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Spirituality and Appreciative Inquiry 
celebrates the spiritual dimension by 
exploring its connections with AI theory 
and practice. Editors Duane Bidwell and 
Katherine Rand bring together articles 
that reflect on how spirituality, spiritual 
practice and AI flow together to shape 
the experiences of practitioners and 
participants. Articles highlight new 
practices, offer case studies and provide 
insight into ways of integrating spirituality 
and AI principles.

Kristen Crusoe, Annette Garner, Kathlynn 
Northrup-Snyder and Sarah Wallace 
describe an innovation in nursing education 
in the Feature Choice article “Using 
Motivational Interviewing in Nursing for 
Improved Professional Development: 
Moving from Appreciative Inquiry’s Dream 
to Destiny Phases.”

In Research Review & Notes, Ottar Ness 
highlights first-person perspectives in dual 

recovery and discusses what Appreciative 
Inquiry has to offer the mental health field.

We would like to thank Joep C. de Jong and 
JLS for sponsoring this issue.

Anne Radford
Editor, AI Practitioner
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I have three precious things which I hold fast and prize. The first is gentleness; the 

second is frugality; the third is humility, which keeps me from putting myself before 

others. Be gentle and you can be bold; be frugal and you can be liberal; avoid putting 

yourself before others and you can become a leader among men. Lao Tzu

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) participants and practitioners alike talk about AI with a kind 

of awe and reverence. They say things like, “Something happens with AI that doesn’t 

happen with other processes. If I follow the process it always works. I don’t know why, 

it just works. Appreciative Inquiry is almost magical. There is something spiritual 

about Appreciative Inquiry.” Comments like these have led me to wonder, what is it 

about AI that gives us that sense of spirituality? The purpose of this essay is to offer 

one consideration to explain the spiritual tone of AI: “the gift of humility”. It is an 

invitation to wonder with me how humility, implicit in the AI process, contributes to 

spiritual resonance within organizations and communities.

Appreciative Inquiry, by design, fosters humility in four important ways: first, through 

the structure of one-on-one appreciative interviews; second, through appreciative 

introductions in small groups; third, through narrative analysis and interpretive 

generosity; and fourth, through wonder about wholeness.

Appreciative interviews: A structure of humility

Humility is throwing oneself away in complete concentration on something or someone 

else. Madeleine L’Engle

Appreciative Inquiry is about the power of the unconditionally positive question 

asked in a one-on-one interview setting. People are invited to find a partner, someone 

they don’t know or don’t know well, someone who is different from them, and then 

Appreciative Inquiry fosters 
humility in four ways, through: 
1. The structure of one-on-
one appreciative interviews; 
2. Appreciative introductions 
in small groups; 3. Narrative 
analysis and interpretive 
generosity; and 4. Wonder 
about wholeness
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Diana Whitney
Dr. Diana Whitney, founder of Corporation for 
Positive Change and co-founder of the Taos Institute, 
has co-authored sixteen books, many chapters 
and articles on AI. An internationally recognized 
consultant, keynote speaker and educator, her clients 
include global businesses, religious and interfaith 
organizations, education and health care systems.
Contact: diana@positivechange.org

The Gift of Humility
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to interview each other. They are asked, as Madeleine L’Engle suggests, to “throw 

themselves away” in complete concentration upon another person and their ideas.

Appreciative interviews are conversational structures of deep relational connection, 

resonance and humility. In the course of appreciative interviews people become 

enchanted with one another. They form and strengthen relational bonds. Each person 

gets to tell his or her story and to be heard by another person. To put one’s self and 

one’s ideas aside to listen, witness and affirm another person calls forth humility.

Appreciative introductions in small groups

I believe that the first test of a great man is his humility. I don’t mean by humility, doubt 

of his power. But really great men have a curious feeling that the greatness is not of 

them, but through them. And they see something divine in every other man and are 

endlessly, foolishly, incredibly merciful. John Ruskin

The AI process moves from one-on-one interviews into small groups where partners 

introduce each other and share what they learned during their interviews. We 

invite them to introduce their partner to the group by sharing their partner’s story, 

thoughts, ideas and feelings. This is a quintessential act of humility. In the Lakota1 

tradition, when a person is being honored, he or she does not speak for his or her self. 

He or she prepares and offers an elaborate giveaway of gifts to the community. When 

the time comes he or she stands to the side while the one who has offered to speak 

on their behalf tells the people about the gifts and why they are being given. The one 

being honored listens and hears his or her story told to the community. The one being 

honored hears how she or he fits into the whole of the community and life. To be 

presented to one’s community is the honor.

In much the same way, after appreciative interviews, partners introduce each other to 

the community in small groups. They share what they learned about their partner and 

in this way they tell the community who their partner is and what their partner has 

to offer to the whole. One participant commented about the process, “It’s like being 

socially constructed right before your own eyes!” As one is introduced, so he or she 

becomes. When people hear their own story reflected though the kind and often ener-

gized words, gestures and tonality of their partner, and see their story accepted in 

the eyes of the small group members, they recognize and identify with the greatness 

flowing through themselves. For some, this may be the first meeting with the divinity 

moving through them. To speak on behalf of another person is to honor them. To have 

another person speak on your behalf puts your self and your ideas equal to others in 

the circle of life. It is a gift of humility.

Narrative analysis and interpretive generosity

The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the 

universe about us, the less taste we shall have for the destruction of our race. Wonder 

and humility are wholesome emotions, and they do not exist side by side with a lust for 

destruction. Rachel Carson

1 The Lakota are an indigenous people whose homeland is the Great Plains of North America.

To put one’s self and one’s 
ideas aside to listen, witness 
and affirm another person 
calls forth humility.
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Throughout an AI process, participants are invited to make meaning of what they are 

hearing and learning. The stories they share are qualitative data, created and made 

meaningful through interviews, conversations and narrative analysis. Conversations 

to discover the best of what is, to envision and to design the future, are all acts of col-

laborative interpretation.

Appreciative Inquiry is uniquely characterized by “interpretive generosity”: that is, the 

practice of seeking and attributing the best to stories being shared. In its fully affirm-

ative stance, AI is a means to listen and to speak with a generously loving heart, to 

draw from an appreciative vocabulary of life-affirming words that, as Rachel Carson 

suggests, cannot exist side by side with destruction.

Recognizing the socially constructed possibility of multiple interpretations of any 

situation or story, AI is a framework for interpretive generosity, an invitation to create 

the interpretation that gives life to the people. To practice interpretive generosity is to 

practice humility. It requires reflective capacity, to know our own thoughts, feelings 

and most-preferred ideas, and a willingness to put them into the conversational stew 

as ingredients to simmer and nourish collective meaning-making. Humility comes 

not just from recognizing that I am equal among all people, but also in recognizing 

that my ideas, perspectives and interpretations of reality are of no more importance 

than others’. In the process of AI all participants’ ideas are stirred together. Through 

interpretative generosity the collective sense of the whole’s best self is invited, 

emerges, is affirmed and constructed as an energizing new reality.

Wonder about wholeness

I believe that the world was created and approved by love, that it subsists, coheres, and 

endures by love, and that, insofar as it is redeemable, it can be redeemed only by love. 

I believe that divine love, incarnate and indwelling in the world, summons the world 

always toward wholeness, which ultimately is reconciliation and atonement with God. 

Wendell Berry

Appreciative Inquiry calls for us to wonder about wholeness. In a practical sense this 

means wondering about how to get the whole system in the room or into the pro-

cess, wondering about and inviting the whole story by welcoming and listening to all 

voices. As a conceptual framework, it means wondering about and attending to what 

gives life to the whole of people, organizations and humanity; it means seeking to 

balance the triple bottom line of people, profit and planet. From a spiritual perspec-

tive it means honoring the “great mystery” as another relational presence in our lives. 

It means wondering about how to live, work, be in relation to the creator, God, the 

divine.

Through the gift of humility, AI is an invitation to step onto a spiritual path. It is an 

invitation to deep listening, relational resonance, interpretive generosity and an equal 

place in the circle of life.

To have another person 
speak on your behalf puts 
your self and your ideas 
equal to others in the circle 
of life. It is a gift of humility.
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Implications for the practice of Appreciative Inquiry

While the design of AI holds spiritual potential, what makes AI spiritual is the way it 

is practiced. Appreciative Inquiry can be a game changer, or not. It has the potential 

to be the change we want to see or just another collaborative activity. It has spiritual 

potential as a process that gives voice, that treats people equally, and that models 

positive change. It is by giving time and space to the aspects of AI that foster the gift 

of humility that we can enhance the spiritual resonance of Appreciative Inquiry.

First, take time for meaningful appreciative interviews. They are not “feel good” 

icebreakers. They are at the heart of AI. They create the structure and space for 

people to be heard, to have their identities affirmed, and to come to life. Second, 

remind people that they carry their partner’s stories as sacred text. After all, it is 

the story of their partner’s life, and in the telling of the story their partner comes to 

life. Third, encourage and facilitate interpretive generosity so that what is shared 

in an AI process affirms life and generates positive potential for all involved. The 

more we invite appreciative language and the telling of stories of the good, beautiful 

and meaningful, the more we invite the spiritual potential of the organization or 

community to emerge.

Appreciative Inquiry is a process for bringing the whole system together, for helping 

large, diverse groups of people collaboratively create their future. In the course of the 

process relationships are established and nurtured. Organizations and communities 

benefit from increased relational respect. So too do the people who participate in AI 

benefit. As their ideas and stories are heard, shared and validated, people gain confi-

dence and sense of belonging. Through the gift of humility people feel safe and come 

alive. They are inspired to give their best in service to their organization, community 

and the generations to come.
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Appreciative Inquiry has 
spiritual potential as a 
process that gives voice, 
treats people equally and 
models positive change.

Interfaith spiral




