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"Appreciative Inquiry Is Not (Just) About The Positive," written by Gervase R. Bushe, Ph.D., is a 
popular article circulated amongst AI enthusiasts. Many readers find the article useful in providing 
additional insight about the generative nature of Appreciative Inquiry; however, the title – at face 
value – can baffle newcomers. What do you mean AI is not about the positive? Their confusion is 
understandable. One of the five original principles of Appreciative Inquiry, for example, is named 
the Positive Principle. Confusion can also stem from the words of Dr. David Cooperrider, the 
founder of Appreciative Inquiry. In one of his many writings regarding Innovation-inspired Positive 
Organisational Development (IPOD), Cooperrider reinforces the connection between Appreciative 
Inquiry and other Positive Organisational Systems thinking.  

So, is AI positive or is it not? 

The answer to this question depends on what we understand the word "positive" to mean. 

The word positive (and opposite) have "posit" as its root, meaning: ‘to set’ or ‘to position towards’. 
The word negative, has "negate" as its root, meaning ‘to be against’ or ‘to ignore’. Simply put, to be 
positive is to be "for" whereas to be negative is to be "against".  

Perhaps a better question to ask ourselves is – what is it for, and not against?  

In looking at the deeper meaning of "positive" in the Positive Organisational Scholarship (POS) 
schools of thought, "positive" points to what is life-giving and life-affirming. Where are Life and life-
affirming qualities, attitudes, values and actions at its strongest? This creates a different question 
than simply inquiring about what is positive. It also means we do not need to inquire as to what is 
negative in order to reframe it to its opposite in order to identify the positive.  

Similarly, "negative" is not just understood in its basic meaning, but can be a synonym for many 
attributes, attitudes, actions and events that, rightly or wrongly, have fallen out of favour. 

So if by "positive" we mean to deny what is "negative" or unwanted, disliked, feared or ill-
understood, I would say AI is not positive. However, if positive means to position oneself towards 
what is life-giving, and not to ignore or negate what is life-giving as is sometimes our habitual 
tendency, then I believe AI is positive.  

And that's why I like Bushe's title... because AI is not just about positive (or not positive). As soon as 
we ask that question we are getting caught in dualistic thinking, and recruited into taking up an 
either-or position. Rather, AI allows us to transcend the trap of opposites, to a deep investigation 
into what lies beyond positive and negative, problem and solution, sickness and cure. It raises and 
broadens our perspective and increases our awareness. It brings in to focus what we habitually 



 

tend to ignore or negate which is ‘What and where is the source of our energy, our vitality, our 
natural impulse to thrive? In other words, “Where is Life?” 

There's a joke in the Madyamika school of Buddhism - a group of scholars dedicated to the 
profound investigation of ultimate reality. The joke goes something like this: 

Q:  How many Madyamika scholars does it take to screw in a light bulb? 

A:  Four. One to screw in the light bulb. One to not screw in the light bulb. One to both screw in 
the light bulb and not screw in the light bulb. One to neither screw in the light bulb nor not 
screw in the light bulb. 

Perhaps AI is both positive and not positive, and neither positive nor not positive. And perhaps that 
is because its quest goes beyond the either-or, for-or-against, broken-fixed type of inquiries we are 
so used to, and straight to the heart of what matters most to you and me in any given situation. 
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