
Grand Valley State University Grand Valley State University 

ScholarWorks@GVSU ScholarWorks@GVSU 

Presentations University Libraries 

5-2019 

The Art of Questioning: Using Powerful Questions and The Art of Questioning: Using Powerful Questions and 

Appreciative Inquiry Conversations to Understand Values and Appreciative Inquiry Conversations to Understand Values and 

Needs Needs 

Annie Bélanger 
Grand Valley State University, belange1@gvsu.edu 

Preethi Rao 
Grand Valley State University, raop@gvsu.edu 

Bélanger, A., & Gorecki, P. (2019). The Art of Questioning: Using Powerful Questions and 

Appreciative Inquiry Conversations to Understand Values and Needs. Full Presentation 

presented at the Michigan Academic Library Association Annual Conference, Saginaw Valley 

State University. 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_presentations 

 Part of the Interpersonal and Small Group Communication Commons, and the Library and Information 

Science Commons 

ScholarWorks Citation ScholarWorks Citation 
Bélanger, Annie and Rao, Preethi, "The Art of Questioning: Using Powerful Questions and Appreciative 
Inquiry Conversations to Understand Values and Needs" (2019). Presentations. 79. 
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_presentations/79 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University Libraries at ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in Presentations by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more 
information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu. 

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_presentations
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_presentations?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Flibrary_presentations%2F79&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/332?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Flibrary_presentations%2F79&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1018?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Flibrary_presentations%2F79&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1018?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Flibrary_presentations%2F79&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_presentations/79?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Flibrary_presentations%2F79&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@gvsu.edu


The Art of Questioning
Using Powerful Questions 
and Appreciative Inquiry 
Conversations to Understand 
Values and Needs

Annie Bélanger 
@annie_belanger

Preethi Gorecki
@helloitspree

May 2019
MiALA



Learning Outcomes

● Be able articulate what 
Appreciative Inquiry is

● Understand the 
importance of asking 
powerful questions

● Be able to develop 
powerful questions

● Begin to support a 
group’s process through 
powerful conversations

● Know how to facilitate 
for and listen actively to 
all voices



A Video 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dey1Rm5gUxw


Appreciative Inquiry in A Nutshell



Appreciative 
In qu ir y ...

● Engages stakeholders in 
self-determined change

● Is a strengths-based, 
positive approach to 
leadership development 
and organizational 
change

● Seeks what is best and 
their organization

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is "about the co-evolutionary search for the best in people, their organizations, and the relevant world around them. In its broadest focus, it involves systematic discovery of what gives “life” to a living system when it is most alive, most effective, and most constructively capable in economic, ecological, and human terms. AI involves, in a central way, the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive potential.” The first phase of AI is discovery. It asks the questions in a positive frame, seeking the strength as opposed to the problem. That is not to say it seeks to ignore problems, but its seeks to find the solution by focusing on what is the positive outcome we would seek to have.




Appreciative 
In qu ir y Cor e 
Pr in cip les

1. Constructionist – Words create 
worlds

2. Simultaneity – Inquiry creates 
change, the first question is 
fateful...

3. Poetic – We can choose what 
we study

4. Anticipatory – Images inspire 
action, positive images of the 
future lead positive actions

5. Positivity – Positive questions 
lead to positive change

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Understand the importance of  asking powerful questions
Be able to develop powerful questions
1-Human knowledge and organizational destiny are interwoven.Through the language and discourse of day to day intera­ctions, people co-con­struct the organi­zations they inhabit. The purpose of inquiry is to stimulate new ideas, stories and images that generate new possib­ilities for action.
2- Inquiry and change are not separate moments, but are simultaneous.
3-. Human organizations are a lot more like an open book than a machine, and by asking the right questions we can inquire into the nature of alienation or joy, enthusiasm or low morale, efficiency or excess, in any human organization
4 - Image inspires action; The more positive and hopeful the image of the future, the more positive the presen­t-day action.
5- Building and sustaining momentum for change requires large amounts of positive affect and social bonding; the more positive the question we ask, the more long-lasting and successful the change effort
1.Constructionist – Words Create Worlds; reality is subjective and created through language and conversations
2.Simultaneity – Inquiry Creates Change; inquiry is intervention; the moment we ask a question, we begin to create a change
3.Poetic – We Can Choose What We Study; Organizations are endless sources of study and learning; what we choose to study makes a difference. It describes – even creates the world as we know it.
4.Anticipatory – Images Inspire Action; Human systems move in the direction of their images of the future. The more positive the images of the future are, the more positive the present-day action will be.
5.Positive – Positives Questions Lead to Positive Change; momentum for large-scale change requires large amounts of positive affect and social bonding; it is best generated through positive questions that amplify the positive core. 




Appreciative 
In qu ir y is  n o t  ju s t  
abou t  t h e  p os it ive

“A focus on the positive is 
useful for appreciative inquiry 
but it’s not the purpose. The 
purpose is to generate a new 
and better future.”

~ Gervase R. Bushe, Ph.D. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way of thinking about appreciative inquiry is generative inquiry. You are appreciating in order to see what is good and what is best. These qualities help you remain centered in a positive intent of betterment, of improvement, of growth, of sustainability. In other words, it helps you stay out of the vortex of despair. You are inquiring in order to generate a better future, a better iteration. 




Appreciative 
In qu ir y is  n o t  ju s t  
abou t  t h e  p os it ive

● Focus on growth
● Constructive approach
● Questioning as discovery

○ Generates reflections
○ Inspires innovation
○ Seeks understanding

● Acknowledges reality, yet 
seeks a better future

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way of thinking about appreciative inquiry is generative inquiry. You are appreciating in order to see what is good and what is best. These qualities help you remain centered in a positive intent of betterment, of improvement, of growth, of sustainability. In other words, it helps you stay out of the vortex of despair. You are inquiring in order to generate a better future, a better iteration. 
Generates reflection and creativity by asking open-ended questions
Seeks understanding
Invites empathy and inspires innovation
Uses questions to pave the path to progress



Appreciative In qu ir y vs Pr oblem - Solvin g

1. What to grow
2. True, good, better, 

possible
3. Defines ideal first, 

coherent response
4. Expands vision of future
5. Assumes infinite capacity 

for imagination

1. What to fix
2. Problem, symptom, 

causes, solutions, plan
3. Breaks things into pieces, 

fragmenting response(s)
4. Responds to past
5. Assumes constellation of 

problems to overcome



1.Holistic approach
2.Creates  s ense of unity
3.Expands  pos s ibilities
4.High energy – decis ion to make 
change happen
5.Inspires  creativity
6.Assumes  infinite capacity for 
imagination
7.May reduce other problems

1.Piecemeal solution
2.May seek to as s ign blame
3.Narrow scope of vis ion
4.Can lower energy  - res is tance to 
change
5.Can inspire cris is  mentality
6.May not addres s  the root is sue

Appreciative Inquiry vs Problem - Solving



Develop Powerful Questions 
St r a t egica lly

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The person doing the asking set the tone for the change; by the very act of asking the change is set in motion.



Powerful Questions 
a r e  Gen er a t ive 
Qu es t ion s

● Generates curiosity and 
encourages creativity

● Stimulates reflective 
conversation

● Surfaces underlying 
assumptions

● Explores with genuine 
curiosity

● Does not imply intent
● Uses neutral language 

and tone

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Generate curiosity and invite creativity
Focus inquiry and stimulate reflective conversation
Are thought-provoking and surface underlying assumptions
Touch a deeper meaning and stay with participants
Travel well, spreading around the organization
Explore with genuine curiosity without implying intent



Powerful 
Qu es t ion s ...

● Set the tone for the 
conversation and set the 
change in motion

● Allow exploration beyond 
the immediate

● Move us beyond what is 
to what could be

● Framed within the 
concept of positive intent, 
challenge each other as 
partners not adversaries

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Inquiry is intervention. The things people think and talk about, the things people discover and learn, and the things that inform dialogue and inspire images of the future.”
“The questions we ask set the stage for what we find, and what we discover (the data), becomes the linguistic material, out of which the future is conceived and constructed.”
“the more positive the question, the more long-lasting and successful the change effort. the major thing a change agent can do that makes a difference is to craft and ask unconditionally positive questions.”




Attributes of 
Power fu l Qu es t ion s

● Generates reflection and 
creativity by:
○ Asking open-ended 

questions
○ Starting with “What if”, 

“why”, “how might we”
● Includes a clear scope 

and positive intent of 
inquiry to move forward

● Anchored in positive 
intent 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Be able to develop powerful questions
Attributes of powerful questions
•First indented bullet:
Open ended questions allows the speaker to imagine what could be, and explore what is. Close ended question invite efficiency and yes/no answers. They do not generate conversation
* Second Indented bullet:
The linguistic construction of questions affects its effectiveness and importance. It was found out that questions starting with “Why,” “How,” and “What” are more powerful as compared to queries that start with simple “Who,’ “When,” “Where,” and “Which” which may fall under the less powerful category. This is because powerful questions motivate more reflective thinking and more profound level of conversation.
One caveat: Why can be a trigger of judgement for some. Rephrasing Why questions to “How might we?” or “Help me understand” can help you move past accidental icebergs.
Second bullet:
 The second dimension is the scope of the question which simply means knowing how to tailor the kind of question to our needs. The extent of asking the question must only be within the needs of the situation and realistic goals.
Lastly, the assumptions embedded into most of the questions must be appropriately applied. To demonstrate it, you might as well ask “What can be done to prevent it from happening again?” instead of “Why did you fail to do it?” The first question stimulates reflective thinking in contrast to the second question.
http://www.exforsys.com/career-center/questioning-skills/how-to-ask-powerful-questions.html
Another resource is: Vogt, E., Brown, J., and Issacs, D. (2003). The Art of Powerful Questions: Catalyzing Insight, Innovation, and Action.




Building Generative 
Qu es t ion s

● Ask about ultimate 
concerns 
○ What do you value 

most?
● Use positive questions 

that build on positive 
assumptions
○ What about this library 

makes you especially 
glad you work here?



Building Generative 
Qu es t ion s

● Give a thought-provoking, 
appealing definition
○ “Constructive experiences 

of difference inspire new 
ways of thinking.”

● Present questions as an 
invitation using 
expansive, positive, 
feeling, experiential 
words. 
○ What has inspired you to 

get engaged? What do you 
most hope to contribute?)



Building Generative 
Qu es t ion s

● Enhance the possibilities 
of storytelling by asking 
questions about trusted 
personal experience. 
○ Thinking back on your 

year, please share a high 
point when…

● Phrase questions in a 
conversational, friendly 
tone (and listen eagerly 
as to a friend.) 



Building Generative 
Qu es t ion s

● Ask open questions to 
which you do not know 
the answer and to learn 
something interesting and 
important. 
○ Open ended questions 

cannot be answered “yes” 
or “no”

● Good questions invite 
thinking—they stretch the 
imagination and inspire new 
thoughts without evoking 
defensiveness or hostility. 



Examples of 
Gen er a t ive 
Qu es t ion s

● What are all the possibilities 
for collaboration between our 
departments?

● What challenges might come 
our way and how might we 
meet them?

● What would someone who 
had a very different set of 
beliefs than we do say about 
our decision?



Flipping the Script:   Problem -
St a t em en t s  an d  Closed  Qu es t ion s   t o  
Gen era t ive Qu es t ion s



Flip the Narrative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is a 3 step tool for transforming your questions into powerful appreciative inquiry questions!
Be able to develop powerful questions




Flip the Narrative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
•Name it > “Why have we failed?”
•Flip it > “We want to succeed.”
•Frame it >  “What could success look like? What did go well, and how do we build on that? What would you like more of? How would we feel safe to try again?”




Flip the Narrative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
•Name it > “Why have we failed?”
•Flip it > “We want to succeed.”
•Frame it >  “What could success look like? What did go well, and how do we build on that? What would you like more of? How would we feel safe to try again?”




Evolving Questions: Closed → Open → Generative

Closed: Do you have experience?

Generative: How might your experience 
impact the initiative’s success?

Open: What experience do you have? 



Facilitating Conversations Through 
Collect ive En gagem en t  



Developing 
Collect ive 
En gagem en t  
Agr eem en t s  t o  get  
t o  Br ave Sp ace

Understand how we want to 
be with each other
● Groups generate them
● Establish communication 

norms
● What is in and out of 

bounds
● Creates shared 

understanding
● Are referenced often to 

center the group

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Begin to support a group’s process through powerful conversations
In order for us to do anything with each other, we first have to understand how we want to be with each other.  Having stated and understood rules of engagement, shared agreements for participation, helps create a brave space for individual participation.  Defining norms for a conversation, community, or organization helps people understand "this is who we are and how we will do things here."  As Margaret Wheatley has said, “To create learning organizations, we must understand the underlying agreements we have made about how we will be together.”
Rules of engagement operate best when a group itself generates them, as well as identifying how they are to be applied and when and how the group's alignment with them should be evaluated. Because some individuals will see no need for the exercise, I generally begin with a very brief discussion of the following question: When you've been part of a group that really produced some amazing results, what helped make that possible?  Inevitably, individuals will suggest a clarity of roles and responsibilities, shared goals or direction, and an understanding of how to work with each other.  
Guide to developing them: http://www.ideaarchitects.org/2012/03/facilitation-friday-10-establish-rules.html
These responses then make it easier to answer the next question: Given the work that we are to do with each other, what are some of the agreements or ground rules we should make to guide our efforts?




Collective 
En gagem en t  
Agr eem en t  
Exam p le

● Past patterns need not 
define future patterns.

● We are empowered in 
our process.

● We are working toward 
the formation of shared 
understandings.

● Each take care of 
comfort needs



Collective 
En gagem en t  
Agr eem en t  
Exam p le

Participating today:
● Everyone has wisdom,
● Everyone’s wisdom for the wisest 

result,
● There are no wrong answers,
● The whole is greater than the 

sum of its parts,
● Each will use voice and allow 

others to use voice,
● Each will avoid assumptions, ask 

questions,
● Each will reach minimally, act 

maximally, and
● Each person will hear others and 

be heard.



Facilitation ... ● Requires ability to let go 
of our personal control

● Is a pattern and process
● Values people as people

“The power of 
conversation cannot 
be underestimated.”

Lewis, Passmore, Cantore, page 
94



Facilitators... ● Are alert to questions that are 
beginning to be voiced

● Stay sensitive to questions that 
may not be voiced but are 
present

● Hold conversational spaces 
where questions may surface

● Make space for quieter voices 
to be heard by getting 
everyone involved

● Know it’s ok to interrupt when 
it’s appropriate

Presenter
Presentation Notes
1.& 2 Ensure you are actively listening. Listening is the key to all good conversations. We’re often thinking of our response while others are talking. Good conversations require us to stay present and pay attention when others, and ourselves, are speaking. This means that we don’t entertain other thoughts while we’re listening. Whenever our mind wanders, we bring our attention back to the speaker.
●
3. Stay on track but be willing to leave it. Some of the best conversations I’ve had moved all over the place. Not in a disjointed fashion, but like a dance, forming a mosaic of meandering patterns that fit together into a coherent whole.
Be flexible and willing to move from one subject to the next, but beware of leaving incomplete ideas hanging.
4. Get everyone involved. One problem with group conversations is that they often turn into monologues for the most vocal people in the group. People often politely allow others to monopolize a conversation when they’re obviously uncomfortable. We’ve all felt the awkwardness and read the obvious body language of those tolerating a tirade.
In this situation, validate the speaker, and then ask for input from someone else.
5. Know it’s OK to interrupt when appropriate. One thing to consider when redirecting a conversation is that you may have to interrupt people. This is hard for many of us who’ve been trained to listen when others are speaking.




How to facilitate a 
Con ver sa t ion  

Create a structure for 
conversations
● Giving structure to 

activities
● Stating purpose
● Identify supporting benefits
● Managing perceived risks
● Identifying outcomes and 

stakeholders
● Articulating questions and 

prompts

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Create a structure for conversations
•Giving structure to activities
•Stating purpose
•Identify supporting benefits
•Managing perceived risks
•Identifying outcomes and stakeholders
•Articulating questions and prompts




How to facilitate a 
con ver sa t ion  

Carefully frame the initial 
question
● It provides the foundation
● It sets the tone
● It signals the direction

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Create a structure for conversations
•Giving structure to activities
•Stating purpose
•Identify supporting benefits
•Managing perceived risks
•Identifying outcomes and stakeholders
•Articulating questions and prompts




Facilitating 
Power fu l 
Con ver sa t ion s

● Listen carefully and actively 
because we are genuinely curious 
and care about the speaker and 
what they are saying

● Shift from being focused on 
ourselves to concentrate fully on 
others

● Be present, attentive, curious, and 
caring

● Listen to yourself and use your 
internal voice to stimulate curiosity

● Listen for shared meaning by 
developing an ear that is attuned to 
interrelationships, perceptions, 
insights occurring in the room

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Create a structure for conversations
•Giving structure to activities
•Stating purpose
•Identify supporting benefits
•Managing perceived risks
•Identifying outcomes and stakeholders
•Articulating questions and prompts




Conversations that 
Mat t er

● Generate curiosity and invite 
creativity

● Focus inquiry and stimulate 
reflective conversation

● Are thought-provoking and 
surface underlying 
assumptions

● Touch a deeper meaning and 
stay with participants

● Travel well, spreading around 
the organization

● Explore with genuine curiosity 
without implying intent



Questions?
Annie Bélanger
annie.belanger@gvsu.edu
@annie_belanger

Preethi Gorecki
preethi.gorecki@gmail.com
@helloitspree

Slides  will be  ava ilable  a t  
sch ola r wor ks@ gvsu .edu soon

mailto:annie.belanger@gvsu.edu
mailto:preethi.gorecki@gmail.com
mailto:scholarworks@gvsu.edu
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