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What is ‘Appreciative Inquiry’ and why is it 
useful in mentoring?

SMEs are typically wonderfully inspiring, positive,  
full of ambition and potential. However, for many, 
by the time they have sought a mentor, they may be 
faced with a set of challenges that they feel they  
need help to solve. In other words, their attention  
may be focused on their problems…

Appreciative Inquiry is a way of coaching or 
mentoring that focuses on bringing a positive slant 
to the conversation. If you follow the old adage that 
negativity breeds negativity, then appreciative inquiry 
is designed to counterbalance that by asking questions 
with an optimistic spin and encouraging the mentee  
to think about the positives in a situation or idea.

In a business context, conversations can often focus 
on problems - particularly on what went wrong. Often 
this is driven by searching for who is to blame and 
how this can be avoided in the future. Whilst this can 
be useful at times, it can also mean we focus purely on 
the problem itself (which is usually orientated in the 
past or present) rather than trying to find the answer 
in a more helpful, positive and future-orientated way.

If a conversation in a mentoring or coaching context 
focuses on a problem, it can magnify the size of 
the issue and deplete some of the mentee’s energy, 

motivation and determination. In contrast, the 
appreciative inquiry approach encourages positive 
conversations and exploration.

Is this just a way of avoiding hard questions or 
hurting people’s feelings?

The short answer is no – appreciative inquiry is not 
about skirting challenging business situations but 
rather how to address them in a more productive way. 
The technique has been around for over 30 years since 
it was developed by Profs David Cooperrider and 
Suresh Srivastva in the 1980s. Their work became a 
central tenant of the positive psychology movement 
and has been tested and validated by academics and 
psychologists. It is used by organisations across the 
world to build a strengths-based approach to multi-
stakeholder innovation and collaborative design, as 
well as in the practices of coaching and mentoring.

Using an appreciative inquiry approach encourages 
the mentee into a positive frame of mind – that  
is, actively looking for strengths or positives in  
the situation. For example, it can help the mentee  
to focus on their strengths and success stories or  
really celebrate their past achievements. It can  
also lead to a shift in the language used, away  
from the problem towards the realms of possibilities: 
it enables the mentee to focus on potential and not 
just performance, as the diagram below illustrates.
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Some individuals have a natural internal orientation that focuses their energy on either moving away from the problem or towards 
a goal or attainment. It is worth the Mentor taking time to understand their Mentee’s orientation and work with them. Research 

suggests that the appreciative inquiry focus on the ‘towards’ state is more helpful and more often leads to achievement.
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How does Appreciative Inquiry (AI)  work in practice?

The model below describes the phases of an AI conversation. Start at the top of the model and work your way 
round in a clockwise direction.

Mentors can use each stage of the model to direct the mentee towards a more positive way of considering the 
situation you are discussing. This can open up possibilities that might not occur with other styles of questioning. 

Dream

Define This phase focuses on setting the goal. Seeking understanding and clarity on what is the key topic 
ls that bring to the fore and the questions that need to be posed. 

Discovery This asks the Mentor and Mentee to inquiry about the high points of the agreed topic, to really 
celebrate its successes so far and what the great stories are to be told about it. It is asking the 
Mentee to really give live to the successes, strengths and opportunities with the topic. Focus on the 
best of the past. 

This phase provides the opportunity to look at the ideal future state. To really imagine if it Is 
possible to really envisage success and dream big what is possible. 

Design This phase enables the pursuit of the dream - so what should be, what is the ideal. 

Delivery Here strategies are put in place which enable the created vision to be achieved. Considers how  
the design is delivered and how it gets embedded into the system - human or organisational. 
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Choosing the best language to frame your 
questions

The main challenge with using an AI approach is 
making sure you carefully consider the language 
you use. The aim is to frame questions to draw out 
strengths and possibilities rather than turning the 
answer inwards to focus on deficiencies and problems. 

For example, a typical question to ask in a business 
context might be: “How do we minimize customer 
anger and complaints?”. Inevitably the emphasis is on 
the negative – how do we reduce the bad stuff? Using 

an AI approach you might instead ask: “When have 
our customers most loved our service and what can we 
learn and apply from those moments of success?”.

To do this takes a conscious effort and the use of some 
thoughtful words when phrasing questions, although 
the process becomes more natural over time. The aim 
is not to avoid tackling difficult situations but to know 
when an AI approach may garner more ideas and 
success than simply playing a blame game.

Here are some ideas for useful questions to help you 
use an AI approach with a mentee:

Dream

Define • What draws you to this inquiry?
• What energises you about it?

Discovery • What opportunities do you see?
• What are you happy with? Or proud of?
• What is working well?
• What’s been your biggest success in this story?

• If you knew anything was possible, what would you do? 
• If you could go beyond where you are today, what would you see/feel/hear with the bigger dream?
• Imagine you’re exactly where you want to be in 3 years’ time – what will you have accomplished?

Design • What will make this change happen?
• What would enable you to feel energised about the change?
• What could it the future state be? How would you design it?

Delivery • What strengths from your family, friends, colleagues or organisation can you harness to help you?
• How could this be embodied?
• How can we learn and embed?
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Find out more – all of the following are highly recommended!

This short video shows the power of starting with what’s already working when trying to 
solve problems or organisational challenges. 

Professor John Hayes explains how to use Appreciative Inquiry in the workplace to help 
people feel more positive, valued and appreciated. 

Using Appreciative Inquiry to help facilitate change management in your organisation 
– this short video explains why appreciative inquiry can be such an effective tool for 
managing change.

This light-hearted TED talk from Robyn Stratton-Berkesse shows how to use Appreciative 
Inquiry to help us experience even greater positivity. The result: less fear and strong 
heartfelt connections and understanding between people. 

http://bethebusiness.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QzW22wwh1J4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqHeujLHPkw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lX3nlMVWj9o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9IDMOgH1Nak

