implement within days of the AI Summit event’s 
completion. 

 
Depending on the expertise and previous experience of the people involved 
and the size of the AI Summit being planned, this process can take anywhere 
from three to 12 months.  Generally, the larger the Summit, the larger the 
steering committee and the more time for planning will be needed. 
 
As Julie of Clarke told me, “The pre-Summit experience is something we 
learned is absolutely critical” (J. Reiter, personal communication, 22 
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December, 2016).  As shown in Table 12, other research participants 
supported Julie’s observation. 
Table 12.. 

The Importance of Pre-Summit Planning 

 Representative Quotations 

12.1 Summit 11: “Great care was taken to think through, honor and plan what was 
going to happen.” 

12.2 Summit 7: “The core planning team was a great cross-section of the organization 
and other stakeholders.” 

12.3 Summit 6: “Being able to focus on a positive subject, take a positive approach 
was really important.” 

12.4 Summit 19: “If you start with something good and it has substance it propels you 
forward.” 

12.5 Summit 17: “Plan for success.” 
 
Why Invite the Whole System into a Conversation? 
Inviting the whole system into an appreciative conversation is a decision that 
many of the research participants observed made leaders nervous. For 
example, Lyell noted that: “It gets a little scary when you’re opening up your 
business to the world” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September, 
2013).  The comments from participants in Table 13, however, demonstrate 
that inviting the whole system was a critical success factor for creating a 
positive disruption that supported their system’s ability to flourish. 
Table 13.. 

The Importance of Inviting the Whole System to Join in the Conversation 

 Representative Quotations 

13.1 Summit 19: “The organization has to be committed to engaging the energy, ideas, 
passion, souls of the stakeholders.” 

13.2 Summit 10: “Work very hard to bring together as many people as you can and 
listen to them.” 

13.3 Summit 14: “When you put every part of the ecosystem in the room and give them 
a voice, there’s nothing like it.” 

13.4 Summit 17: “It was a great way to get people to see that we’re all connected.” 
13.5 Summit 17: “Plan for success.” 
13.6 Summit 18:  “The belief that each person is a change agent opens up different 

types of conversations and possibilities for innovation.” 
 
Quantum physicist David Bohm (1980) suggests that wholeness is essential 
to a well-lived life.  He points out that the word “health” in English is based on 
the Anglo-Saxon word “hale,” which means “whole”; thus, to be healthy is to 
be whole.  Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2003) suggest that the experience of 
wholeness comes about when people are able to hear, witness, and make 
sense of each other’s differing views, perspectives, and interpretations of 
shared events.  They note that this sense of understanding the whole story — 
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with all its differences and distinctions — brings with it a kind of contentment 
that does not require agreement but enables people to safely focus on issues 
related to a higher purpose and the greater good.   
 
While leaders often fear not being able to find any common ground at an AI 
Summit because so many different voices are present, surprisingly 
researchers have found that similar ideas surface over and over when people 
with different perspectives interact creatively (Rock, Grant, & Grey, 2016).  No 
matter where people originate, during the course of a Summit they come to 
realize that what is most personally meaningful to them is universal, and this 
realization causes them to shift from thinking in terms of “I” to wanting to be 
part of “we,” including a shared identity and the emergence of a sense of 
community.  When people have the opportunity to discover that they are the 
system, everything changes as their commitment and confidence to act in 
support of one another strengthens. At this moment, their differences cease to 
be obstacles and instead become creative pathways to unexpected 
innovations and growth that contain what is vital and energizing to each and 
all of us (Holman, 2010).   
 
Bringing the whole system together, particularly when prior connections have 
been few or non-existent, is one of the key mechanisms for creating a positive 
disruption that can help a system to flourish. The most successful AI Summits 
in my study invited those who cared and “ARE IN” – those with authority, 
resources, expertise, information, and need – from across different 
stakeholder groups (i.e., customers, vendors, non-profit organizations, 
researchers, neighbors, industry partners and associations, regulators and 
government bodies, media, etc.) and levels of seniority to stimulate acquisition 
of new knowledge and formation of new connections.  Also necessary is 
inviting cynics and detractors who care and “ARE IN” so as to ensure that the 
doubts people have are given a voice.  With a shared intention and more 
eyes, ears, hearts, minds, and hands involved, the likelihood of emergent 
change occurring is increased (Holman, 2010).   
 
Why Agree to a Bold, Generative Topic? 
Bold, generative topics and questions bridge chaos and encourage creativity 
(Holman, 2010).  By definition, generativity is about shifting people’s way of 
seeing the world in a direction that is deemed desirable and creating an image 
that is compelling enough that people want to act on the new ideas it 
generates.  Cooperrider (1990) has pointed to several decades of research on 
the placebo effect, the Pygmalion effect, and the Galatea effect to show that 
self-fulfilling prophecies and biofeedback consistently support the observation 
that “positive images lead to positive action.” However, Bushe (2015) cautions 
that it is not simply the positive nature of these images that pull us forward but 
also the fact that they are meaningful to people that ensures they are 
generative.    
 
As I have noted previously, Bushe’s research (1995; 2010; 2013; Bushe & 
Kassam, 2005) identified the importance of defining a generative Summit 
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topic in the success of appreciative inquiry efforts.  Based on my research 
findings, I believe that the reason is that bold, generative topics act as strange 
attractors (see Table 14), drawing people together by providing a sense of 
coherence and guidelines around the kind of meaningful work they can do 
together, while simultaneously giving them the freedom for self-organization. 
New configurations and a shape of wholeness can then emerge from those 
actions each person cares enough to assume responsibility for (Briggs & 
Peat, 1989).   
Table 14.. 

The Need for a Bold, Generative Topic in an AI Summit 

 Representative Quotations 

14.1 Summit 14: “When the steering committee decides on what they’re going to call 
the Summit and why, people light up and are committed in a way we rarely see in 
workplaces.” 

14.2 Summit 6: “It was an opportunity to be positive about our city and the 
possibilities.” 

14.3 Summit 19: “We wanted to create this great opportunity to unleash amazing 
innovation and generate energy around ideas they could put into action.” 

14.4 Summit 5: “People felt connected and passionate about the task.” 
14.5 Summit 1: “There was collaboration and teamwork at every level which in a union 

environment you don’t often have.” 
14.6 Summit 13:  “There was a feeling we were working on something of importance 

together.” 
 
Pascale and his colleagues (2000) suggest that strange attractors are never 
milled from new material. Instead, they materialize when what is already 
within the system is expressed in ways that provide meaningful shape and 
substance and foster breakthroughs and outcomes that were previously 
unforeseen and unimaginable. In order to honestly address the shadow sides 
or problems that a system may be facing, surfacing conflicting ways of 
framing the issues may be necessary. For example, as reported by Bushe 
and Storch (2015), while a municipal healthcare department initially felt it 
necessary to inquire into “absenteeism” (more specifically, why 5-10% of their 
nursing workforce was missing on any given day) and how absenteeism could 
be reduced, it wasn’t until this framing of the problem was flipped that a 
solution was found. Flipping constituted inquirying why 90-95% of the 
workforce reliably reported to work and how people’s commitment to the job 
could be supported. The department then achieved a 27% drop in 
absenteeism over a period of six months.  As Donald Schön (1979) – one of 
the key contributors to the theory of organizational learning – notes, it is not 
that advocates of different approaches often disagree about the facts but 
rather that they attend to and emphasize different facts.   
 
I found that the most successful AI Summits in my study had steering 
committee members use versions of the following two questions in their 
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interviews of one another (the more diverse their partners’ experience the 
better) and then shared their findings, noting the generative themes emerging: 

• What factors give life to this organization when it is and has been most 
alive, successful, and effective?  

• What possibilities, expressed and latent, provide opportunities for more 
vital, successful, and effective (vision-and-values congruent) forms of 
organization around the strategic focus for this Summit?  
 

Heifetz and Linsky (2002) suggest, “People do not resist change, per se. 
People resist loss” (p. 11).  Thus, as part of the new P.O.S.I.T.I.V.E. change 
platform, Cooperrider and Godwin (2015) have recently begun recommending 
that steering committees ensure that their change efforts have the best lift-off 
by “pre-framing” a bold, generative topic choice that represents an epic 
opportunity inspired by urgent optimism.  To achieve this, they suggest 
reviewing the generative themes emerging from their interviews and asking, 
“What do we most want to create around the strategic focus? What has our 
rich history prepared us for, and what is the world calling for — customers, 
communities, and our world? What is a situated opportunity so compelling and 
strategically significant that the call feels epic, filled with meaning, value and 
significance, and hence urgent optimism?” (p. 13). 
 
At Clarke, this was done by bringing together a steering committee that was 
representative of the stakeholders across their system and inviting them to 
read “The Flourishing Enterprise: The New Spirit of Business” by Chris Lazlo 
and his colleagues.  When the Clarke team came together for the pre-Summit 
workshops, it was influenced by the goals of evolving beyond sustainability 
and constrained by the lower and upper limits provided by simply having a 
less negative impact and having a more positive, regenerative impact, 
respectively. Therefore, the group quickly moved from discovering Clarke’s 
strengths to exploring bold, generative topics capable of shaping their AI 
Summit.  As words like “heart,” “love,” and “euphoria” began to spontaneously 
emerge from their reflections, it was clear that any past reluctance to bring 
more spiritual concepts into the workplace had dissipated.  Before long – 
without any overt moves by leadership – the committee had agreed to the 
bold, generative topic of “Clarke. Bigger, Braver, Bolder: Igniting our passion 
and imagination to realize a prosperous and flourishing world.”  The idea of 
“flourishing” had given them permission to think bigger than they had ever 
done before and to be brave during that process (J. Reiter, personal 
communication, 22 December, 2016). 
 
As words create worlds, it is reasonable to expect considerable dialogue and 
deliberation over the choice of particular words or phrases to define topics.  
After all, topic choice is fateful and sets in motion the disruption that follows 
because human systems have been found to move in the direction of what 
they most frequently and deeply ask questions about (Cooperrider & McQuaid 
2012).  
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Discovery: Share Tales of Strengths 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Chapter 4’s discussion of Wheatley (1992), we learned that new and novel 
information freely generated and exchanged by diverse sources is one of the 
greatest generators of chaos because it enables more meaning, order, and 
growth to arise as new structures are created.  Once the Define phase is 
complete, people across the system gather for the Discovery phase of the AI 
Summit to share tales of strengths and uncover the system’s positive core.   
 
Stories — the written or verbal accounts that link a set of ideas or a series of 
events into a meaningful storyline – enable people to make sense of what is 
happening in a system (Bushe, 2001; Marshak, Grant, & Floris, 2015; Richley 
& Cooperrider, 2013).  Both personally and collectively, they are at the heart 
of a human system’s identity and are the vehicle through which cultural 
expectations take on meaning (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2002).  Thus, 
creating a positive disruption in a system that will support its ability to flourish 
requires compassionate coaches to amplify the generative stories told about 
the system’s past and fan the emergence of the strength-focused narratives 
that will be the catalyst for change around the AI Summit topic(s) (Barrett & 
Fry, 2005; Bushe, 2011; Ludema, 2002). 
 
As noted in Chapter 1, researchers have found that a system learns little 
about excellence by studying failure (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Cameron & 
Lavine, 2006).  However, enabling the exploration of the consistent life-giving 
factors that every system possesses – even in its most challenging moments 
– allows the positive core of its strengths and the essence of the system at its 
best to emerge. In this manner, people’s confidence in the system and in 
themselves grows, enriching their feelings of competence and capacity.  
Rather than allowing the past to be romanticized, eulogized, or viewed as a 
static set of events, exploring people’s stories about the system “at its best” 
opens up positive possibilities (Cooperrider et al., 2000).  Cooperrider and 
Godwin (2015) describe the experience of discovering the resources available 

Figure 8. Summary of Words Used to Describe Discovery Phase by Research Participants. 
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across a system’s strengths spectrum — outside and inside and including 
social and cultural, technical, and economic assets, psychological and 
spiritual strengths, ecological strengths of nature, and the strengths of moral 
models, positive deviations, and collaborative creativity – as “whole power” (p. 
11). 
 
How Do AI Summits Share Tales of Strengths? 
In each of the AI Summits I studied, the Discovery phase began with an 
appreciative interviewing process in which people were invited to share their 
tales of strengths by answering a set of predetermined, generative questions 
related to the following: their best experiences within the system, what they 
valued about their work and the system, exploration of the chosen AI Summit 
topic(s), and their hopes for the system’s future.  Intended to constitute a 
“holographic beginning” – in which the scope of the entire AI Summit process 
and related topics were explored – the Discovery phase questions were 
designed to elicit stories, stimulate reflection and learning, and surface the 
system’s strengths by uncovering what happens when people are performing 
at their best.   
 
Some of the systems I studied chose to conduct pre-event Discovery 
interviews to begin seeding the positive disruption and creating connections, 
energy, and excitement prior to gathering in a physical space.  For some, this 
involved interviewing a sample of the system or everyone contained in the 
system.  Others used the steering committee to conduct the interviews or 
trained a team of interviewers from across the system. Bushe (2007) suggests 
that the more people involved in interviewing as well as being interviewed, the 
better.  In all cases where pre-event Discovery interviews were conducted, the 
data were processed and summarized ahead of the AI Summit event.  For 
example, Hunter Douglas Windows Fashion Division conducted interviews 
with 600 employees and 100 customers, vendors, and community members; 
synthesized and summarized these data; and provided it to all participants 
invited to the company’s AI Summit (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). 
 
Other systems whose members I interviewed simply conducted the Discovery 
interviews as the first activity when everybody had physically gathered for the 
Summit.  People were asked to interview someone at their table that they 
didn’t know or didn’t know well, using the questions provided in their 
workbook, for about 45 minutes. Their partner was asked to interview them.  
Interviewers were encouraged to listen carefully to their partner’s story with 
the curiosity and wonder of a child, to draw them out with additional who, 
what, when, why, and how questions if needed, and to uncover what mattered 
most to their partner around the chosen topics.  They were told to write down 
as many notes as they needed, as they would be asked later to share their 
partners’ tales of strengths with the rest of their table. 
 
Regardless of whether the Define phase questions were asked pre-Summit or 
during the Summit, it is important to understand that they are fateful and can 
profoundly affect the success or failure of the disruption (Bushe, 2007).  In the 
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AI Summits I studied, three types of questions were typically asked during the 
Define phase: opening questions, asking about the things people valued most 
about themselves; questions regarding the nature of their work within the 
system and regarding the system itself; questions centered on the AI Summit 
topic(s); and closing questions to surface the system’s strengths and their 
hopes for its future. 
 
The questions consisted of two parts: a positive preface (part A) that planted 
the seed of what people were being asked to study and bridged the system’s 
needs with their own emotional needs and then the question itself (part B).  
They were stated affirmatively and designed to value the best of “what is,” 
phrased in a way to build rapport and encourage people to use storytelling 
and not simply report data, and ambiguous enough to allow individual 
interpretations and hopes to surface. As discussed in Chapter 4, Bushe 
(2013) found that the best generative questions are surprising, touch people’s 
hearts and spirits, and help people to build genuine connections and to see 
reality a little differently. 
 
For example, the first question asked of the Clarke AI Summit participants 
was the following: 
 

Q1. What do you think makes people most light up and come alive 
— in their work and in their life?   
Times of highest happiness or even feelings of euphoria often happen 
when we are part of something greater than ourselves — when we are 
part of a special team doing great work; when we are building better 
lives for our children, communities, or workplaces; when we are helping 
our customers or co-workers to succeed; or when we are doing 
something positive to help nurture our planet to thrive, for example, 
advancing new green products or ways of living and doing business, or 
cleaning up our soil and lakes and air for future generations, etc.   
 
Reflect on a time from your life — from your time at Clarke for those 
who work with Clarke and from the time in your own organization or life 
for those outside of Clarke.  
 
A. What are the things that light you up and engage you more than 

anything else in your organization, work, and life? 
 

B. Think of an example or experience that stands out — one we might 
learn from. If you could choose any story from your work or life 
where you and others came together to “make a difference,” what is 
one experience that for you, is most memorable and made you feel 
great?  Tell the story. What happened? When? Who? 

 
C. The dictionary defines the word euphoria with words like 

excitement, joy, inspiration, and passion.  How might you define 
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euphoria in the context of an organization? When are people in your 
organization or team most engaged and inspired?  If you were 
leading the organization, what is one thing you would do to make 
sure it happened more often? 

 
(Please see www.thechangelabs.com for all of Clarke Summit’s Discovery 
questions and the holographic beginning created for their Summit). 
 
It is hard to adequately describe the level of energy that research participants 
reported after emerging from these interviews.  “Excited,” “elevated,” 
“surprised,” “buzzing,” “joy,” and “ablaze” are all words we can see appearing 
in Figure 8 from their descriptions of what happened in the room.  In fact, 
many research participants described this paired interview process during the 
Define phase as the “magic moment” that they would never skip or rush in an 
AI Summit.  Lyell noted: “It’s incredible how quickly they get engaged in 
talking about something they are proud of. It might be the first time someone’s 
asked them” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September, 2013). 
 
After these interviews, as people gathered once again at their diverse mix-
maxed tables, some research participants noted that a powerful moment was 
created by people being asked to notice what they observed about the 
process of sharing an appreciative conversation, how it left them feeling, and 
the impact it had on their relationship with the other person.  This reflection 
not only seems to have helped the system unite around its shared 
experiences in the room but to also have helped the individuals understand 
the power of appreciative conversations and how they could be used in any 
part of their work or lives (Ludema et al., 2003).   
 
People were then invited to introduce their partner’s tale of strengths to the 
rest of their table’s group.  As is the case in all the AI Summits I reviewed, 
Clarke invited the table groups to self-manage their required tasks and assign 
group leadership roles (for example: a discussion leader to keep the group on 
track, a recorder to capture what was being learned, a timekeeper to manage 
the time available, and a reporter to share the group’s knowledge back to the 
whole system).  In this way, the seeds for the self-organization opportunities 
that would follow began to be sowed. 
 
In the Clarke Summit, each person in the group was asked to first introduce 
their partner to the table team by sharing a couple of highlights from the 
“opening” and “closing” sections of their interview about their best 
experiences, what they valued, and their future hopes for the system.  This 
provided an opportunity to discover the resources of the system as people 
came to see and appreciate the experiences, strengths, connections, and 
aspirations of the others around their table.  People were encouraged to listen 
to the “aha moments” as these stories were told, and the recorder made two 
lists on a piece of flip chart paper: i) key insights or patterns revealed in the 
system stories and ii) merging images of the future.   
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The table groups were then asked to delve deeper into one of the middle 
questions that focused on the Summit topic(s) from their interview.  For 
example, Tables 1-10 focused on the questions regarding what made people 
light up and come alive, Tables 11-20 focused on questions regarding the 
proudest greater purpose and progress moments, and Tables 21-30 focused 
on images of the future.  Again, each person shared their partner’s story as 
the strengths, assets, capacities, values, traditions and practices, and other 
factors that were perceived as driving the success of the system were 
uncovered.  The recorder captured the examples and insights from these 
stories on designated worksheets and prepared a flip chart to summarize 
these responses so that the reporter could then share them back to the full 
system in a three-minute report including one or two of the most powerful 
stories or examples coming from the group. 
 
With so many tables to report back, the facilitator made it clear that, while not 
every table’s reporter would have the opportunity to present that table’s 
findings to the room, every flip chart would be gathered and collated into the 
final report so that no table’s insights or stories would be lost.  Then, moving 
through the three allocated questions, reporters volunteered to share their 
discoveries back into the room. 
 
To be clear, this was not a controlled process with a pre-planned outcome. 
Cooperrider and Avital (2004) point out that the most anticipated part of an 
inquiry is the unanticipated, as the generative questions that have been asked 
take the system to the edge of the unknown and beyond. Instead, they 
suggest thinking of this process as a journey off the beaten track that often 
begins to disrupt and change the system even as people talk.  And they 
caution that, while the temptation may be to eliminate or remove the 
disclosure of views that dislodge treasured certainties within the system, the 
gift of co-inquiry is the elevation that it creates so that people can see new 
vistas that their shared connections enable.  For this reason, it is important 
that no particular history or story be considered more significant than another 
(Whitney, 1996). 
 
As the reporters shared their tables’ stories, the goal in Clarke’s Summit was 
not to find common ground but, rather, higher ground, as stories that departed 
from the norm made the exceptional seem plausible.  It was an opportunity for 
shared meaning-making, or “sensemaking” as organizational theorist Karl 
Weick (1995) describes it, as the whole system engages in a deeper level of 
dialogue, learning, and exploration that begin to open doors to short-term and 
long-term possibilities. 
 
Finally, the Clarke Summit’s Define phase was completed with people moving 
to table teams that were representative solely of their stakeholder group.  
Again, they were invited to self-manage their required tasks and assign group 
leadership roles as desired using a provided template.  On a flip chart, they 
listed all that their stakeholder group was doing or had done that they were 
most proud of and/or the greatest strengths that their group brought to the 
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objectives of this AI Summit.  Together they selected the group’s top three 
“proudest prouds” or “strongest strengths,” identified one story to share that 
illustrated these in action, and as a group shared their most desired hope for 
the AI Summit.  The team’s reporter was asked to be prepared to share all 
this in a three-minute report to the rest of the system. 
 
Again, with so many tables to report back, the facilitator made it clear that, 
while not every table’s reporter would have the opportunity to present that 
table’s findings to the room, every flip chart would be gathered and collated 
into the final report so that no table’s insights or stories would be lost.  The top 
three lists were gathered and used to visually map the positive core of 
Clarke’s system in the Heart-of-Clarke activity, and the patterns, themes, 
highlights, and surprises that emerged from these lists across the system 
became visible — like the images presented throughout this chapter — so 
that everyone could see the positive possibilities through which the disruption 
could be met and the system enabled to flourish. 
 
Why Spark Surprising Connections? 
Although a description of the Define phase may make it sound like simply the 
gathering of novel information and data from across the system so as to 
nudge the system toward the edge of chaos, underestimating the power of the 
dynamic connections facilitated through this process would be a gross 
mistake.  For example, Lyell was amazed by how many times around the 
room he would hear people saying: “I didn’t know you were part of that.  You 
were the one who did that?” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 
September, 2013).  The comments made by the research participants at 
Table 15 echoed the feelings of connection and the surprising relationships 
that were sparked across the Discovery phase. 
Table 15.. 

How AI Summits Spark Surprising Connections 

 Representative Quotations 

15.1 Summit 7: “It’s really the first interview that created the magic and the special 
heart space and connectedness that made the Summit work.” 

15.2 Summit 11: “As the conversations progressed people were leaning forward toward 
each other. Even though they were from different faiths there was this sense of: 
I’m so glad I’m sitting here with you.” 

15.3 Summit 3: “The relationships quickly became very connected.” 
15.4 Summit 4: “People were dumbstruck to discover the people they worked 

alongside of weren’t just stereotypes but real people with lots of talents and 
interests they had no idea about.” 

15.5 Summit 10: “People were discovering each other and all the things they have in 
common. It was very moving.” 

15.6 Summit 13:  “There was an attraction where I want to get closer, where I want to 
know more, and it’s made up of admiration.” 

15.6 Summit 12: “They saw the human faces in each other.” 
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In the earlier chapters, we learned that people have a deep drive to belong 
and yearn to feel respected and important in the eyes of others (de Waal, 
2009; James, 1920; Lieberman, 2013; Senge, 1990; Reis, 1994).  As my 
research made clear and has been argued elsewhere (Bushe, 2001; 
Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001), the act of sharing tales of strengths in an AI 
Summit creates a rich environment that expands people’s feelings of 
relatedness to each other and can lead to profound transformations.  Good 
generative questions aren’t simply interested in surfacing data but are focused 
on experiences that touch people’s hearts. Consequently, they reveal 
something important about them to others that requires a greater sense of 
vulnerability and increases people’s open-mindedness, thereby allowing them 
to feel safe and affirmed with each other even when their stories differ greatly 
(Bushe, 2013).   
 
For example, one research participant shared the following:  
 

During the reflections, a dockworker stood up and said: ‘I’ve been 
working here for 15 years, and the whole time I thought that managers 
were out to get us, make us work as hard they could make us work, 
and pay us the least amount. And I didn’t really care a whole lot about 
the customers, they didn’t really matter to me. I just came and put in 
my time and went home. But now I see things differently.’ And then a 
supervisor stood up and said: ‘I used to think that the dockworkers 
were the biggest pain in the ass that I had to live with, but I realize now 
that we’re not enemies, we’re allies. We’re trying to survive in a highly 
competitive environment, and right now, our competitors are beating us 
at the front door. So we need to work together, and I make a vow that 
I’m going to do the best I can by the company, by the men who work on 
my shift, and for my other supervisors here.’ We heard these kinds of 
reflections again and again across the many AI Summits we ran across 
the system and some people would almost be in tears they would be 
so moved when they were talking, or moved by what they heard 
(Summit 4). 

 
Building on the emerging work of neuroscientists (Hasson, 2010), Fredrickson 
(2013a) suggests that, when people share the kind of heartfelt positive 
emotions that arise from telling tales of strengths and really listening to each 
other, they experience a moment of “positivity resonance.”  During these 
moments, studies suggest that people’s brains begin to synchronize with one 
another’s, people begin to mirror the positivity in each other’s emotional 
states, and feelings of mutual concern and care flow forth unimpeded as they 
move from a state of “me” to a state of “we.”  As a result, she concluded that, 
in a moment of positivity resonance, to some extent people become a 
reflection and extension of the other person, helping them feel safe, 
connected, and united.  Consequently, as people discovered kindred spirits 
among the diverse mix of strangers in the AI Summits I studied, lasting 
connections formed, a sense of community grew, and people’s confidence to 
act was heightened as they discovered they were not alone.  
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Moments of positivity resonance were created during the AI Summits through 
the diverse pairing of partners and the responsibility of publicly introducing 
each other’s stories, the asking of generative questions, and the heightening 
of people’s willingness to listen. These small, but important, design choices 
helped build psychological safety (Edmondson, 2012) with incredible rapidity 
between strangers by creating a learning mindset, recognizing the 
contributions of others, helping people demonstrate mutual respect to one 
another, and ensuring that boundaries within and between groups were 
spanned by reaching across barriers of all kinds.  As one research participant 
noted: “There was a feeling of collective safety in the room” (Summit 12). 
 
Consciously leveraging the opportunities of improbable pairs, mix-matched 
groups, and stakeholder groups during this phase created a powerful 
opportunity for stimulating new knowledge and strengthening connections 
across the system.  Likewise, the creation of generative questions that were 
surprising, that touched people’s hearts and spirits, and that enabled people 
to build genuine connections and to see reality a little differently shaped the 
kinds of conversations that unfolded.  In and of themselves, these 
conversations became mini-positive disruptions that sparked surprising 
connections and opportunities to support flourishing and that created a 
momentum and energy for change that rippled not just across the AI Summit 
event but, in many cases, across the system for weeks, months, and 
sometimes even years into the future.   
 
Why Listen to Ignite Authentic Positivity?  
Generative stories are powerful because they grab people’s attention, they 
are memorable, they move people’s heads and hearts, and they challenge 
how people see and understand the world and open them up to action   
(Richley & Cooperrider, 2013).  However, people have to be willing to listen.  
Listening is what cultivates people’s sense of the whole by surfacing a 
system’s differences, connections, and shared meaning-making. 
 
Holman (2010) suggests that when people listen with sincerity, generosity, 
and compassion, others feel heard, and a bond of trust emerges in their 
relationships.  This style of deep listening requires people to listen not simply 
with their ears, but also with their eyes, their hearts, and the nonjudgmental 
parts of their minds.  As a result, the quality of their listening changes the 
conversation, as meaning is found in places they would never have visited 
alone.  It opens unexpected doors to elevation, creativity, and belonging and 
self-control (Desteno, 2018). 
 
Jonathan Haidt (2000; 2003; Algoe & Haidt, 2009) notes that elevation occurs 
when people are exposed to cases in which another person displayed talent, 
perseverance, generosity, kindness, or other skills and virtues.  Left feeling 
“surprised, stunned, and emotionally moved” (p. 2) by seeing or experiencing 
these unexpected acts of goodness, people encounter a distinct feeling of 
warmth and expansion accompanied by the motivation to open up and act 
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with kindness toward others. It makes people feel uplifted and optimistic about 
the system and the people within it, and to want to create or strengthen their 
relationships.  Elevation has been found to be a calming, rather than an 
energizing emotion, because it releases oxytocin, which has a sedative and 
stress-reducing effect (Algoe & Haidt, 2009).  Table 16 demonstrates the 
presence and impact of elevation in an AI Summit. 
Table 16.. 

The Presence and Impact of Elevation in an AI Summit 

 Representative Quotations 

16.1 Summit 10: “People were discovering each other and all the things they have in 
common. It was very moving.” 

16.2 Summit 13: “You see the emergence of generosity as people listen to each other.” 
16.3 Summit 9: “As soon as the interviews began the energy shifted. There was a 

sense of camaraderie in the room that they were in this together, to trust the 
process and then the possibilities began to unfold.” 

 
During the Define phase, however, Lyell reported witnessing more than just 
elevation in the room.  He noted, “I couldn’t believe how engaged people 
were.  It was so loud.  People were buzzing” (L. Clarke, personal 
communication, 15 September, 2013).  Other research participants saw 
similar experiences, as Table 17 notes. 
 
Table 17. 

The Presence and Impact of Positive Emotions during the Discovery Phase 

 Representative Quotations 

17.1 Summit 7: “There was a lot of excitement that we were coming together to do 
something.” 

17.2 Summit 5: “The stories they were hearing from each other were so compelling that 
people became very committed very quickly.” 

17.3 Summit 1: “The level of engagement just sky rocketed.” 
17.4 Summit 4: “The thing I saw the most was surprise and astonishment.” 
17.5 Summit 12:  “By the time they finished interviewing each other the room was 

ablaze and emotions were incredibly heightened.” 
 
Previously, researchers (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2006) have proposed that, 
by engaging in appreciative reflections of the past and beginning to imagine 
images of the future they desire, a surge of positivity and creative energy is 
fostered within the system.  As we learned in Chapter 3, Fredrickson (2009) 
found that the experience of heartfelt positive emotions can help to broaden 
people’s sense of possibilities, their ability to think quickly and creatively, and 
their feelings of connection with each other, while also building their physical, 
psychological, intellectual, and social resources.   
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As the body of neurological research continues to evolve, however, 
researchers suggest that it is not simply the high level of positive emotions 
that impact people’s levels of creativity (which is vital during the Dream and 
Design phases of an AI Summit) but also the intensity of the emotions they 
experience (Kauffman, 2015).  For example, the positive emotions 
experienced after a goal has been accomplished (e.g., the happiness, 
gratitude, or pride people feel as they share their peak experiences of the past 
during the Define phase’s questions) often appear to have a lower level of 
motivational intensity for people, broadening their cognitive scope and helping 
them to see more possibilities around them (Gable & Harmon-Jones, 2008; 
Harmon-Jones, Gable, & Price, 2013).  In contrast, the experiences of positive 
emotions that occur before a goal has been accomplished (e.g., the desire, 
enthusiasm, or excitement people feel as they share their hopes for the 
system’s future during the Discovery questions) often appear to have a higher 
level of motivational intensity for people, narrowing their cognitive scope and 
so enabling them to focus on making things happen to satisfy these urges 
(Harmon-Jones, Harmon-Jones, & Price, 2013).  Researchers believe that 
both of these states are required for creativity to occur (Kauffman, 2015). 
Thus, people need to be given opportunities to share stories that generate 
both low- and high-intensity positive emotions during this phase of an AI 
Summit. 
 
Also important to note is that, while the frequency was significantly lower, 
many research participants also observed the presence of negative emotions 
during this phase of the AI Summit, especially at the outset (see Table 18).  
Table 18.. 

The Presence and Impact of Negative Emotions at the Outset of an AI Summit 

 Representative Quotations 

18.1 Summit 4: “There was always some suspicion of what it was all about.”   
18.2 Summit 9: “There was a lot of anxiety and uncertainty as people walked in.” 
18.3 Summit 11: “The interviews dispel lots of nervousness.” 

 
In an interesting neurological twist, Kaufman (2013) points out that, just as the 
intensity of positive emotions can impact people’s levels of creativity, the 
intensity of negative emotions appears to have a similar effect.  For example, 
negative emotions that have a lower motivational intensity (i.e., sadness or 
scepticism) have been found to broaden people’s cognitive scope and so 
open their minds, whereas negative states, which are associated with a higher 
motivational intensity (i.e., disgust and anger), appear to narrow people’s 
cognitive scope. Thus, rather than trying to force people into positive 
emotional experiences during the Define phase, we need to trust that the safe 
space created by the AI Summit and the use of the identified mechanisms can 
contain the full breadth and depth of emotions that open people up to creative 
exploration.  
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Finally, researchers have found that people rarely experience purely positive 
emotions or purely negative emotions but rather tend to experience mixed 
emotions or “emotional ambivalence.” This is particularly true during 
organizational events that are focused on creating change and during events 
that place people in unusual environments (Fong, 2006; Vince & Broussine, 
1996).  Moreover, a growing body of research suggests that the experience of 
ambivalence can help to improve people’s flexibility and engagement and so 
may provide many benefits for individuals, groups, and systems (Rothman, 
Pratt, Rees, & Vogus, 2016). For example, Weick (1998, 2004) posits that the 
attitude of wisdom – how knowledge is held and how it is put to use without 
excessive confidence or excessive caution – arises from ambivalence and 
facilitates adaptation and adaptability.  
 
Researchers (Pratt & Doucet, 2000) have also found that ambivalence can 
help people to positively engage with others in a system by expressing ideas 
and suggestions in a constructive, beneficial manner to change the status quo 
and generate improvements.  For example, Cooperrider recalls that, during 
the AI Summit for the United Religions Initiative, in the midst of the Define 
phase reporting, there was an exchange of heartfelt fear, pain, and frustration 
among those gathered in the room around the tensions between Islamic, 
Jewish, and Christian theologies of love versus theologies of justice and the 
actions each group was taking in the name of his or her religion that were 
causing harm to the others.  It wasn’t until the Dalai Lama used the safe 
space created by the AI Summit to help the participants re-discover the power 
of weaving together loving kindness and justice that those gathered were able 
to not only move forward together but also to walk together that evening to 
pay their respects at the Jewish Wall, Christ’s Tomb, and other important 
religious monuments for each of the faiths present (D. Cooperrider, personal 
communication, 8 March, 2018).   
 
However, as most of us have experienced, emotional ambivalence entails two 
sides and can lead to less flexibility and disengagement, unless an 
environment is created that ensures psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999; 
Ingram & Roberts, 2000), that encourages boundary spanning that reaches 
across the barriers that exist within and between groups (Pratt & Barnett, 
1997), and that is autonomy supportive (Pratt & Dirks, 2007; Pratt & Rosa, 
2003). Bright and his colleagues (Bright, Powley, Fry, & Barrett, 2013) concur, 
reminding us that, although generativity is associated with positive sentiment, 
this does not equate to the exclusion of negative sentiment.  Rather, 
flourishing of any human form usually includes a dynamic relationship 
between positive and negative experiences.  Thus, to ensure that every voice 
feels free to be heard during the Define phase, the goal should never be to 
shut down or repress negative sentiments but rather to focus on the degree to 
which positive sentiment finds expression relative to negative sentiment.  Also 
worth remembering is that negative sentiments in conversations serve as a 
cue to the presence, not just of cynicism, frustration, or fear, but also of hope. 
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My research found that, by creating opportunities in which all participants are 
assured that they will have the opportunity to speak about what matters to 
them and that what they share will be valued and appreciated by the others 
around them, the AI Summits I studied encouraged people to be more 
generous in how they listened and more willing to open their hearts and their 
minds to different points of view and experiences.  As a result, people’s 
experience of mutual appreciation and surprise eclipsed the human tendency 
to be self-focused, resulting in an unexpected deepening of bonds between 
speakers and listeners as they shared heightened feelings of authenticity and 
positivity. Thus, Cooperrider and Sekerka (2006) conclude of the Define 
phase, “It is here, in this synergistic moment of empowering continuity and 
novelty, that boldness emerges alongside of abandonment, and any sense of 
resistance evaporates. The result is a combination of courage and surrender, 
key elements in the study of creators” (p. 237). 
 
Dream: Co-Create Shared Purpose 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Summary of Words Used to Describe Dream Phase by Research Participants. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Holman (2010) recommended that, in order to 
enable emergence from a disruption, people need to be given opportunities 
for individual expressions and connections in order to self-organize around 
the ideas they feel most passionate about.  In fact, she notes that creative 
interaction, in which people can fully participate with their heads, hearts, 
bodies, and spirits, is at the heart of engaging emergence because it entices 
them to explore the familiar and unfamiliar with new eyes, or, as the Buddhists 
might say, a beginner’s mind. 
 
Thus, the goal of the Dream phase in an AI Summit is to surface the values 
and aspirations that enliven the system.  It is an invitation to align and amplify 
the system’s positive core – ensuring that the hopes that emerge are 
practically grounded in the system’s strengths — by pushing the creative 
edges of positive possibilities, wondering about the system’s greatest 
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potential, and uncovering opportunities for the system to have a more positive 
impact on its environment (Cooperrider et al., 2000).   
 
To maximize generativity, it’s important during this phase not to simply 
surface the similarities in the system’s hopes – although this is useful and 
necessary — but to also encourage people to stand for what they value and to 
openly explore the differences and diversity of their dreams (Bushe, 2013). 
Encouraging people to pay attention to what they truly care about challenges 
them to rise to the best in themselves and to bring out the best in each other 
and in the system.  It is an act of service that supersedes people’s egos, 
enables them to contribute their creative potential, and connects them to 
something more universal that enables win-win outcomes and higher order 
coherence to emerge.  In reality, the most creative, energized, committed 
results occur when people follow their passions while being of service to 
others in the system (Holman, 2010).  It is how shared purpose is co-created 
across a system, so that leaders finally see what people are actually 
intrinsically motivated to do and what “might be” as the system grows.  After 
all, people excel and learn not because they are told to but because they want 
to (Senge, 1990). 
 
How Do AI Summits Co-Create Shared Purpose? 
As was typical across the AI Summits I studied, the Dream phase kicked off 
the second day of the AI Summit event.  As people re-entered the physical 
space, facilitators ensured they were given an opportunity to reconnect to the 
energy, excitement, and hopes that they had left with the previous day.  For 
this reason, people were generally seated back in their original mix-maxed 
groups so that tables once again were representative of the system, allowing 
the surprising connections sparked the day before to continue to deepen.   
 
As the phase began, the facilitator often introduced people to the idea that 
positive and meaningful images of the future tend to pull us into positive 
actions.  For example, Fred Polak (1973), who launched a sweeping study of 
Western civilization, found that the rise and fall of images of the future 
predicted the rise and fall of cultures – including the advancement of art, 
architecture, music, commerce, science, politics, and education – due to the 
“activation effect” of positive images. As a result, he concluded that 
meaningful, positive images have the capacity to become self-fulfilling, self-
propelling engines for change that can determine the future of a system.  
Likewise, when a system holds a clear, meaningful and positive image of 
where it wants to go, the image “activates” the conversations, choices, 
commitments, and behaviors necessary to get there. Cooperrider and Godwin 
(2012) suggest that magnetic images of the future paint pictures of vivid 
victories, call out to the hero within people, and attract the emotional energy 
and physical resources needed to support change.  To make these insights 
personally relevant, the AI Summit facilitators frequently provided the 
opportunity for participants to reflect on examples in their own lives where 
positive images had led them to positive actions to prepare them for the next 
steps. 
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The facilitators then provided three guidelines for this phase.  Firstly, people 
were encouraged to build on the positive core they had uncovered during the 
Define phase to ensure that their dreams were both practical and grounded in 
the organization’s history and strengths.  Secondly, people were encouraged 
to aim higher and to help each other to be bold as they looked for ways to use 
their passions and resources to be of service to others around the AI Summit 
topic.  Finally, people were encouraged to think like artists and to use the 
stories and hopes from the Define phase like a palette of colors that would 
allow them to paint vivid, compelling, meaningful images of what the future 
could look like if their best ideas became a reality.   
 
While the rest of the Dream phase can be executed in different ways 
depending on the needs of the system, most of the AI Summits I studied – 
including Clarke – used what is called a “creative dreaming” approach that 
began with table groups once again deciding how they would self-manage 
their own discussions, data management, time, and reports and assigning 
group leadership roles.  People then moved into a “dream dialogue,” in which, 
in Clarke’s case, each person imagined themselves waking up in the year 
2021, visualizing the Clarke they really wanted — as if it existed now.  Given 
enough time to imagine concretely the bigger, braver, bolder Clarke 
organization of their dreams, they were asked to share their hopes, dreams, 
and sense of opportunities by answering the following questions: 

• How can we take the “heart of Clarke” into our organization of the 
future and our world’s future in ways that are bigger, braver, and 
bolder? How might we do things to make communities more livable, 
safer, and more comfortable in ways that were barely imagined in 
2016? 

• How might we become — on the inside of our organization — an 
organization that truly empowers a euphorically engaged workforce 
and human wellbeing? 

• How might we bring “the heart of Clarke” into the world in a manner 
that will inspire and transform others, ultimately helping to leave a 
legacy of a more prosperous and flourishing world? 

• What do we want our customers, partners, industry, and communities 
to be saying about us? How do we surpass customers that are merely 
satisfied? Community citizenship that is merely good? What’s next? 

As the group listened to each other’s dreams, they were asked to look for 
common and unique elements. What were the bigger, braver, and bolder 
images? What were the smallest changes that might help Clarke reach 
something bigger?   
 
Table groups were then asked to choose a creative way to present the 
envisioned future by preparing a three-minute “portrayal” (i.e., a TV special, 
drama, day in the life, work of art, or panel presentation) as if it were 
happening now, ensuring all group members had a role. They were told that 
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the more playful the portrayals the better, so art supplies, costumes, 
instruments, and other props were often provided to help fire up their 
imaginations and give the guiding image of their future a gripping appeal, 
while anchoring their hopes and dreams into their bodies and psyches. The 
creation of these presentations was typically one of the most fondly 
remembered parts of the AI Summit – even in the most traditional systems 
that simply “didn’t do” creative presentations – because of the levels of 
energy, excitement, and commitment this activity unleashed in the system for 
the co-creation of a meaningful purpose.  People were never forced to do 
something they didn’t want to in this step. Instead, it was a genuine invitation 
and opportunity for individual creative expression, and each table group self-
organized to select the medium and content that felt authentic for them. 
 
In many of the AI Summits I studied, the recorder was also asked during the 
preparation of the presentations to use an opportunity-mapping worksheet to 
summarize the core elements of their group’s vision of 2021 as portrayed in 
the group’s presentation.  This ensured that the team’s hopes were 
adequately captured for reporting, while their creative interpretation breathed 
life into those ideas to inspire and motivate the rest of the system. 
 
Typically, facilitators then invited groups to the front of the room to share their 
dreams. By the time eight to 10 groups had presented, most of the AI 
Summits reviewed had found that the law of diminishing returns often kicked 
in as people had expended so much emotional energy delivering and 
watching the presentations that their hearts and minds were full.  Common 
themes often also started being repeated at this point, even though the format 
of the presentations may have differed.  In some AI Summits, however, every 
group wanted to share their dream and to rob them of this opportunity –
particularly if it was a live act – risked leaving people feeling disappointed that 
their hopes would be not heard by the system.  Thus, depending on the 
number of groups in the AI Summit, the reporting process was sometimes 
managed by breaking up into different rooms so that simultaneous 
presentations could be held, splitting presentations over a break period, 
combining tables (although it was generally suggested that groups were to be 
no larger than 12 people), or setting creative tasks that were visual, like a 
newspaper front page, which could be viewed as a gallery of hopes. In all 
cases, people were encouraged to take notes throughout the presentations of 
the elements of the visions they found most exciting (what) and the 
opportunities and possibilities for action (how). 
 
Lyell noted, “The freedom to dream just sets them free.  It gave them 
permission to say anything and do anything as they created the future 
together. Now they really start to work as a team and for me, this was the real 
turning point” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September 2013).  
Other research participants observed similar experiences as noted in Table 
19. 
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Table 19.. 

How AI Summits Help People to Co-Create a Shared Purpose 

 Representative Quotations 

19.1 Summit 7: “There was a tremendous amount of creativity in the teams.”  
19.2 Summit 4: “A big turning point for a lot of the management team was to see how 

creative, how innovative, how engaged the drivers and dockworkers, the union 
employees, really were when they were given the opportunity and they were 
asked to do something, rather than always being told what and how to do it, and 
see just the overflow of creativity and engagement that came out at that point.” 

19.3 Summit 8: “People became more collaborative and co-creative and were reaching 
across boundaries to get a better understanding of the whole.” 

19.4 Summit 4: “When people’s ideas weren’t dismissed as silly or we can’t do that, but 
captured and used as springboards for more ideas, the enjoyment for everybody 
escalates.” 

19.5 Summit 5: “Engagement heightened because people were at the front of the room 
sharing their dream.” 

19.6 Summit 2:  “You realize that a lot of the times you’re seeing similar things and 
you’re dreaming similar dreams. And so I think that there’s a sense of now it’s 
wow, all these outsiders and we all really have a lot of things in common.” 

19.7 Summit 8: “The sense of hopefulness was igniting the fundamental dimension of 
human passion to help make it happen and be fulfilled.” 

19.8 Summit 8: “There was a shift of mindset from never having thought about or seen 
these challenges as only threats and problems to being confronted with the 
possibility it could be an opportunity that led to something good.” 

19.9 Summit 10:  “People were clapping and cheering for each other. It was 
contagious.” 

19.10 Summit 13:  “There was a moment where people were just laughing and cheering 
for each other so much and applauding and had tears in their eyes when they 
were sharing some of the dreams of the future. Realizing, ‘I like the taste of that 
dream!’” 

 
After the creative presentations had been delivered, the facilitators once again 
created space for everyone gathered to reflect on the dreams that had been 
offered.  The goal was not to arrive at a consensus, as this risked robbing the 
group of energy, but rather to surface the guiding images of a meaningful 
future about which people felt passionate and were willing to take 
responsibility for making a reality.  At Clarke, this was done with each group 
creating flip chart pages that captured the “what” and “how” elements of the 
visions that were most meaningful and energizing for them.  These 
summaries were then displayed around the room over lunch so that people 
could absorb the shared hopes and positive images of the system’s future. 
 
Why Align and Magnify Strengths? 
Peter Drucker (1966) – one of the greatest scholars of leadership and 
management over the last century – suggested that the ageless essence of 
leadership is to create an alignment of strengths in ways that make a system’s 
weaknesses irrelevant. Cooperrider and his colleagues (Cooperrider et al., 
2000) agree, arguing that strengths don’t simply allow people to perform but 
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instead to transform a system as new combinations and configurations of 
strengths are activated and elevated. 
 
While this sounds simple enough, researchers have found that the human 
brain is wired with a negativity bias, meaning that people are more adept at 
spotting weaknesses and feeling an evolutionary pull to fix them than they are 
at identifying and building on strengths (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, 
& Vohs, 2001). As a result, Cooperrider and Godwin (2012) point out, deficit-
based thinking has become virtually synonymous with the idea of any “helping 
profession,” where the draw of the problematic, the broken, and deficient 
leaves 80% of people in most organizations focused on fixing what’s not 
working and only 20% focused on building on available strengths.   
 
Yet every living system works to some degree and thus has strengths —  
those things that bring it to life and make it feel strong — that can be built 
upon when responding to a disruption.  In fact, a system cannot excel by 
simply trying to fix its weaknesses and limiting its failures; instead, it can do so 
only by amplifying and magnifying its strengths so that it understands “what is 
best” and imagines “what is next” and so that an upward spiral of growth can 
be created (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012).  Consequently, Cooperrider and 
Srivastva (1987) urge us to see human systems as mysteries and miracles of 
relatedness that can be viewed as webs of infinite strengths and limitless 
human imagination instead of as machines incessantly in need of repair. 
 
Cooperrider and Godwin (2012) suggest that, in order for a human system to 
flourish, three primary tasks should shape its response to a positive 
disruption: the elevation of strengths at the individual or small-group level; the 
alignment and transformational use of the system’s positive core; and the 
elevation, magnification, and refraction of its highest human strengths outward 
to the world.  They note that this can be achieved by wrapping a disruption in 
the richest theater of assets and strategic strengths available – the whole 
power — during the Define phase, and then giving people the freedom to 
align, magnify, and refract the power of every relevant resource from outside 
and inside the system during the Dream phase as they explore the dream 
dialogues and creatively collaborate on their dream presentations. 
 
For example, as the participants in the Clarke Summit brought their dreams to 
life and as the real possibilities for the amplification of their strengths took 
center stage, their sense of shared power and feelings of hope, inspiration, 
joy, and awe at “what might be” created a state of conscious co-elevation, and 
their “whypower” – their sense of purpose — emerged (Cooperrider & 
Godwin, 2012).  Lyell observed that, during the Dream phase: “There was a 
real sense of respecting each other’s dreams and looking for ways to build a 
future together” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September, 2013). 
Other research participants observed similar experiences, as noted in Table 
20. 
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Table 20.. 

How AI Summits Align and Magnify Strengths 

 Representative Quotations 

20.1 Summit 13: “There’s a concentration effect as people’s strengths begin to be 
connected and a sense of collective awesomeness of the power in the room.”    

20.2 Summit 1: “People were really opening up to possibilities and seeing opportunities 
they probably had not ever seen before.” 

20.3 Summit 8: “The sense of possibility was now palpable even though the issues and 
challenges were still present.” 

20.4 Summit 13: “People started thinking and being larger than they were because 
they were surrounded by support and affirmation and admiration. They realize 
they can play larger than they had before.” 

20.5 Summit 5: “Meaning kicks up a lot because of what they’ve created. It’s their 
dream now and they feel ownership of what’s happening.” 

20.6 Summit 2:  “Once you see it, it’s impossible to unsee it.” 
20.7 Summit 10: “We had a saying that came out of the Summit: Part of our jobs is to 

ensure the success of not just ourselves, but the success of others, the success 
of our company and to make our partners successful.” 

 
The Dream phase created a space for the zone of proximal development – 
the distance between someone’s actual development level and their higher 
level of potential development in collaboration with more capable peers 
(Vygotsky, 1978) – to evoke and strengthen people’s ability to learn and 
capacity.  Nurtured by the appreciative and caring eyes through which people 
have begun to see each other and the system during the Define phase, the 
dream dialogues and presentations provided an opportunity for learning that 
elevated and magnified the strengths they had uncovered and exposed new 
levels of capability. 
 
To realize this opportunity, the AI Summits studied asked generative 
questions that helped people to align and magnify their individual and 
collective strengths around the AI Summit topic and gave them the freedom 
and permission to share their passions for serving others during the dream 
dialogue.  Mindful that words create worlds, the questions shaped the 
system’s hopes and set in motion changes, as the positive images generated 
began to pull people into action. 
 
The opportunity for the table groups to then reflect on the common themes 
and generative ideas drawn from their shared hopes and identify what they 
truly cared about around the AI Summit topic enabled breakthrough 
innovations and inspired performances.  By challenging them to package and 
present their shared hopes in a creative format that would breathe life and 
energy into their ideas, people consistently began assuming responsibility for 
and feeling a sense of ownership in their dreams.  Moreover, the opportunity 
to physically and emotionally embody and share what might be possible when 
the system was enlivened by its values and aspirations was one of the most 
powerful moments that repeatedly emerged across the AI Summits. 
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It turned out that only by surrounding themselves with other stars were people 
truly able to shine (Achor, 2018).  For example, one research participant 
noted:  
 

We literally had people who were transformed.  There was a trucking 
guy at the Summit who became an extraordinarily passionate advocate 
for the role of transport in the value chain to leverage good practices in 
the industry. He became a crusader and started working with the 
Environmental Protection Authority.  The mobilization of a single 
human being into a passionate evangelist was the most important 
outcome of the Summit (Summit 8). 

 
Why Build a Meaningful Language of Hope?  
Cooperrider (1990) suggests that the creation of positive images of the future 
pulls people forward into new possibilities that fuel them with hope and put 
them on the road to finding solutions, enabling people to realize they have the 
power to make things happen. How might this work?  Studies suggest that the 
very idea of having the rewards that come from getting something that people 
are hoping for is enough to kick-start a cascade of dopamine — the brain’s 
reward drug — through key neural pathways in the brain that have the power 
to move people from intention to action (Kashdan, 2009). 
 
For example, for decades the four-minute mile was considered a natural limit 
for runners. It was unthinkable that anyone could run faster. Then English 
athlete, Roger Bannister, set himself the impossible goal, started training 
accordingly, and, in May 1954, shattered this barrier on an Oxford track. 
Within three years, 16 other runners had also surpassed this “human limit.” 
No fundamental leap in human evolution had occurred during this period; 
instead, what had changed was people’s ability to imagine what was possible 
and to talk with each other about how to make this happen (Cook & Wind, 
2006). 
 
Hope researcher Rick Snyder (2000) notes that hope springs to life when 
people understand that the future is fundamentally undetermined and open to 
human influence. Powered by people’s imagination, it is a life-sustaining force 
that connects memories of past success with the potential of tomorrow and 
determines how they live now (Lopez, 2013; Ludema, 2001).  As psychologist 
Verena Kast explains, “By hoping, we walk toward a light that we do not see 
but sense somewhere in the darkness of the future” (1991, p. 136). 
 
Ludema (2001) explains that hope is generated and sustained when people, 
facing the mystery of the future, share their highest ideals – that which Plato 
calls the good, the true, and the beautiful.  Philosopher and theologian Paul 
Tillich (1957) describes these ideals as people’s “ultimate concerns” – those 
things that sustain and give meaning to life.  Thus, hope prospers when 
people reach beyond the self and place themselves in the service of others 
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and pursue what matters to them most, providing them with a heightened 
sense of meaning and purpose (Lopez, 2013; Ludema, 2001; Snyder, 2000). 

Hope has also been found to be an essential ingredient in systemic flourishing 
because it acts as a strange attractor that spawns generative conversations 
and creates a shared vocabulary. These then offer a potent “life-giving” force 
for challenging the status quo and mobilizing the moral, social, and relational 
energies a system needs to translate vision into reality and belief into practice 
(Kast, 1991; Ludema, 2001; Marcel, 1951).  After all, as influential philosopher 
Ludwig Wittgenstein once explained, “The limits of my language are the 
limits of my world” (1922, sec. 5.6). 

Ludema (2001) suggests that a meaningful language of hope – stories, 
theories, evidence, and images — is built when people are given the 
opportunity to do the following: nurture co-operative relationships; exercise a 
sense of optimism about their capacity to influence the future; inquire together 
into their most deeply held values and highest aspirations; and generate 
positive affect and action.  In the AI Summits I studied, the creative 
presentations and summaries that accompanied them often surfaced 
keywords, phrases, expressions, images, stories, and artefacts that enabled a 
meaningful language of hope to emerge around the AI Summit topic.  Where 
possible, these words and images were immediately embedded into the rest 
of the AI Summit experience to help provide a binding sense of community 
and confidence around a set of compelling values and ideas for generative 
and systemic action in response to the positive disruption.   

For example, Lyell noted that, during the Dream phase: “It becomes a much 
more collaborative exercise” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 
September, 2013).  Other research participants observed similar experiences, 
as noted in Table 21. 
Table 21.. 

How AI Summits Help to Build a Meaningful Language of Hope 

Representative Quotations 

21.1 Summit 8: “People were really motivated to talk about what their dreams and 
aspirations are.”   

21.2 Summit 5: “It transitioned from individuals telling their stories to the group telling 
their shared story.” 

21.3 Summit 13: “There was a shift in language from doing good to becoming a force 
for good.  This is when the synchronization of meaning occurs and people start 
talking the same language.”   

21.4 Summit 17: “You get this sense of shared vision and that we’re all in this 
together.” 

21.5 Summit 1: “They were building a lot of bonds.” 
21.6 Summit 13:  “They moved from micro high-quality relationships to being a 

productive community.” 
21.7 Summit 7: “Hope was definitely in the room.” 
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However, Lyell also noted that, for some people, a sense of fear seemed to 
be associated with the quality of their ideas and their presentations and 
whether they had the ability to realize the hopes they were voicing (L. Clarke, 
personal communication, 15 September, 2013).  While the presence of fear 
during the Dream phase was not specifically noted by other research 
participants, Lopez (2013) explains that hope walks hand-in-hand with fear to 
remind people of realistic limits and alert them when they’re straying from the 
path leading to a meaningful future.  Unfortunately, people’s natural fear of 
loss is often stronger than their desire for gain, and so, in the face of doubt 
and uncertainty, people may need help understanding these feelings to 
ensure that fear doesn’t unnecessarily hijack them from their chosen passion 
for serving others.  As Lopez wrote, “Hope is created moment by moment 
through our deliberate choices. It happens when we use our thoughts and 
feelings to temper our aversion to loss and actively pursue what is possible. 
When we choose hope, we define what matters to us most” (p. 24). 

This challenge was brought to life in a study of 10 organizations 
simultaneously involved in system-wide change conducted by researcher 
Linda Robson (2015), who, coding more than 52,000 words drawn from 
interviews, live meetings, and written documents, found that high-performing 
(change-successful) systems had a positively biased imbalance of over 4:1 
toward a positive discourse (i.e., statements that articulated the following: 
“any mention of strengths,” “hope toward the future,” “active effort to include 
others,” or “mention of surprise, curiosity or excitement”) versus a deficiency 
discourse (“deficiency in self or others” or articulations of “unfulfilled 
expectations” or “predictions of a negative future”).  Note that this was not a 
4:0 ratio, suggesting that, when people feel connected, safe, and heard, they 
feel that there is room to talk about their fears and uncertainties as well as 
their hopes, provided that the positive discourse is finding expression relative 
to the deficiency discourse.    

Cooperrider calls this the “Robson Ratio” and recommends using it as a North 
Star and guide for the kind of shared language a flourishing organizational 
system needs to build (Cooperrider & Godwin, 2012).  Thus, as the Dream 
phase is crafted, we believe it is also important to consider how the 
generative questions for the dream dialogue will enable reaching the Robson 
Ratio.  Are they helping the system move toward a positive discourse 
(statements that articulate “any mention of strengths,” “hope toward the 
future,” “active effort to include others,” or “mention of surprise, curiosity or 
excitement”) versus deficiency discourse (“deficiency in self or others” or 
articulations of “unfulfilled expectations” or “predictions of a negative future”)?  
Is there compassion and empathy for the potential presence of fear that often 
walks alongside hope and that people may need to express?  If this feels 
challenging, Julie reassured me that, during their AI Summit, the Clarke 
participants found the following: “The possibilities of approaching something 
not as a problem but as an opportunity, simply stated, were just endless” (J. 
Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 2016). 
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Design: Play Together to Unlock Potential 

National Institute For Play founder Dr. Stuart Brown (2009) notes: “We are 
built to play and built through play” (p. 5).  His research suggests that playing 
together gives people the freedom to see things in a different way, so that, as 
a result, they stumble upon new behaviors, thoughts, strategies, and ways of 
working and being.  It allows people to create imaginative new cognitive 
combinations that enable them to discover what works.  Found to be critical 
not only for people’s levels of creativity and innovation, play is a catalyst that 
energizes people, makes them productive, helps to sustain their social 
relationships, and impacts their ability to flourish. 

Thus, the goal of the Design phase in an AI Summit is to evoke new thinking, 
new partnerships, and new ways of working together by playing in order to 
surface pathways towards realizing the system’s shared hopes.  Without an 
exhausting or paralyzing search for consensus, people are encouraged to 
converge and self-organize around the hopes about which they feel so 
passionate that they are willing to assume responsibility for designing 
potential pathways forward for the system.  Then, embracing a generative 
design-thinking process that is open, engaging, adaptive, and playful 
magnifies the system’s strengths and so aids in producing a blueprint for 
executing the system’s shared hopes that is inspiring and functional and that 
motivates people to immediately begin making it happen (Avital & Te’eni, 
2009; Bushe, 2013).  

Since this type of play relies on improvisation, we never really know what’s 
going to happen in this phase.  A state of mind rather than a specific activity, 
play requires people to be curious and willing to let go of expectations, to be 
open to serendipity and chance, to include seemingly irrelevant elements in 
their play, to use their strengths in the service of others and let go of any 
feelings of self-consciousness, and to embrace the feelings of exploration, 
absorption, and enjoyment that play affords them.  It is the essence of 

Figure 10. Summary of Words Used to Describe Design Phase by Research Participants. 
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freedom and safety because it is free of expectations — after all, they are just 
playing (Brown, 2009). 

The good news is that mammals who feel safe play spontaneously.  For 
example, play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) has found that lifelong play 
is central to people’s continued wellbeing, adaptation, and social 
cohesiveness because it creates a sense of belonging among those who play 
together.  In fact, he argues, it is when people stop playing that their behavior 
becomes more fixed, they lose interest in new information, and they find fewer 
opportunities to flourish in the world around them.  “The opposite of play… is 
not work, it is vacillation, or worse, it is depression,” he writes (p. 198).   

In recent years the Design phase of AI Summits has undergone significant 
change as Cooperrider (2008) and his colleagues have introduced the 
insights of design theory and the practices of design-thinking into this phase 
to help systems flourish.  In support of this, in an increasingly uncertain and 
dynamic world, a new level of appreciation for the value of playing together 
has emerged as organizations have rediscovered the usefulness of “abductive 
reasoning” (i.e., logical leaps of the mind from a single deviating data point) 
and have realized that even mistakes can offer material for new possibilities 
(Cooperrider & Godwin, 2012).   

Many of the AI Summits I studied – including Clarke– used this approach 
(sometimes referred to as an ‘AI Design Summit’). Given this is the model 
being increasingly taught to practitioners, we felt that capturing the best 
practices associated with this approach would be helpful.  For a more 
traditional Design phase approach that invites participants to create a design 
possibilities map, select high-impact design elements, and craft and enrich 
provocative propositions, see The appreciative inquiry summit: A practitioner’s 
guide for learning large-group change by James Ludema and his colleagues. 

How Do AI Summits Enable People to Play Together to Unlock Potential? 
Most of the AI Summits studied – including Clarke – moved into the Design 
phase on the afternoon of the second day of the AI Summit event.  To prepare 
for these steps over lunch, the facilitator usually sat down with members of 
the steering committee, who had been taking notes during the Dream phase, 
to identify the ideas that seemed to resonate to the greatest extent with 
participants and that could, as a design opportunity area, give the system 
traction to move forward.  By comparing their notes and thinking carefully 
about what they had heard during the Dream phase, they tried to answer one 
question: “What are the tangible opportunity areas that we could impact?”  

As an example, the Clarke team identified the following opportunities: Agent 
of World Health Benefit; Culture of Euphoric Engagement; Exceptional 
Customer Brand Experience; Guiding Principles; The Heart of Clarke; 
International Market Opportunity; Movement of Social Generosity; National 
Leader in Aquatic Habitat Management; Pervasive Innovation; and Voice for 
our Industry.  While some of these opportunity areas had been identified as 
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potential hopes by the steering committee prior to the AI Summit event, as is 
typical for many systems, over 50% of them had not been anticipated (D. 
Cooperrider, personal communication, 14 August, 2017).  Worth noting is that 
there was no “right” number of opportunity areas for a system to pursue. 
Instead, there was only what was “right” for each system given the number of 
people in the AI Summit and the number of self-organized teams that could be 
resourced and supported after the AI Summit event to carry the ideas forward. 

The groups then framed these opportunity areas as “How might we?” 
questions.  A design-thinking tool used to frame a system’s shared hopes into 
opportunities for design, “How might we?” questions give people a powerful 
frame for innovative thinking by suggesting that an answer is possible and 
offering people the chance to respond in multiple ways. Neither too broad nor 
too narrow, these questions create a launch pad for people to begin 
brainstorming but also give them sufficient-breadth to explore wild ideas 
(IDEO, 2015). 

For example, the “How might we?” question Clarke created around the Heart 
of-Clarke opportunity area read as follows: 

How might we bring the heart of Clarke? 
How might we bring “the heart of Clarke” to the world, by continuing to 
develop, codify and teach the ways in which we intentionally create a 
flourishing corporate culture?  How might we consider sharing this 
wisdom across generations, through strategic academic partners, and 
outward to a global audience?  How do we capture and tell this story 
exceptionally, in a way that goes beyond just telling our story, to 
creating transformation in how the world ‘goes to work,’ lives 
sustainably, etc.? 

You can see all of the Clarke “How might we?” examples at 
www.thechangelabs.com. 

Typically, as people returned from lunch, they would find that a series of 
design studios comprising large foam core boards had appeared throughout 
the room with the “How might we?” question displayed on the top and that 
piles of sticky notes and sticker dots had been left for voting.  The facilitators 
usually shared some of the insights and practices that guide design-thinking, 
including how to embrace a designer mindset. People were then encouraged 
to come together and play with various ways to make their shared hopes of 
making a difference a reality for their system. 

In all of the AI Summits studied, people were given the freedom to vote with 
their feet and move to the design studio of the opportunity area that they felt 
passionate enough about to take responsibility for shaping. To enable this 
voting to occur, the facilitator and steering committee members quickly 
explained each of the opportunity areas, reminding people of what they had 
heard and seen during the presentations, using the shared language of hope 
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that had emerged from the dreams and the “How might we?” statements to 
help people embrace a designer mindset.  To ensure that no one’s dreams 
were missed, the following question was also asked: “Are there any other 
opportunity areas anyone wants to add to a design studio?”  Sometimes these 
ideas had already been captured in the chosen opportunity areas but needed 
further clarification. Alternatively, if someone felt passionate enough and there 
were others in the room also willing to assume responsibility for a new 
opportunity, this was added as a final design studio so that no one was left 
feeling that their shared dreams had been hijacked or dismissed. 

In the Clarke AI Summit, people were also asked to decide on first- and 
second-choice opportunity areas, in case groups which they wished to join 
were already full. (As stated previously, although there is no “right” number of 
participants in a group, be aware that the bigger the group, the more likely 
onlookers, rather than active participants, will emerge in this phase.)  With 
their choices clear, people then quickly moved to their chosen design studios 
and met their new team members. 

Once everybody had joined a design studio, facilitators outlined the 
instructions for brainstorming in order to answer their “How might we?” 
question.  Asked to once again self-manage and assign the roles of 
timekeeper, recorder, brainstorm facilitator, and brainstorm radical (to 
challenge the group and contribute bold and wild ideas), the groups were 
asked to imagine that anything was possible in answering their “How might 
we?” questions and to begin brainstorming their answers by quickly writing 
their ideas on sticky notes, explaining them to the other participants, and 
sticking them on the large foam core boards so that, as ideas were added, 
they could start to be grouped around common themes and built upon.  
People were instructed that the goal of this exercise was quantity over quality, 
so as to ensure that radical breakthrough possibilities were added and that 
they were building on each other’s ideas but avoiding evaluation. 

As each of the design studio teams became ready, people were encouraged 
to stand back, do a quick read of the most promising ideas or combination of 
ideas that were emerging on their board, and begin to think about the ideas 
that could be designed into something that was tangible and would add value 
to the system with respect to their shared hopes (for example, new structures 
or services, training manuals, redesigns of a program, new communication 
programs, tools for efficiency, new process designs, customer programs, 
etc.).  To enable their design studio to build at least one prototype, people 
were asked to narrow and prioritize their brainstormed list. Therefore, each 
was given five colored sticker dots with which to vote on the items they most 
wanted. (To vote, each person could place all the dots on one item or could 
vote for five different items).  The group recorders then documented the key 
themes and ideas onto a sheet of paper with clear notes so that no ideas 
were lost. 



107 

Once each design studio had captured its ideas in writing, the facilitators 
introduced the practices and examples of rapid prototyping to the whole room 
to enable the design studios to make their ideas tangible, to learn through 
playing, and to quickly get feedback on their ideas. How to rapidly construct a 
prototype to test their ideas was then demonstrated; participants were told 
that the intent was to convey an idea through the prototype and not to 
produce a perfect model (IDEO, 2015). 

Each design studio was then given a design kit with which to build its 
prototype. This typically consisted of a large envelope containing paper, 
scissors, tape, modeling clay, pipe cleaners, wooden sticks, balloons, string, 
and other items that could be used for building. They were then asked to 
select just one of their most highly voted ideas to prototype and asked to 
begin building.  Larger design studio teams in the AI Summits (some groups 
had in excess of 30 people in them) were generally encouraged to break up 
into smaller groups to work on discrete elements of the prototype.  For 
example, the Heart-of-Clarke opportunity area wanted to prototype their idea 
for a Clarke 101 deck that captured the company’s history and information to 
provided to new hires, and so some team members worked on building the 
history components while others constructed components describing how 
Clarke worked. 

Each design studio team then typically prepared and delivered a three- to five-
minute presentation of the prototype and received feedback.  For example, in 
the Clarke AI Summit, teams were asked to share the business case, the 
innovation case, and the sustainability case for the initiative they prototyped 
and to name the discrete design elements and big ideas they chose to 
include.  Then, as people watched the presentations, they were encouraged 
to write down their feedback for the teams on sticky notes, detailing “what’s 
best” and “ways to strengthen.”  When all the presentations were complete, 
people were given the opportunity to do a gallery walk through the prototypes 
and provide feedback. 

Depending on the number of design studio teams, many presentations can 
result, making remaining engaged challenging. Therefore, Cooperrider 
suggests an alternative to conduct the gallery walk with one team member 
staying with the team’s design studio and the other team members spreading 
out to visit the other prototypes around the room.  Often a bell is rung to give 
people 10 to 15 minutes at each design studio so that the prototype team 
member can make a brief presentation and people can ask questions and 
give feedback before moving to the next group (D. Cooperrider, personal 
communication, 14 August, 2017). 

Once everyone had provided feedback, typically on the second day of the AI 
Summit event, time was allocated for people to share what in the Summit had 
resonated with them, what lit them up with hope and excitement for their 
individual and collective future, and how they were feeling about the AI 
Summit process itself.  In addition, facilitators explained that their last day 
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together would be to ensure that their dreams and designs could be taken 
forward into action, thereby allowing people to savor what they had 
accomplished, to continue building their shared language of hope, and to own 
any feelings of disquiet that they may have been experiencing about what was 
being proposed or how the dreams and designs they had created could ever 
be realized by the system. 

Lyell noted: 
Because they voted with their feet, as they’re designing they’re 
beginning to take ownership of the strategic initiative and there’s 
passion to make that part better.  There’s intense concentration in the 
room, but I would say for the majority of the people there is also real 
joy and happiness because they’re actually designing the future (L. 
Clarke, personal communication, 15 September 2013).  

Other research participants observed similar experiences, as noted in Table 
22 below. 
Table 22

How AI Summits Enable People to Play Together to Unlock Potential 

Representative Quotations 

22.1 Summit 6: “There was very much a sense of let’s get to work.” 
22.2 Summit 12: “The energy was more quiet and reflective. They were still on task but 

it’s requiring more thinking. They were engaged and on task but now they had 
these big visions and weren’t sure what they were going to do to realize them.” 

22.3 Summit 18: “People felt that their voices were respected.”   
22.4 Summit 20: “It allowed us to physically see where people’s energy went.” 
22.5 Summit 11: “There was some tension as people’s egos and needs began to get 

involved.” 
22.6 Summit 9:  “They start to sense that their dreams are really possible.” 
22.7 Summit 8: “There was a real feeling that we were building something together.” 
22.8 Summit 13:  “People experience a growth mindset moment where they really see 

that our transforming of reality is possible.” 
22.9 Summit 5: “There’s a real feeling of what they’ve accomplished by coming 

together as a group, doing something, creating something new. They’re one.” 
22.10 Summit 3: “There was a feeling of enormous affection for each other.” 
22.11 Summit 13:  “You see gratitude for the people who are here and their generosity 

to listen and share with each other.” 

Why Embrace the Messy Process of Convergence? 
AI Summits are crafted to deliberately encourage generative and divergent 
thinking in the Dream phase and brainstorming in the Design phase so as to 
multiply a system’s choices.  Design-thinking leader and IDEO CEO Tim 
Brown (2009) has found that testing sometimes competing ideas against each 
other increases the likelihood of a bolder, more creatively disruptive, and 
more compelling outcome. He cites Linus Pauling as having said it best: “To 
have a good idea, you must first have lots of ideas”— and Pauling won two 
Nobel Prizes.   
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More choice, however, also mean increased complexity, sometimes making 
the system’s shared hopes difficult to execute.  While generative, divergent 
thinking is the route to ensure that opportunities for a disruption are positive, 
convergent thinking can enable the system to make choices and eliminate 
options to support its ability to consistently flourish.  It is a practical way of 
deciding among existing alternatives and is the reason that design studio 
teams are asked to prioritize their ideas and then select one prototype to build 
during this phase. 

Holman (2010) cautions, however, that inviting people to take responsibility 
for what they love can be a messy process because most people have not 
been prepared or been taught to self-organize and take responsibility for 
themselves.  Fortunately, she notes, when invited to do so from a place of 
caring and wanting to make a meaningful difference for others, people 
consistently rise to the occasion and discover that both the needs of 
individuals and the needs of the collective can be served. In fact, this 
discovery quickly becomes the measure of success as higher order 
coherence emerges and people’s uniqueness translates into creative 
contributions for the whole system, as evidenced in Table 23.  
Table 23... 

How AI Summits Help People to Embrace the Messy Process of Convergence 

Representative Quotations 

23.1 Summit 8: “There were feelings of excitement, chaos, competition, frustration and 
conflicts of ideas as we tried to make our dream a reality.”   

23.2 Summit 2: “There was a little frustration because now they’re trying to converge 
and pull their dream into a plan.” 

23.3 Summit 11: “There was a lot of conversation to try and resolve different positions 
of faith and honor our common purpose.”   

23.4 Summit 8: “People really wanted to get their ideas heard and enrol others on their 
ideas.” 

23.5 Summit 12: “There were some groups where relationships were a little ‘testy’ and 
facilitation was needed to smooth these as they backed their own specific 
agendas or heavy personalities dampened conversations.” 

23.6 Summit 6: “Leadership skills were really important at this stage to help us find a 
common path.” 

23.7 Summit 5: “Leaders started to emerge and people began to settle into roles that 
played to their strengths.” 

23.8 Summit 9: “Everyone was very focused on their individual ideas at the start, but 
now we’re going to work on something together and put ourselves out there 
together.” 

Researchers have found that, while people often fear that collaboration will be 
more challenging when members of a team exhibit diverse thought patterns, 
such teams generally perform better than more homogeneous teams because 
the very differences among their members force them to stretch out of their 
comfort zones to consider perspectives and ideas they may not have thought 
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about or may not even agree with (Achor, 2018).  For example, in one study, 
bringing in just one “outsider” to a largely homogenous team was found to 
have actually doubled the team’s chances of solving a challenging problem, 
due precisely to the friction the presence of the outsider produced.  The task 
may seem more difficult when less homogeneous teams converge, but the 
outcomes are often significantly better (Rock, Grant, & Grey, 2016). Holman 
(2010) explains:  
 

This is because as our different perspectives rub against each other, a 
burnishing occurs. Together, we make meaning, uncovering patterns 
that draw from what each of us brings. Expressing our differences 
carries the seeds of what might be. When conditions enable us all to 
show up and engage fully, warts and all, what is most meaningful 
shines through, over and over. We become a ‘differentiated wholeness’ 
in which our unique gifts weave together into a coherent tapestry… In 
the midst of creative disruption, hearts open and we discover that we 
are connected (p. 169).  

 
As noted by Kelly’s team at IDEO (2015), the ability to embrace both 
divergent and convergent thinking often forces people to stretch out of their 
comfort zones. Be it the incorporation of diverse perspectives and 
preferences, the need to embrace radical collaboration with strangers, or the 
requirement to produce a less-than-perfect prototype of a concept and to then 
welcome criticism of the prototype, design-thinking practices push people to 
let go of knowing all the answers as they come together to play, test, fail, and 
learn. Professor Carol Dweck (2006) describes these as “growth mindset” (p. 
7) behaviors. 
 
According to Dweck’s research, while some people and human systems 
readily embrace growth mindset beliefs and behaviors by recognizing that the 
strengths they have can always be built upon, provided they are willing to 
continue learning, practicing, and putting forth their best efforts, other people 
and human systems have a fixed mindset – or a naturalness bias – that 
leaves them fearful of trying things they can’t easily master.  Her studies 
suggest that people and systems having a fixed mindset are less likely to 
embrace new challenges, welcome feedback and criticism, or learn from 
failures and thus will eventually fall short of their potential and struggle to 
flourish (Dweck, 2006; 2014; 2016a; 2016b). 
 
My research found that the Design phase of an AI Summit can nudge people 
toward growth mindset behaviors as they move from the divergent thinking 
process of brainstorming any possible answer to the “How might we?” 
question and to the convergent thinking process of first selecting an idea for 
prototyping and then of soliciting feedback.  If the system in which the AI 
Summit is being held generally leans more toward fixed-mindset than toward 
growth-mindset beliefs and behaviors, I believe that explicitly introducing the 
practices and benefits of a growth mindset as well as the practice of design-
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thinking to the Summit participants is worthwhile so that people feel more 
confident to navigate the messy process of convergence. 

I have also found that, after riding the emotional high typical of the Discovery 
and Dream phases, in which divergent thinking has been openly encouraged, 
people have sometimes struggled during the Design phase of an AI Summit if 
collaborating suddenly becomes harder and messier.  I believe this shift could 
be better managed by framing the requirements of voting and selecting one 
prototype as an opportunity for people to practice being comfortably 
uncomfortable if needed. To enable them to be better able to tolerate the 
increased difficulty in collaboration, they could be told, first, that any negative 
emotions they experience during this process are just their body’s way of 
letting them know that something important to them is on the line and, second, 
that they should respond by honoring what matters most to them in the 
conversations they will have in their design studios (Biswas-Diener & 
Kashdan, 2014).  

Why Harness Positive Urgency to Amplify Progress? 
Peter Senge’s systems thinking book, The Fifth Discipline,  (1990) points out 
that the juxtaposition of a system’s vision (what people want) and a clear 
picture of its current reality (where people are relative to what they want) 
results in the natural force of “creative tension” (p. 131) as people attempt to 
close the distance between their vision and reality and so seek resolution.  As 
they become aware of the gap between their vision and reality, he explains, 
people often feel anxious, stressed, or discouraged, as they fall prey to 
“emotional tension.” Their first response to this tension is frequently to lower 
the vision in an attempt to lighten their load.  However, when people 
understand the natural force of creative tension and learn to embrace the 
emotional tension that can accompany it, the gap between a system’s vision 
and current reality can create a positive sense of urgency that generates the 
energy needed to design the new and eclipse the old.  

To be clear, this is not about creating the often-recommended “burning 
platform” (Kotter, 1995) that tries to magnify urgency by inciting fear and 
dissatisfaction – even if these need to be manufactured – so that staying with 
the status quo seems more dangerous than launching oneself into the 
unknown.  Rather, it is about drawing on the system’s shared sense of 
purpose to magnify and refract its strengths in the service of others. Once 
people feel called to be of service to others, researchers note, they often 
experience a greater sense of urgency to follow the path for which they now 
feel intended (Baumeister, 1991; Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; Dobrow, 
2006; Wrzesniewski, 2003).  This meaningful beckoning toward activities that 
are morally, socially, and personally significant liberates and mobilizes the 
system’s courage, commitment, and enthusiasm to overcome the constraints 
of their current reality together (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2006; Wrzesniewski, 
2015; Wrzesniewski, Dekas, & Rosso, 2009). 
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In his classic paper, “Small Wins: Redefining the Scale of Social Problems,” 
Karl Weick (1981) suggests that, in order to harness people’s feelings of 
urgency to make a positive difference for others, the sizes of challenges need 
to be shrunk to small wins to ensure that emotional tension neither paralyzes 
nor overwhelms people.  By breaking the system’s shared dreams down into 
manageable pieces, he argues that people’s levels of emotional tension can 
be reduced because the potential for creating tangible changes becomes 
more visible and the sense of control and predictability increases.  He 
explains: “The deliberate cultivation of a strategy of small wins infuses 
situations with comprehensible and specific meaning (commitment), 
reinforces the perception that people can exert some influence over what 
happens to them (control), and produces changes of manageable size that 
serve as incentives to expand the repertory of skills (challenge)” (p. 46). 

A small-wins approach empowers people to use their strengths to succeed at 
meaningful work and amplifies their sense of having made progress.  Harvard 
Business School researchers Professor Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer 
(2011) have found that, of all the factors that can boost people’s emotions, 
motivations, and perceptions during a day, the single most important is having 
made progress in meaningful work.  Furthermore, the more frequently people 
experience a sense of progress, the more likely they are to be creatively 
productive and to feel more intrinsically motivated, optimistic, satisfied, and 
connected to others in the long run.  Thus, Amabile and Kramer suggest that 
a system can signficantly amplify people’s ability to make progress and 
increase their power to create meaningful win-win-win outcomes for 
themselves, the system, and the people they serve by doing the following: 
setting clear goals, giving people autonomy, providing sufficient resources 
and time, connecting people who can help one another complete their work, 
encouraging a free exchange of ideas, and being willing to openly learn from 
problems and successes. 

The rapid prototyping exercise held during the Design phase of the AI 
Summits I studied gave the design studio teams the freedom to move beyond 
dialogue and into action so that they could address the creative tension 
between their shared dreams and reality (IDEO, 2015; Roehrig, 
Schwendenwein, & Bushe, 2015). By encouraging people to play and learn 
together as they rapidly expanded, integrated, and tested their ideas for 
making a positive difference, these small – and sometimes miraculous (as 
evidenced by Fairmount Santrol’s sand filter) – wins ignited a “self-reinforcing 
progress loop,” which Amabile and Kramer (2011) suggest enables the 
system and the people in it to more consistently flourish. 

Regarding the Design phase, Lyell commented: 

There’s concentration, but I would say for the majority of the people 
there is real joy.  People were pulling stuff out of their bags and 
designing mosquito-head masks right there on the spot as they worked 
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with people they never would have dreamed of working with in the 
past” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September 2013).   

Other research participants reported similar experiences, as noted in Table 
24. 
Table 24.. 

How AI Summits Create a Sense of Positive Urgency That Amplifies Progress 

Representative Quotations 

24.1 Summit 17: “People were like we’ve got to lead on this topic.” 
24.2 Summit 5: “Now it gets serious – we have to get this done!” 
24.3 Summit 18: “There is a kind of continuously challenging each other to make it the 

best it can be.”   
24.4 Summit 8: “There was the formation of potential and unlikely partnerships as 

people coalesced around an idea.” 
24.5 Summit 6: “It was exciting to see people’s creativity emerging and how 

inspirational this could be.” 
24.6 Summit 13:  “They’re taking their ideas from concept to artefact. They can touch it. 

They can point to it. It’s like seeing is believing.” 
24.7 Summit 12: “The more concrete the initiatives, the more the sense of 

accomplishment went up for groups.” 
24.8 Summit 2:  “There was an amplification of progress.” 
24.9 Summit 13: “There’s a witnessing and amplification of progress moments. There’s 

strong hope, positive urgency and care.” 
24.10 Summit 8:  “The energy shifted from engagement to commitment and skin in the 

game from a co-creation process.” 
24.11 Summit 10:  “It filled the room with a sense of power.” 
24.12 Summit 13:  “There’s a significant rise in power all of a sudden. It starts to become 

an orchestrated social movement.” 
24.13 Summit 8:  “By the end of the Design phase we had mobilized an inspired and 

empowered cadre of change agents.” 

Cooperrider and Godwin (2012) explain that the ability to transcend words 
and rapidly design prototypes provide a beacon of hope that people can touch 
and see and so aid in creating “waypower” (p. 12) so potent that willpower 
across a system grows. Building on the research of hope theorists (Lopez, 
2013; Snyder, 2000), they argue that, as wholepower, plus whypower, plus 
waypower combine, a system is elevated to experience positive change that, 
in turn, teaches people that the future is in their hands and so gives them valid 
reasons to hope.  As Julie noted: “It created great opportunity in terms of 
unleashing this amazing innovation and generating energy, and at the same 
time the challenge by day three was helping the groups to come around to 
something that they could achieve and hope to really put into action” (J. 
Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 2016). 
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Destiny: Support Self-Organized Generosity 

Holman (2010; 2015) urges us to embrace nature’s process of emergent 
change by welcoming the disruptions that break apart the status quo, 
surfacing innovations and distinctions among the system’s different parts, and 
then allowing a new, more complex coherence to arise.  The parts of this 
process were originally treated as “deliveries,” about which Cooperrider and 
Whitney (2001) explain: “What we discovered, quite honestly, was that 
momentum for change and long-term sustainability increased the more we 
abandoned ‘delivery’ ideas of action planning, monitoring progress, and 
building implementation strategies” (p. 16).  Instead, they suggest treating the 
goal in this phase as introducing plans and processes that encourage and 
nurture ongoing improvised actions by people across the system to ramp up a 
collective sense of destiny. 

For example, in Bushe and Kassam’s (2005) cross-case analysis of 
appreciative inquiry applications, they found that six of the seven 
transformational cases presented adopted an “improvisational approach” to 
the Destiny phase, where new ideas emerged and were widely accepted and 
the system sanctioned people to do whatever made sense to them to move 
toward its shared dreams and designs. Rather than relying on traditional 
change-management tactics to try and implement something, as did 11 of the 
13 non-transformational cases, leaders looked for instances in which people 
were innovating and then helped them along when they could, thereby 
enabling change to occur more quickly.  

While this may sound like a large leap of faith, remember that, as we learned 
in Chapter 3, when a complex system is open rather than closed to the 
generative possibilities of its environment, it is capable of self-organizing into 
new relationships that increase its capacity rather than succumbing to 
disorder (Holman, 2010).  This order is not created by complex controls but by 
the presence of the guiding fields of identity, values, and vision for the system 

Figure 11. Summary of Words Used to Describe Destiny Phase by Research Participants. 
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that support the exercise of individual freedom and enable its ongoing 
learning and intelligence (Pascale et al., 2000).  Thus, Wheatley (2017) 
suggests, by replacing rules and procedures designed to control with visions 
and values that instead encourage lively, independent action, both 
organizations and individuals benefit, and order emerges out of chaos. During 
this phase, therefore, a system has to trust that the previous phases of 
Define, Discovery, Dream and Design have created a generative set of 
images and ideas that are so compelling that people will voluntarily and 
responsibly find ways to transform their work processes in the service of 
others. 

How Do AI Summits Support Self-Organized Generosity? 
Bushe (2012) notes that there remains the most confusion and least amount 
of consensus about what happens in the Destiny phase of an AI Summit, and 
this was true of the AI Summits that I studied.  While the Destiny phase 
occurred on the final day of the AI Summit event in all the Summits I studied, 
the exercises used to guide this phase often varied, except those at the 
beginning and end. Mindful of the challenge of helping people emerge with 
clear actions in mind with which to carry their dreams forward, the design 
studio teams usually reconvened and began by refining and strengthening 
their prototypes based on the feedback gathered from their presentations or 
the gallery walks. 

In the Clarke AI Summit, the design studio teams were then asked to take a 
step back and look again at the opportunity area they had chosen, the ideas 
they had brainstormed, the prototype they had created, and the feedback they 
had been given and then to craft an aspiration statement for their chosen 
opportunity area.  Serving as a North Star, the aspiration statement was to be: 

• Something they wanted and desired.
• Stated in the present tense — as if it had happened already.
• A stretch — something that took the system beyond the status quo and

constituted a provocative proposition that left people saying, “I am not
sure we can do it…. It is bigger, braver, and bolder!” 

• Made up of energizing words and tangible images such that people
could visualize it.

• Capable of unifying long-term focus and providing a sense of direction.

For example, the “Heart-of-Clarke” aspiration statement read as follows: 
The Chief Communications Officer (CCO) communicates how the 
Heart of Clarke ignites our passion and imagination to create a more 
prosperous, flourishing world. 
The story of Clarke honors our past, embraces the present, and 
promises building a better future. 
Nourishing the Heart of Clarke requires growing our culture internally. 
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Sharing the Heart of Clarke with the world will inspire the world to 
embrace our mission, vision, and values. 
Bringing the Heart of Clarke to the world will make the world more 
prosperous by encouraging Peace through Public Health. 

See www.thechangelabs.com for all of Clarke’s aspiration statements. 

Each of the Clarke design studio teams were also invited to explore how they 
might self-organize beyond the AI Summit to realize their aspirations.  
Specifically, the teams were encouraged to do the following: 

• Assess business/financial logic: Will this have a positive impact on the
world, our customers, communities, and people? Will it strengthen the
bottom-line, and either in the short term or long term, have a payoff?
Will it make us a bigger, braver, bolder business? What stakeholder
groups will see the most value and benefit from implementing it?

• Name the one to two individuals who are best suited to lead this
initiative. And list names of group members who might want to continue
with this initiative (include their contact information). Determine whose
input or partnership would be most valuable at this stage of
development. (Are there structures or groups within the organization or
external to it within the industry or among external stakeholders with
whom we should seek to collaborate?)

• Explore a possible action plan that includes the following: early steps
(first three weeks) including the very first step; moderate-term steps
(next three months); and longer-term steps (up to three years).

They were also asked to provide a short written summary of these ideas and 
to nominate a reporter from the group to share the following: their aspiration 
statement; what they considered to be most exciting, important, or valuable 
about their opportunity; and the very first step they had decided to undertake 
in order to move it forward.  Important to note is that, in all the AI Summits 
studied, there was never an expectation that everyone present at the Summit 
would contribute their names to continue with an initiative.  In every case, 
people were encouraged to only take responsibility for what they cared about 
and had the capacity to support.  As a result, 40% to 60% of people attending 
an AI Summit typically volunteered to help beyond the AI Summit event. 

Finally, each Clarke design studio team reported back to the group via a two-
minute statement.  As each statement was shared, Julie noted that the 
realization of the impact of what the AI Summit had generated began to 
spread through the room.  People began to realize the incredible impact 
Clarke could have when their strengths were aligned and magnified to realize 
their shared dreams and make a difference for others. At that moment, they 
realized that their hard work had paid off as their collective energy was once 
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again elevated and their appreciation for the power of the whole system 
working together was restored.   

To be clear, there is a reason the word “work” features so prominently in 
Figure 11, which summarizes the insights that research participants gain from 
the Destiny phase. Cooperrider describes this step as “nitty gritty, hard work” 
(D. Cooperrider, personal communication, 1 June, 2016) as people try to 
figure out how they will go forward together.  Other research participants 
reported similar experiences, as noted in Table 25. 
Table 25.. 

How AI Summits Support Self-Organized Generosity 

Representative Quotations 

25.1 Summit 5: “The conversation starts to move from heart to head. There was a real 
moment of suspense at the beginning of the deliver phase about who was going 
to do the work.” 

25.2 Summit 9: “There was a sense about how committed were the people to their 
team going forward.” 

25.3 Summit 13: “There’s sometimes this voice of fear that we don’t want to lose this.” 
25.4 Summit 4: “There was a bit of anxiety about how are we going to make all this 

happen?” 
25.5 Summit 9: “There was a tension of ownership and pride and scepticism.” 
25.6 Summit 9: “We asked people to go back and create aspiration statements for 

each of their initiatives. This helped to bring excitement and energy back into the 
Summit so we could end on a high.” 

The word “role” also features prominently in Figure 11.  The reality is that self-
organization creates new networks, and networks have no hierarchy, just 
nodes or hubs for which leaders emerge as individuals and groups step 
forward to take responsibility (Wheatley, 2017).  As one research participant 
noted: “Leadership and teamwork were definitely emerging as strong 
attributes as people started to take responsibility” (Summit 8).  Still another 
observed: “There’s a self-regulation capacity emerging, where leadership 
shifts and roles move as people get clear on who’s good at what. It’s not top-
down or bottom-up, but it’s shared” (Summit 13).  Other participants 
repeatedly shared that this process can feel “ambiguous” or “uncertain,” 
particularly in systems that do not typically allow for the freedom for self-
organization.  It is one of the reasons the words “nervousness,” “clueless,” 
and “tumultuous” appear in the research participants’ observations of this 
phase. 

Research participants explained that the other reason for these experiences 
surfacing was due to confusion about “What’s next?”  How would their 
aspiration statements and shared purposes become a reality beyond the AI 
Summit event?  In their second AI Summit, the Clarke steering committee 
used this moment to explain that it would be up to each person in the room to 
shape what happened next.  They made it clear that Clarke was giving them 
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full permission to continue self-organizing and taking action around their 
aspiration statements but that other than providing the boundaries of their 
shared dreams and some guiding principles and tools with which to work, 
leaders would not be doing this for them.  Instead, leaders would provide 
regular check-in points for the teams to track, celebrate, and amplify their 
progress and could provide access to resources and support to satisfy teams’ 
specific requests. 

In all the AI Summits I reviewed, during the final moments of the event, people 
were asked to return to their Discovery interview partner and discuss the 
following:  

• The three most important things that happened at this AI Summit for
them in their view, including one key area of learning, one high-point
moment, and one of the most important outcomes.

• The one message of innovation or inspiration they would communicate
to others to ensure the success of the system.

• Their personal pledges or commitments.

People were then usually given an open-microphone opportunity to share 
their reflections if they felt called to do so.  The facilitators and sponsors then 
thanked everyone for their participation and reminded people of the next steps 
to be taken. 

Why Prioritize a Culture of Self-Protective Giving? 
Ryan and Deci (2017) note that perhaps the most common, and yet most 
overlooked, attribute of human beings is that they are normatively 
cooperative, social creatures with robust capacities for kindness, compassion, 
and benevolence.  Contrary to the popular view of human nature as inherently 
selfish and aggressive, they suggest that both evolutionary and cultural 
developments have instead prepared people to primarily be relationally 
engaged, norm assimilating, rule following and generous unless conditions 
thwart the satisfaction of their needs for competence, relatedness, and 
autonomy. 

Holman (2010) echoes these observations, noting that when people are given 
room to take responsibility for their passions, it awakens a sense of 
abundance and generosity toward others in themselves.  For example, after 
Hurricane Katrina, the community of Ville Platte – a small town of 11,000 
people with an average yearly income of only $5300 – generously self-
organized to serve 5,000 displaced and traumatized victims, inviting them to 
share their homes not as refugees or evacuees but as “company.”  They 
rescued people from rooftops, picked up the dead, and transported the injured 
to trauma centers, without any federal or Red Cross aid.  All they needed to 
rely on was human compassion and their inherent ability to self-organize.  As 
one community member explained: “All of us know how to spontaneously 
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cooperate. My God, we’re always organizing christenings or family 
gatherings” (Wheatley, 1992, p. 176).  

Grant (2013) explains that, while people are inherently generous, their beliefs 
about the types of social interactions a system values shape just how 
generous they will be with each other.  For example, in a system where 
people are forced to compete with one another for scarce resources, 
generosity is discouraged in favor of being “takers” (p. 4), who get as much as 
they can from others or being “matchers” (p. 4), who constantly try to ensure 
an even exchange of favors so as to ensure their own success.  In contrast, in 
a system where people feel supported and valued for behaving generously 
and caring about others, they are more likely to behave as “givers” (p. 4), who 
willingly share their time, energy, knowledge, skills, ideas, and connections to 
benefit others. 

Studies have found that, when a culture of generosity is prioritized, people are 
more efficient at solving problems, completing work, and balancing their 
workloads to ensure consistent performance.  They build teams that are 
cohesive and coordinated and establish environments in which others feel 
their needs are the system’s top priority.  Lyell observed: “There’s an out-of-
control level of caring and collaboration at this point” (L. Clarke, personal 
communication, 15 September, 2013).   

As a result, the system and the people in it are more likely to flourish (Grant, 
2013; MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000; Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & 
Blume, 2009).  Other research participants reported similar experiences, as 
noted in Table 26.  

Table 26.. 

How AI Summits Help Fuel Effective Cultures of Giving 

Representative Quotations 

26.1 Summit 13: “There’s a strong sense of beyond the self-focus to the other.” 
26.2 Summit 1: “There’s a lot of trust and teamwork, kind of we’re in this thing together 

approach.” 
26.3 Summit 8: “There was a sense of collaboration and committed partnership around 

taking action.”   
26.4 Summit 5: “There was a feeling they were true allies.” 
26.5 Summit 13: “There’s an ability to deal with ambiguity without filling it with negative 

images of each other.” 
26.6 Summit 11:  “Relationships were forged by now with a real feeling of community 

and a bond for what we’d been through together.” 
25.7 Summit 4: “Everyone in the room was now on the same team and there was a 

sense that we could work together to move forward.” 
25.8 Summit 13:  “We’ve gone to a ‘we’ consciousness and there is an improvisational 

capacity emerging because of trust.” 
25.9 Summit 6: “People were so grateful for the work that had been put in.” 
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While this level of caring and generosity sounds ideal to ensure people 
continue taking responsibility after the AI Summit, researchers have found 
that there is a genuine risk of collaboration burnout in systems that rely 
heavily on self-organization.  For example, a study of more than 300 
organizations found that the distribution of collaborative work often becomes 
extremely lopsided with 20-30% of value-added collaborations coming from 
only 3-5% of people, who become known for being both capable and willing to 
help (Cross, Rebele, & Grant, 2016).  The increasing demands placed on 
these “givers” can turn a virtuous cycle into a vicious cycle that creates 
system bottlenecks and undermines the givers’ effectiveness and ability to 
flourish. 
 
As a result, Grant and his colleagues (Grant & Rebele, 2017) caution that, 
although givers are the most valuable people in a system, they’re also at the 
greatest risk of burnout.  They explain that, while “selfless givers” (p. 4) have 
a high concern for others, they suffer from having a low concern for 
themselves and consequently their acts of generosity leave them exhausted 
and paradoxically less able to help others.  In contrast, “self-protective givers” 
(p.  4) are generous but know their limits. Therefore, instead of saying “yes” to 
every request for help, they look for high-impact, low-cost ways of giving and 
are consequently able to offer the most direct support, take the most initiative,  
 
make the best suggestions, and make the most sustainable contributions in a 
system.   
 
To ensure they can sustain their generosity and flourish as they support 
others, self-protective givers are thoughtful with respect to the following:  how 
they help others (i.e., proactively aligning their giving with their strengths and 
passions so that giving renews their energy and provides greater value); when 
they help (i.e., chunking their giving into dedicated blocks of time to maintain 
their focus); and whom they help (i.e., prioritizing requests and saying yes 
when it matters most and referring requests to others when they don’t have 
the time or skills). 
 
During the Destiny phase, I found that AI Summits helped to build or reinforce 
a culture of self-protective giving by ensuring that the invitation for continued 
participation is genuinely offered rather than being a veiled command for 
which people feel forced or obliged to volunteer. By providing people with 
different opportunities (i.e., joining an aspiration team or making individual 
pledges) to shape how, when, and whom they help, this phase of the AI 
Summit enabled like-minded and motivated people to find each other across 
the system in order to make something happen.   
 
Of course, a real invitation carries the risk that people may not choose to give, 
but it would be better before the AI Summit event concludes to honestly 
confront such a lack of willingness or capacity to take responsibility for 
realizing the shared purpose than to naively push forward.  A lack of 
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commitment in the Destiny phases, however, was never an issue for the AI 
Summits I studied.  

Why Celebrate Authentic Grit? 
Holman (2010) notes that the seeds of most great ideas are often 
misunderstood, dismissed, or sometimes even actively discouraged by others. 
As a result, beginnings are often laden with self-doubt, false starts, and hard 
work as the dynamic tension between people’s habits and their pioneering 
spirit enables them to carve a trail of learning, innovation, and adaptation 
toward something they find so compelling that they feel they have no choice 
but to try and make happen.  In a word, it requires what Angela Duckworth 
(2016) describes as “grit” (p 8). 

Duckworth and her colleagues explain that “grit is the passion and 
perseverance for long-term goals” (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 
2007, p. 1087).  Their research suggests that the most successful people in 
any system rarely succumb to thoughts of giving up and, instead of 
interpreting the inevitable obstacles, setbacks, and plateaus in their progress 
as signals to quit, they see these as signs to intensify their effort and practice 
and persist, because they believe they have the capacity to learn and grow.  
Strongly intertwined with the practices of Dweck’s growth mindsets, grit is 
what enables people to “fall down seven times, stand up eight” (Duckworth, 
2016). 

Dweck cautions, however, that growth mindset practices can backfire when 
people and organizational systems become so focused on achieving an 
outcome that they are no longer attuned to the environment around them 
(McQuaid, 2017).  Unable to find the pause or stop button to reassess the 
feedback, performance coach and researcher Caroline Adams Miller suggests 
that moments of “stubborn grit” (2017, p. 13) make it difficult for people to step 
away from a goal that no longer makes sense, because of the “sunk costs” of 
energy and resources.  In order to avoid this risk, she recommends cultivating 
“authentic grit,” which she defines as “the passionate pursuit of hard goals 
that awe and inspire others to become better people, flourish emotionally, 
take positive risks, and live their best lives” (p. 14).  

People with authentic grit have discovered that setbacks, failures, and 
disappointments are part of how they learn, grow, and build resilience.  
Knowing that they are running a marathon and not a sprint, authentically gritty 
people practice having a growth-mindset and being self-protective givers to 
ensure that their determination is not leading to harm or neglect of themselves 
or others and instead is providing inspiration and helping the system to 
flourish.  Grounded in purpose and able to fill people with hope, authentic grit 
gives people the ongoing confidence, humility, and determination to assume 
responsibility for their passions, not to boost themselves up in the eyes of 
others but because they want to make a difference (Miller, 2017). 
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In his book Emotional Success, Professor David DeSteno (2018), also 
recognizes the gritty power of social emotions – gratitude, compassion, and 
authentic pride – that are evoked when we help others.  Pointing out that self-
control has evolved from people’s need to co-operate with each other, he 
notes that the experience of social emotions helps people to be more future-
orientated in their choices, to willingly acquire new skills, and to persevere in 
the face of difficulty, so they can achieve outcomes that benefit themselves 
and others in the long run. 

For example, when Clarke opened the microphone to anyone who wanted to 
share their reflections of the AI Summit, Lyell noted:  “There was a collective 
feeling that we had done so much and that we had made a difference, as well 
as a recognition of things we could do straight away and things that were 
going to be a more long-term effort and what could we do to make sure it all 
happened” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 September, 2013).  Other 
research participants observed similar experiences, as noted in Table 27. 
Table 27.. 

How AI Summits Recognize and Celebrate Authentic Grit 

Representative Quotations 

27.1 Summit 6: “There was a complete sense of excitement and in some respects 
disbelief that we had participated in something so different.” 

27.2 Summit 7: “They were amazed at how much they’d accomplished in such a short 
amount of time.” 

27.3 Summit 8: “There was a sense of passion, promise, hope and pride about what 
we could achieve.” 

27.4 Summit 9: “There was a feeling that they had made a transformational 
contribution.” 

27.5 Summit 11: “There was a real sense of satisfaction.  We’re on our way. We can 
do it. Whatever it takes we’ll get it done.” 

27.6 Summit 13: “The predominant feeling was honoring and celebration and pride.” 
27.7 Summit 8: “People saw now how they and others fitted into the larger picture.” 
27.8 Summit 4:  "They had all contributed, so they all felt a responsibility to see it 

through.” 
27.9 Summit 1: “There was a nervousness that we’ve done all this great work, now can 

we really turn it into something.” 
27.10 Summit 6: “It felt like a launching, not a closing.” 
27.11 Summit 2: “There was an outpouring of goodwill.” 
27.12 Summit 5: “People were asked to share their experience of the day. It was the 

icing on the cake as they spoke their truth about their excitement of what they had 
created together. Everyone left on a very upward spiral.” 

27.13 Summit 4: “They were just the most energizing, engaging, uplifting moments to 
finish a Summit.” 

27.14 Summit 12: “As they left the dominant emotion was still hope. And now there was 
a sense of determination as well to take the necessary steps to make change 
happen.” 

27.15 Summit 2: “This celebration is the most magic moment.” 
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The open-microphone reflection at the end of the Destiny phase and the AI 
Summit event itself created a moment for authentic grit to be recognized and 
celebrated in a system.  By savoring their newly awakened shared purpose, 
the difference they had already started to make for others, and the gratitude 
they felt for the experience they’d just had together, the social emotions of 
compassion, authentic pride, and gratitude were evoked. Given studies 
(DeSteno, 2018) have found that people who habitually experience these 
social emotions have lower levels of anxiety, a greater desire to help others, 
and a greater likelihood of persevering and achieving their goals, the open-
microphone reflection is a powerful and effective way to close an AI Summit 
event.    

As a result, research participants repeatedly noted that the open microphone 
reflection was one of the most important across the entire AI Summit.  As they 
often shared, it was during this moment that the most sceptical pre-Summit 
participants reflected on their renewed sense of hope and determination to 
move forward together and where people sometimes made incredibly 
generous public commitments (i.e., the Mayor of Cleveland announced at this 
point that the city would run an AI Summit every year for the next decade).  
Lyell noted that, by the end of the open-microphone reflection: “No matter 
what functional area they were from or what they did, people understood that 
they had value and were valued here” (L. Clarke, personal communication, 15 
September, 2013). 

Drum: Sustain Appreciative Vitality 

As we learned in Chapter 1, flourishing is not a static state but rather an 
emergent property of change that provides the energy and vitality for new 
levels of organization and inspires people to act.  To enable human 
flourishing, Holman (2010) points out that the elusive quality of life-energy 
accomplishes the following: enlivens people to be aware of what is happening 

Figure 12. Summary of Words used to Describe Drum Phase by Research Participants. 
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around them; helps them to prioritize assuming responsibility for what matters 
to them; enables them to be generous and compassionate with respect to 
themselves and others; and keeps them open to learning and growth as they 
climb the path to mastery of their environment. 

Other researchers have suggested that human energy may, in fact, be the 
most fundamental resource created in human systems because it feels good 
and enhances people’s ability to act (Dutton, 2003; Spreitzer, Lam, & Quinn, 
2012).  While much is still being learned about how human systems create 
and maintain collective energy, organizational researcher Michael Cole and 
his colleagues (2012) have added to our understanding by proposing that, 
within a system, productive energy, is not simply an individual experience but 
a collective one that comprises: positive affect (feelings of enthusiasm); 
cognitive arousal (desire to focus attention and find solutions); and purposeful 
behavior (the willingness to invest effort toward shared goals) among system 
members to realize its potential.  They explain that, just as a system’s ability 
to flourish is an emergent state, so are its levels of productive energy, which 
fluctuate as a result of context, inputs, and outcomes but can become 
individually and collectively self-reinforcing when leaders and key influencers 
recognize and legitimize actions that demonstrate productive energy 
(Cameron et al., 2003; Jansen, 2004; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Luthans & 
Avolio, 2009). 

Other researchers suggest that a mirror energy or contagion effect is created 
between a system and the people as a consequence of an experience of 
shared meaning, positive relationships, positive agency, and positive 
emotions (Barsade, 2002; Levine, Resnick, & Higgins, 1993; Rosenquist, 
Christakis, & Fowler, 2011; Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 
2005).  Note in this list the presence of many of the PERMA factors and the 
self-determination nutrients we discussed in Chapter 3 as enabling human 
flourishing. This suggests that not only are energy and flourishing closely 
interrelated emergent states but that they can both be supported through the 
appreciative inquiry practices we have explored throughout this thesis. 

Thus, once the AI Summit event is complete, the goal of the Drum phase is to 
embed appreciative intelligence within a system so that people’s ability to 
seek out generative information, create generative connections, and 
continuously self-organize to amplify and magnify their strengths supplies the 
productive energy that enables the system to realize its expanding potential 
and flourish (Cooperrider, 2013).  This entails ensuring that people 
understand and can use the skills they have acquired during the previous AI 
Summit phases so that the system can continue dancing to the rhythm of 
emergent change. 

How Does an AI Summit Sustain Collective Vitality? 
Appreciative inquiry researchers and practitioners repeatedly caution that, 
once a Summit event concludes, in many ways the real work begins (Ludema 
et al., 2003; McGuigan & Murphy, 2013).  Julie agreed, noting that, “It’s what 
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happened after the Summit that really makes the difference” (J. Reiter, 
personal communication, 22 December, 2016).  Other research participants 
observed similar experiences, as noted in Table 28. 
Table 28.. 

The Need for AI Summits to Sustain Collective Vitality 

Representative Quotations 

28.1 Summit 17: “We had to keep the momentum alive.” 
28.2 Summit 16: “Follow-up is very important.” 
28.3 Summit 14:  “Thinking about how you continue to infuse energy into that team is 

really important.” 

Yet, of all the AI Summit phases, there is the least agreement, guidance, or 
support for what happens post the AI Summit event.   

Knowing how important it was not to lose momentum after the AI Summit 
event, Clarke had established a post-Summit team that included the following: 

• An integration leader (a senior-level leader with broad authority and
influence and the capacity to oversee the entire process of the Summit
integration work);

• An executive sponsor for each opportunity area (a senior leader who
could provide guidance and general direction to their opportunity area
team and champion); and

• A champion for each opportunity area (a spokesperson who would
coordinate team meetings and facilitate the team’s post-Summit work –
these were great opportunities for emerging leaders).

Across the AI Summits I studied, I found the first daunting task during the 
Drum phase was sorting through the hundreds of research artefacts from the 
Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny phases and curating and 
summarizing them in a respectful and meaningful manner.  For example, 
Clarke chose to quickly share the “How might we?” questions and aspiration 
statements throughout their system within 14 days of the AI Summit event. 
Schuberg Philis produced detailed documents complete with images and 
participant experiences to try and preserve the full AI Summit experience 
(http://www.lead2flourish.com/schuberg-philis).  However, while the AI 
Summit event outputs varied depending on a system’s preferred norms and 
means of communication, all of the research participants agreed that it was 
important that a summary was circulated as quickly as possible to everyone in 
the system – not just those who attended – and that this communication 
included a clear outline of the next steps being taken. 

The next challenge faced by each AI Summit during this phase was finding 
ways to support the champions and the teams who had volunteered to take 
their aspirations forward, many of whom needed additional information, 
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guidance, training, resources, and new members. For the systems that had 
not previously explicitly taught and/or endorsed self-organization practices, 
more structure and support was needed to help the opportunity teams 
understand how to flourish as they continued working together.  For the 
systems that already encouraged self-organization, the primary requirement 
was connecting the opportunity teams to existing methods of communication, 
tracking, and reporting.   

For example, Lyell shared that he learned the important leadership decision to 
be made during this phase was the following: “Continue to give people 
ownership of their opportunity areas and provide them with the structure and 
support they need[ed] to integrate it into the organization.  Leadership had to 
provide a framework, and then get out of the way”  (L. Clarke, personal 
communication, 15 September, 2013).  As a result, to guide the opportunity 
teams, Clarke scheduled a number of follow-up checkpoints that included the 
following: 

• At 14 days subsequent to the AI Summit event – the opportunity team
met while the momentum was still fresh to refine their ideas and
confirm their first three to five short-, medium-, and long-term initiatives.

• At 90 days subsequent to the AI Summit event – all the opportunity
champions met to present the one to three recommendations they
hoped to pursue and a draft of their project plan along with a
preliminary cost/benefit analysis.  The champions and their teams were
asked to identify any low-hanging fruit they could knock out with
minimal resources and provide feedback on the projects and go/no-go
decisions when possible.

• At 120 days after the AI Summit event – the champions once again
gathered to each present a refined and detailed project plan that
incorporated their previous feedback. Following this meeting, projects
were formally mapped to strategic initiatives and funded through
Clarke’s company’s planning and budgeting process.

Julie noted that, as a result of how the opportunity teams were encouraged to 
self-organize and apply the appreciative practices they had learned: “The 
methodology of appreciative inquiry has become part of our language and 
part of our culture and is becoming more and more part of our DNA.  It was 
this systemic culture change where we began to incorporate these ideas of 
positive thinking and positive orientation toward things, being aspirational, 
seeing opportunities” (J. Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 
2016). 

As we saw in Chapter 4, Bushe (2013) urges systems to adopt an even more 
generative and self-organized approach for the opportunity teams than Clarke 
applied, by giving permission for strategic, self-generated “probes” based on 
the aspiration statements and encouraging people to find the resources and 
support they need from across the system with leaders “tracking and fanning” 
the initiatives deemed most valuable. Those that flourish survive, and the rest 



127 

naturally lose energy and disappear over time but provide important learning 
opportunities.   

Again, there is no right way to execute this part of the Drum phase; rather, 
there is what is right for the system and the people in it.  However, McGuigan 
and Murphy (2013) caution that the Drum phase often runs the risk of 
becoming a project focused on rigid deadlines and return on investments and, 
while both are important in most systems to maintain appreciative vitality, the 
system needs to structure the Drum phase in such a way that the dialogue 
and energy remain alive.  Thus, they recommend remembering throughout 
this phase that: “The intention is not to develop a project with a beginning, a 
middle, and an end, but to create a new way of thinking, learning, 
communicating, working, and innovating that becomes so embedded into the 
organization it changes the culture” (p. 335). 

Finally, the research participants all agreed that it was essential throughout 
the Drum phase to track and share how progress was being made towards 
the shared dreams (see Table 29). 

Table 29.. 
The Need to Track and Share Progress Post-Summit 

Representative Quotations 

29.1 Summit 8: “There was an enormous effort in planning and follow-through.” 
29.2 Summit 4: “We created a position for someone to follow-up with the teams and 

help keep things moving forward and sustain the energy and momentum.” 
29.3 Summit 17:  “Look for short-term win projects and big game-changer projects. 

Some teams naturally died. Not every idea is great.” 
29.4 Summit 3:  “It’s okay if initiatives fade away after a couple of meetings. They 

weren’t important enough.” 

Studies suggest that carefully timed announcements and updates can 
influence people’s perception of momentum for the opportunity areas and thus 
“the more news relevant to the focal change the better” (Jansen, 2004, p. 
292).  Clarke understood that sharing the progress being made by the 
opportunity teams was essential to maintaining people’s individual and 
collective energy post-Summit and so, in addition to the immediate post-
Summit event communication, laid out the following additional milestones: 

• At 28 days after the AI Summit event – share the integration plan and
outline the formal check-in points scheduled.

• At 90 days after the AI Summit event – share some of the projects that
are in the works and the preparation materials for the champions’
checkpoint meeting and thank people for their continued work and
enthusiasm.

• At 120 days after the AI Summit event – share the progress that has
been made on each opportunity area and news of those still in
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development.  Outline the next steps and set the vision for what will be 
accomplished by the one-year anniversary. 

• At 365 days after the AI Summit event – celebrate the one-year
anniversary and what has been achieved.  Celebrate the failures as
well as the clear successes to ensure the system continues learning
and growing from the experience.

An example of Clarke’s post-Summit plan and recommendations can be found 
at www.thechangelabs.com. 

Clarke also established measures for the opportunity areas and integrated 
these into their existing quarterly review structure to ensure that the AI 
Summit initiatives remained top-of-mind for the leaders.  Where possible, as 
the initiatives matured, they were integrated into existing business planning 
and management processes to ensure they had real ownership and 
accountability and weren’t simply seen as an extracurricular endeavor.  Julie 
explains: “We made business as usual unusual and made the unusual 
business as usual” (J. Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 2016). 
Following their first AI Summit in 2012, Clarke found that it took three years 
for the initiatives and ideas from the AI Summit event to either reach their 
natural conclusion or become embedded in Clarke’s ways of working.  

Another research participant noted of this phase: “There’s a lot more energy 
and action toward where we want to go, versus getting stuck in what’s not 
working. This has become part of our day-to-day culture” (Summit 20). 

Why Fuel Diverse Feedback Loops? 
As we learned in Chapter 2, a flourishing system is a learning system, and 
ultimately its ability to notice new forms of information, learn from them, and 
respond to them determines its level of intelligence.  Feedback loops – the 
means by which a system talks to itself – hold the key to ensuring a system 
continues receiving and connecting information inside and outside, at the top 
and at the bottom, and across and within the system, so as to prompt self-
organization in ways that enable its resilience and growth (Meadows, 2008; 
Pascale et al., 2000).  The conscious monitoring of feedback loops enables 
generative thinking to become an organic behavior in a system, by giving 
people the opportunity to improve their ability to see the bigger patterns and 
emergent solutions arising from their interactions (Corrigan, 2015). As a result 
studies suggest, when groups within a system are truly learning, not only do 
they produce more extraordinary results but people grow more rapidly than 
they could have on their own, increasing the system’s level of intelligence 
(Senge, 1990). 

By drawing attention to new possibilities, amplifying feedback loops reinforce 
whatever general direction of change is being imposed – be it a virtuous cycle 
of growth or a vicious cycle of collapse – and ensure that small changes 
quickly build upon themselves and so eventually become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. For example, in a bull market, as share prices rise, the amplifying 
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feedback loop causes people to buy more shares, while in a bear market, 
where share prices are falling, the amplifying feedback loop causes people to 
sell more shares (Pascale et al., 2000).   

Senge (1990) reminds us, however, that pure accelerating growth or decline 
rarely continues unchecked in nature, because amplifying processes rarely 
occur in isolation. Eventually, limits are encountered in the system’s 
environment that dampen feedback to slow, stop, divert, or even reverse 
growth in an effort to restore balance and stop the system from destroying 
itself.  Like a thermostat in a house, dampening feedback continually guards 
the system against being “too hot” or “too cold.”  It signals deviations from a 
goal and provides information to help keep the system stable and on track 
once its course has been established.  

Of course, a system’s feedback loops are rarely singular but instead are often 
linked together in fantastically complex patterns that tug against each other 
and so allow people to learn, create, design, self-organize, and evolve.  As a 
result, complex systems do much more than explode exponentially, remain in 
a steady state, or approach goals smoothly; instead, as we learned in Chapter 
2, they dance between order and chaos to ensure their resilience and growth.  
Fueling the productive energy to maintain this dance are the diverse feedback 
loops a system chooses to monitor and learn from (Meadows, 2008).  

Thus, during the Drum phase, it is essential that diverse feedback loops are 
intentionally established and consciously monitored for the opportunity teams. 
Clarke ensured this by providing 90- and 120-day check-ins for the teams and 
establishing a measurement dashboard.  Having come to understand the 
power of an appreciative eye, Julie noted that, in reviewing these feedback 
loops: “We f[ou]nd ourselves articulating questions differently and 
incorporating into our discussion the concepts of leveraging our strengths” (J. 
Reiter, personal communication, 22 December, 2016). 

Other research participants also noted the importance of establishing ongoing 
opportunities for dialogue across the system, finding ways to capture people’s 
learning, and sharing the progress being made (see Table 30).   
Table 30.. 

The Importance of Post-Summit Feedback Loops 

Representative Quotations 

30.1 Summit 12: “We shared quick wins after the Summit.” 
30.2 Summit 17: “It’s the stories that go viral and really start infecting the system.” 
30.3 Summit 14: “Continuing to connect and shape the debate as the move forwards 

has been really important.”    
30.4 Summit 4:  “Networks were set up using our company’s intranet and like a blog to 

share best practices.” 
30.5 Summit 10: “We track how we’re doing. We measure, we report and we celebrate 

our success.” 
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By intentionally fueling diverse feedback loops for the shared dreams and 
opportunity areas during the Drum phase, the AI Summits I studied were able 
to ensure that a system’s productive energy for change neither burnt out nor 
was stymied.  Consequently, Bushe (2015) notes that leadership during this 
phase is essential, not for defining and directing change but for tracking, 
recognizing, and celebrating small, important opportunities and working to 
amplify them into big, important changes that are then integrated into the 
system.  By helping new information to continue circulating throughout the 
system at an optimal pace, leaders can shape the balance between chaos 
and order and ensure that learning and intelligence continue to grow 
throughout the system.  

Why Nurture Gratitude and Belonging? 
As we learned in Chapter 1, the challenge for most human systems is to 
transform the isolation and disconnection being experienced within 
communities into connectedness and caring for the whole (Block, 2008). Only 
then will people have the ongoing necessary nutrients of relatedness, 
autonomy, and competence to support the activation of the PERMA factors 
and enable themselves, others, and the system to flourish.  Thus, we need to 
find sustainable ways to create structures where people feel that they belong. 

Found to be a fundamental drive of human motivation, people’s need for 
belonging causes them to seek out and connect with others across a system 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1973; Maslow, 1968).  Holman (2010) 
notes: “When people feel like they belong, they show up and bring their gifts. 
Coupled with a shared purpose, a sense of community keeps the fires of 
commitment burning, fuelling ever more creativity and innovation” (p. 112).  

Studies have found that people feel like they belong when they are 
recognized for their accomplishments; have the opportunity to express their 
opinions freely; feel that their contributions are valued and that they are cared 
about; and are comfortable enough to be themselves with others (McQueen, 
2016).  Researcher Brene Brown (2017) echoes these findings, suggesting, 
“True belonging doesn’t require you to change who you are; it requires you to 
be who you are” (p. 40). 

Many of these factors reflect what we learned in Chapter 3 during our 
exploration of environments that are relatedness supportive and provide us 
with the opportunity to be both cared about and to care for others (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017).  Studies suggest a simple, but powerful way, to meet this need in 
a system is by nurturing the practice of genuine gratitude inside and outside, 
at the top and bottom, and across and within the system (Cameron, 2015; 
Emmons, 2003; Emmons, 2017; Spreitzer & Porath, 2012).   

Positive psychology researcher and practitioner Shawn Achor (2018) 
suggests that encouraging people to become “praise prisms” can grow 
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gratitude throughout a system. He recommends that, in order for people to 
truly benefit from gratitude and feel like they belong, praise practices within a 
system need to do the following: 

• Focus on processes, effort, and learning and not just outcomes. (i.e., “I
really appreciate how hard you worked on that.”)

• Celebrate what’s working (i.e., “What’s working well?”)
• Avoid lifting one person up at the expense of another (i.e., “You’re the

smartest person on this team.”)
• Emphasize collective efforts and not just those of star performers.  As

Michael Jordon said: “Talent wins games, but teamwork and
intelligence wins championships.”

As Achor’s research (2018) has demonstrated, a virtuous cycle of gratitude 
emerges from helping people to willingly and authentically shine grateful 
recognition and appreciation on others across the system and accept 
gratitude for their own actions.   

DeSteno (2018) concurs, explaining that people are grateful when they feel 
others have invested in them and are then willing to return the favor in the 
future.  His studies have found, however, that the feeling of gratitude extends 
beyond simply helping a previous benefactor. It actually ramps up people’s 
willingness to help others for the long-term benefit of the system.  He has also 
discovered that differences in people’s daily levels of gratitude are also 
strongly associated with their levels of self-control (i.e., the more gratitude 
people experience in their day, the more likely they are to wait for or 
persevere toward a greater future reward).  And, best of all, he has concluded 
that gratitude doesn’t require a great deal of effort and that the more people 
experience it, the easier and more rewarding it becomes. 

As Amabile and Kramer (2011) have concluded from their research, progress 
is nourished by acts of interpersonal support such as demonstrating respect 
and recognition, encouragement, and opportunities for affiliation – all of which 
can be met through Achor’s praise prism recommendations. The authors 
write: “The nourishment factors refer to something that everyone craves at 
work: human connection…. Although nourishers may matter more to some 
people than others, none of us can truly thrive without them” (p. 130). 

My research found that the Drum phase could be used to transfer the respect, 
appreciation, and value shared between people during the AI Summit event 
into post-Summit activities.  For example, in its post-AI Summit guide 
(available at www.thechangelabs.com), Clarke notes the importance 
throughout its communication milestones of thanking and recognizing people 
for their work.  In addition, the regular and inclusive nature of the company’s 
communications has helped to ensure that people have remained connected 
and continued to feel included in the ongoing work of the opportunity teams as 
time has passed.   
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Lyell noted that, as a result of the Drum phase: “There’s respect and a higher 
level of caring for people.  You’ve created new friendships” (L. Clarke, 
personal communication, 15 September, 2013).  Other research participants 
observed similar experiences, as noted in Table 31. 
Table 31.. 

The Need for Post-Summit Gratitude and Belonging 

Representative Quotations 

31.1 Summit 2: “That’s the beautiful part to come out of the Summit is just seeing the 
respect that people have for each other and the respect for allowing everyone to 
be heard.” 

31.2 Summit 11: “By the end there was a real feeling of: what religion are you? I can’t 
even see it I’m hugging you so much.” 

31.3 Summit 20: “It was a significant innovation in terms of how we think as leaders 
and managers.”   

31.4 Summit 3:  “There is an absolute feeling of connectedness, and of being 
together.” 
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6. HOW CAN WE CONTINUE IMPROVING AI SUMMITS?

“Appreciative inquiry was a gift. Now every day I wake up and ask: How can I 
be my best self so I can really enable other people to be their best self?”  
~Enrique Tames, Universidad Tecmilenio 

Before beginning this thesis, I knew from the growing body of evidence and 
my own experiences that AI Summits had the potential to help an 
organizational system flourish (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012).  However, 
while much has been written about the guiding principles that should shape 
an AI Summit, as a practitioner – and someone who teaches other 
practitioners – I have felt the need for more evidence-based insights into the 
reasons and contexts of the most effective AI Summits in order to improve our 
ability to more consistently help systems flourish. 

A number of new findings have emerged from my research to answer the 
research questions posed and help guide both our theoretical and practical 
understanding of how AI Summits help organizational systems to flourish.  
These include:   

• What are the frameworks or processes that AI Summits use to help a
system to flourish?
AI Summits have been shown to enable organizational systems to
flourish by creating a safe container for novel information to be
appreciatively shared across the whole system and by providing an
opportunity for individual expression and connection, thereby allowing
improved system self-organization.

• What happens in an AI Summit that might heighten the ability for
individual participants to flourish?
AI Summits are able to activate the known factors of wellbeing –
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and
accomplishment – and the necessary nutrients of self-determination –
competence, relatedness, and autonomy - for people to individually
and collectively flourish.

• How do AI Summits unite, motivate, and support people to make
positive changes across a system possible?
To determine the suitability of applying an AI Summit to an
organizational system, it is important to assess its current state (along
a continuum from dysfunctional to extraordinary functioning), its
openness for generativity, and its willingness to support increased self-
organization.  A new measure for determining the suitability of an AI
Summit for a system has been proposed.

• Which of the processes and practices in an AI Summit that help an
organization to flourish are replicable in other systems?
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An AI Summit creates a positive disruption by nudging an 
organizational system towards the edge of chaos when a 6D cycle 
(define, discover, dream, design, destiny, and drum) leveraging 12 
identified mechanisms (psychological, neurological, social and 
systemic) is applied.   

In addition, the process of gathering, analyzing, and reviewing the data for this 
thesis has surfaced important additional questions for we need to continue 
seeking answers. 

Contributions to Theory 

Firstly, by intersecting my data with the research insights that have been 
gathered since the early 1980s about what enables a complex system to 
flourish  (Gleick, 1987; Kauffman, 1995; Pascale et al., 2000; Prigogine & 
Stengers, 1984; Santa Fe Institute, 2013; Stacey, 1991; Waldrop, 1992; 
Wheatley, 1992; Wheatley, 2017), we have gained a better understanding of 
how AI Summits can create safe containers that enables the kind of 
generative connections that sparks self-organization and feedback loops 
within a system. This has enriched our appreciation for how AI Summits can 
provide the kind of dialogic OD practices leaders like Schein (2015) have 
noted we need in order to deal with the adapative problems and issues raised 
by an increasingly complex, less predictable, more culturally interdependent 
world. These insights build on the findings of Bushe, who has suggested, "AI 
leads to transformational change when it addresses or creates enough 
disruption to evoke self-organizing processes that are focused on what is 
widely desired” (Bushe, 2015, p. 6).   

Secondly, my findings have not only supported Cooperrider’s hypothesis 
(2014) that AI Summits can activate the PERMA factors (Seligman, 2012) for 
participants but have added new insights into how AI Summits also activate 
the necessary nutrients of self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2017) to support 
individual and collective flourishing.  As evidence for the need and importance 
of supporting and enabling individual wellbeing in human systems continues 
to grow (Cameron, 2012; Cameron et al., 2011; Deci & Ryan, 2017; Harter, 
Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; Huppert & So, 2013; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; 
Oades & Dulagil, 2016; The New Economics Foundation, 2014), 
understanding the ability of an AI Summit to activate these mechanisms and 
necessary nutrients of human flourishing makes it a potentially powerful 
wellbeing intervention when done well.  These potential benefits of an AI 
Summit have not been previously understood or captured.  In addition, by 
identifying the 12 psychological, neurological, social, and systemic 
mechanisms of the most transformational AI Summits I studied, my research 
has added new insights into why and how practitioners can design and deliver 
AI Summits that leverage these mechanisms and how researchers can 
continue to evaluate their impact. 

Thirdly, while other researchers have cautioned us about the potential 
moderators of AI Summits (Barge & Oliver, 2003; Bright, 2009; Bright et al., 
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2006; Bright et al., 2013; Bushe, 2001; Bushe, 2010; Fitzgerald et al., 2010; 
Johnson, 2011; McGuigan & Murphy, 2013; Pratt, 2002; Vanstone & Dalbiez, 
2008; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003), I have been able to produce the first 
assessment for determining the potential suitability of an AI Summit for a 
system by fusing my data with their insights. By assessing a system’s current 
state on a continuum between dysfunctional and extraordinary functioning, its 
openness for generativity, and its willingness to support increased self-
organization and the impact of this on the results that arise from an AI 
Summit, we can begin comparing and evaluating the likely impact these 
proposed moderators will have on a system. 

Finally, while the appreciative inquiry 4-D action research cycle has long been 
taught as the foundation of appreciative inquiry approaches (Barrett & 
Cooperrider, 1990; Barrett & Fry, 2005; Bushe, 1995; Bushe, 2011; Elliott, 
1999; Hammond, 1996; Ludema, 2002; Ludema et al., 2003; Watkins, Mohr & 
Kelly, 2011; Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998; Whitney & Stavros, 2008; Whitney 
& Trosten-Bloom, 2003), my research has clearly established that, in an AI 
Summit application, a 6D cycle is required to help an organizational system 
flourish.  Intuitively practitioners have known this for some time, but the ability 
to formally document this requirement for researchers and practitioners 
should improve our ability to gain clarity and consensus about what happens 
in the later phases on an AI Summit, where researchers have previously 
noted implementation can be very spotty (Bushe, 2012). 

Implications for Practice 

As a practitioner, the data and insights emerging from my thesis have already 
begun to shape my own practice and my teaching of other practitioners.  As I 
work with leaders to help them to create change in their systems, I have been 
teaching them to be compassionate coaches of disruption by doing the 
following: 

• Ensuring that they understand how change in complex, adaptive 
systems actually works.  That, rather than being mechanical or linear 
and in need of being controlled, complex, living systems flourish when 
they have opportunities to identify, organize, and elevate their 
strengths in an ongoing dance between chaos and order, stability and 
growth. 

• Explaining that an AI Summit is a strengths-based approach to
creating positive disruptions that can trigger generative 
connections that support individual and collective flourishing. 
Therefore, the richer the diversity of connections invited, the richer the 
rewards for the system, as unique information and strengths are given 
the opportunity to be dynamically and genuinely connected well beyond 
the AI Summit event itself.  Also essential to realize, however, is that 
the way the AI Summit process is run determines how supportive the 
system is of people’s needs for competence, relatedness, and 
autonomy and how well it provides opportunities to trigger the PERMA 
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wellbeing factors. Moreover, the self-organized teams that emerge 
must be taught to leverage these approaches on an ongoing basis. 

• Determining if an AI Summit is a good fit for their system.  By
deciphering the current state of the system and the dynamics driving it, 
determining leaders’ willingness to support self-organization and 
discovering the levels of openness for generative practices, the 
suitability of an AI Summit can be assessed at the outset.  The 
questions posed in Figure 3 provide a helpful means of guiding this 
conversation and ensuring that leaders are truly aligned with being 
compassionate and supportive coaches of the disruption. 

• Outlining the 6D cycle and level of investment (particularly in the 
Define and Drum phases) that an AI Summit requires.  By 
integrating all the requirements of an AI Summit into one cycle, it is my 
hope that leaders will realize that these phases are every bit as 
important and worthy of their attention, resources, and planning as the 
actual AI Summit event itself.  In particular, we need to ensure that the 
Drum phase is never an afterthought if we are to help organizational 
systems to flourish.

• Educating a diverse steering committee and giving its members 
time to find a bold, generative topic.  If there is not the willingness or 
resources to define the AI Summit task properly, I believe this is a good 
sign that a system is not ready for an AI Summit.  From the outset, 
there must be a committed group of champions who understand how 
complex, dynamic systems and the people within them flourish and how 
an AI Summit can be used to create a positive disruption that connects 
people in new ways around their shared hopes and enables them to 
self-organize and take responsibility for making things happen in ways 
that are good for them and good for others.  There must also be a topic 
that is bold and generative enough that just talking about it with a 
diverse representation of the system is enough to touch people’s hearts 
and begin changing the way people think and act.

• Creating safe, appreciative spaces for people to align, amplify and 
magnify their strengths together.  Every step of the AI Summit event, 
from its duration, location, participants, activities, facilitation, and 
logistics, must be designed to maximize the opportunities for people to 
individually and collectively flourish.  It is not enough to simply make 
this a “positive” experience. In order for transformation to take place, it 
must be a generative experience, meaning that it involves creating a 
psychologically safe space where people can speak honestly about 
their hopes and fears.  It’s important to recognize and be prepared for 
not everyone’s feeling positive throughout the entire experience but, 
instead, to recognize that emotions are likely to ebb and flow and that 
this constitutes a natural and healthy part of growth.  It’s also helpful to 
understand the psychological, neurological, social, and systemic 
mechanisms that can be baked into the design of an AI Summit to draw
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out the best in the people participating and enable the alignment, 
amplification, and magnification of strengths across the system. 

• Investing in drumming in the change by teaching other leaders
and champions to be ongoing compassionate coaches in the
system.  Ensuring that the insights and practices of individual and
collective flourishing continue to be passed to the leaders and
champions who emerge from the Drum phase is essential if vitality and
productive energy are to be maintained.  I believe there is more we can
do to formally train the people stepping into these roles – just as we do
during the define stage of the steering committee – to ensure that this
stage is less tumultuous and more effective.  In addition, this phase
must prepare these leaders and champions to expect a marathon
rather than a sprint and to be recognized and appreciated not simply
for the opportunity areas they are leading but the ways in which they
are changing how the system works.  This is perhaps the most
transformational outcome any system can hope to achieve.

There is no doubt that, as we face the most significant geopolitical, 
environmental, social, and economic challenges in history, we need more 
adaptive, creative, and resilient ways to help our organizational systems to 
flourish.  I am not suggesting that AI Summits are the magic pill that can 
resolve all of these challenges, but I do believe they provide a powerful 
approach that can help a system to flourish when used in the right ways and 
at the right times.  After all, as French poet Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1956) 
wrote: “When you want to build a ship, do not begin by gathering wood, 
cutting boards, and distributing work, but rather awaken within men the desire 
for the vast and endless sea.” 

Limitations and Further Research 

These insights should be interpreted in light of the potential limitations of this 
study.  First, in the spirit of appreciative inquiry this study only sought to study 
what gives life to the best examples of AI Summits.  Consequently, the  
sample only includes AI Summits where evidence of post-Summit 
organizational flourishing could be found.  It does not examine AI Summits  
that failed to help organizational systems to flourish, but does factor into the 
comparative analysis the mixed results that have been reported from some AI 
Summits in the literature and their causes.  Thus, further research testing the 
suitability criteria for an AI Summit, the 6Ds framework, and the 12 identified 
mechanisms should now be conducted with AI Summits that failed to help 
organizations to flourish to further test these results. 

Second, the interviews gathered were from AI Summits recommended by 
Cooperrider as best-practice examples that have helped organizational 
systems to flourish.  Cooperrider was personally involved in designing and 
delivering many of these AI Summits; thus, the insights surfaced may be more 
applicable to Cooperrider’s approach than to AI Summits generally.  I tried to 
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mitigate this bias by testing the categories and properties that emerged 
against additional AI Summits that had helped organizational systems to 
flourish gathered from the literature review – most of which Cooperrider had 
not been directly involved in – to achieve data saturation, but the data should 
be further tested on AI Summits in which Cooperrider has played no role to 
increase confidence in these findings.  The evolving literature on ‘authentic 
leadership’ may also provide a solid compass for those wishing to further 
study the reasons and contexts for the success of AI Summits. 

Third, the AI Summits reviewed have a strong bias toward Western cultures. 
For example, 60% of the AI Summit participants I studied and 50% of the 
literature review featured AI Summits conducted for systems in the United 
States of America and singular Summits conducted in Canada, Amsterdam, 
and Australia.  While my study does include several global Summits, it is 
worth noting that participants from around the world travelled to North 
America where these Summits were conducted. This study does include a 
small representation of AI Summits conducted in South America but does not 
include any Summits conducted in Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe, or the Middle 
East, and so the findings need to be further tested on AI Summits held in 
these regions.  Anecdotally, I had the opportunity to apply my findings to an AI 
Summit held in the Middle East for 300 participants. I found them to be as 
applicable in this geography as in the Australian AI Summits I have since run, 
but clearly more formal research needs to be conducted.  

Fourth, the potential impact of the AI Summit designers, facilitators, and the 
teams that support them was not explored as part of this study.  By selecting 
AI Summits that have helped organizational systems to flourish, I may have 
unintentionally also selected AI Summits that were run by very effective 
designers, facilitators, and their teams but failed to identify the potential 
impacts of this moderating factor, as it was not covered by one of the original 
research questions and did not obviously emerge from the data.  However, 
creating safe containers for novel information to be appreciatively shared 
across the whole system and providing opportunities for individual expression 
and connection so that better self-organization can emerge and appreciative 
feedback loops can be established require skills, guidance, and support.  
Exploring the potential impact AI Summit designers, facilitators, and their 
teams may have on helping a system to flourish and on patterns of training, 
skills, experiences, role composition, and support that the most effective AI 
Summit teams may have is a question worthy of further exploration.  The 
evolving literature and quantitative measures on psychological safety should 
continue to be linked to theorizing for the potential reasons and contexts for 
successful AI Summits. 

Fifth, the original 13 interviews included a diverse mix of sponsors, 
champions, participants, and facilitators from the AI Summits, representing 
varying levels of knowledge and experience with respect to the AI Summit 
process, to identify, where possible, the common reasons and contexts 
across the recommended best-practice examples.  However, given that most 
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of the AI Summits studied had more 100 participants it is impossible for any 
one person to accurately reflect the variety of experiences occurring in each 
Summit.  Further research, testing the system suitability criteria for an AI 
Summit and the 12 identified mechanisms should now be conducted across 
all of the participants within an AI Summit to further test the validity of my 
findings. 

Sixth, although saturation for the research concepts being examined was 
reached through the grounded theory process, the qualitative approach of this 
research means that these premises need to undergo further testing.  For 
example, the assessment of the suitability of an AI Summit and the intentional 
application of the 6D cycle and 12 mechanisms needs further measurement.  
Although these themes and patterns of best practices clearly surfaced in my 
research, none of the AI Summits studied intentionally applied these 
approaches.  In addition, quantitative measures of the PERMA factors or self-
determination nutrients pre, during, or post an AI Summit could provide 
valuable data to help us better understand the mechanisms and their 
psychological and social impacts.  Similarly, as wearable devices become 
more affordable and available, the collection of biometric data from a sample 
of participants could provide us with valuable insights.  While I believe this 
thesis has furthered our theoretical and practical understanding of AI 
Summits, the next step is determining if the whole really adds up to the sum of 
the identified parts.  

Finally, as positive psychology researchers and system scientists continue to 
merge their insights and research, I can’t help but feel more could be done to 
track the system’s impact of an AI Summit across the cycle that would help us 
to gather better data and harness the many levels of feedback available.  For 
example, network analysis to track the impact on relationships pre, during, 
and post the AI Summit could help leaders understand the real impact of an 
AI Summit.  There is also an increasing wealth of relevant organizational 
feedback literature to choose from in this future line of inquiry. 

Most importantly, as AI Summits continue to grow in popularity, I believe that 
we are currently missing an opportunity to equip practitioners with quantifiable 
research tools that could enable the gathering of data to inform our practices.  
I believe that we should encourage all practitioners in our field to embed 
opportunities for data collection and measurements within their AI Summit 
designs so that together we can become more effective at creating positive 
disruptions that will enable individuals and organizational systems to flourish. 

Concluding Thoughts 

It is my hope that this thesis will help to amplify and build upon our 
understanding of what factors enable an AI Summit to be more effective and 
generate a positive disruption that supports the tendency of complex, living 
systems to become more adaptive, creative, and resilient.  Over the five years 
it has taken to gather, analyze, and interpret these data, I have had many 
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opportunities to apply what I was learning in AI Summits that I designed and 
facilitated.  Based on the feedback and results I have seen from these AI 
Summits I do not doubt that what I have learned has certainly improved my 
own practices and effectiveness. 
 
As I gift these insights to the world, I recognize that there is still much left to 
learn.  Thus, in the spirit of generativity, I invite you to take these thoughts and 
ponder them, play with them, pull them apart, and, in turn, share what you 
have learned so that together we can help build a more flourishing world. 
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APPENDIX A: AI SUMMITS STUDIED 

Avon Mexico 

Purpose: Avon Mexico had more than 3,000 employees supporting a 
250,000-member sales force when its CEO decided to initiate an AI Summit 
into cross-gender relationships and ensure that the organization was living its 
corporate vision to serve the “wants, needs and aspirations of women around 
the world.”   
Format:  Over four days, an external facilitator led 20 people from across the 
company through the AI Summit 4-D process focused on the topic “the nature 
of exceptional inter-gender working relationships.” 
Outcomes: From the first interviews, the company’s culture began to reshape 
itself. By the end of the Summit process, other changes were apparent: a 
standing invitation to the two most senior women in the company to attend all 
officer meetings; the appointment, in less than a year, of the first woman 
officer; new programs and initiatives that included basing salaries on ability 
and job performance equally for men and women; the development of gender 
awareness training; and requirements that all Avon Mexico task forces and 
managing teams should have male and female membership.  As a result, 
Avon Mexico received the 1997 Catalyst Award.   
For more, see appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/ai-stories/the-case-story-of-
avon-mexico/. 

City of Cleveland 

Purpose:  While over 973 mayors have signed on to the US Mayors’ Climate 
Protection Agreement, most initiatives to date have been either within a 
specific sector or confined to a small area of a city, resulting in the absence of 
systemic approaches to change. Cleveland’s Mayor Jackson – who had heard 
about the power of systemic collaboration – decided to adopt a different 
approach and drew together business leaders, grassroots networks, 
universities, the faith community, public schools, sustainability leaders, and 
members of the design field to learn how to create the country’s first local 
sustainable economy.  
Format:  An unprecedented three-day AI Summit was held on the topic 
“Creating an Economic Engine to Empower a Green City on a Blue Lake.”  
Attended by over 700 business leaders, civic entrepreneurs, and community 
members of all ages, the AI Summit engaged 25 design studio teams to 
prototype actions that included: working on radical energy efficiency; 
transforming abandoned land into urban farms; and creating sustainable 
mobility systems. 
Outcomes: At the end of the first AI Summit, Mayor Jackson dedicated the 
City to a ‘decade of determination’ and committed to run an AI Summit every 
year for the next 10 years.  As the AI Summits have continued, Cleveland has 
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created incredible outcomes toward its shared vision – among them a $40 
million grant to become the first freshwater offshore wind energy experiment 
in the world. 
For more, see www.sustainablecleveland.org/annual-summits. 
 
Clarke  

Purpose: To transform a mosquito control products and services company 
established in 1946 into a sustainability-focused environmental products and 
services company. 
Format: Customers, suppliers, key external stakeholders, and sustainability 
thought leaders from other countries joined 130 Clarke employees in a three-
day AI Summit on the topic “Accelerating a Sustainable Clarke: Radical 
Innovation to Secure a Shared Global Future.”  This was follows by a second 
AI Summit four years later to build on the work of the first; its topic was 
“Clarke. Bigger, Braver, Bolder: Igniting our passion and imagination to realize 
a prosperous and flourishing world.”   
Outcomes: With renewed vision and purpose after the Summit, Clarke 
pursued transformational energy initiatives, established a zero-waste 
program, elevated the company’s wellness efforts to include extraordinary 
health and happiness, imagined and then created a new corporate campus 
dedicated to innovation, and pushed the company to become a bold catalyst 
for change in its industry and within the communities it served.  As a result, 
Clarke has committed to run an AI Summit every four years. 
For more, see www.clarke.com/appreciative-inquiry. 
 
Core Change Cincinnati 

Purpose: To openly discuss and move to solve some of Cincinnati 
neighborhoods’ greatest dilemmas, including crime rates, urban poverty, and 
unemployment. 
Format: More than 500 people, including Cincinnati residents, community 
leaders, reformed convicts, and business executives, gathered for a three-
day AI Summit to “unleash the possibilities of the urban core.”   
Outcomes: As an outgrowth of the Summit, 20 working groups were formed to 
tackle long-standing challenges — employment for those with limited skills, 
transportation in and out of the urban core, dissemination of general health 
knowledge, and more.  Unfortunately, progress on these initiatives has 
remained challenging. 
For more, see http://www.corechangecincinnati.org. 
 
Fairmount Santrol 

Purpose: To expand the care and concern the Fairmount mining organization 
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has always exhibited for its employees and to include the environment and 
the community by establishing a sustainability focus. 
Format:  With one important goal – creating prototypes of new products and 
"green design" business opportunities that would take into account the "entire 
life cycle from the sourcing of raw materials and energy from the earth to the 
reuse, remanufacture, or return of materials to the earth," 300 people came 
together for a three-day AI Summit.   
Outcomes: Two years later, the company was recognized as the top 
corporate citizen within the US and had doubled its earnings, showing 40% 
growth in earnings per year in each of the years following the Summit. Today, 
Fairmount continues to bring the whole system together every three years to 
advance new sustainability visions and strategies for its high growth 
enterprise. 
For more, see http://www.lead2flourish.com/fairmount-minerals. 
 
Fathom 

Purpose: A digital marketing and analytics firm based in Cleveland, 
Fathom had exhibited steady growth of 25% per year for the previous 
eight years. Its management then decided the company needed to 
establish a collective vision to motivate its next growth phase.   
Format: Focused on “Unleashing Our Heroic Spirit,” the Fathom AI 
Summit brought together 150 employees, some of the company’s 
clients and strategic partners, and leaders of communities Fathom 
served to design a shared future based on their strengths.   
Outcomes: Having previously operated as five distinct businesses, 
Fathom emerged from the event with one shared aspiration selected to 
require the five to begin working together as one company.  Supported 
by a shared discipline that required employee check-ins every 30 days, 
the company re-organized, clarified its conceptualization of its ideal 
clients, and encouraged a single more inclusive and helping culture 
across the previously separate business units as the company 
continued to grow.  
For more, see http://www.fathomdelivers.com/blog. 
 
Healthy Kids, Healthy Schools 

Purpose:  To reframe the issue of fighting student obesity and supercharge 
efforts to enhance student wellness within the Houston Independent School 
District (HISD). 
Format: Focused on finding ways to build “Healthy Kids, Healthy Schools,” 
business leaders, dairy farmers, teachers, parents, and kids came together for 
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two days to chart a new course that would create a healthier generation of 
Houstonians.  
Outcomes: Information chronicling quick wins and working documents (posted 
for other schools to use) were shared via a website designed to keep people 
connected over time. However, a lack of support for self-organizing teams has 
caused Summit participants to rely more on individual efforts within schools 
and less on a collaborative systemic response. 
For more, see http://www.taosinstitute.net/healthy-kids-healthy-schools. 
 
Hunter Douglas 

Purpose: A manufacturer and marketer of custom window coverings in North 
America whose products are found in millions of homes and commercial 
buildings worldwide, Hunter Douglas’s first AI Summit had three goals: to 
foster cooperation, trust, and mutual support across silos and hierarchical 
boundaries; to build current and future leadership; and to enhance employee 
creativity and commitment. 
Format:  The three-day Summit branded “Focus 2000” with the tagline ”All 
Voices ... All Opinions ... All Ideas” included 100 employees representing all 
positions, functions, and levels within the organization and members of key 
external stakeholder groups (i.e., customers, suppliers, and communities).  
During this Summit, a series of design statements were conceived, 
addressing issues related to leadership, vision, employee development, and 
quality.  These set the course for the planning and operational improvement 
activities that were to follow.   
Outcomes: This AI Summit launched 14 cross-functional Innovation teams 
that later expanded to involve the broader workforce.  Working for lengths of 
time ranging from three months to two years, these teams made significant 
contributions to the organization in the following areas: leadership and 
employee training; education and development; strategic planning; and 
employee engagement. So compelling were the results of these initial efforts 
that Hunter Douglas held annual AI Summits over the next five years. As a 
result, from 1998 to 2003, sales increased by 30.1%; profitability increased by 
37.1%; employee turnover decreased by 52.2%; returned goods decreased 
by 55%; and on-time delivery of fabrics and shades reached 97% and 95%, 
respectively. 
For more, see positivechange.hk/2015/10/01/hunter-douglas-appreciative-
inquiry-case-study/. 
 

GTE/Verizon 

Purpose: To establish partnerships at all levels of the company and to focus 
on initiatives that benefit employees, customers, unions, and the company as 
a whole.   
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Format: A two-day Partnership AI Summit involving 250 people (including the 
unions' training and development staff; the company's labor-relations, public-
affairs, and organizational-effectiveness staff; and Federal Mediation and 
Conciliation Service consultants) to chart new partnerships between GTE and 
the unions.    
Outcomes: Local support for union-management partnership was contagious. 
Local Partnership Councils were formed to provide direction and to ensure 
that, whenever possible, local decisions were made in partnership. Efforts 
already underway became showcases for addressing such essential business 
issues as overtime, company use of contractors, and workforce retention in 
call centers through real partnership. 
For more, see Whitney, D., Cooperrider, D. L., Garrison, M., & Moore, J. 
(2002). Appreciative inquiry and culture change at GTE: Launching a positive 
revolution. In R. Fry & F. Barrett (Eds.), Appreciative inquiry and 
organizational transformation: Reports from the field (pp. 165-180). 
  
John Deere 

Purpose: To improve performance through the use of flexible, self-directed 
teams across the organization. 
Format: John Deere Harvester Works, “labeled by many as the most modern 
combine and front-end equipment manufacturing space in the world” (John 
Deere MachineFinder) and located in East Moline, Illinois, engaged 200 
employees and stakeholders across its system in a five-day AI Summit. By 
the Summit’s end, the group had succeeded in breaking through years of 
apathy and distrust between employees and management and had launched 
10 cross-functional strategic initiatives tasked to decrease costs, increase 
quality, improve product cycle time, and enhance working relationships. 
Outcomes: As a direct result of the Summit, the plant experienced many 
successes, including a significant reduction in product cycle time, which 
delivered immediate savings of more than $3 million and projected earnings 
and millions more in new market share. However, perhaps the most 
significant outcome of the Summit was a transformation in the company’s 
labor-management relationship. Many participants stated that the Summit was 
the first time that they had interacted as equals with John Deere management 
to plan for the future and to appreciate the gifts, strengths, and humanity of 
their colleagues. 
For more, see https://appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/educational-
material/an-appreciative-inquiry-summit-ai-summit-at-john-deere/. 
 
Loreto Mandeville Hall Toorak 

Purpose: To establish a positive education strategy across all levels of an 
Australian Catholic girls’ school to improve student wellbeing from Preparatory 
through Year 12, teachers, staff, and parents.   
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Format: With limited previous exposure to or experience with the emerging 
science and practices of positive education, a half-day training session was 
completed for 200 staff members at the conclusion of the school year.  
Subsequently, on the first day back at school, a one-day AI Summit was then 
held for teachers, nonteaching staff, parents, and school council members on 
the topic “creating a flourishing school community.” 
Outcomes: Within 12 months, positive education theories and practices were 
being taught explicitly as a subject on a weekly basis from Preparatory 
through Year 10.  Students had seized opportunities at a whole school level to 
practice their growth mindsets on “Have A Go Day,” performing random acts 
of kindness, saying ‘hello’ to people they didn’t know, writing letters of 
gratitude (to each other and even to their parents!), and spotting their 
teachers’ and fellow students’ strengths.  In addition, a Positive Education in-
house boarding experience was created for Year 9 students, and staff 
members continued to participate in positive education professional 
development sessions, shared their best practices at an internal positive 
education expo, and created their own ‘wellbeing warriors’ initiative to improve 
their physical wellbeing.  Parents turned out in record numbers for an evening 
presentation on positive parenting, and many also attended a strength-based 
parenting coaching series.   
For more, see McQuaid M. (2017) Creating whole-school positive education 
strategies that last. In: M. White, G. Slemp. A. Murray (Eds.), Future 
Directions in Well-Being, pp 81-85.  Springer, Cham. 
 
National Grid  

Purpose: To address the question, how does the Number One US state with 
respect to energy efficiency do its state-wide energy planning with a focus on 
capturing radical energy efficiencies and ‘paying it forward’ to build a future of 
renewable and advanced energy? 
Format:  National Grid and other utilities co-convened an unprecedented 
macro collaboration entitled “Massachusetts: Leading the Nation in the 
Energy Savings Revolution—Building a Better Tomorrow through Energy 
Efficiency Today” that brought together 300 energy institutions, leaders from 
business, government, and civil society for a three-day AI Summit. 
Outcomes: Since the Summit was held, the collaboration has unveiled a new 
three-year plan to deliver energy efficiency services that will result in nearly 
US$9 billion in benefits to residents and businesses across the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The entire system collaboration has been 
recognized as a major innovation – receiving the prestigious ASEP award in 
2013. 
For more, see www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/S1475-
9152(2013)0000004010. 
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Neighborhood Centres Inc. 

Purpose: Established in 1907 to help marginalized populations to participate 
more meaningfully in society in ways that nurture self-sufficiency over 
dependency, Neighborhood Centres is a non-profit human services agency 
that serves the greater Houston,Texas, area. Considered a ‘poverty agency’ 
in the 1960s and 1970s, not just because of the population it served but 
because of how it operated, the Centre wanted to link neighbor to neighbor 
and asset to asset by asking, listening, and empowering residents.  
Format: The Voices to Vision Summit was held with more than 400 staff, 
residents, educators, business owners, donors, volunteers, students, and 
elected officials gathering for a three-day collaborative learning and strategic 
planning journey.  By the end of the second day, one donor stood up and 
pledged $100,000 on the spot to further the organization’s work.   
Outcomes: The organization went on to raise $25 million to build the Baker-
Ripley Neighborhood Center, a five-building, four-acre complex designed 
by community members for community members, providing services ranging 
from tax preparation to low-cost banking, a clinic, and a charter school.  Since 
the Center opened, crime has decreased by 11% in Gulfton.  Perhaps most 
noteworthy among the many innovations spawned and the honors received 
was the agency’s own transformation from the outside-in, from a facilitator of 
strength-based service delivery for others to an owner of strength-based, 
possibility-seeking human capital development. 
For more, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=KSW2MVvIZzs. 
 
Nutrimental Foods 

Purpose:  Nutrimental Foods is a manufacturer of healthy food products 
located in Curitiba, State of Parana, Brazil. A privately held Brazilian 
corporation that was heavily dependent on government programs, the 
organization decided it needed to undergo a complete transformation, 
including diversification of its products and customers.  
Format: The company closed down the plant for a full day to bring all 700 
employees together to discover the factors and forces that had given life to its 
system when it had been the most effective, most alive, and most successful 
a producer of high-quality health foods. Then, with cheers and good wishes, a 
smaller group comprised of 150 stakeholders – employees drawn from all 
levels of the organization, suppliers, distributors, community leaders, 
financiers, and customers – participated in a four-day strategy session to 
articulate a new and bold corporate dream. With the stories from the day 
before in mind, people were asked to dream: “What is the world calling us to 
become?”  Following appreciative analysis, planning, and articulation of three 
new strategic business directions, the organization launched itself into its 
future with focus, solidarity, and confidence.  
Outcomes: A year after the Summit, the company reported a record 300% 
increase in earnings and a 75% decrease in absenteeism. In addition, it was 



 148 

later recognized as one of the top 100 best places to work in Brazil.  Since 
then, Nutrimental Foods has employed the appreciative inquiry process 
annually to organize and facilitate whole-system strategic planning as well as 
to found an innovative leadership institute to develop appreciative leadership 
capacity throughout Brazil.   
For more, see “Appreciative inquiry: A positive revolution in change”.  
 
Roadway Express 

Purpose: In an industry renowned for its razor-thin profit margins, Roadway 
Express – an American transporter of industrial, commercial, and retail goods 
– needed new ways to drive costs down and more rapidly increase business 
by creating an organization with leadership at every level. 
Format: From 2000-2004, Roadway Express implemented more than 40 AI 
Summits for its 28,000 employees.  Everyone from dock workers, truck 
drivers, stackers, and all levels of professionals joined with the senior 
management team at facilities across the network to conduct annual strategic 
planning, learn everything they could about the economics and financials of 
the business, and create new levels of partnership between the unions and 
the company as a whole.   
Outcomes: As union and non-union workers began to work together toward 
critical and common goals, the organization experienced a 25.7% increase in 
revenues, significantly improved operating ratios, and employee-driven 
improvements that added an additional $17 million in revenue and $7 million 
in annual profit, causing the company’s shares to rise from $14 to $40 in just 
the two years preceding the 2003 merger with Yellow Roadway Corporation. 
For more, see Hammonds, K.H. (2001). Leaders for the long haul. Fast 
Company. Retrieved from: www.fastcompany.com/43166/leaders-long-haul. 
 
Schuberg Philis 

Purpose:  Schuberg Phillis, a Dutch IT solutions developer – was already 
doing well, but the organization wanted to discover what was really possible 
when it surpassed satisfying customers, creating happy colleagues, and 
practicing good citizenship. 
Format: More than 200 employees, customers, partners, and other 
stakeholders came together in a passenger terminal in Amsterdam to explore 
the topic “Beyond Cupfighting.”  
Outcomes: The answer they discovered together was “a company based on 
love,” and this became their new company slogan. Despite 16 projects 
emerging from the Summit, including prioritization of open-source solutions, 
automation of everything they did, and adoption of agile development 
methods, company leaders cite as the Summit’s primary success the 117 
employees coming away from the Summit with the same levels of energy, 
affection for each other, and meaningful work that has enabled their company 
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to become stronger than ever before. 
For more, see http://www.lead2flourish.com/schuberg-philis. 
 
Steel USA 

Purpose: Steel USA employed approximately 1600 unionized workers, and its 
mill was one of the most productive in tonnage produced per man hour, but its 
safety performance record was extremely poor.   
Format:  Around 180 participants representing all functions, shifts, ranges of 
employment tenure, and levels of responsibility and external stakeholders 
(customers, suppliers, community leaders, and global parent leadership) 
came together for a one-day AI Summit entitled “Embracing Our Future.” Of 
the dozen new change initiatives that emerged, one in particular focused on 
safety and how to make Steel USA injury free by ensuring that all employees 
understand that safety is Steel USA’s number one priority. After the summit, 
this change team gained approval to conduct a similar AI Summit in 2007, 
and, to prepare for this second AI Summit, 1400 (out of 1600 total employees) 
participated in a one-on-one appreciative interview.  
Outcomes: Several months after the second AI Summit, a review of accident 
trends reported to OSHA was conducted. Year-to-year comparisons revealed 
a strong and dramatic improvement in the number of accidents, which were, 
on average, 46% lower year on year. In fact, the average number of accidents 
recorded each month dropped sharply by 58% between December 2006 and 
January 2007 (when the interviews were conducted), and the new, lower 
average rates have been maintained. Follow-up inquiries at Steel USA have 
revealed a major shift in cultural norms around safety that have been 
sustained since 2007, with Steel USA having risen from the lowest quartile in 
the parent system’s North American sites to the highest with respect to safety 
performance while also maintaining its top productivity ranking.  
For more, see Fry, R. (2012). Improving safety in a steel mill: Words create 
worlds! AI Practitioner, 14 (2), pp 51-54. 
 
Universidad Tecmilenio, Mexico 

Purpose: Universidad Tecmilenio, a private not-for-profit institution serving 
52,000 students at 29 campuses across Mexico (high school, college, and 
masters programs) had set the goal of being a positive university, i.e., one 
that created a learning community while cultivating the best of each person 
and so allowing them to flourish. Three years later, they faced the challenge 
of consolidating the university’s culture so as to consistently deliver on this 
promise.  
Format: Universidad Tecmilenio’s AI Summit brought together 400 students, 
professors, staff, service providers, and personnel from feeder schools to 
create an appreciative culture across the institution.   
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Outcomes: The simple act of listening to all the voices drawn from across the 
school’s system initiated immediate change for Tecmilenio, moving the 
organization toward a more appreciative culture.  From the Summit, 12 
projects emerged, of which two to three will be prioritized in each year for the 
foreseeable future using the university’s well-established strategic planning 
processes. 
For more, see http://www.ipositive-education.net/ipens-state-of-positive-
education-report/. 
 
The US Dairy Industry Sustainable Innovation Summit 

Purpose:  The board of directors for Dairy Management Inc. wanted to build a 
consensus for a ‘constitution for sustainable dairy’ and find ways to spark 
sustainability innovations that would strengthen farm businesses, reduce 
GHG emissions for fluid milk by 25%, and increase business value. 
Format: More than 250 stakeholders from farms, academia, governmental 
and nongovernmental organizations, and food retailers attended a three-day 
AI Summit. 
Outcomes: Never in the history of the US dairy industry had such a 
conversation been held.  Consensus was created for action around projects 
that would increase farm business value on the order of US$238 million by 
2009. At the climate summit held in Copenhagen, USDA Secretary Vilsack 
cited the industry’s work as a template for innovation in agriculture and signed 
a memorandum of understanding with the Innovation Center for U.S. Dairy to 
work together, promising to provide government funding to support capital 
investment and research for GHG-related innovation. In April 2013, 
representatives from the effort were received at the White House to have their 
achievements recognized. 
For more, see Whalen, John. "Big Change Fast Systemic Change and 
Sustainability in the US Dairy Industry." AI Practitioner 14, no. 2 (2012). 
 
The United Nations Global Compact 

Purpose: To unite the strengths of markets with the power of universal ideals 
and reconcile the creative forces of private entrepreneurship with the needs of 
the disadvantaged and the requirements of future generations to fulfill the 
UN’s Millennium Development Goals.   
Format: Convened by U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan at United Nations 
Headquarters in New York, the Global Compact Leaders Summit hosted 
nearly 500 leaders, including chief executive officers, government officials, 
and the heads of various labor groups, civil society organizations, and UN 
agencies, in a one-day AI Summit on the topic “Responsible Global 
Citizenship.” Its goal was to produce strategic designs and action imperatives 
to grow, mainstream, and scale up the initiative.  
Outcomes: Within three years – by the next summit held in Geneva, 
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Switzerland, the Global Compact had grown from 1,500 firms to over 8,000 of 
the world’s largest corporations, and measures showed a 433% growth rate, 
averaging 144.4% per year.  
For more, see appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/educational-material/united-
nations-global-compact-leaders-summit/. 
 
The United Religions Initiative 

Purpose: To establish a ‘UN among religions’ – a place of dialogue to unite 
the strengths of peoples of all faiths that could lift up a self-organizing system 
to promote enduring, daily interfaith cooperation, to end religiously motivated 
violence, and to create cultures of peace, justice, and healing for the Earth 
and all living beings. 
Format:  Over five years, five global appreciative inquiry summits attended by 
approximately 700 business leaders, people of faith, and government leaders 
were held at Stanford University to write the Initiative’s charter and create the 
organization’s design, which was to be based on nature’s design principles. 
On 24 June 2000, the charter was signed at Carnegie Hall.  
Outcomes: Today, there are over 907 collaboration centers in 104 countries 
around the world, and it is estimated that more than 7 million people have 
been involved in 14 action areas that include education, human rights, health 
and social services, peace building and conflict transformation, and poverty 
alleviation/economic development. 
For more, see uri.org/. 
 
US Navy 

Purpose: To create enlightened leadership at every level of the US Navy. 
Format: The US Navy assembled over 250 people ranging from seaman to 
admirals and representing all backgrounds of Navy employees for an AI 
Summit on “Bold and Enlightened Naval Leadership.”   
Outcomes: During the Summit, 30 projects were created to support this vision, 
including the establishment of a Center for Positive Change at the Naval 
Postgraduate School to continue nurturing the projects initiated during the 
Summit and to build momentum throughout the Navy for this new way of 
working. In its first six months of operation, the Center provided internal 
consulting to a variety of sites, facilitated three additional summits, 
coordinated development of an internal website through which people could 
exchange stories of exceptional leadership and best practices, and trained 
several dozen officers in the appreciative inquiry approach to change. 
For More: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPK8psqzHyg 
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World Vision 

Purpose: To create “Big Goals” that would guide World Vision for the next 10 
years.  
Format: World Vision had the capacity to fund a 150-person AI Summit in 
Bangkok, but they wanted to design a process that would allow all 20,000 of 
their employees around the world to participate in the process.  To facilitate 
this an online community portal was created to support a variety of pre-
summit including areas for sharing replies to Discovery questions regarding 
“What gives life to World Vision when it is at its best.” Then when the Summit 
began in Bangkok, face-to-face participation with the 150 participants “in the 
room” (who included not only employees but also donors, partners, and even 
children who represent the recipients of World Vision’s work) was 
interspersed with input from the rest of the organization who were 
participating virtually. This was done through a coordinated effort of summary 
reports and presentations to help make the work happening in Bangkok 
accessible to the entire organization and vice versa.  Specifically, at the 
conclusion of each day of the Summit, the conversations, outputs, and 
questions generated were summarized and shared online and coupled with 
an invitation for virtual participants to weigh in, add their opinions, and even 
vote on priority areas that emerged just as if they were in the room 
themselves. Overnight, the virtual input that came in from around the globe 
was synthesized and shared back into the room in Bangkok each day to 
establish a spirit of collaborative participation far beyond the meeting room 
walls in Bangkok.   
Outcomes: By the conclusion of the four-day AI Summit, there had been more 
than 100 regional groups from 52 countries who had logged in to view the 
daily summaries and more than 4500 additional individuals who had 
individually participated online in addition to the 150 people in the room. The 
impact of this process on the organization was tremendous, and World Vision 
have pointed to their Big Goals summit as an important success factor in 
helping them increase their ability to fulfill their mission to help children around 
the world. 
For more, see appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/educational-material/the-
story-of-world-vision-bringing-all-stakeholders-together-through-ai/. 
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e are entering the collaborative age. In eras past, the focus 
was on preparing for organisations to be change frontrunners 
capable of capturing strategic advantage through disruptive 
innovation and by creating their own organisational cultures 

capable of embracing relentless change. Today, however, executives are saying 
that organisational change is not enough. The overriding question is no longer 
about change per se, but is about change at the scale of the whole. ‘How do we 
move a 67,000 person telephone company together?’ ‘How do we move a whole 
Northeast Ohio economic region in momentum building alignment and shared 
consensus?’ ‘How do we move a whole dairy industry toward sustainable dairy, 
not in fragile isolated pockets that disadvantage some and advantage others, 
but across an industry-wide strengthening effort together?’ Or, ‘how do we, as 
a world system, unite the strengths of markets with the millennium develop-
ment promises of eradicating extreme, grinding poverty via collective action?’ 
Meanwhile, the list of grand challenges calling out for ‘change at the scale of 
the whole’ grows in complexity and urgency: the call to systemic climate action; 
massive energy and infrastructure transition; establishing economic conditions 
for peace; creating sustainable water, regenerative agriculture, sustainable for-
estry and fisheries and walkable cities; or designing effective polices for mov-
ing from an economic era of contained depression to one of sustainability ! 
flourishing. 

Nowhere is this call for change at the scale of the whole more decisive for 
designing and capturing business and society value than in the sustainability 
domain. We are entering the next phase of the sustainability age in which sys-
temic action is the primary leverage point for successful change (Chouinard 
et al. 2011).

New convening capacities and leadership tools for aligning strengths, inter-
ests and priorities at all levels of a supply system, or across public–private 
sectors including government, academia and NGOs, and even across entire 
industries, regions and countries—this is the new strategic capacity for game-
changing innovation. An additional consideration, equally important, is speed. 
Big change is often so slow that no matter how good the visionary impulse, the 
programme or the strategic imperative, it is often dead on arrival because the 
momentum stalls, politics drag on, priorities drift apart or, more mundanely, 
it takes months between small group meetings. Consider the maddening 
attempts to coordinate calendars across slow bureaucracies and more agile 
entrepreneurial technology upstarts, or to simply synchronise the collective 
diaries of hyper-booked executives. Jeffery Sachs, the economist, puts the case 
persuasively. The single ‘most important variable affecting our fate is global 
cooperation’ and, as he writes, ‘it’s a fundamental point of blinding simplicity’ 
(Sachs 2008). 

In the realm of sustainable business, it is indeed increasingly clear that we’re 
no longer lacking in isolated sustainability solutions. Everyone is going green 
or socially responsible. Our greater challenge lies in system-wide  designing—for 
creating mutual advantages, for scaling up for what could be trillion dollar solu-
tions, and for discovering the ways of overcoming the challenges of collaborative 
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creativity across multi-stakeholder supply chains, entire industries and larger 
whole systems. 

In this article we seek to take the call for systemic collaboration to a new 
octave by exploring advances in what one CEO, in a key report of the UN Glo-
bal Compact, singled out as ‘the best large group method in the world today’.1 
While research in this article focuses on the performance and results involved 
in the Appreciative Inquiry Summit approach, it also seeks to advance our 
understanding of what this special issue of JCC calls ‘the positive psychology 
of  sustainability’—that is, why and how the best in people comes out so spon-
taneously and consistently when they, and their institutions and cultures, are 
working across silos and separations to build a world where businesses can 
excel, people can thrive and nature can flourish. 

The use of large group methods such as Appreciative Inquiry (AI) for doing 
the work of management, once a rare practice, is soaring in business and society 
efforts around the world. While at first it seems incomprehensible that large 
groups of hundreds and sometimes thousands in the room can be effective in 
unleashing coherent system-wide strategies, designing rapid prototypes and 
taking action, this is exactly what is happening, especially in the sustainability 
domain. Part of the reason is that the AI process is profoundly strengths-based 
in its assumptions. It is founded on the premise that we excel only by ampli-
fying strengths, never by simply fixing weaknesses. But the other half of the 
equation is the underestimated power of wholeness: the best in human systems 
comes about most naturally, even easily, when people collectively experience 
the wholeness of their system, when strength ignites strength, across complete 
configurations of relevant and engaged stakeholders, internal and external, and 
top to bottom. 

Sounds complicated? Surprisingly, it is exactly the opposite. Recent research 
on multiplier effects demonstrates that it is much easier to convene a whole sys-
tem of stakeholders under the right conditions for joint design thinking—let’s 
say 700 people for three days, using the design and strategy tools of AI—and 
address a big-league opportunity collaboratively, strategically and at higher 
velocity, than it would be to struggle with hundreds of committee or small group 
meetings that drag on across silos, specialisations, sectors and subsystems. The 
key: knowing when and how to create what theorists call ‘positive contagion’ 
and what large group research is calling ‘the concentration effect of strengths’. 
There is an unmistakable power in leading through strengths—like an electri-
cal arc sparking across a gap—only today it is not the micro strengths of small 
silos, it is the macromanagement of systemic strengths. 

 1 The Global Compact Leaders Summit Report (UN Global Compact 2004) documents the 
impact of Appreciative Inquiry at the United Nations world summit between Kofi Annan 
and CEOs from 500 corporations including Hewlett-Packard, Starbucks, Tata, Royal 
Dutch Shell, Novartis, Microsoft, IBM and Coca-Cola. In the report Rodrigo Loures con-
cludes ‘Appreciative Inquiry is the best large group method in the world today’. 
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This article features six systemic cases that illuminate in a grounded way a small 
but consistently rewarding set of success factors. 

The concept-building meta-analysis is drawn from published accounts of the 
‘whole system in the room’ AI Summit work with Fairmount Minerals, whose 
award-winning case shows how a single, exemplar company in the mining 
industry can punch above its weight through the same principles of systemic 
collaboration; the UN Global Compact; United Religions Initiative; the city of 
Cleveland’s decade-long set of annual AI design summits to create ‘a green city 
on a blue lake’; National Grid and the state-wide energy planning it catalysed for 
the state of Massachusetts; and finally US Dairy’s industry-wide systems work 
for sustainable dairy. In addition and perhaps most important, on a theoretical 
level this article advances our understanding of the concept of ‘mirror flourish-
ing’ (see Cooperrider and Fry 2013 [this issue]), and at the leadership or practice 
level, it zeroes in on five critical X factors that make systemic collaborations 
consistently inspiring, innovation producing and simple enough to be leveraged 
as a mainstream leadership approach. 

CEOs worldwide anticipate that sustainability will reach an exponential tip-
ping point within the decade (Lacy et al. 2010). Yet at the same time they also 
report that the majority of managers do not know how to turn systemic sustain-
ability challenges into innovation opportunities, for opening wide new vistas of 
shared value. Systemic collaboration across whole systems, we hope to demon-
strate, holds a golden key. So let’s consider first a single company example—and 
then move to consider cities, regions, industries and world summits—with a 
special eye to scalability; that is, the question of change at the scale of the whole. 

On 24 June 2005, Jenniffer Deckard, the CFO of Fairmount Minerals, opened 
her first ‘whole-system-in-the room’ large-group and company-wide design 
summit. The idea started when she wondered how to introduce sustainability 
not as a bolt-on but as an embedded, organisation-wide passion. Looking at a 
marketplace of unprecedented complexity, Jenniffer felt that ultimate speed, 
dexterity and collaborative capacity could not be found in older models of 
management, for example engaging one small group at a time. It was critical, 
decided Jenniffer, to reach way beyond silos, fiefdoms and specialities and to 
create a ‘one firm’ alignment of strengths. Jenniffer found solid support from 
Chuck Fowler, the President and CEO of Fairmount Minerals, and Founder and 
Chairman, Bill Conway. 

Their first sustainable design summit, with hundreds of stakeholders in the 
room, including customers, global supply chain partners, NGOs and communi-
ties, proved successful beyond aspirations. Between 2005 and 2007 revenues 
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from their new sustainability designed products almost doubled, while earn-
ings from growth and operational efficiencies took a gigantic leap to more than 
40% per year. Post-summit research documented an inspired workforce on fire, 
engaged and empowered. They were proud of Fairmount Minerals. They were 
engaged top to bottom. And plans from the initiative—including prototypes 
of new products, the discovery of new markets and the design of renewable 
energy facilities including aggressive zero waste and carbon targets—were put 
into practice with precision and speed. Within two years of their launch, Fair-
mount Minerals would receive the nation’s ‘top corporate citizen’ award from 
the United States Chamber of Commerce. Today, Fairmount is a magnet for 
companies around the world wishing to benchmark their success, and it has 
been singled out in a UN Global Compact leadership book as a best practice 
case for the mining industry (Lawrence and Beamish 2013). 

All of this was surprisingly easy: ‘Today’s customers, supply chain part-
ners, community leaders, and employees want to be engaged in radically new 
ways’, Jenniffer recalls. ‘Now, I realise that it is not a pipedream to manage 
important targets as a whole system—in fact, it’s fast. I call it my management 
macro-moment’. 

An Appreciative Inquiry design summit is a large group strategic planning, 
designing or implementation meeting that brings a whole system of 300 to 
1,000 or more internal and external stakeholders together in a concentrated 
way to work on a task of strategic, and especially creative, value. Moreover, it 
is a meeting where everyone is engaged as designers, across all relevant and 
resource-rich boundaries, to share leadership and take ownership for making 
the future of some big league opportunity successful. The meeting appears bold 
at first, but is based on a simple notion: when it comes to enterprise innovation 
and integration, there is nothing that brings out the best in human systems—
faster, more consistently and more effectively—than the power of ‘the whole’. 
Flowing from the tradition of strengths-based management (Cooperrider 2012), 
the AI Summit says that in a multi-stakeholder world it is not about (isolated) 
strengths per se, but about configurations, combinations and interfaces.

While at first it seems incomprehensible that large groups of hundreds of 
people in the room can be effective in unleashing system-wide strategies, mak-
ing organisational decisions and designing rapid prototypes, this is exactly what 
is happening in organisations around the world. Fairmount Mineral’s experi-
ence was not an isolated or atypical triumph. For Fairmount’s customers and 
external stakeholders such as community leaders and supply chain partners, 
the experience was eye-opening. First, they saw the integrity, energy and col-
laborative capacity of the high-engagement company. Then, across every silo, 
they saw one new business idea after another being discovered. The one that 
amazed you the most was the new multi-million dollar business opportunity 
designed to take old, spent sand—the stuff that is discarded after its use in 
factories—and turn that into clean biofuel for powering the company’s heavy 
trucks. How could this be? Well, an engineer in one group shared how spent 
sand, when placed on farmland, has been shown to help grow higher yields of 
biomass. Another person declared that the company’s sand-mining facilities 
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are located in rural locations near many farms. Between the two observations a 
light bulb goes off. How might we create a new business for spent sand? Why 
not create a new partnership with farmers—a partnership where sand-assisted 
biomass growth becomes the basis for lower cost, green biofuels to power the 
heavy truck fleet. Participants experienced first-hand the power of this virtuous 
cycle, where one good idea meets another. 

This single innovation, coupled with a dozen other win–win–win sustain-
ability breakthroughs such as a low-cost, sand water filter to purify and clean 
putrid water in areas where families have no access to clean healthy water, soon 
helped double Fairmount’s already superior double-digit growth rates, and set 
it on a pathway of differentiation unheard of in its industry. The business news 
in a Wisconsin newspaper told much of the story when it penned a headline 
article, ‘The Tale of Two Sand Companies’. Fairmount Minerals, because of its 
agility and speed to market with its sustainability offerings wins its licence to 
operate. A larger competitor fails in its bid. It did not have any kind of macro 
method for bringing the whole community into genuine, joint designing. The 
impact for Fairmount Minerals soon translated into billions of dollars in market 
value and advancement of social capital in terms of stakeholder endearment. 
It’s an organisation that leads humbly and honestly through its mission to ‘do 
good, do well’ and shows what happens when sustainability convening capacity is 
designed in, not as a bolted-on activity but is embedded as a distinctive, strategic 
competence (Laszlo and Zhexembayeva 2011). 

five 

In the remainder of this article we will show, at progressively larger system lev-
els, how the successfully managed macro-moment represents an almost totally 
undefined, untaught and underestimated leadership leverage point like no 
other. We describe what a macromanagement approach to systemic strengths is 
and what it isn’t (for example, it is not a large-scale conference of talking heads 
and pre-negotiated announcements) and then detail the unique success fac-
tors and guidelines for leveraging the strengths-based management approach. 
Moreover, we explain why the AI Summit method, as an example of today’s 
macro-strengths mandate and design thinking turn, is catching fire in hundreds 
of multi-stakeholder, system-wide initiatives and is becoming an indispensable 
new capacity not only for the high stakes occasion, but also for accomplishing 
the everyday work of management. However, there are conditions that need to 
be set into place. Once understood, these five success factors open significant 
new doors for the discipline. Many have already mastered micro aspects of 
sustainability. What’s next? It’s the macromanagement of systemic strengths. 
Here’s how.

Success Factor #1. Think Strengths, Think Drucker: Reverse the 80/20 rule. Start by 
preparing your systemic change leaders with the best in strengths-based research and the 
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positive psychology of human strengths and thereby prepare the logical groundwork for 
reversing the deficit bias that pervades the media, our helping professions, our culture at 
large and almost every systemic or global change effort. 

The year was 1999. The business and society debates were heated. News of the 
Enron scandal was yet to break; however, spontaneous protests against busi-
nesses were happening around the world. Most recognised was the protest in 
Seattle. Targets of the torrent were companies such as Nike, Starbucks, Gap 
and others. The scale of the demonstrations—even the lowest estimates put 
the crowd at over 40,000—dwarfed any previous demonstration of its kind 
in the United States. Later would come Enron, WorldCom and the meltdown 
of Arthur Anderson. It was in this context that the debates were most heated: 
‘Will Big Business Save or Destroy the World?’—this was the emerging debate, 
echoing everywhere, and the lines were being drawn.

It was within this context that Kofi Annan was invited to address CEOs from 
around the world. Which side of the debate would he come out on? What would 
he say? But rather than making predictions about the future, as if trajectories 
were inevitable such as laws of nature, or instead of joining in the polarising 
critiques, Kofi Annan, then Secretary-General of the UN, presented a third way. 
The occasion was the 1999 World Economic Forum. And the Secretary-General 
was about to give his speech to hundreds of CEOs. Many expected an extensive 
critique. But Kofi Annan had something else in store. Perhaps he knew that we 
will never be able to eradicate extreme poverty in the world, or realise any of the 
other Millennium Development Goals for healing the environment or creating 
cultures of peace, without the strengths, innovation capacity and effectiveness 
of new business models and better markets. So, he shifted the debate and 
reached out his hand in partnership. He spoke about choice. He spoke about 
aligning strengths. His words touched a chord. At the height of his remarks, 
he said to the business leaders: ‘Let us choose today to unite the strengths of mar-
kets with the power of universal ideals. Let us choose to reconcile the creative 
forces of private entrepreneurship with the needs of the disadvantaged and the 
requirements of future generations’.

The CEOs responded to the words ‘let us choose’. An active working group 
was created. A set of principles for business and society for the 21st century 
were soon jointly developed and the UN Global Compact was officially launched 
at the UN headquarters in New York in July 2000. 

Ultimately, Kofi Annan’s strengths-focused call to a new era of business and 
society leadership would lead to an unprecedented whole-system-in-the-room 
AI Summit to jointly design the growth strategy for mainstreaming the idea ‘to 
unite the strengths of markets with the power of universal ideals’. On 24 June 
2004, Annan convened the Global Compact Leaders Summit at United Nations 
headquarters in New York as the largest meeting of its kind ever held at the UN, 
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with CEOs from corporations such as Alcoa, Royal Dutch Shell, Goldman Sachs, 
Novartis, Coca-Cola and Microsoft seated in the General Assembly alongside 
heads of state and leaders of international NGOs such as Oxfam and the World 
Wildlife Fund. Nearly 500 leaders attended the Summit including chief execu-
tive officers, government officials, and the heads of various labour groups, civil 
society organisations and UN agencies to discuss and produce strategic designs 
and action imperatives to scale up the initiative. Within three years, by the next 
summit in Geneva, Switzerland, the Global Compact had grown from 1,500 
firms to over 8,000 of the world’s largest corporations—a 433% growth rate, 
averaging 144.4% per year. As a system, a momentum-building consensus was 
forged for the long-term strategy. People came away committed to what they 
helped to create. Engagement in the Global Compact reached record levels 
(Cooperrider and Zhexembayeva 2012).2 

The summit also involved a set of executive briefings on the logic of strengths, 
the management mind-sets and methods of AI, and the research findings on 
the role of the positive in human systems. This pre-summit education proved to 
be crucial for paving the way (see Table 1 on the positive-strengths philosophy). 

Table 1 Philosophy of AI’s strengths-based management 
Source: Cooperrider and Godwin 2011

1. We live in worlds our inquiries create; no change initiative outperforms 
its ‘return on attention’ whether we are studying deficiencies or the 
best in life

2. We excel only by amplifying strengths, never by simply fixing weaknesses; 
therefore, beware of the negativity bias of first framing because excellence 
is not the opposite of failure

3. Small shifts make seismic differences; strengths-based change obeys a 
tipping point; instead of focusing 80% on what’s not working and 20% on 
strengths it is important to put this 80/20 rule in reverse to harness the 
transformative power of the ‘positivity ratio’ 

4. Strengths do more than perform, they transform—strengths are what 
make us feel stronger therefore magnify ‘what is best’ and imagine ‘what 
is next’ in order to create upward spirals

5. We live in a universe of strengths—the wider the lens, the better the view. 
The appreciable world is so much larger than our normal appreciative eye. 
What we appreciate (seeing value), appreciates (increases in value)

A design team from the Global Compact office visited Case Western Reserve 
University’s Executive Education Center to immerse themselves in the logic, 
the science and what’s now called ‘the three circles of the strengths revolution’, 

 2 To see the positive and constructive collaborations that are possible when whole systems 
take a strengths analytic approach, and to see live scenes from the AI design summit at 
the UN as well as others, go to appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/practice/video.cfm.



46 Summer 2012 © Greenleaf Publishing 2013  79

the positive arc of systemic strengths

including tools for the elevation and configuration of systemic strengths, and 
tools for magnifying those strengths through our collaborations and, ultimately, 
the systemic refraction of our highest human strengths to where it matters 
most—out into the world (Cooperrider 2012). A number of essential concepts 
spoke most powerfully to the United Nations. The first was the overarching 
idea that leadership might well be all about strengths. Here Peter Drucker’s 
core management principle formed the foundational logic for the briefing. In 
an interview I did with Drucker when he was 93 years old he shared his power-
ful insight: ‘The task of leadership is ageless in its essence’, Drucker said, ‘The 
great task of leadership is to create an alignment of strengths in ways that make 
a system’s weaknesses irrelevant’. Indeed, people often write that one down. 
It’s clear, it’s compelling and it is pragmatic—for what else do we, as leaders 
and managers, have to work with anyway, other than strengths? Could it be that 
leading change is all about strengths? 

But here’s the rub. It’s not working that way in many domains of life. In 
management, we call it the 80-20 deficit-bias (Cooperrider and Godwin 2011). 
Even after years of sharing and evolving the strengths theory, a majority of 
employees still feel their signature strengths are not understood or appreciated 
by key leaders. Eighty per cent of the workforce worldwide continues to feel 
undervalued or underutilised. Only 20% agree with the following statement: 
‘At work I have the opportunity to do what I do best every day’. But it doesn’t 
stop at the door of our institutions. The industry of deficit-based management 
carries over into the news media and domains of everyday life such as diagnos-
tic medicine. Headlines in our big-city newspapers have at least 80 articles or 
more of violence, greed and corruption for every 20 on human excellence. Like-
wise, the past 100 years of psychological research, modelled after the medical 
industry’s disease paradigm of diagnosis and treatment of symptoms, has until 
recently been mostly the study of pathology, weakness and damage (Seligman 
and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). 

Within the domain of global change, the observable bias toward deficit-based 
or problem-focused analytics makes it almost impossible to see strengths, 
dynamic solutions that inspire, and those progress possibilities that invite, 
because of their success, even more investment. Not many people know, for 
example, how advanced and exciting the progress of global development has 
been since 1950. For example, consider that nearly 90% of the world’s children 
are now enrolled in primary schools, compared with less than half in 1950. In 
his volume Getting Better: Why Global Development is Succeeding and How We Can 
Improve the World Even More, Charles Kenny (2011) shows what happens when 
we reverse the 80/20 deficit bias, not by ignoring the challenges or crises (there 
is still a 20% focus on those challenges) but by rigorously studying progress 
markers, successes, strengths and innovations that are emerging as solutions. 
Commenting on the book, Bill Gates said, 

Getting Better dispels the gloom and doom with a wealth of convincing data on 
the remarkable, underappreciated progress . . . fifty years ago, more than half the 
world’s population struggled with getting enough daily calories. By the 1990s this 
figure was below 10 percent. 
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What’s becoming increasingly apparent in our complex multi-stakeholder 
world is that the global agenda for change faces a paradox. The global issues 
of our day are tremendously complex, scientifically uncertain, interrelated and 
monumental. Imagine the setting the Global Compact was preparing for: a 
summit with over 500 leaders from business and industry, civil society, govern-
mental agencies coming together to deal with the questions of global climate 
change; the challenges of billions living in abject, grinding poverty; the end of 
peak oil; the epidemic of HIV/Aids; and the spectre of terror spreading across 
geographic boundaries. Imagine further the typical approach to analysis or 
inquiry at this kind of meeting: a massive database documenting the depth of 
the problematic, the root causes of the failures and forecasts for even greater 
disaster. 

As we all know it is not too long then, in meetings such as a UN world sum-
mit, before the finger pointing begins and substantial disagreements reach a 
point of diminishing returns and agonising immobilisation. The scenario is so 
common and familiar that very few expect much from these global meetings. So 
this is the global change paradox: the more sophisticated we as human beings 
become with our diagnostic sciences—where the world is treated as a problem-
to-be-solved—the less able we are to create the collaborative bond and inspired 
aspirations needed to organise, to innovate and mobilise positive actions for-
ward. While the diagnosis of the weighty problem might be totally accurate, 
it doesn’t matter—indeed, the more sophisticated the problem analytic lens 
the less productive the human dimensions, the relational dimensions, of the 
response. Why? Because somehow the deficit-oriented lens for examining ‘out 
there’ becomes also the analytic lens applied in the ‘here and now’ dynamic 
of the human relationships. It’s not long before the predictable happens: a 
growing sense of threat leads to separation, fault finding and the application 
of the problematising modes of analysis to the nascent, new systemic relation-
ships. No wonder large group meetings are dominated by panel speakers and 
monological patterns. No wonder the agendas are filled with talking heads, 
well scripted and monitored. And no wonder the ‘success’ of such meetings 
depends not on the meeting process itself but the pre-negotiated agreements. 
Why would we even consider designing such a meeting for spontaneous, open 
dialogue and emergent, unscripted planning? The sophisticated search for 
what’s wrong, no matter how well intended, can create a contagion effect: we 
all become a ‘problem-to-be-solved’.3

To explore the deficit bias even further, the Global Compact leaders were 
asked, ‘How many of your last six meetings were called to fix the problem of . . . ?’ 
We went further: ‘How many of you would say at least 80% of your last six meet-
ings were problem analytic?’ Every hand went up. One person suggested that 
at the UN there might be over 2,000 measures of what can go wrong. Another 

 3 The deficit bias in our collective spheres—the news media, our gridlocked politics, the 
helping professions and therapy fields, and international development—has been well 
documented; see Gergen 1994, especially Chapter Four on ‘the cultural consequences of 
deficit discourse’.
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commented on the negative media and deficit analytic consulting world: ‘We 
literally have an army of deficit-based consultants’, each one with sophisticated 
technologies for studying ‘what’s wrong’. In fact it is true: the deficit-based 
industry—focused primarily on problem analysis, error reduction and repair— 
represents a US$350 billion market (Cooperrider and Godwin 2011). In this 
instance, it was estimated that 80% of the consultant attention was on what’s 
wrong at the UN, and less than 20% was devoted to strengths analysis. It’s time, 
our briefing suggested, for a reversal of this 80-20 rule. 

The radical idea at the core of the strengths movement has two dimensions. 
One is that excellence is not the opposite of failure and that you will learn little 
about excellence from studying failure. All the studies in the world of ‘ethi-
cal meltdown’, for example, will teach little about what leads to, enables and 
advances ‘business as an agent of world benefit’—what does that look like, 
where is it happening and what are the results? But even more radical, argues 
the Appreciative Inquiry perspective, is that the process of studying a phenom-
enon actually changes that phenomenon: We create new realities during the 
process of inquiry. Studying low morale produces its own ripple effects through 
the ‘mere measurement effect’. So does inquiry into the true, the good, the bet-
ter and the possible. Imagine asking 500 people in an organisation to reflect 
on the ups and downs in their lives and to deepen the analysis or focus on one 
of the high-point moments in their leadership careers: ‘Describe the moment 
or time that you felt most successful, effective and most alive. When and how 
did it happen? What were the experiences? What about the results?’ Now imag-
ine at least five other sets of similar questions asking about times when they 
witnessed an improbable but ‘extraordinary collaboration’ between sectors that 
produced breakthroughs. This is exactly what the Global Compact team did in 
the briefing. In the midst of discovery, they experienced the key idea that we live 
in worlds our questions create. When we study excellence there will be an impact. 
When we study depression or threat there will be an impact. The questions we 
ask determine what we find, and what we find becomes a powerful source and 
resource for our systemic planning. Our goal in the pre-summit phase briefing 
was to create an experience based on Albert Einstein’s powerful insight: ‘No 
problem can be solved by the consciousness that created it; we must learn to 
see the world anew’ (see Holman 2010: ix).

Appreciative Inquiry is about the rigorous search for the best in people, their 
organisations and the strengths-filled, opportunity-rich systems around them 
(Cooperrider and Srivastva 1987; Cooperrider 2012).4 In its broadest focus, AI 
involves systematic discovery of everything that gives ‘life’ to a living system 
when it is most effective, alive and most capable in economic, ecological and 
human terms. AI involves, in a disciplined way, the craft of asking questions that 
strengthen a system’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate and heighten positive 
potential. It centrally involves the mobilisation of whole system strengths-based 

 4 Two books that trace the fundamental impact of Appreciative Inquiry on the positive-
strengths movement include M. Buckingham’s Go Put Your Strengths to Work (2007) and 
K. Cameron et al.’s Positive Organizational Scholarship (2003). 
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discovery through the crafting of the ‘unconditional positive question’ often 
involving hundreds or sometimes thousands of people in mutual collaboration. 
To appreciate means to value that which has value; it is a way of knowing the best 
in life. To appreciate also means ‘to increase in value’. We say, for example, that 
the economy has appreciated in value. Combining the two—appreciation as a 
way of knowing the best and appreciation as an increase in value—suggests that 
Appreciative Inquiry is simultaneously a life-centric or strengths-based form of 
study and a constructive mode of action where valuing is creating, where inquiry 
and change are powerfully related and understood as a seamless and integral 
whole. To inquire into the true, the good, the better and the possible is what AI 
is about, and its social constructionist premise is this: human systems move in 
the direction of what they most deeply, rigorously and persistently ask questions 
about. AI is not, it must be underscored, about putting a superficial sense of 
hope on a troubled time. The summit’s task is to elevate systemic strengths and 
build the ties of trust and confidence needed to take decisive action. 

After the large group AI Summit at the UN, Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
wrote to one of the authors, David Cooperrider, on 21 July 2004: 

I would like to commend your innovative methodology of Appreciative Inquiry and 
to thank you for introducing it to the United Nations. Without this, it would have 
been very difficult, perhaps even impossible, to constructively engage so many lead-
ers of business, civil society and government. 

Success Factor #2: Pre-frame a powerful ‘task’ for the summit with a purpose bigger than 
the system. 

Often people say the positive psychology of human strengths is nice when 
times are good. But how can you even think of bringing a whole system into the 
room during times of crises? Whether times are good or awash in complexity, 
the summit process consistently brings out the best in human systems and one 
of the success factors par excellence is the creative work that a summit design 
team does to articulate the expansive, systemic ‘task’ of the summit. You never 
do a summit unless there is some important systemic need or opportunity— 
hopefully some big-league, game-changing opportunity—something that 
can benefit from everything that a diverse set of stakeholders might be able to 
pull off. 

A couple of years ago, His Holiness the Dalai Lama was in Jerusalem.  Tensions—
especially between the religions—were intense. ‘If only the world’s religious 
leaders would just talk to one another’, Dalai Lama shared, ‘the world would 
be a better place. At the highest levels of religious leadership we don’t talk, we 
don’t know what’s in each other’s hearts’. He also cited a Harvard study that 
showed that 87% of the world’s armed conflicts were not between nation states, 
but between groups of different ethnic and religious backgrounds. Learning of 
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Appreciative Inquiry, he invited us to help launch a series of dialogues, includ-
ing sessions at the Carter Center with former President Jimmy Carter. 

Several of the participants, including Bishop William Swing and the Right 
Reverend Charles Gibbs, had an even larger vision. Their idea was that in today’s 
complex, interdependent world there was a need for a permanent place for this 
dialogue. The Bishop observed: 

For over 50 years the nation state leaders of the world had the moral conviction to 
talk and created a place for it in the form of the UN; but what have our religious 
leaders done? Not only do we not have that kind of place or commitment to work 
together, but in many cases, our religions are in conflict to the point where our 
young people see religion not as a force for peace, but for separation and bitterness. 

We have images in our magazines of black and white coming together, such 
as Mandela and de Klerk grasping each other’s hands in the soccer stadium. 
We have nothing like that across religions: for example, the Pope and the Dalai 
Lama connecting their hands high. At the 50th anniversary of the UN, Bishop 
Swing and Rev. Gibbs declared they would spend the rest of their lives building 
something akin to a UN (but hopefully less bureaucratic) for people of all faiths. 
They called on the AI Summit method to help accomplish it by establishing a 
charter for a United Religions Initiative.5 

The first thing we did was to challenge the framing. The Bishop shared how 
there had been over 20 failures to create something like a UN among religions 
over the past 100 years. Time after time it proved impossible to find agreements 
among religious leaders across so much diversity in belief and culture. So we 
queried: ‘Do you have a title for the summit you’ve planned?’ ‘Yes’, the Bishop 
said, ‘and a location; it’s being held at the Fairmount Hotel in San Francisco, in 
the same room where the UN was conceived’. Again we pressed for the task or 
title. The Bishop replied, a bit hesitant, ‘Well the title is, ‘Should the World Have a 
United Religions?’ We challenged back: ‘Didn’t you already declare that you were 
going to spend the rest of your life building this?’ He acknowledged: yes. So we 
asked: ‘Didn’t you say that this idea has failed 20 times in the past 100 years—
because it got bogged down in endless dialogue?’ We suggested that his title was 
not a summit task, but an invitation to a 49-51 debate, with no agreements likely. 
So the summit needed a better mandate or task. One began to emerge as we 
talked. After several iterations, this is what was articulated: ‘A Time for Action: 
Coming Together to Design the Global Charter for a United Religions’.

The task said it all. It would no longer be a debate; it would be a design session. 
We teamed up with the founder and CEO of Visa, Dee Hock, and subsequently 
held five design summits at Stanford University and modelled the new organi-
sation similar to Visa, which joined 50,000 competing banks into a new alliance 

 5 See the Fast Company article (Salter 2000) covering the establishment of the United 
Religions Initiative called ‘We’re Trying to Change World History’, which chronicles the 
coming together of Appreciative Inquiry with a Visa-like ‘chaordic alliance’—the design 
process was a powerful collaboration between Dee Hock (Founder and CEO of Visa) and 
David Cooperrider (one of the founders of Appreciative Inquiry’s human factor design 
summit).
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of cooperation. In 2000, at Carnegie Hall, the charter was signed. Today, more 
than 600 URI centres situated across every continent work to ‘end religious 
violence and create cultures of peace and justice’ in many of the most difficult 
conflict settings in the world. Several observers have suggested that the URI 
has the strength and potential to become one of the few organisations to receive 
a Nobel Peace Prize (see Gibbs and Mahe 2003).

The city of Cleveland took the idea of topic framing seriously and with great ben-
efit. Beset with job loss and population flight from the city, Cleveland’s Mayor, 
Frank Jackson, wanted to find a way to unite the whole together to innovate and 
build systemically. He observed an AI Summit at the UN and immediately felt 
the macro-strengths approach was exactly what his city needed. He also noticed 
how much of the newer energy in Cleveland was around sustainability. He saw 
it bubbling up at the universities, in businesses such as Sherwin Williams and 
Eaton, and through networks such as Entrepreneurs for Sustainability. So he 
formed a summit design committee of business and community leaders. While 
searching for the topic and task for a summit, everyone talked about the pre-
cious assets or innate strengths in the region such as Lake Erie, but also how the 
city almost lost all of it at the height of the industrial era. Images of a polluted 
river on fire were seared into the national consciousness. The summit design 
team started there, but engaged in pre-framing. The summit task needed to 
address economic and ecological concerns and call people out from their silos. 
In the end, it became one of the best summit tasks I’ve ever seen: Sustainable 
Cleveland 2019: Creating an Economic Engine to Empower a Green City on a Blue 
Lake. Over 700 business leaders and civic entrepreneurs showed up to design it, 
the future for a green city on a blue lake. At the end, the Mayor announced the 
City’s dedication to do this AI Summit every year for a ‘decade of determination’. 

Topic choice is fateful. It affects what we see and do. It shapes relationships 
and realities. It is a constructive discipline that can be passed on and learned in 
management, whether one is doing a summit or not. The key question is what 
do we want to create, not what do we wish to avoid or solve? Human systems tend 
to move in the direction of what they most frequently and deeply ask questions 
about. Thus, positive reframing can be practised every day in management in 
everything we do. Is our task to get stuck poring through ‘customer complaints’ 
or is it to better manage the complaints but get on with a rigorous exploration 
and analysis of times of ‘revolutionary customer responsiveness’—where is it 
happening, what does it look like and how can we multiply it? 

Think about these phases: the pre-summit work; the summit itself; and 
post-summit follow through. In the pre-summit phase you often have a 20–30 
person steering committee or summit design team. Leaders succeed when they 
and their design teams pre-frame the summit task as if that seed investment will 
produce a windfall of systemic value and enduring payoff. The task articulation 



46 Summer 2012 © Greenleaf Publishing 2013  85

the positive arc of systemic strengths

is that seminal; indeed, it is a tiny yet mighty seed that can produce a towering 
oak. The lesson: embrace pre-framing not as a semantic excursion but as tip-
ping point likelihood. What comes next, however, may be even more decisive. 

Success Factor #3. Embrace whole configurations including ‘improbable configurations’ 
that can combine constellations of systemic strengths to create magic. 

As we move to the second phase of the strengths revolution in management, 
it’s not about strengths per se; it’s about a single major discovery of how the 
experience of the wholeness brings out the best in human beings, perhaps more 
powerfully and consistently than anything we have ever seen in the field of 
change leadership. 

Great leaders and great summits work from complete patterns of the whole, 
constellations of stars. It’s not the number of people that matters most. There 
can be an AI Summit with 20 people. What matters most is the quality of the 
configuration as measured by completeness—in relationship to the systemic task. 
Indeed, the system is defined by the primary task. An orchestra, for example, 
is at its best and most likely to hit the groove when the whole system is in the 
room—including ‘customers’ and ‘cameras’ and ‘students’ and the like, even 
the art ‘critics’. What matters most is the chemistry of the whole. This ‘magic of 
macro’ is replicable not just in symphonies, but also in summits. The formula 
is simple: ‘Think strengths, think complete configurations’. 

Deceptively simple in theory, the idea of a complete pattern of the whole is 
too quickly compromised and is nearly always underestimated from a positivity 
producing perspective. Consider these common comments: ‘We can’t have our 
customers in the room because what will happen if our adversarial labour–
management dynamic rears its ugly head?’ or ‘We can’t have our suppliers in 
the room because they are in competition with one another’ or ‘We shouldn’t 
bring our frontline into our strategy work until we as a senior team get our act 
together and are more cohesive at the executive level’, or ‘This IT transforma-
tion is so technical that users will just get in the way’, or ‘Our hospital will not 
be able to run if we have the whole system at the summit’. 

Certainly these are important considerations. Unfortunately, they interfere 
with the most important point about the opportunity of wholeness. The well-
known formula for bringing out the worst in human systems is separate-
ness: entrenched silos, bureaucratic layering, solo players, we–they posturing, 
protecting local resources without appreciation for the total good, distorted 
communications and drawn-out coordination across layers, not-invented-here 
syndrome, stereotyping, entrenched specialisations that don’t talk to other spe-
cialisations, hallway or media negativity, and inbreeding. And this negativity is 
self-reinforcing and contagious. The more separateness the more chance we see 
(or presume) the worst in the other and the more closed door and bureaucratised 
we become. The more bureaucratised and entrenched the less apt we are to even 
entertain the idea that a whole system in the room is the formula for bringing 
out the best in human enterprise. We know we should think in systems terms. 
Everybody teaches it; however we don’t live it. We rarely bring the whole living 
system together to do systems thinking, planning and designing in real time. So 
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we create pendulum swings between top-down and bottom-up. First everything 
is centralised, but then the reaction sets in and we rush to decentralisation and 
bottom-up. Indeed, it is nearly impossible for most to think beyond these two 
forms of management. 

While management innovation in comparison to technical innovation is 
rare, we believe a third form of management is emerging as exemplified by 
the AI Summit. It’s something that is not top-down or bottom-up—it’s whole. 
Macromanagement includes both top-down and bottom-up simultaneously. 
This macro-strengths approach might well represent the formula for bringing 
out the better angels of each of the others—top-down and bottom-up. Why? 
Because wholeness, by definition, embraces both. We will always need the spe-
cial capabilities of well-managed top-down and what’s called hard power. We will 
always need the distinctive strengths of inspired bottom-up, what’s often called 
soft power. The macromanagement of strengths is a significant breakthrough 
as an additional management tool that combines soft and hard power to create 
smart power. Our experience shows that this kind of macro-forum for collective 
designing does not have to happen often. But when it does happen—when there 
is some major league opportunity for systemic impact—it carries with it many 
collateral benefits such as more trust in top-down systems and more collabora-
tive coherence in bottom-up movements, undisciplined web networks and the 
open innovation of crowds. In addition, it’s fast: one three-day summit focused 
on a time critical and strategically important ‘change at the scale of the whole’ 
initiative can save hundreds of smaller committee meetings. 

Consider the seemingly impossible collective action issues of creating radical 
productivity increases in our energy sector. Amory Lovins (2011) has articulated 
the stakes involved. The epic transition from a fossil fuel economy to a renew-
able, clean energy future has been called humanity’s supreme energy challenge. 
There are the economic costs of oil dependence, huge military expenditures, 
massive coal facilities that generate near half of world electricity, polar caps 
where waterways are opening that we could not have imagined a few years 
ago, rising sea levels, peak oil, rising costs and contained depression—all of 
these and more highlight systemic challenges—and multiple order effects—
inherent in the questions of energy transition. We simply can’t withdraw from 
humanity’s vast deposits forever. For Lovins, the first step in the transition—the 
cheapest and best ‘source’ of energy—is designing ways to need less of it in the 
first place by creating radical increases in energy productivity, with no miracles 
required. With current technologies, his research demonstrates, we can realise 
the goal of no oil burning by 2050 while saving about US$5 trillion, just in the 
US alone. Eliminating waste is a multi-trillion dollar business opportunity. 

efficient 

National Grid came to realise this when, as a utility concerned with advancing 
the smart grid for realising radical energy efficiencies and paving the way for 



46 Summer 2012 © Greenleaf Publishing 2013  87

the positive arc of systemic strengths

distributed renewables, it faced one roadblock after another. There was regula-
tor inertia, outmoded government energy standards, pricing mechanisms that 
favoured the past, systemic incentives to sell more not less energy, and public fears 
about new smart sensors in homes that provide feedback on how people can save 
water, energy and waste by following simple tips without sacrificing comfort—the 
fears were mounting nation-wide, starting in California, that ‘big brother’ was 
soon to be following your every move. Amory Lovins, chairman/chief scientist of 
the Rocky Mountain Institute, raises the hugely troubling observation: 

If this vision of a far more energy-efficient building sector, with its rich prize of 
$1.4 trillion net (and a host of other, more powerful benefits) is really so compel-
ling, then America should be rushing to embrace it. But we are not. 

That’s what National Grid was experiencing in every region and city it worked 
with in the state of Massachusetts; for example Worcester, the second largest 
city in the state and where the Declaration of Independence was first publicly 
read. National Grid originally proposed to build and operate a smart grid pilot in 
Worcester in April 2009. The proposal was to involve some 15,000 customers 
and collect data for two years on improved customer services, with options for 
energy savings, grid automation and reliability enhancements through use of a 
two-way communications, advanced metering and monitoring systems. It faced 
significant opposition, however, so in February 2011, National Grid withdrew 
the pilot proposal. It was then revised substantially in part to lower its cost, but 
mostly to truly listen to customers and then resubmitted to the Massachusetts 
Department of Public Utilities. The launch of the smart grid pilot was finally 
approved after going through an eight-month regulatory process to address 
public issues as well as regulatory challenges in the ratemaking and rulemak-
ing proceedings. Ratemaking typically emphasises development of issues and 
evidence, particularly testimony, cross-examination and briefs, and is not con-
ducive to collaborative or cooperative solutions. Rather, it simply focuses on 
compromise solutions (see Cooperrider et al. 2013). 

That’s when Cheri Warren, National Grid’s VP for Asset Management, and 
Ed White, VP Customer and Business Strategy, called on the AI design summit 
methodology. They believed that much of the opposition was not only misplaced 
based on misconceptions about smart grid and its possible benefits, but that stake-
holders needed to own and design the strategies for the future right at the ground 
floor, together. And that’s when the tide turned: when Cheri and Ed and a steering 
committee began to design the summit based on the concept of  configurations—
constellations of all the strengths in the system across every boundary imaginable. 
Instead of planning silo by silo, the design summit would include regulators, 
National Grid executives from finance to R&D, the Worcester Mayor and city man-
ager, state officials, personnel from the Department of Public Utilities, universities, 
vendors and so-called external stakeholders such as customers, citizens, business 
executives and community leaders. Everyone told Cheri that the customers and 
state officials and business leaders would not devote the time. Others feared chaos. 
But Cheri and Ed knew they had a secret weapon: ‘Today, we have the collaborative 
tools whereby everyone can be part of the inner circle of strategy’. 
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They even brought stakeholders from other states—innovation pioneers—
and perhaps most important, they decided that a major stakeholder group 
would be youth leaders, students who represented the future. The youth were 
not invited as observers. They were invited into the technical, financial and 
legal design issues—peer to peer, with all other stakeholders. And it worked. 
The velocity of ideas and common ground visions of the long-term future 
broke through the inertia of institutional separations. The concentration effect 
of strengths ignited 14 prototypes for initiatives ranging from net zero neigh-
bourhoods (shifting to renewables) to smart grid pilots in 15,000 homes. A few 
months later it was funded—the US$44 million smart grid prototyping was 
now reality. Moreover, this citywide effort then led National Grid to harness 
this strategic convening capacity at the state level with Governor Deval Patrick. 

So in May 2012, National Grid and the state’s other utilities co-convened 
an unprecedented macro collaboration entitled ‘Massachusetts: Leading the 
Nation in the Energy Savings Revolution—Building a Better Tomorrow through 
Energy Efficiency Today’. Since the summit was held, the systemic collabora-
tion unveiled a new three-year plan to deliver energy efficiency services that will 
result in nearly US$9 billion in benefits to residents and businesses across the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The whole system collaboration was soon 
recognised as a major innovation—receiving a prestigious award from ASEP 
(Association of Energy Service Professionals) in 2013—and Edward White, VP 
at National Grid, when receiving the award, said: ‘The Appreciative Inquiry 
Summit was a great forum for us to connect directly with customers and oth-
ers concerned with how energy affects our lives. Efforts like this exemplify why 
Massachusetts leads the nation on energy efficiency’.6 

Years ago we were taught in management that the most effective size group 
is 8–10 people, so subsequently almost everything unfolds that way. In its 
top-down form it is 8–10 people at the top doing the planning and then the 
communications rollout. Then in the 1960s and 1970s, the field began to 
turn hierarchies upside down. Quality circles, for example, were all the rage. 
While they looked like opposites, the family resemblance was this: it was still 
micro, with small groups of 8–10 people. We did not know, in an everyday 
management sense, how to unite universes of strengths or harness the best in 
systems thinking. With AI we learned that organisations are centres of human 
relationships, and that relationships come alive where there is an appreciative 
eye—when people take the time to see the best in each other. It’s a major X 
factor: thinking in patterns, in terms of constellations of strengths, including 
improbable partners, is foundational. True innovation happens when strong, 
multi-disciplinary groups come together, build a collaborative and appreciative 
interchange and explore the intersection of their different points of strength. 
Moreover, this macro-minded capability—the ability to connect ideas, people 

 6 For video clips of this work by National Grid in collaboration with Worcester, Massachu-
setts, see the AI Summit human factor design tools on the IEEE website: smartgrid.ieee
.org/constructive-engagement-toolkit (accessed 5 March 2013). 
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and resources from across boundaries of all kinds—then paves the way for 
something even more inspiring in management.

Success Factor #4. Create a system where innovation can emerge from everywhere: it’s time 
for design-inspired collaboration. In today’s world dialogue is not enough. People are tired 
of conferences, community conversations and system change efforts that are deficit-based 
and stop at dialogue. They want to be involved in the real thing, and they want more than 
words—they want to be part of enduring action, impact and the sense of meaning that 
comes from collaborative achievement. 

From The Conference Board’s studies of design-inspired innovation in 2007 
and 2013, there has been a recent and exciting sea change in management 
driven largely by one thing: managers and leaders are absorbing everything 
they can from designers.7 They are learning the skills of ‘design thinking’ from 
architects and product designers as well as orchestra leaders and graphic art-
ists. Companies from Apple to Procter & Gamble are going to the bank on it. 
They are embracing the power of design and the ‘how to’ of synthetic thinking, 
empathy, story, iteration, visual thinking, multiple solutions, teamwork and 
rapid prototyping. Design thinkers see the world through a ‘positive lens’ where 
even mistakes are viewed as ‘material’ for new possibilities; for example, when 
jazz musicians thrive in moments of unpredictable complexity and ‘say yes to 
the mess’ (Barrett 1998). 

This affirmative competence, argues Frank Barrett, is exactly what the whole 
system macro-strengths perspective propels. Well-known design firms such as 
IDEO are embracing the positive organisation development approach of the AI 
Summit to move beyond hot teams to large groups. ‘Design is too important 
to leave to designers’ argues Tim Brown, the head of IDEO, in the recent book 
Change By Design (Brown 2009). That’s why he and his colleagues are drawn 
to the systemic approach of large group AI. Design thinkers and scholars of the 
positive in human systems both use an approach called abductive reasoning (a 
phrase coined by Peirce in 1938 to indicate a third kind of logic beyond inductive 
and deductive), which happens via ‘logical leaps of mind’ from even a single 
deviating data point that does not fit with the existing models. 

The new, design-focused AI Summit achieves this through its ‘4-D cycle’ of 
discovery, dream and design, and deployment—approximately one day on each 
D (see Fig. 1). The discovery phase is crucial. It’s an analytic phase for studying 
the positive core of the system, defined as all past, present and future (poten-
tial) capacity. In this phase, AI achieves a union, a knowledge link, between 
the whole system of stakeholders and its life-giving strengths (in relation to 
its task-topic) as well its smallest and biggest opportunities. The dream phase, 
which involves an abductive, logical leap of mind from the positive deviation 
analysis of what’s best, moves beyond and asks, ‘What’s next?’ Based on the 
theory of positive image–positive action—how human systems are propelled in 
the present by their guiding images of the future—the AI Summit asks people to 
anticipate what positive progress, achievements, breakthroughs and end results 

 7 For two influential reports on design-inspired innovation see The Conference Board 
2008, 2013.
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Figure 1  Appreciative Inquiry 4-D cycle for collaborative designing and strategic 
planning in large groups of 300 to 2,000 people—and with 1,000s  
more with open innovation web tools

Strengths
Innovations & insights

Opportunities

Aspirations
Brainstormer possibilities

Results
Initiatives and action plans The design task

look like at some key point in time in the future. The questions help participants 
think beyond the internal systems: 

When we look at our history and the positive core of our past, present and future 
capacity as a system and when we listen to what our world is calling for (our valued 
customers, communities, ecosystems, society and world) then what do we see as 
possible in the future that instills a major sense of purpose and makes us proud: 
What results? What positive pathways? What do we see happening that’s new, better, 
and different, and how do we know? 

This phase leads to the discovery of not just common ground, but higher 
ground. It’s about big picture scenario development, and it identifies design 
opportunities. It’s clear that having this kind of design thinking in the mix is a key 
to success in interdisciplinary collaboration; it’s critical to uncovering unexplored 
areas for innovation (see Cooperrider and Fry 2010, for applying design thinking 
to corporate citizenship). The first time we combined AI’s large group format 
and state-of-the-art design thinking tools—with Peter Coughlan from IDEO—it 
was with a large trucking company. The topic was establishing customer peace of 
mind. At the summit’s key transition moment from the dream to design phase, 
opportunities emerged: new time-critical products; the design of customer intel-
ligence teams; new throughput designs for achieving double the shipments per 
hour; and about 20 other opportunities, including new orientation and training 
programmes focusing every employee’s attention on customer experience. The 
design-focused question for each design studio was: ‘How might we . . . ?’ It’s 
a designer’s dream question because it invites practical imagination and mul-
tiple possibilities. Then, with minimal training in concepts such as analogous 
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storytelling, non-judgemental ideation principles and rapid prototyping, an 
enterprise-wide constellation of dock workers, truck drivers, senior executives, 
operations specialists, marketing people and others started creating, alongside 
their customers, new designs for customer peace of mind. Instead of writing 
action plans for action later on, or words on a piece of paper, the assignment was 
to construct and build the first prototypes. In one case it involved a re-design of a 
dock layout to achieve breakthrough increases in speed and the assignment was 
to build a block model of it. It became tangible. It invited feedback. And because 
it was designed via the whole system in the room, there was nothing like the ‘not-
invented-here’ dynamic. The design was a win–win for customers and company. 
Moreover, it did not take years to achieve. The prototype was built in a morning. 

The same thing is now happening in each of the next generation AI ‘design 
studios’ in the sustainability domain. In 2007, the board of directors for Dairy 
Management Inc. brought together more than 250 stakeholders from farms, 
academia, governmental and non-governmental organisations and food retail-
ers to focus on opportunities to build consensus for a ‘constitution for sus-
tainable dairy’ and to find ways to spark sustainability innovations that would 
strengthen farm businesses, reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions for 
fluid milk by 25% and increase business value. What they discovered by build-
ing strategic plans and designs together, was a gold mine in waste to wealth 
initiatives, wind energy opportunities, ways to shrink packaging and therefore 
transportation costs and more. That first summit created consensus for action 
around projects that will increase in farm business value on the order of US$238 
million within two years. Many farmers, at first, were wary of an industry-wide 
sustainability commitment. However, by designing together they launched an 
unstoppable movement. An Arizona dairy producer, Paul Rovey, said of the 
AI Summit: ‘this process is a great example of how system wide collaborative 
efforts can help dairy secure a bright future, providing healthy products, healthy 
business, and a healthy planet to future generations’.8 

A research report published by Blu Skye called it ‘Big Change Fast’ and 
described it as follows: 

At this summit, competitors sat next to each other, and even more remarkably, dairy 
farmers and processors, who historically have seen each other as opponents in a 
zero sum game, came together to innovate across the value chain . . . At the climate 
summit in Copenhagen, USDA Secretary Vilsack held out dairy’s work as a template 
for innovation in agriculture, and signed memorandum of understanding with the 
Innovation Center for U.S. Dairy to work together to support and accelerate his 
innovation agenda, promising to provide government funding to support capital 
investment and research for GHG-related innovation (Whalen 2010: 3). 

 8 ‘Big Change Fast’ by John Whalen (2010) offers a detailed report of the dairy industry’s 
sustainable design summit using AI. 
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One of the keys to all the elevated collaboration and positivity was this: when 
people go beyond dialogue and dreams, and enter the rapid prototyping phase 
of design work, this is the moment trust expands. At the dairy summit the key 
moment was when over 20 prototypes were developed and displayed: prototypes 
for everything from research programmes (actual research proposals designed 
in the summit) to redesigned national transportation systems (actual draw-
ings and concept models were built that people could see and touch). For it is 
through the joint creation of the future that the best in human systems develops 
most easily, and naturally. 

From a positive psychology of human strengths perspective, the key insight is 
about the concept of high-quality connections (HQCs) and the power of design. 
People in HQCs, propose Dutton and Heaphy (2003), in contrast to toxic or 
corrosive connections of mistrust and negativity, share three subjective experi-
ences. First, HQCs are sensed by feelings of vitality and aliveness, including 
sense of positive energy. Second, being in a HQC is also felt through a height-
ened sense of positive regard or profound contact. Finally, the experience of 
being in an HQC is marked by felt mutuality that captures the sense that both 
people in a connection are engaged, actively participating and sense vast poten-
tial in the connection. The highest quality connections are born not only in con-
texts that include systemic configurations of the whole universe of strengths, 
but when people leap beyond dialogue and move into design. It’s as if there is 
a dynamic whereby doing is an undergoing and where positive doing (designing 
and building together) and positive undergoing are inseparable. Think about 
the early pioneers in America. The whole community would show up at their 
neighbour’s, bring whatever resources they had, and build the neighbour’s new 
barn. They didn’t just talk about it. They rolled up their sleeves together. The 
barn-building built HQCs, not just buildings. These were moments of collabo-
rative vitality and aliveness, perhaps models of human dynamics at their best. 

One of the important new rules of thumb in the AI Summit is that dialogue is 
not enough. A focus on design thinking and its role in building HQCs provides 
a new window for understanding positive system-level behaviour and actions. 
Inviting people to design the future is a powerful way to affirm their strengths. 
Designing is often an act of legacy leadership that can have impact and rever-
berate across the years and sometimes generations (Boland and Collopy 2004). 

Success Factor #5. Make the concentration effect of strengths a vital management skill 
across your system and across improbable systems themselves. Turn the strengths revolution 
into a macromanagement advantage for creating cultures of open innovation, systemic 
acceleration and scaling up solutions. 

Perhaps the most frequent question that is asked everywhere is: Yes, it was an 
exciting summit, but how do you make this last? How do you sustain the work?

While it is beyond the scope of this article to spell out the detail, the concept 
is simple: it’s now time to embed the appreciative intelligence, the capacity to 
see and spread the true, the good and the possible across the arc of systemic 
strengths as a systemic habit or culture (Barrett 1998). In the case of sustainable 
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dairy, a major award system was set up and used for honouring and scaling 
up system innovations. In the case of Cleveland’s Green City on a Blue Lake 
initiative, the city put up a state-of-the-art platform to create a narrative-rich 
storytelling culture, and they created a 400 page strategy document (emerging 
from the first summit) to guide the next nine years of annual summits. 9 And, at 
the United Nations, industry-specific platforms were created, some using open 
innovation tools that are very exciting for fostering self-organising. One idea to 
emerge at the 2004 leaders summit, for example, was to create something akin 
to a Nobel Prize for Business as an Agent of World Benefit. The emphasis was 
not so much a prize but a world inquiry mechanism to honour and elevate thou-
sands of stories. And it’s being prototyped right now with the help of IDEO’s 
open innovation web where people all over the world use the design thinking 
tools of one of the world’s top design firms. Indeed, this systemic culture of 
embedding appreciative intelligence is about habit formation. As Aristotle 
stated it: ‘We do not act rightly because we have virtue or excellence, but we 
rather have those because we have acted rightly. We are what we repeatedly do. 
Excellence, then, is not an act but a habit’.

We want to conclude with several speculations and an invitation to future 
research. Nothing in our careers in the field of management has given us more 
hope about what we are capable of as human beings than these two things 
coming together: the whole system in the room Appreciative Inquiry Summit 
as a macromanagement innovation in addition to and coupled with the high 
purpose work of transitioning our world to a sustainable future. Whole system 
in the room, under the kinds of conditions and using the success factors elabo-
rated upon here, consistently brings out some of the best in people we’ve ever 
seen—the best listening, opening of minds and hearts, respecting, imagining, 
designing, responsible promising, acting, collaborating, building collective 
logic, caring, discerning, learning, overcoming partisan politics, entrepreneur-
ship, trusting, creating game-changing business opportunities, and more. And 
it’s been much the same when people are called upon and engage themselves 
in the act of building a bright green, more humanly significant and sustain-
able world. But the two together take it all to a new octave. What brings out the 
best so quickly? Here are two sets of speculations: the first one on stages and 
dynamics involved in the Appreciative Inquiry Summit, and the second on the 

 9 For the kind of substantive strategic planning document that can come from a 700-person 
AI design summit, see the ‘SC2019 Action and Resources Guide’, www.city.cleveland
.oh.us/CityofCleveland/Home/Community/ThingsToDo/AISummit, accessed 5 March 
2013. 
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mirror flourishing dynamic of engaging ourselves in building a sustainable, 
flourishing Earth. 

While we have good theories on the stages of small group dynamics, we have 
nothing close to those in terms of large groups and whole systems. It’s an area 
ripe for research. Here is an invitation.

The AI Summit creates the concentration effect of strengths in three stages: 1) 
the elevation-and-extension of strengths; 2) the broaden-and-buildup of capac-
ity; and 3) the establish-and-eclipse stage of innovation. A useful metaphor is 
the idea of fusion from the energy sciences. Fusion, in contrast to fission or 
splitting apart, results when two positively charged hydrogen elements com-
bine. It is the source of the sun and the stars. The parallel in human beings is 
that the more scholars study the dynamic of ‘the positive’ in human systems 
change, the more they are coming to realise that strengths do more than per-
form; they transform. We are learning about how to create spaces for this kind 
of transformational positivity; that is, the intentional use of combinations of 
positive assets, strengths, positive emotions and whole system network effects 
to initiate, inspire and better manage change. 

Let’s look at the three proposed stages:

Here the word ‘elevation’ means the elevation of inquiry and ‘extension’ means 
the extension of relationships. The AI Summit begins in the planning phase 
by creating novel whole system configurations or extensions of relationships. 
It believes in the power of early beginnings. And as we know, starting points—
such as the questions we ask and the curiosity we bring to the table—can have 
big effects. In complexity science this phenomenon is called sensitive depend-
ence on initial conditions, where a small change at one place can result in large 
differences to a later state. We all know the snowball effect. The concentration 
effect of strengths begins this sensitive dependence on initial conditions, espe-
cially the quality of inquiry or curiosity that the space invites. Everything from 
a  positive-strengths perspective is offered in support of cultivating a spirit of 
inquiry and the power of what researchers now call the curiosity advantage 
(Kashdan 2009). Research shows that curiosity is an underestimated power: it 
inspires relationships; it helps people leave the familiar and take risks; it involves 
the art of sparking interest among potential collaborators; it intensifies or helps 
us savour past successes and achievements as resources; it provides the motiva-
tion to grow and draws us out of ourselves and our certainties; it predicts the 
performance success of executive teams; and it induces positive energetic states. 
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The more that positive organisational scholars study the dynamic of ‘the posi-
tive’ in human systems change, the more evidence they find that our change 
management models may be obsolete. While most change theories empha-
sise the need to establish the burning platform or to heighten dissatisfaction 
with the status quo to overcome resistance, the positive-strengths perspective 
argues that human systems usually do not embrace change well under condi-
tions of fear, trauma or any kind of manufactured urgency. It might be the 
opposite. Human systems might well become more resilient and capable of 
realising their potentials the more we engage not the negative emotions, but 
the positive emotions—for example, hope, inspiration and joy. As people come 
together through the elevation of inquiry, the emotions they experience are often 
amplified positive emotions, which tend to broaden-and-build and open minds. 
In contrast to anger or fear, which constricts cognition, positivity tends to open 
thought-action repertoires, whereby we are able to see the best in the world (see 
Fredrickson’s Positivity [2009]). 

The elevation of inquiry helps a large group connect to the positive core—the 
sum total of all past, present and future capacity of the system. The extension 
of relatedness makes possible the formation of powerful new configurations of 
high quality connections—relationships that are life-giving versus life-deplet-
ing, marked by mutuality and high positive regard. Both of these broaden 
minds with new knowledge and generate a build-up of emotional, cognitive 
and relational resources. What’s the impact? It’s the activation of energy—for 
designing the new and eclipsing the old. 

Now, critics of the positive-strengths dynamic might say, ‘Well, what about 
all the problems?’ It’s an important question. First, there is nothing in the 
positive-strengths research or practice that says that the problematic should be 
avoided, ignored or denied. Rather, we propose a new imbalance of an at least 
80/20 focus on strengths, opportunities, aspirations and valued results (the 
acronym is ‘soar’ and is often placed in contrast to swot analysis). This broad 
4:1 ratio—the positivity ratio found in virtuous upward swings in flourishing—
is not 4:0 and it’s clear that in every summit there are difficult issues that need 
to be addressed and are once the high quality connections reach a point of tensile 
strength capable of handling the issues with mutuality and respect. Prior to the 
UN’s leaders summit, there was an angry protest with people protesting that 
UN leaders were hosting major global corporations at the UN. So with the whole 
system in the room mind-set, NGO protesters were also invited into the UN 
Global Compact design summit. At the end of the summit, one of the protest 
group leaders stood up and declared: ‘What I see here are images of the models 
of where our world’s business and society cooperation can, and should go. I 
applaud this initiative and everyone in this room’. 
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flourishing: 

Much has been researched about the power of appreciation and inquiry in 
human systems. Much has been written about the power of whole systems 
of strengths coming together—for example in the AI design summit. But 
now in addition to these two there is a third observable phenomenon that is 
unmistakable. We, in the introduction to this special issue (Cooperrider and 
Fry 2013 [this issue]), termed it ‘mirror flourishing’ and it is a concept that 
emerges from our fieldwork, in a grounded theory way, from our many hours 
of participant observer work. After participating in hundreds of AI Summits on 
every business imperative imaginable—driving operational excellence, intro-
ducing smart technology systems, doing total quality summits, introducing 
lean and re-engineering, strategic positioning, or even mergers between two 
US$4 billion companies—we have never seen summits come more alive with 
innovation, passion, motivation, spontaneously open and positive mind-sets, 
collaborative capacity and inspired follow-through to action, than when the 
focus is on  sustainability. Using the lens of positive psychology research, Marty 
Seligman’s formula for flourishing PERMA, we can begin to speculate why 
(Seligman 2010). 

In many respects, the PERMA model represents a great summation of the 
findings of positive psychology from the last decade. P stands for the study 
of positive emotion and explores questions such as ‘what good are positive 
 emotions such as hope, inspiration and joy?’ E signifies ‘the engaged life’ or 
a life where our signature strengths are engaged. R underscores high-quality 
 relationships and the centrality of the ‘other’ in a theory of flourishing. M is all 
about the role of meaning making—and how, without a life of meaning and pur-
pose, there can be no deep sense of flourishing. And finally A, or accomplish-
ment, is about the part of human happiness or well-being that is not fleeting 
but enduring. Yet with all the comprehensive work on this conceptualisation, 
there is a conspicuous gap. This is not meant as criticism; however, positive 
 psychology research scarcely approaches the question of our relationship to the 
Earth, or our economy, or the matrix of our biosphere—everything we depend 
on for life. The reason that we believe that the systemic sustainability work is 
so powerful is that it gives people, each participant in it, a vehicle to take con-
structive action. We know that action is an antidote to despair. And just like ‘the 
helpers high’ that has been documented when we feel the joy of giving to and 
benefiting others (Post 2007), we experience a magnified sense of PERMA in 
every mutually reinforcing dimension when we fuse our strengths collectively 
in ways that generate breakthroughs that hold promise for building a better 
world. We call this ‘mirror flourishing’ because the concept offers richness 
both in metaphor and empirical field experience—it is palpable, something we 
have observed in almost every AI design summit devoted to sustainability ! 
flourishing. 
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In recent neuroscience, for example, exploring the relationship between 
connections and contagion, there has been the conceptualisation of a biological 
basis for empathy, the spread of emotion and interaction consonance. It’s called 
the mirror neuron system where physical parts of the brain light up when we 
merely observe a tennis match—just as if we were ourselves actually playing the 
match (Christakis and Fowler 2011). The discovery of the mirror neuron is shak-
ing up numerous scientific disciplines, shifting the understanding of culture, 
empathy, philosophy, language, imitation and the spread of happiness across 
networks in a synchronised or consonant way. Mirror neurons help explain the 
dynamic of consonance across living systems, the property of being alike, in 
harmony with, becoming at one with, or a growing together. Of course this grow-
ing together or concrescence can work for good and ill. When our companies are 
involved in destroying nature or destroying value in the world—think how the 
people of BP were and still are feeling in relation to out-of-control scenes from 
the Gulf oil spill—the human side of that enterprise might enter a momentary 
state of dissonant discontent or languishing, the very opposite of flourishing. 

Mirror flourishing suggests that there is no outside and inside, only the 
creative unfolding of an entire field of relations or connections. We define mirror 
flourishing as the consonant flourishing or growing together that happens naturally 
and reciprocally to us when we actively help, or witness the acts, that help nature 
flourish, others flourish or the world as a whole to flourish. It is a developmental 
force: we can consciously create a flourishing workplace by working to build a 
better world that flourishes.

The implications of this hypothesis are enormous. Do good, do well becomes 
more than a mantra. It becomes, when it is experienced as grounded and real, 
the human development economic and business opportunity of our time. In 
more common parlance, what we are seeing emerge is an incomparable way to 
engage and turn on the entire workforce or bring people together across polar-
ised systems—where people are collaboratively on fire with purpose, meaning, 
hope, inspiration and engaged accomplishment. Mirror flourishing speaks to 
the unified and integral two-way flow between business and our world. Might 
the reversal of so much of the active disengagement in the workplace, systemic 
splintering in our politics, as well as depression in our culture at large, be closer 
than we think? Imagine the mirror flourishing effect of sustainability coupled 
with the concentration effect of strengths via whole systems collaboration—
together reverberating, scaling up and amplifying. 

All the tools for doing so are at hand. Obviously we are as yet still infants when 
it comes to our cooperative capacity for building sustainable systems and a flour-
ishing world. But we need not be cautiously afraid of each other or timid about 
the great work ahead. It’s time to think strengths, think macro and think in 
ways that harness the concentration effect of configurations. For management 
is, ultimately, all about elevation, alignment and magnification of strengths. 
This—the five combined success factors explored in this article—forms the 
positive arc of systemic strengths, and it’s a simple formula for consistently 
bringing out the best in human systems.
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The United Nations Global Compact
On 24 June 2004, Secretary-General Kofi Annan convened the Global Compact 
Leaders Summit at the United Nations Headquarters in New York. Nearly 500 
leaders attended the Summit, including chief executive officers, government 
officials and the heads of various labour groups, civil society organisations 
and UN agencies, to produce strategic designs and action imperatives to grow, 
mainstream and scale up the initiative. The impacts were significant. Within 
three years—by the next summit in Geneva, Switzerland—the Global Compact 
had grown from 1,500 firms to over 8,000 of the world’s largest corporations; 
measures showed a 433% growth rate, averaging 144.4% per year. ‘I would like 
to commend your innovative methodology of Appreciative Inquiry’, said Kofi 
Annan in a letter, ‘and to thank you for introducing it to the United Nations. 
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Without this, it would have been very difficult, perhaps even impossible, to con-
structively engage so many leaders of business, civil society and government’. 

National Grid and the State Energy Planning with  
Governor Deval Patrick
How does the number one energy efficiency state in the US do its state-wide 
energy planning with a focus on capturing radical energy efficiencies and 
‘paying it forward’ to build a future of renewable and advanced energy? They 
design collaboratively: with 300 energy institutions, leaders from business, gov-
ernment and civil society using the strengths-based AI Summit. In May 2012, 
National Grid and the state’s other utilities co-convened an unprecedented 
macro collaboration entitled ‘Massachusetts: Leading the Nation in the Energy 
Savings Revolution—Building a Better Tomorrow through Energy Efficiency 
Today’. Since the Summit was held, the collaboration unveiled a new three-
year plan to deliver energy efficiency services that will result in nearly US$9 
billion in benefits to residents and businesses across the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. The whole system collaboration was soon recognised as a major 
innovation—receiving the prestigious award of ASEP in 2013—and Edward 
White, VP at National Grid, when receiving the award said: ‘The Appreciative 
Inquiry Summit was a great forum for us to connect directly with customers and 
others concerned with how energy affects our lives. Efforts like this exemplify 
why Massachusetts leads the nation on energy efficiency’. 

Fairmount Minerals
2005 was a landmark year for Fairmount Minerals, a leader in production of indus-
trial sand in the United States. It was the year when sustainability was articulated 
as the business strategy for the entire organisation. The care and concern that the 
organisation has always exhibited for its employees was expanded to include the 
environment and the community. But it was not always like this. The company 
shared the reputation of the rest of the mining industry. Mining is not a pretty 
job—leaving quite a footprint behind. Being referred to as ‘dune-rapers’ by envi-
ronmental protesters, Fairmount expanded the inner circle of strategy to include 
customers, NGOs and communities in their business strategy work. They did not 
announce their sustainability strategy. It was win–win: two years later when they 
were recognised as the top corporate citizen in the US, they also doubled their earn-
ings, with 40% per year earnings growth in each of the years following the summit. 
Today Fairmount brings the whole system together every three years for advancing 
new sustainability visions and strategies for their high growth enterprise.

The US Dairy Industry Sustainable Innovation Summit
In 2007, the board of directors for Dairy Management Inc. brought together 
more than 250 stakeholders from farms, academia, governmental and non-
governmental organisations, and food retailers to focus on opportunities to 
build consensus for a ‘constitution for sustainable dairy’ and to find ways to 
spark sustainability innovations that would strengthen farm businesses, reduce 
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GHG emissions for fluid milk by 25%, and increase business value. That first 
summit created consensus for action around projects that would increase in 
farm business value on the order of US$238 million by 2009.

At the climate summit in Copenhagen, USDA Secretary Vilsack held out dairy’s 
work as a template for innovation in agriculture, and signed memorandum of 
understanding with the Innovation Center for U.S. Dairy to work together to 
support and accelerate his innovation agenda, promising to provide government 
funding to support capital investment and research for GHG-related innovation 
(Whalen 2010).

In April 2013 representatives from the effort will meet at the White House, 
not only in recognition of their achievements but to recognise the innovative 
design process with stakeholders from across the whole life-cycle value chain. 

The City of Cleveland: Designing a green city on a blue lake
Despite media attention on federal efforts to transition to a green economy, the 
real change happening is a quiet revolution taking places among US cities. Over 
973 mayors have signed up to the US Mayors Climate Protection Agreement. 
However, even with the exponential growth of effort by cities, most of the action 
remains fragmented. Most initiatives are either within a specific sector or a 
small area of a city resulting in the absence of systemic approaches to change. 
In Cleveland, Mayor Jackson did not want to see the city fall behind, but to lead. 
As a member city in the UN Global Compact, Mayor Jackson heard about the 
power of systemic collaboration and drew together business leaders, grass-roots 
networks, universities, the faith community, the public schools and the design 
field to hold an unprecedented three-day design summit called ‘Creating an 
Economic Engine to Empower a Green City on a Blue Lake’. In addition, repre-
sentatives of the White House and other cities around the US and Europe were 
present in order to study the process. Senior leaders from IBM, Ford, Microsoft 
and Walmart participated. Quite literally, the eyes of key leaders in sustain-
ability were on Cleveland to learn how to create a local sustainable economy. 
The summit emerged with 25 prototypes for action: working on radical energy 
efficiency; transforming abandoned land into urban farms; sustainable mobility 
systems; and many more. Imagine their public hall looking like a design studio 
at Apple—25 design studios. That’s what is happening in Cleveland. It’s not the 
kind of politics—the gridlock of dialogue—one sees in Congress. One article 
suggested it might be a new kind of democracy, not dialogical democracy, but 
design democracy, saying: ‘the best in human beings comes out, for example 
the pioneering days of community barn-building, when whole systems design 
something together; that’s when trust flows, new realities are felt and seen right 
there, and confidence grows’.

The United Religions Initiative
The purpose of the United Religions Initiative is to promote enduring, daily 
interfaith cooperation, to end religiously motivated violence and to create cul-
tures of peace, justice and healing for the Earth and all living beings. It started 
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as a vision of Bishop Swing in California when he spoke at the 50th anniver-
sary of the UN’s charter signing. There he declared the hope of a ‘UN among 
religions’—a place of dialogue to unite the strengths of people of all faiths. But 
he did not want just words or a vision on a piece of paper: he wanted to lift up a 
self-organising system that could self-replicate its powerful purpose and prin-
ciples. Over five years, five global Appreciative Inquiry Summits with approxi-
mately 700 business leaders, people of faith and government leaders were held 
at Stanford University to write the charter and design the organisation, based on 
nature’s design principles. On 24 June 2000 the charter was signed at Carnegie 
Hall. Today there are over 600 collaboration centres around the world with an 
estimated 7 million people who have been involved. A feature article in Fast 
Company (2001) covered the initiative and showed how AI’s systemic methods 
together with Visa Founder and CEO Dee Hock’s chaordic alliance concepts 
came together to create this orchestrated movement to build a better world. 
One book, Birth of Global Community (Gibbs and Mahe 2003), suggests that the 
organisation will soon be nominated for a Nobel Prize.
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