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ABSTRACT
The objective of this study is to review the literature of (quasi) experimental studies on appreciative inquiry (AI) in the 
workplace. We present an overview of the AI approach, a summary of four main purported AI outcomes in organizations 
(generativity, engagement and performance, team‐oriented behaviours, and virtuousness and flourishing), and a literature 
review of (quasi) experimental studies on AI in the workplace. Results of (quasi) experimental studies suggest that AI can 
positively influence team‐oriented behaviours and performance, but may have no specific effect on generativity. Practical 
implications as well as avenues for future research are discussed.

1 | Introduction

In recent decades, the appreciative inquiry (AI) approach has 
gained popularity in the field of organizational development. 
Numerous books, chapters and practitioner articles have been 
published and the enthusiasm for this approach to organizational 
change seems to be growing (Verleysen et al. 2014). Some experts 
suggest that AI is revolutionizing the discipline (Quinn 2000). 
However, since the seminal article on AI published by D. L. 
Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987), very few quantitative studies 
have documented the impact of AI interventions (G. R. Bushe and 
Kassam 2005). Below, the appreciative inquiry approach and its 
main principles will be described. Then, a summary of current 
knowledge regarding its application in the workplace will be 
presented, which is mostly based on qualitative and case study 
research. Finally, a review of the experimental design studies 
available will be conducted, and a proposal of a substantial 
research agenda based on the needs identified will be presented.

AI is an organizational development (OD) method based on the 
assumption that asking questions about strengths, successes and 

values is transformational by nature (D. D. Whitney and Trosten‐ 
Bloom 2010). The methodology focuses on developing positive 
potential by raising awareness about a system's strengths, dre
ams and capacities (D. L. Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012). In 
organizational sciences, a system can be defined as an ‘adaptive 
entity that survives by meeting environmental demands (con
sumers, competition, economy, governmental policies, etc.) 
through the development and maintenance of subsystems 
ultimately designed to manage behaviour. Thus, organizations 
are behavioural systems that encompass complex patterns of 
behavioural interactions among their members and the envi
ronment’ (Ludwig and Houmanfar 2010, 85). The AI model of 
change is an adjunct solution to traditional problem‐solving, 
focusing on the root causes of success rather than of failures 
(Åslund et al. 2011).

In this model of change, inquiry is a key point (D. D. Whitney 
and Trosten‐Bloom 2010). The art of questioning—formulating 
positive questions—is primordial. As human systems tend to 
integrate and evolve in the direction of what they investigate, 
raising awareness about existing good practices tends to amplify 
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their use and dissemination. By doing so, AI taps into the nat
ural capacity for cooperation and change existing in each social 
system (Barrett and Fry 2005). Individuals generally have a 
natural tendency to focus more on negative events or informa
tion (Rozin and Royzman 2001). Shifting focus from the nega
tives to the positives allows the liberation of individual and 
collective aspirations, leading to greater generation of ideas and 
more transformation (e.g., cultural change) than traditional 
problem‐solving methods (G. R. Bushe 2007).

1.1 | AI Interventions

AI is an approach rather than a single methodology. Each 
application of AI is probably different (D. L. Cooperrider and 
Whitney 2001). Intervention models range from a rapid and 
informal inquiry (such as a conversation with a colleague) to an 
organization‐wide process involving all stakeholders in the firm. 
D. D. Whitney and Trosten‐Bloom (2010) describe the AI model as 
loosely structured; every AI intervention is custom‐made to meet 
the organization's particular challenges. They discuss the most 
frequently used frameworks, including the traditional 5D cycle, 
but also mass‐mobilized inquiry, the positive change network, 
and AI learning teams. The 5D cycle is the most widely used 
approach (D. L. Cooperrider and Whitney 2001), and is the focus 
of this article. It is the main intervention model of AI (G. R. Bushe 
and Kassam 2005; D. L. Cooperrider and Whitney 2001) and 
elaborates the principles for the practice described in the seminal 
article of D. L. Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987).

1.2 | The 5D Cycle

The main intervention model associated with AI is the 5D cycle, 
defined as a process promoting positive change. It can be 
repeated several times to perpetuate or to deepen the initiated 

change (D. L. Cooperrider and Srivastva 1987). A more detailed 
description of the process follows.

The first phase of the 5D cycle (see Figure 1) is the definition. At 
this stage, decision‐makers are invited to define a strategic 
positive orientation, called the affirmative topic choice. This first 
step is crucial, as it defines the topic on which participants will 
focus their attention. It must be a goal highly desired by the 
organization, including hopes and dreams for its future 
(D. Whitney 1998). Framing the focus of inquiry is the most 
important factor for ensuring change, as the affirmative topic 
choice becomes the strategic agenda for learning and building 
new knowledge and actions (Bright et al. 2006).

The second phase is the discovery. Participants interview each 
other in pairs with questions based on the affirmative topic 
choice, thus creating a positive relational dynamic. This phase is 
about the quest for positive stories. The best of what is 
(strengths, resources and success stories of the system) is 
identified through a rigorous exploration to raise awareness of 
good practices. It is rooted in the idea that not only do people 
learn from their mistakes, people also grow from our positive 
experiences (D. Whitney 1998). An organizational shift occurs, 
from what is not working to what works and will possibly work 
in the future.

After focusing on the positive core (D. L. Cooperrider and 
Whitney 2001), individuals explore their wishes through the 
dream phase. The system's potential (strengths and resources) is 
linked to a clear result‐oriented vision. At this stage, the posi
tive future is connected to questioning about a higher purpose, 
such as, ‘What is the world calling us to become?’ In the dream 
phase, a group of people engage in ‘thinking big, thinking out of 
the box’ (D. Whitney 1998, 317). People can describe their 
hopes and dreams for the organization, connecting to a higher 
purpose.

FIGURE 1 | The 5D AI cycle (adapted from D. L. Cooperrider and Whitney 2001; Pill 2016).
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This inspiring vision leads to the design phase, the decision to 
co‐construct a framework for change. To operationalize the 
dream previously established, provocative propositions of the 
ideal organization are made and pragmatic actions are envis
aged. For instance, the company is an expert in process man
agement. In this affirmation, the positive core is magnified into 
actions people can feel able to attain. From there, concrete ac
tions are identified, structuring how the change will be imple
mented. This process is a co‐creation by all stakeholders 
(D. Whitney 1998) that enables employees to realign themselves 
to a changing business environment.

Finally, in the destiny phase, concrete actions are carried out. 
This is also an opportunity to strengthen the positive mo
mentum generated in previous phases by highlighting personal 
and organizational commitments. Although change occurs at 
every step of the process, the destiny phase includes more spe
cific action planning and delivery (D. Whitney 1998). Small 
groups can work on collaborative efforts to deploy positive 
organizational initiatives.

In summary, AI is a flexible model of organizational change 
based on five basic principles. Although other forms exist, its 
main structure is the 5D cycle.

1.3 | Outcomes of AI Interventions

Since 1987, AI has been the subject of hundreds of studies. To 
date, the vast majority of AI research attesting to its success 
consists of case studies (e.g., Finegold et al. 2002; Gonzales and 
Leroy 2011), which are mostly qualitative (Yaeger et al. 2005) 
and emphasize outcomes at a collective level (Barrett and 
Fry 2005; G. R. Bushe and Kassam 2005; D. L. Cooperrider 2012; 
Fry et al. 2002). In essence, AI outcomes can be summarized 
and classified under four main categories: (a) generativity, (b) 
engagement and performance, (c) team‐oriented behaviours and 
(d) virtuousness and flourishing.

1.3.1 | Generativity

Generativity is defined as the emergence of new ideas that 
motivate new actions (G. R. Bushe and Paranjpey 2015). Studies 
seem to indicate that AI is generative through inquiry, in its 
quest for new ideas, images and models that positively alter a 
collective future (G. R. Bushe 2007). In their report of case 
studies, Finegold et al. (2002) suggest that the creation of new 
and exciting aspirations seems to occur through individual 
imagination. A shared vision of the future is fostered through 
collaborative insights (Ruhe et al. 2011; Trajkovski et al. 2015). 
Participants are more hopeful of the possibilities, feel more 
positive emotions (Barrett and Fry 2005) and limit negative 
statements (Finegold et al. 2002; Gonzales and Leroy 2011). 
Feeling empowered by the new positive orientation, people then 
tend to bridge the ideas‐to‐action gap (Egan and Lancaster 2005; 
Finegold et al. 2002). AI thus differs from inceptive OD ap
proaches, as it focuses on generativity rather than problem‐ 
solving (G. R. Bushe 2007).

1.3.2 | Engagement and Performance

With generativity as a focal point, AI practitioners have noted 
that scepticism may be transformed into engagement and per
formance (Baker et al. 2009; Bright et al. 2006; D. L. Cooperrider 
and McQuaid 2012; Trajkovski et al. 2013). Engagement is 
defined as a positive, fulfilling, affective and motivational state 
of well‐being at work, characterized by vigour, dedication and 
absorption (Bakker et al. 2008). Performance, in turn, is defined 
by the duality of task and contextual performance (Borman and 
Motowidlo 1993). Task performance relates to transforming raw 
materials into the goods and services which are specific to the 
job. It represents the core technical skills (Borman and Moto
widlo 1993). Contextual performance concerns aspects of an 
individual's performance which maintain and enhance the or
ganization's social network and the psychological climate that 
supports technical tasks (Borman and Motowidlo 1993).

AI tends to promote engagement through the democratic creation 
of a positive vision and positive actions for the future (Baker 
et al. 2009). Results of case studies could demonstrate the impact 
of AI on focus and effectiveness (Bright et al. 2006; D. L. Coop
errider and McQuaid 2012), catalysing learning (Ridley‐Duff and 
Duncan 2015; Trajkovski et al. 2013), responsibility (Conk
right 2011; Finegold et al. 2002), initiatives (D. L. Cooperrider and 
McQuaid 2012) and commitment (Ruhe et al. 2011).

Similarly, studies indicate that AI can foster task performance 
through a sense of responsibility, autonomy and increased 
decision‐making (Conkright 2011; Powley et al. 2004). It also 
promotes contextual performance by including all stakeholders, 
cultivating positive relationships and fostering conversational 
convergence in the discovery, dream and design phases (Baker 
et al. 2009; D. L. Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012; Mantel and 
Ludema 2004).

1.3.3 | Team‐Oriented Behaviours

Team‐oriented behaviours are defined as cooperative behaviours 
in which group members reach out to help and provide assistance 
in promoting each other's success (Watson et al. 1998). Numerous 
scholars have conducted qualitative and case studies to tend to 
document the development of collaborative efforts and cooper
ation with AI interventions (Baker et al. 2009; Egan and Lan
caster 2005; Falk 2014; Trajkovski et al. 2016), notably through 
partnering (Finegold et al. 2002; Trajkovski et al. 2015) and in
clusion (D. L. Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012). AI is generally 
associated with a feeling of unity that may enhance participation, 
team‐oriented behaviours and team effectiveness (Egan and 
Lancaster 2005; Falk 2014; Gonzales and Leroy 2011; Powley 
et al. 2004). Therefore, AI seems to foster respectful interactions 
(Ruhe et al. 2011). It tends to promotes conversational conver
gence (Egan and Lancaster 2005; Mantel and Ludema 2004). 
Results of interviews conducted by Baker et al. (2009) reveal a 
rapid increase in intimacy leading to feelings of group identity. 
Courageous statements may also be more frequent. For example, 
many participants provided insights into their personal 
commitment, concerns and aspirations for a better future, and 
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expressed ideas sometimes in conflict with current management 
strategies. As AI aims to create dialogue as a team strategy, 
participants may be more open to giving and receiving posi
tive feedback (Clarke and Thornton 2014; Stefaniak 2007). AI 
interventions seem to foster positive relationships among par
ticipants by developing constructive feelings, such as honesty and 
trust (Baker et al. 2009; D. L. Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012; 
Watkins et al. 2016), respect (Shendell‐Falik et al. 2007), reli
ability and empathy (D. L. Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012). 
Creating connections between people as well as, within the in
dividual, to their own best self, seems to be central to AI.

1.3.4 | Virtuousness and Flourishing

Virtuousness is defined as ‘a constellation of virtues in the 
aggregate’ (Cameron and Winn 2012, 232). It is manifested by a 
set of people and is often displayed with a collective expression 
of moral excellence (Cameron and Winn 2012). It is anchored in 
organizational processes and practices, and is likely to be 
associated with organization‐level outcomes. Flourishing, in 
turn, is defined as high levels of well‐being (Diener et al. 2010; 
Hone et al. 2014) and of mental health that include positive 
feelings and positive functioning in life (Keyes 2002).

Qualitative studies show that AI tends to promote virtuousness 
and flourishing through its focus on best human practices and 
communication in a group context (Baker et al. 2009; Clarke 
and Thornton 2014; Stefaniak 2007). Through the AI process, a 
shift in attitude and language occurs, and a generalized positive 
attitude is manifested (Clarke and Thornton 2014; Finegold 
et al. 2002). D. Cooperrider and Barrett (2002) refer to the exp
erience as humbling, one that heightens participants' awareness 
and inspiration to aim for good practices. In a case study, Ber
risford (2005) observed that participants may connect more to 
their emotions, with the feeling that their opinions matter. 
Moreover, participants are likely to experience increased satis
faction of their need for competence, leading to higher levels 
of resilience, self‐efficacy, hope and optimism (Verleysen 
et al. 2015). Similarly, Gonzales and Leroy (2011) observed a 
greater level of confidence and satisfaction, whereas D. L. 
Cooperrider and McQuaid (2012) emphasized the resulting 
feelings of pride.

1.4 | General Overview and Research Objective

As shown above, the scientific literature on AI includes many 
case and qualitative studies. Together, this body of research 
documents encouraging results from the use of AI that need to 
be further validated by experimental research designs in order 
to confirm the effects of such interventions and better under
stand the contingencies involved (G. R. Bushe 2012; D. L. 
Cooperrider and McQuaid 2012; Verleysen et al. 2015). How
ever, as AI forms and structures tend to vary, (quasi) experi
mental and quantitative research seems to be rare as they are 
challenging to conduct (Verleysen et al. 2015). It is therefore 
legitimate to wonder whether AI is effective, and if so, to what 
extent? Can the effects be measured quantitatively and objec
tively? Could the results obtained be attributed to a phenome
non such as a working alliance or a Hawthorne effect? To 

answer these questions about AI effectiveness, it is necessary to 
review the existing evidence provided by experimental studies 
on the subject and shed a critical light on their results. The 
objective of the present research is thus to conduct a literature 
review of the scientific literature regarding workplace AI 
intervention studies that specifically used (quasi) experimental 
designs and analyse the findings in light of the available case‐ 
studies knowledge on AI.

2 | Method

To meet this objective, a literature review of the relevant 
scientific literature was conducted using a systematic review. 
Peer‐reviewed articles were searched through PsychINFO, Sci
ence Direct, Business Source and Google Scholar databases. 
Keywords searched included appreciative inquiry, well‐being, 
engagement, performance, organization, job and workplace. The 
initial search aiming to question if AI interventions are more 
effective than other interventions on employees' wellbeing, 
engagement and performance targeted articles that met the 
following inclusion criteria: (a) published in a peer‐reviewed 
journal; (b) written in English and (c) published after 1987, 
when appreciative inquiry methodology was established. This 
preliminary search identified 399 articles using PsychINFO, 
Science Direct and Business Source, as well as 310 articles using 
the Google Scholar database. In a second step, the following 
criteria was applied in order to retain only the articles that were 
relevant to our objective: (a) studies must use an experimental 
or quasi‐experimental design, (b) studies must be based on the 
5D cycle and (c) studies must investigate the application of AI in 
an organizational setting.

The list of references of the selected articles was consulted for 
completeness. Each distinct article whose title was deemed 
relevant was verified through reading the abstract (N = 682). 
Amongst those articles, 12 met our inclusion and exclusion 
criteria (670 were excluded). In the final inclusion stage, authors 
reached unanimous agreement regarding the quality of the 
studies selected and their compliance with the inclusion criteria 
through reading the article full text. This stage led to the 
exclusion of nine articles that showed inappropriate methodo
logical quality, such as a meta‐case analysis (4); a study con
ducted in an organizational behaviour course instead of an 
organizational setting (1); or because they were focusing on 
appreciative leadership (2), appreciative values (1) or apprecia
tive behaviours (1), rather than the 5D cycle of AI. Finally, three 
studies were included. Figure 2 shows the process of selecting 
studies.

3 | Results

Results from our systematic review revealed a total of three 
studies that met the selection criteria, respectively, those con
ducted by Jones (1998), Peelle III (2006), and G. R. Bushe and 
Paranjpey (2015). As the number of studies found is infinitesi
mally small, no general conclusions can be drawn. In the 
following section, each study's objectives, protocols and results 
are detailed, in order of publication from earliest to most recent. 
The three articles are listed in the table below (see Table 1).
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3.1 | Article 1: Jones (1998)

Jones (1998) tested the influence of AI and a problem‐solving 
condition on employee retention. Although this study provides 
interesting results, it should be considered with great circum
spection, given that the method, analyses and results are not 
completely clear since essential information is missing. Man
agement personnel (N = 330) from 94 fast‐food restaurants of a 
chain located in a metropolitan area were randomly divided into 
three groups, each with different experimental conditions: (1) 
AI intervention (N = 116), (2) problem‐solving activity (N = 112) 
and (3) control group (N = 102).

The AI intervention consisted of a series of planning and lo
gistics meetings with district and general managers, followed by 
AI roundtable workshops focusing on employee retention with 
the rest of the managers in the different locations. The round
table workshops each lasted three and a half days and the ob
jectives were to 

reaffirm affirmative topic choices and create a com
mon base of data for all participants; state provocative 
propositions about the life‐giving properties in the 
firm; consensus validation of propositions using force‐ 
field analysis and debate; state realizable provocative 
propositions; state personal commitments and plan 
next steps for acting on provocative propositions.

(Jones 1998, 74) 

The whole process spanned two and a half years, included 
follow‐up meetings and encompassed the five steps of the 5D 
cycle.

The problem‐solving condition consisted of ‘normal problem‐ 
solving approaches toward retention’, whereas the control 
group ‘simply went on with business as usual without any in
terventions targeted at retention’ (Jones 1998, 72). No additional 
information was provided regarding these specific conditions.

FIGURE 2 | Studies selection process (PRISMA flow diagram).

TABLE 1 | Results of the systematic review of the outcomes of AI interventions in organizational settings.

Reference Sample Variables Results
1. Jones (1998) 330 Management personnel from 94 fast‐ 

food american restaurants of a chain 
located in a metropolitan area

Employee retention AI intervention is associated with a 
higher retention rate than the problem‐ 
solving group

2. Peelle III (2006) 36 Employees of a small north american 
manufacturing organization

Team efficacy and 
group identification

AI intervention is associated with a 
higher level of post‐task group potency 
and higher level of group identification

3. G. R. Bushe and 
Paranjpey (2015)

76 Employees of a midwest american 
transit organization of 10,000 employees

Generativity of ideas AI intervention does not seem to be 
associated with a greater number of ideas 
generated than other conditions

Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences / Revue Canadienne des Sciences de l'Administration, 2026 5 of 12

 19364490, 2026, 1, Downloaded from https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/cjas.70042 by University Of Vaasa, Wiley Online Library on [04/05/2026]. See the Terms and Conditions (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/terms-and-conditions) on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License



During the two and a half years, data was collected using the 
following methods: turnover tracking (i.e., voluntary turnover), 
surveys (i.e., demographic, retention and turnover information), 
historical documents (i.e., company document and unpublished 
papers), and observations (i.e., committee and departmental 
meetings, author journals, etc.). Again, no further information 
was provided regarding the precise methods and instruments 
used by the researchers.

Results of the study indicate that the AI group presented a 
higher retention rate than the problem‐solving group (30% 
higher) and the control group (32% higher) at time 2 (two and a 
half years after the initial roundtable workshops). Additionally, 
according to the authors, the survey results indicated that the AI 
group members were less inclined to leave the organization than 
those in the problem‐solving and control groups. No informa
tion was available regarding the analyses and results that led to 
these conclusions. However, a calculation of the estimated 
savings represented by the reduction in turnover was provided, 
which suggests that the AI intervention generated savings of 
$103,320. This study thus suggests that AI can have a positive 
impact on employee retention. Nevertheless, such a conclusion 
must be interpreted with caution since many additional details 
would be required in order to adequately assess the study's 
protocol, results and conclusions.

3.2 | Article 2: Peelle (2006)

Peelle III (2006) compared the effects of AI and creative problem 
solving (CPS) processes on team efficacy and group identifica
tion. Six cross‐functional teams, each comprised of six randomly 
assigned participants (n = 36), completed a specific task. More 
precisely, the team task involved developing a program or 
initiative that would ‘enhance the work environment, increase 
desirability of the organization for owners, and generate benefits 
for customers’ (Peelle III 2006, 454). Three teams were assigned 
to an AI intervention, and three teams to a CPS intervention.

The AI intervention included most of the 5D cycle. The defi
nition and discovery phases encompassed questions on what 
team members valued most about themselves, their personal 
best practices, and existing organizational practices that bring 
out the best in employees, customers and owners. The dream 
phase then consisted of defining the future by projecting those 
exemplary practices and creating ‘an image of an organization 
in which bringing out the best in employees, customers, and 
owners was the norm’ (Peelle III 2006, 455). Provocative prop
ositions were then crafted by the team during the design phase.

The CPS intervention started by imagining an idealized future 
(i.e., ‘Wouldn't it be nice if…?’). Teams investigated the gaps 
between the current organizational reality and their image of a 
positive future, selected specific gaps, and reframed them in the 
form of positive, actionable and open‐ended problem state
ments. After defining the problem, the team developed solutions 
and the best program was selected.

Completing the task successfully required teams to identify a 
program or initiative that would benefit employees, customers 
and the firm. The team's success was evaluated by a task success 

worksheet. Team efficacy was evaluated through the group 
potency instrument (Guzzo et al. 1993), which was completed 
by team members at pre and post intervention. Group identifi
cation was measured through Arrow–Carini Group Identifica
tion (Henry et al. 1999) at the midpoint of the intervention.

Results indicate that both AI participants and CPS participants 
showed a significant increase in group potency between the 
beginning (GP0) and the completion (GP1) of the task (AI: 
MGP0 = 3.29, MGP1 = 3.68; t(17) = −3.39, p = 0.002; CPS: 
MGP0 = 2.97, MGP1 = 3.35; t(17) = −2.61, p = 0.009). However, AI 
participants reported a higher level of post‐task group potency 
(M = 3.68) than CPS participants (M = 3.35, F(1, 33) = 5.11, 
p = 0.03). Similarly, AI participants also reported higher group 
identification (M = 3.28) than CPS participants (M = 2.97; 
t(34) = 2.00, p = 0.03). Therefore, it seems that, post‐intervention, 
participants of teams using AI reported increases in group po
tency similar to those of teams using creative problem‐solving 
interventions. However, midway through the intervention, AI 
teams seemed to identify with their groups to a significantly 
greater extent than members of groups with creative problem‐ 
solving tasks. In conclusion, despite a small sample size 
(n = 36), these findings nevertheless suggest that AI may pro
mote group potency (or collective efficacy) and social identifi
cation with the group.

3.3 | Article 3: Bushe and Paranjpey (2015)

G. R. Bushe and Paranjpey (2015) tested the assumption that AI 
is a more powerful generative form of inquiry than traditional 
problem‐solving. More specifically, these researchers compared 
a classic AI discovery phase with a traditional problem‐solving 
process and a ‘synergenesis’ process, a technique developed by 
G. R. Bushe (1995, 2007) to amplify the generativity of the dis
covery phase of AI.

Employees of a transit organization (N = 76) volunteered to 
generate new ideas on an employee recognition program. Par
ticipants were categorized by job type and assigned in roughly 
equal numbers to three different conditions: (1) problem‐solving 
process (N = 23), (2) AI discovery process (N = 27) and (3) 
synergenesis process (N = 26). Each condition lasted between 
two and three hours and involved two groups of approximately 
12 participants.

The problem‐solving groups were first asked to form pairs and 
reflect on problems in employee recognition programs (in gen
eral, and then more specifically in their own organization). They 
were then asked to improve and find potential solutions to the 
identified problems. In the last step, they were requested to 
regroup in teams of five to seven participants and brainstorm on 
ways to implement those solutions in the organization.

The AI discovery groups were first asked to form pairs and 
reflect on their career history to identify and describe an occa
sion when they were recognized or appreciated for their work 
and felt great satisfaction for this. Participants were encouraged 
to be genuinely curious about their partner's experiences and 
ask further questions, but not provide opinions about their 
stories. Once the interviews were over, participants were asked 
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to regroup in teams of five to seven persons to talk about what 
their stories revealed regarding employee recognition at its best, 
discuss the common themes and patterns within these stories 
and brainstorm on the ‘root causes of success’ that made them 
possible.

The synergenesis groups used a method similar to the AI dis
covery phase. In this process, however, participants not only 
listened to each other's peak stories but were also asked to 
identify those that most inspired them and to write them up in 
the first person. Participants were then asked to regroup in 
teams of five to seven persons and follow the synergenesis 
process of reading a story, brainstorming ideas on best recog
nition practices and then reading other stories until no more 
new ideas were produced.

Generativity was assessed by a panel of expert raters who had to 
review each idea provided by each group. This panel was 
comprised of employees representing a wide variety of de
partments, who had at least 5 years of experience in the orga
nization and who were blind to the experiment. Three 
questions, designed on a five‐point Likert‐type scale, assessed 
specific dimensions: (1) novelty (i.e., ‘Is this idea novel, which 
has not been done before in this organization?’), (2) interest 
(i.e., ‘Does this idea evoke interest and compel you to imple
ment it? ’) and (3) practicality (i.e., ‘Can this idea be imple
mented practically in the organization? ’).

A one‐way analysis of variance was used to test differences 
between groups. Results showed that the average number of 
ideas generated was not significantly different for the three 
conditions (56 for the AI group; 51 for the synergenesis group; 
50 in the problem‐solving group). However, ideas from the 
synergenesis condition were rated as significantly more inter
esting (F2,154 = 7.592, p = 0.01) and practical (F2,154 = 10.074, 
p = 0.00) than AI and problem‐solving conditions. No other 
statistically significant differences were found.

Thus, AI does not seem to generate a greater number of ideas than 
a problem‐solving or a synergenesis protocol. However, empha
sizing the synergenesis in the AI process can improve the 
quality—in terms of interest and practicality—of the ideas 
generated.

4 | Discussion

Responding to calls for more quantitative studies (G. R. 
Bushe 2012; G. R. Bushe and Kassam 2005; Verleysen et al. 2015), 
three investigations that applied an AI intervention in the 
workplace using a (quasi) experimental design have been 
summarized. These studies suggest that AI interventions can 
positively influence team‐oriented behaviours and effectively 
promote conditions related to work performance, although they 
may have no specific effect on generativity.

4.1 | Team Orientation

The (quasi) experimental studies reviewed do support previous 
findings indicating that AI groups tend to have a higher level of 

group identification (see Baker et al. 2009). This result concurs 
with the widespread idea that AI begets a paradigm shift from an 
individual to a relational view, through inclusion (D. L. Coop
errider and McQuaid 2012), intimacy (Baker et al. 2009) and 
unity (Egan and Lancaster 2005; Falk 2014; Powley et al. 2004). 
With its process of co‐creation—including the exploration of 
personal peak experiences, of dreams and alliances—AI builds 
bridges across boundaries (D. D. Whitney and Trosten‐ 
Bloom 2010). It tunes into patterns of relationship and collabo
ration, creating a collective feeling of belonging (Baker 
et al. 2009). Although team‐oriented and self‐oriented behaviours 
are not strictly mutually exclusive, groups tend to perform better 
if individuals are team‐oriented rather than self‐oriented (Smith 
and Berg 1987).

Furthermore, the reviewed studies reinforce the idea that AI 
interventions seem to strengthen a ‘can do’ climate, by rein
forcing hope and reliance among group members, as well as a 
feeling of connection to the organization's vision (Jones 1998). 
This fits with the idea that AI fosters a safety climate by 
encouraging positive and nonthreatening communication 
where people are free to be heard in regard to their strengths, 
dreams and successes (Mantel and Ludema 2004; Ruhe 
et al. 2011). AI is well known for rallying group members 
around an inspiring vision (D. L. Cooperrider and Godwin 2015; 
Gonzales and Leroy 2011). The process invites participants to be 
courageous in challenging the status quo, appealing to the group 
to reunite around a positive common goal (Powley et al. 2004). 
In short, AI participants might be more willing to invest in their 
group, leading to positive individual and organizational out
comes such as trust or coordination (Baker et al. 2009; Watkins 
et al. 2016).

4.2 | Performance

Regarding performance, one (quasi) experimental study show 
that AI interventions seem to enable conditions that are closely 
related to performance. Work conducted by Peelle III (2006) in
dicates that groups using AI have a higher group potency than 
those using traditional approaches. Also referred to as ‘collective 
efficacy’, group potency is defined as a collective belief that the 
team has the skills and competence needed to complete its tasks 
(Guzzo et al. 1993). AI is well known for focusing on collaborative 
effort (Trajkovski et al. 2016). In bringing conversational 
convergence (Mantel and Ludema 2004), not only by creating a 
democratic vision (Gonzales and Leroy 2011) but also by devel
oping responsibility and commitment (Conkright 2011; Ruhe 
et al. 2011), AI promotes effectiveness and catalyses learning 
(G. R. Bushe and Coetzer 1995; Ridley‐Duff and Duncan 2015). 
Furthermore, research studies have shown that group potency is 
associated with group performance (Pearce et al. 2002; Whiteoak 
et al. 2004) and that a belief in collective efficacy consistently 
predicts group durability and success (Goddard and Sal
loum 2011). Two (quasi) experimental studies also reveal that AI 
participants tend to have more positive images of the future 
(Jones 1998; Peelle III 2006). In the AI literature, this positive 
image is often linked to hope (G. R. Bushe 2007; G. R. Bushe and 
Paranjpey 2015; Ludema 2000), which is related to performance 
in various domains, including the workplace (Adams et al. 2002; 
Luthans et al. 2005; Luthans and Jensen 2002; Luthans et al. 2004; 
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Youssef and Luthans 2006, 2007). Taken together, these results 
can also explain Jones' (1998) findings which suggest that AI can 
have a positive effect on employee retention.

4.3 | Generativity

AI has been depicted as a model that significantly increases 
generativity (G. R. Bushe and Kassam 2005; D. L. Cooper
rider 2013; Powley et al. 2004). However, G. R. Bushe and Para
njpey (2015) showed in their quasi‐experimental study that 
generativity does not appear to be a specific feature of AI because 
the approach generates as many ideas as the problem‐solving and 
synergenesis conditions. However, synergenesis (a technique 
that amplifies generativity in AI) could lead to more practical and 
interesting ideas in the discovery phase of AI. Indeed, using that 
innovative technique could improve the emergence of new and 
compelling ideas. Sharing ideas in groups can be a stimulating 
way to produce more creative ideas (Dugosh et al. 2000; Nijstad 
et al. 2002; Stroebe et al. 2010). Furthermore, when participants 
are motivated by the ideas generated, the positive impact of that 
productivity can be enhanced (Kohn et al. 2011; Paulus and 
Yang 2000). Using a technique such as synergenesis might be an 
interesting addition to enrich AI in order to improve the quality 
of ideas identified in the generativity process.

To summarize, this literature review of AI (quasi) experimental 
studies makes different contributions. It indicates that the thesis 
according to which AI promotes team‐oriented behaviours and 
performance can be supported by evidence from experimental 
studies. However, there is currently no evidence regarding 
specific impacts of AI interventions on generativity, cohesion or 
conflict management.

Above all, the main contribution of this literature review is to 
reveal the significant lack of research concerning AI (quasi) 
experimental studies. The key conclusion to be drawn is the 
crying need for more standardized studies to better understand 
the effects of AI interventions, as observed in the case studies. 
Since the seminal article written by Cooperrider and Srivatsva in 
1987, although hundreds of AI case studies in organisational 
settings have been published (G. R. Bushe and Paranjpey 2015), 
only three articles have used a (quasi) experimental design.

However, conducting (quasi) experimental research on AI is 
important as it allows a controlled evaluation of the in
tervention's effect. By comparing AI interventions to a control or 
placebo group, a greater internal validity is ensured, given that 
the results can be attributed to the intervention. Moreover, 
conducting comparative studies allows isolating the impact of a 
possible Hawthorne effect. The Hawthorne effect refers to a sit
uation in which the results of an experiment are not due to the 
experimental factors, but rather to the fact that participants are 
aware of taking part in an experiment in which they are tested, 
which usually results in a greater motivation. In other words, the 
following question is judicious: when beneficial effects are noted, 
what part of the effect is explained by the quality of the rela
tionship with the practitioner and what part can be explained by 
the AI intervention itself? Furthermore, (quasi) experimental 
studies allow a random assignment to groups, which is the best 
way to ensure that groups are socio‐demographically comparable 

(e.g., age, gender, ethnic group, education, etc.), and thus control 
for the selection bias. When groups are comparable, it is possible 
to conceive that the difference between participants is due to 
whether they received the intervention (experimental group) or 
not (control group). Other bias, such as the confirmation bias 
(natural tendency to favour information that confirms precon
ceived ideas) can also be better controlled. Furthermore, carrying 
out several (quasi) experimental studies on AI intervention could 
lead to a meta‐analysis, which can provide an estimate—with 
greater precision—of the effect of the intervention.

In sum, current knowledge in AI is limited by the lack of 
experimental studies. A research agenda is thus proposed in the 
following few lines, based on identified needs.

First, there is a general need for more quantitative research on 
AI. A specific and significant need exists for standardized 
studies using the 5D cycle within a large sample in an organi
zational setting. For instance, the objective and measurable ef
fects of AI on generativity, well‐being and job performance 
should be assessed in controlled studies. The sustainability of 
such effects could be tested with longitudinal designs. Similarly, 
impacts of AI on relationships, in terms of communication, 
trust, empathy or collaboration should be addressed. The effects 
of positive emotions, openness, hope and social support on AI 
outcomes could be the subject of (quasi) experimental research. 
Mediating effects should also be studied, especially in a longi
tudinal perspective. Further experimental studies are thus 
needed to confirm these different assumptions and extend our 
scientific knowledge in this regard.

Secondly, comparative studies would allow isolating the impact 
of a possible Hawthorne effect. Consequently, (quasi) experi
mental studies with two groups (AI and non‐AI intervention) are 
at least required. The addition of a placebo group (e.g., listening 
to music while practicing mental visualization) or groups for 
which alternative practices are proposed (e.g., developing 
strengths, physical activity, mindfulness, etc.) would be relevant. 
For example, the comparison between the strengths approach 
(Peterson and Seligman 2004) and AI is still missing in the sci
entific literature. However, despite some notable differences, 
these two models overlap. Indeed, AI and strengths interventions 
have a similar process, including a preparation phase (informa
tion and definition of objectives), a strengths identification phase 
(the discovery in AI), an integration phase and a phase of action. 
Nevertheless, within this process, the models differ on various 
points. For instance, AI integrates a phase of divergence (the 
dream) before converging towards a common future (the design) 
which is then implemented. Thus, AI is directed toward a 
common ideal, co‐constructed as a group. Strength's develop
ment tends to be more of an individual quest, whereas AI is part 
of a collective process. The quest for individual strengths and 
resources is explored in pairs through life stories in AI, and 
through psychometric tests or observations by oneself or by loved 
ones in strengths intervention. Do these variations lead to 
different results in terms of well‐being and performance? As 
mentioned, several definitions of well‐being and performance 
exist. It is therefore legitimate to wonder, on what types of well‐ 
being and performance do these approaches act? Are they the 
same? If not, how do they differ? What are the strengths and 
limitations of these two types of interventions? When to choose 
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one over the other? Testing and comparing these two approaches 
would allow for a better understanding of their effects and dif
ferences. Undoubtedly, further studies are required to investigate 
these questions and complement current knowledge on AI.

4.4 | Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although this review summarizes findings of (quasi) experi
mental studies pertaining to AI in the workplace, important 
limitations can be noted, which may become the starting point 
for future research. First, the number of (quasi) experimental 
studies inventoried remains extremely narrow. In addition, the 
interventions in some studies only partly apply the 5D cycle. 
The studies reviewed here can only be considered as the 
beginning of a larger corpus of future research investigating AI 
outcomes yet to be developed. The conclusions that can be 
drawn at this point are thus very limited. Further research 
could, for example, focus on the effect of AI‐enhanced trust on 
task performance.

Second, AI interventions vary greatly from one to the other. This 
makes the comparison between studies relatively challenging. 
What is characterized as the 5D cycle can differ in terms of 
process and length from one study to another, and the destiny 
phase is rarely described. As the process can be complex and 
changing, a more precise description of every phase of inter
vention would be necessary to ensure a complete and thorough 
understanding of the protocol and allow for possible replication. 
Furthermore, time allocated to each intervention variates 
significantly (from 1 hour to years), making the comparative 
process hazardous.

Third, in a broader perspective, authors tend to describe in
terventions with a dichotomy; ‘AI’ versus ‘non‐AI’ in
terventions. However, might there not be some value to non‐AI 
interventions as well? This limitation suggests a need for a more 
precise definition of AI. Is AI a philosophy, a technique, or a 
practice? What can be considered ‘AI’ and what not? Similarly, 
developing a psychometric scale to evaluate multiple AI prac
tices in an organization seems essential for more rigorous 
analysis of AI application. Such a tool could, for instance, cap
ture the interplay between appreciation and strengths 
(D. L. Cooperrider 2012) as the interacting core of AI, as sug
gested by Verleysen et al. (2014). The instrument could evaluate 
the specific added‐value of AI beyond the question of efficacy.

Fourth, most AI studies have been conducted in Western cul
tures. Does AI also work in non‐Western contexts? Applying 
and studying AI in different socio‐cultural landscapes could 
yield a broader understanding of the approach and its operating 
conditions. Indeed, as cultural norms vary and influence be
haviours, AI may require adaptation to be successfully imple
mented in different cultural contexts.

Fifth, it is important to consider negative effects that may be 
associated with AI, and whether, in certain circumstances, it 
should be used at all. G. R. Bushe (2007), G. Bushe (2012) un
derlines that—in some cases—AI might have been imple
mented to focus on the positive in order to avoid surfacing 
concerns, incompetence or ethical issues. Oliver (2005) states 

that distrust, disengagement and devaluation will occur if AI is 
used to repress well‐founded expressions of hurt, injustice and 
ill treatment. Pratt (2002), in turn, affirms that using AI in 
contexts of unexpressed resentments could be detrimental. In 
such situations, participants would find AI invalidating. More 
research is needed in this area in order to better understand the 
conditions under which AI interventions should be conducted 
(or avoided).

Finally, and as discussed, there is an overall need for more 
quantitative research on AI. Effects and mediating effects could 
be studied, especially with (quasi) experimental designs, as well 
as in a longitudinal perspective.

5 | Conclusion

The objective of the present research is thus to conduct a liter
ature review of the scientific literature regarding workplace AI 
intervention studies that used (quasi) experimental designs and 
analyse the findings in light of the available knowledge on AI. 
The aim is to validate, complete and nuance current data on AI, 
and to better understand how it influences individuals and the 
organizations for which they work. Conclusions emerge from 
this analysis. AI leads to a will to identify with one's group and to 
reinvest in that connection in the future. It can lead to enhanced 
performance through a sense of collective efficacy and feelings of 
hope. Professionals interested in applying AI in the workplace 
may consider this approach, notably when designing creativity, 
teambuilding and purpose definition exercises. However, a 
crying need of additional research using (quasi) experimental 
designs exist to further investigate specific AI outcomes, espe
cially in terms of generativity, well‐being, engagement, flour
ishing and virtuousness.
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