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1. Background 

 
While most Appreciative Inquiry (AI) uses positive questioning to develop, and action, a preferred vision 

for the future focused on an organization’s goals, the topic of this summary is a personal inquiry into an 

individual’s career.  Lori Love and Mary Renton, instructors at the College of the North Atlantic Qatar, 

were inspired by a curious professional participant to test the possibility of applying Dr. David 

Cooperrider’s (2000) framework for effecting large scale organizational change (the Appreciative Inquiry 

Summit)  to inquire about an individual’s preferred vision for their own career (a Summit of One).  Having 

attended AI training in 2012 and 2014 Love and Renton intend to use this Appreciative Inquiry facilitation 

as evidence of practicum to achieve their AI facilitator designation.   

 
 

2. Description of Participant, Focus of the Appreciative Inquiry & Objectives 
 

The concept for this inquiry was initiated by a senior manager (participant) at the college in which the 
facilitators are working. The manager has had a long, varied and interesting career but has often found 
themselves moving from position to position based on available opportunities.  The participant was 
interested in being more reflective and strategic about their future career decisions and being familiar 
with Appreciative Inquiry, they were eager to see how participation in an AI could be used to aid in career 
reflection with the goal of personally making more conscious future career decisions.  
 
Both Love and Renton (facilitators) were interested in applying their AI training and intend to use this 

inquiry as evidence of practicum to achieve their AI facilitator designation. Love is a certified coach and 

was also curious to practice applying the entire AI process to career reflection and development.  
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3. What Was Done  
 

A Summit of One was developed to explore the application of the AI process to individual career 
planning.    
 
Sandra Hagevik outlines what a Career AI might look like in an article on “Appreciative Inquiry and Your 
Career” (2000).  In this brief article Hagevik describes the normal Destiny Phase in a person’s career as 
“chasing a ball down hill; the speed and direction of the ball determine your decisions and actions” (p 
44).  This approach involves letting others make decisions on your behalf –very similar to our participant’s 
description of their past career decisions.  Both Hagevik and our participant believe that AI, with its focus 
on “shared involvement” has the potential to make career planning more empowering.  
 

4. Description of the Process 
 
The process of AI inquiry involves moving through five phases, this process was applied in this Summit of 
One as follows:  (1) Definition: Positive framing of the inquiry focus; (2) Discovery: Exploration of positive 
moments: the sharing of stories and identification of life-giving forces; (3) Dreaming: Creating shared 
images of a preferred future; (4) Design and (5) Delivery/Destiny: Innovation and improvisation of ways 
to create that future. A timeline of this process can be found in Appendix A: Appreciative Inquiry Summit 
of One: Time-Line.  
.   
 

4.1 Definition 

  
The Definition Phase of the AI process involved an initial ½ hour meeting with the participant in 
their office to discuss the participant’s initial concept for the summit. This was a fact finding 
mission to determine the purpose of the inquiry.  Following this meeting the facilitators created a 
schedule of events (outlined in Appendix A: Appreciative Inquiry Summit of One: Time-Line). The 
schedule was created based on a desire to allow appropriate time to reflect but to still keep on a 
tight timeline so that the entire process could be completed within 1 month.  
 
The initial concept meeting was followed by a 1 hour statement of purpose and guide 
development meeting with the facilitators and the participant.  During this meeting affirmative 
questions were asked to gather information from which to develop the interview guide and the 
schedule for the AI process was discussed.  The questions used in this meeting can be found in 
the Appendix B: AI Summit of One, Definition and Process Design Questions  
 
The affirmative statement that resulted from that session was a desire to create a “preferred 
vision for their future career”, the participant was hoping AI could provide a process for 
reflection. “I want to be thoughtful and reflective about what I want to do with my future and I 
am curious to see how the Appreciative Inquiry process can help”. The participant had self-
identified that their previous career decisions had been primarily opportunistic and not 
necessarily reflective, they were interested in stopping to explore what their vision for a really 
great career actually was. The participant was interested in a purely career focus and was not 
interested in general personal reflection. 
 
This Definition Phase meeting was also used to gather information to create the interview guides 
that would be used in subsequent interviews.  Discussions in this meeting as well as current AI 
literature (Cooperrider 1995; Bushe 2007; Gordon 2008; Goldberg 2010; Watkins et al, 2011) 
were drawn upon to develop affirmative questions, for the Participant Interview Guide (“recall a 
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peak experience”, “identify values”, “identify talents” and craft “three career wishes”) and a 
Colleague/Peer Interview Guide. These guides can be found in Appendix C: AI Summit of One 
Interview Guides.   
 
The participant was tasked with identifying a list of 5-6 individuals who would provide the most 
useful feedback for their inquiry and whom they could logistically manage to interview given a 1-
2 week turn around. 
 
All participant/facilitator meetings were held in the participant’s office. The participant chose this 
location and it turned out to be well suited for this inquiry as it had a seating area with couches 
and generous space that facilitated dialogue and in a subsequent phase flipchart theme-ing.  

 
Based on the Design Phase meeting it was determined that the remaining process would involve: 

 

 • An initial guided (video recorded) interview with 
participant and the facilitators.   

• An opportunity for the participant to view and reflect on 
their own interview.  

• The participant tests the interview guide with one peer 
and adjusts before interviewing 3-4 other 
peers/colleagues (people that could provide insight into 
her topic of inquiry). 

• Participants and facilitators would meet to share stories 
and identify life-giving forces. 

   

 • Participant creates a visual representation of their 
preferred vision and presents it to the facilitators.   

 

   

 • Participant creates an action plan for future direction 

 
 
 
 

4.2 Discovery 
a) Inquiring into exceptionally positive moments  
 
The Discovery Phase occurred in 3 steps over the course of two weeks.   It started with an Initial 
1.5 hour meeting with the participant in their office.    

 

During this first step the Participants’ Interview Guide (devised based on feedback from the 
Design Phase and current AI literature) was used to interview the participant.  The questions 
were asked by one facilitator and the second facilitator was responsible for setting up the video 
recording equipment, both facilitator’s made notes.  Appendix D: Personal Interview Guide: 
Participant Notes. 
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A final question was added to the Interview “Is there something else that you would like to add 
that you don’t feel that we have captured?” 

 

The second step of the inquiry involved the participant reviewing their own video recorded 
interview (that had been conducted with the facilitators) on their own before they interviewed 
their current/former colleagues and family/friends.  There was discussion about whether to 
watch the video before or after the participant conducted their interviews.  It was thought that 
watching their own interview prior to conducting further interviews would  provide the 
participant with the opportunity to further focus and target their subsequent interview questions 
based on any discoveries made after watching their own. 

 

At the end of the first step of the interview the facilitators presented the participant with the 
Peer/Colleague Interview Guide for their subsequent interviews and it was determined that a 
current colleague would be used to test out the guide.  The participant tested the Peer/Colleague 
Interview guide with a current colleague.  The colleague modified the guide slightly. It had 
originally been designed to elicit a professional and a personal peak experience, however the 
participant was more interested in career related reflections. The 4 remaining interviews were 
conducted with the 2 career related peak experience interview guides. The participant, on their 
own conducted their personal interviews and took notes.  These interviews were conducted via 
telephone, Skype and in person.   

 

b) Sharing the stories and identifying life-giving forces 
 

Once the participant had completed their interviews, the facilitators and the participant met 
again at the participant’s office to share the stories and identify the life-giving forces.  One 
facilitator recorded the ideas and quotable quotes on flip charts.  These were then themed and 
three main themes were identified (New ideas/Paradigm shift, Doing what is right (alignment) 
and type of employee (positive).  This process was video recorded and provided to the 
participant to review on their own.   Appendix E: Flip Chart Notes: AI Theme-ing Pictures 
 

The participant commented that perhaps they maybe should have chosen different people for 
the interviews.  They noted that they had discussed career aspirations with these individuals 
previously and so they already had insight into their stories and reflections.   

 

At the end of this session the Participant was given a stack of magazines a large piece of Bristol 
board and other materials (tape, glue, scissors, coloured paper, etc.) and was directed:   

 

Based on the key themes identified create a visual of your preferred map of the 
future.  Be prepared to describe and explain the motivations behind it”.  

 

The participant was given less than a week to prepare their visual for presentation to the 
facilitators.   

 

4.3 Dream and Design 

The following week the participant met with one1 facilitator and presented their visual.   
Appendix F: Visual: Preferred future Career 

                                                           
1 Due to the death of a family member Mary Renton was unable to attend the final meeting with the participant. 
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After the presentation of the metaphorical image for their future career, the facilitator worked 
with the participant to create a plan for implementing their preferred vision of the future.  During 
the creation of their visual the participant had already been thinking about their provocative 
statement for their future.  The statement was written up on a flipchart. 
 

My preferred career future involves aligning my energy, strengths and varied 
experience with a unique organization that wants and needs transformational 
positive change.  This organization has or needs positive, strengths based 
leadership, values innovation and collaboration and aspires to be a “Great 
Work Place”.  Employees are encouraged to take risks, think creatively and 
learn from mistakes. This organization likes, is proud of, and celebrates itself.  

 
Once the statement was written on flipchart paper the facilitator worked with the participant to 
draw out some action items to assist them in realizing this vision.  
 

4.4 Destiny/Delivery  

The completion of the inquiry process involved the creation of a list of five action items that the 
participant could or already had committed to.  This step was valuable as it provided an 
opportunity to reflect on the entire process.  The inquiry and reflection work that had been 
conducted up until this point helped to provide a roadmap for where to go from here.  Appendix 
G: Preferred Future Career Vision 
 
The action items included: 

 
1) Walk down Career Memory Lane 

 identify previous positions 

 visually explore those experiences 

 reflect on high and low lights 

 identify learning, growth, skills and strengths 
 

2) Compile a profile of preferred skills, strengths, experience 

3) Participate in an Ideal career vision session 

4) Focused conversations surrounding career decisions with spouse  (finances,  location, 
timing and “non-negotiables”)  

5) Explore alignment with current organization (explore strategic leadership potential) 

6) Research recruitment people and companies 

 
The final step was the addition of dates to this list: 

1) Walk down Career Memory Lane 
 

June 30-July 10 

2) Compile preferred profile of preferred 
profile of skills, strengths, experience 
 

July  15-August 

3) Ideal career vision session 
 

September 

4) Focused conversations with spouse 
regarding career 

September 
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5) Explore and understand alignment with 
current employer (explore strategic 
leadership potential 

July 14-18 

6) Research recruitment people and 
companies 

 June-September 

 
 

5. Outcomes of the Initiative 
 
The process resulted in direction, in terms of action items for the participant. As the participant was 
highly motivated to engage in career reflection and is interested in applying their knew found knowledge 
to actively mold their career decisions the task of completing the action items was left solely in the hands 
of the participant. 
 
a) Facilitator Reflection 
Mary Renton 
The nature of this topic is personal and sensitive. Therefore trust and confidentiality must exist between 
the participant and the facilitator.  A self-motivated participant would require less scaffolding and 
actually may better benefit from a Summit of One process, as a lot of discovery is through self-
reflection.  Facilitators who are trained and adept at drawing out self-reflection would be ideal in this 
situation. Because much of the work is done by the participant on their own it is imperative that a 
facilitator make themselves accessible to the participant so that they feel supported throughout the 
process. This could be accomplished by email contact or a daily check in, depending on the length and 
nature of the summit. 
 
Hagevik (2000) suggests the creation of a mission statement for inclusion into the Dream Phase of an AI 
focused on career development.  Upon reflection I feel that including directions to create “a mission 
statement” or even a “vision statement” in an AI: Summit of One would have great benefits.  Such 
explicit directions could have provided structure and direction for this phase. In this case the participant 
was given some materials and asked to create a “preferred vision of their future”.  The addition of 
requesting the participant to first create a mission statement visually or with words) would provide 
added structure that I think could help individuals who may not be entirely comfortable with hands on 
creativity.  It is also possible, time permitting to encourage participants to engage in a two different 
types of dream activities.   
Rather than an AI coaching approach which seeks to support a participant/client through the Delivery 
Phase the approach employed in this inquiry left the delivery stage very much up to the client.  I do not 
think this was a problem in this particular case because the participant is a highly motivated individual 
who is committed to the process for personal and professional reasons.  However, if you have a 
reluctant individual more coaching and check in would be required during the delivery stage.  Even if the 
participant is engaged, I feel that the addition of a list of suggestions regarding how one could engage in 
self-monitoring during the Delivery Stage would be useful by providing a framework for reference or 
ideas.   Barrett refers to the Delivery Phase as ‘Organizational Jazz’ (1998), in the case of a Summit of 
One, it could refer to it as “Personal Jazz”. A guide for navigating the jazz would be the provision of 
scaffolding for those individuals that might benefit from this.   
 
In terms of facilitation, I do not feel that this style of inquiry provided me with an opportunity to practice 
group facilitation skills. However, as an educator and a trained ISW (2015) facilitator I am confident that 
I already possess those types of skills. In addition to having been an educator for 15 years, I am an 
Instructional Skills Workshop (ISW) facilitator.  Instructional Skills Workshop facilitators, facilitate 
teachers through a process of self-discovery in a group setting, providing constructive feedback on 
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teaching methods and approaches, ( ISW, 2015). This Summit of One experience has provided me with a 
very good understanding of the key elements of the AI process.  I even felt that this may have occurred 
at a deeper level than may have been possible during a larger scale AI because it was so personal and 
intimate.   
 
Experience in facilitating this AI: Summit of One on career choice has provided me with an opportunity 
to further develop my skills in building rapport, being present, deep listening and questioning 
techniques. As well, it has actually inspired me to walk through the process as an AI: Individual Summit 
to see how the process would work without an outside facilitator.   
 
The intimate AI process is empowering for the participant as the responsibility is left with them.  There 
are opportunities to add additional check-in points for individuals who may need more guidance but for 
it to be successful the individual needs to be committed to the process.  I find this quite significant, the 
Summit of One will only be successful if the participant wants it to be.  

 

Lori Love 
When the idea of conducting an AI Summit of One was brought to my attention, I was very interested in 

being a part of the process. Though my training in AI was geared towards facilitating sessions for groups 

or organizations, I did think that using the process for one participant would be beneficial, especially with 

this focus on career decisions. I believed that this AI process would be a unique way of combining my 

experience as a professional coach and as a facilitator. I felt that the participant would benefit from 

reflecting on her past achievements, peak experiences, best practices, values, and strengths as well as 

hearing these details from the colleagues, family, and friends that she would be interviewing. I believe 

that interviewing others is a step that is missing when coaching an individual about their future career 

direction. During our individual reflections on career decisions I feel that we often limit ourselves to what 

we know and that it can be difficult to push ourselves towards that positive change that we seek. The 

enlightenment and reinforcement about our strengths as we and others see them can be the impetus to 

envision the career of our preferred future.  

My wish for this AI inquiry was that it would be a productive and beneficial experience for the 

participant. I feel that I and the other facilitator were really conscious of designing the process and 

developing the interview guide so that the participant would get the most of each phase. I believe that 

the use of video is a valuable element when designing the process for one participant. By videotaping the 

initial interview with the participant as well as the session on sharing stories and life giving forces, the 

participant is able to get that reflection that is present when doing an AI inquiry with a group or a team.  

During this process I believe that I grew both as a coach and a facilitator. There are elements from this 

inquiry that I will take forward and use in my coaching practice. For me, as this inquiry was focused on 

one participant, I felt that there was a deeper level of trust and intimacy that will make me a better coach 

and facilitator. As mentioned in our report, I was the facilitator for the Dream and Destiny session for our 

inquiry which was an unexpected event.  I learned that I have the confidence to adapt to new situations 

and trust in my training and experience.  

My personal best experience from this inquiry was during the facilitation of the Destiny Phase with the 

participant. Working with the participant as she defined her preferred future career vision was a 

powerful experience for me in that I feel that I was able to use my skills and experience to assist the 

participant on getting what she wanted out of this inquiry and that the participant had trust in me and 

my abilities to share this experience. Being a part of this inquiry had the added benefit of helping to 

affirm some of my career decisions which I did not foresee.  
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I am always surprised by how creative participants can be when given just a few materials to come up 

with their visual of their preferred future. I feel that the participant in our inquiry came up with a great 

visual for her preferred future career vision and was very articulate in describing the image to me. I was a 

bit surprised by my emotional reaction to the image and her presentation. I think that I was impacted by 

the fact that there was just myself and her in the room and I could feel her personal motivation, feelings, 

and desire to create a vision that would provide direction. 

For my next facilitation I would consider the timing aspects a bit more carefully. I feel that we had 

momentum for most of the inquiry but events and coordination difficulties made it difficult to complete 

the process for us as facilitators. I also feel that this type of inquiry, where only one participant is 

involved, really deserves a follow up on the actionable items in order to help the participant get the most 

from the process. 

 
b) Participant Reflection 
“Appreciative Inquiry is mostly aimed at members of a social system and only they can judge its 
contribution to their shared understanding,” (Gordon 2008). Therefore the most important feedback 
about this process would come from the participant. 
 
The experience provided the participant with an opportunity to, in their words, “Walk down career 
Memory lane”.  This was a useful practices because it: 

 Aided in understanding career progression 

 Provided an opportunity to reflect on learning and growth 

 Helped to identify things and situations that were and were not personal energy givers 

 Highlighted major skills and experience that could then be placed on a CV 

 
Notes from the feedback interview with the participant can be found in Appendix G: Participant Feedback.  
Generally the participant found the participation in the process useful as it forced deep reflection.  In 
particular they found that the visual component of the Dream Phase helped to bring clarity and the 
timelines for the destiny phase to bring accountability.  

 
c) Suggestions for further application 
The inclusion of some scaffolding tools to guide participants during the Design and Destiny Phases 
could be welcome additions.  The Design Phase could include a description of how to create a mission 
statement and suggestions on how to ‘get creative’ and the Destiny Phase could include a list of 
suggestions on how to help facilitate the monitoring of action items. These inclusions would help to 
empower participants during times in which they are working ‘on their own’. 
 
It is possible that this process could also be arranged in such a way as to provide a person with a step 
by step guide to engage in this inquiry on their own.  It could easily be presented in a workbook format 
and used by individuals wanting to inquire about career options.  It also might be a useful tool for 
career and personal coaches and HR professionals who are involved in career coaching. 

 
 

We would welcome the opportunity to share our experience and materials with others to help 
facilitate the use of AI. Inquiries can be directed to lori.love@cna-qatar.edu.qa or mary.renton@cna-
qatar.edu.qa  
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Appendix A: Appreciative Inquiry Summit of One: Time-Line  

 
May 7-May 27, 2015: Process Development 

 Session 1: Initial Meeting with Participant   
(Meeting: May 7, 0.5 hour, Participant and Facilitators) 

 Discuss idea and concept for applying Appreciative Inquiry 

to an individual’s exploration of career direction  

 Post Session 1: Facilitators deliberate and prepare 

for next session 
(Meeting: May 15 & May 21, 1 hour, Facilitators) 

 Discuss initial app roach to the process and what questions to ask 

during follow up meeting with Participant 

May 28-May 31, 2015: Definition Phase 

 Session 2: Follow up Meeting Meet with 

Participant   
(Meeting: May 28, 1 hour, Participant and Facilitators) 

 

 Gather expectations and directions for the Inquiry process  

 Post Session 2: Facilitators deliberate and prepare 

for next session 

 

 Emailed suggested process to participant for discussion 

 (Meeting: May 31, 1 hour, Facilitators)  Develop Personal Interview Guide, Colleague Interview Guide and 

Family. Friend Interview Guide 

June 1-June 22, 2015: Delivery Phase 

 Session 3:Interview Participant  
(Meeting: June 1, 1.5 hour, Participant and Facilitators) 

 Used Personal Interview Guide to Interview Participant Video 

recorded the interview  

 Provided Participant with  Colleague Interview Guide and 

Family/Friend Interview Guide 

 Post Session 3: Participant reflects and conducts 

guided interviews 

 Participant viewed Video on own and reflected on interview 

   Participant Conducts Interviews via Skype, phone and in person 

June 23, 2015: Discovery Phase 

 Session 4: Participant engages in storytelling 
(Meeting: June 23, 2 hours, Participant and Facilitators) 

 Participant engages in Story Telling, identifies quotable quotes 

and themes identified from their own interview and the 

interviews they conducted with colleagues, friends/family  

 Flip-charting and theme-ing  

 Participant given materials for the Design Phase 

June 23-26, 2015: Dream and Destiny Phase 

 Post Session 3: Participant Creates Visual 

representation 

 Participant uses materials to create visual 

 Session 4: Participant presents Visual Image 

(1 hour, Participant and Facilitator) 

 Action plan/milestone setting/accountability 

Feedback  

 Post Session 4: Feedback regarding process 

Solicited 

 Email sent to participant requesting feedback about the Inquiry 

process 
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Appendix B: AI Summit of One, Definition and Process Design Questions and Responses 

 

The following questions were used during the initial meeting with participant to determine the 

broad topic and structure of the inquiry. Participant responses have been paraphrased. 

Setting the Task Focus 

What would you like to get out of this process? 

Interested in creating a preferred vision for my future, Interested in seeing if I can use AI 

to achieve this. Eager to engage in creativity in the design phase. 

Logistics 

Are their issues of confidentiality? 

It is a personal topic. Confidentiality is expected. 

Who will be involved? 

Participants, colleagues and peers 

What is our timeframe? 

Before the summer holidays (mid June 2014) 

Where would our meetings occur? 

In participants office 

Are you comfortable with video recording? 

Yes for personal use 

Next Meeting 

Facilitators will present process and Interview Guides 
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Appendix C: AI Summit of One Interview Guides (Personal Interview Guide and Colleague/Peer 
Interview Guide) 
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Appendix D: Personal Interview Guide: Participant Notes 
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Appendix E: Flip Chart Notes: AI Theme-ing Pictures 
 Themes from Interviews  

 

 

 

Retelling Stories 
Peer/Colleague #2  Peer/Colleague #1 

 

 

 
Peer/Colleague #3 Peer Colleague #4 (1 of 2) Peer Colleague #4 (2 of 2) 

   
Self #1 (1 of 3) Self #1 (2 of 3) Self #1 (3 of 3) 
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Appendix F: Visual: Preferred future Career 
Visual: Preferred Future Career Vision 

 
Statement for the Future: Preferred Career Vision 

 
Action Items 
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Appendix G: Participant Feedback 
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