
IntroductIon

In 2007, the City of Cleveland, Ohio participated in a Case Western 
Reserve University’s Global Forum. During this forum, Mayor Frank 
G. Jackson was exposed to a new type of planning called apprecia-
tive inquiry.   

Intrigued by this new planning process, Mayor Jackson asked his 
staff to meet with representatives from Case Western Reserve Uni-
versity to learn more. During these dialogues, an idea was born for 
how Cleveland could integrate the appreciate inquiry model into their 
planning efforts: Sustainable Cleveland 2019 Summit. The goal of the 
Summit would be to generate ideas, accountability, and commitment 
to a vision of what the City of Cleveland should look like in the year 
2019. The only stipulation of the Summit was that all sectors of the 
Cleveland community, from residents and businesses to municipal 
and educational institutions, be involved. 

ApprecIAtIve InquIry process

To appreciate means to value, to understand those things worth valuing. To inquire means to study, to ask 
questions, to search. The appreciative inquiry (AI) process is the integration of these terms: a collaborative 
search to identify and understand an organization’s or region’s strengths, greatest opportunities, and the 
aspirations and hopes for the future of the people residing in that region.

Appreciative inquiry is a whole system approach to planning in which representatives from the system for 
which you are planning (county, city, neighborhood, etc.) are encouraged to participate in planning efforts. 
AI focuses on future scenarios which are put into historical and global perspective, thereby encouraging a 
shared vision for the future and greater commitment by all stakeholders to achieve that future. 

Utilizing common ground rather then “conflict management” is a frame of reference for the AI process. This 
is done by respecting differences and then discovering areas for action around strong common ground.

The Appreciative Inquiry 
process utilizes four 
phases (Figure 1):

•	 Discover:	
Identification of 
organizational 
processes that 
work well.

•	 Dream:	 
Envisioning of 
processes that 
would work well 
in the future.

•	 Design:	 

Planning and 
prioritizing  
processes that 
would work well.

•	 Destiny	 
(or Deliver): 
Implementation 
of the proposed 
design. 
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usIng the ApprecIAtIve InquIry process
Lessons LeArned from sustAInAbLe cLeveLAnd 2019

To Build an Economic 
Engine to Empower a 

Green City on a Blue Lake

The AI “4-D Cycle”

DREAM
Opportunities

• Images of the Future

• Our Purpose & Vision

DESTINY
RESULTS

• Initiatives and Pilots

• Momentum & Learning

DESIGN
ASPIRATIONS

• Brainstorm Possibilites

• Design Prototypes

DISCOVER
STRENGTHS

• Innovations & Insights

• Defining the 
Positive Core



usIng the ApprecIAtIve InquIry process In cLeveLAnd 

Hosted August 12-14, 2009 by the City 
of Cleveland, the Sustainable Cleveland 
2019 Summit was designed to create a 
10-year action plan for economic sustain-
ability that will support business growth; 
protect the environment; and, create op-
portunities for individuals to prosper.

In an effort to solicit different perspec-
tives, experiences and ideas, Sustainable 
Cleveland 2019 utilized a diverse group 
of participants— CEOs, residents, large 
and small businesses, educational institu-
tions, and foundations from Cleveland 
and across the country. 

Challenges 

Outside of traditional issues associated with event management, Sustainable Cleveland 2019 faced some 
additional challenges due to the uniqueness of the event. Success of the Summit depended on atten-
dance and active contribution to the Appreciative Inquiry process for all three days. A full three-day com-
mitment from attendees was often difficult to achieve but crucial to the success of the Summit.

Another challenge for the Summit was proving the merit of the appreciative inquiry process to important 
stakeholders. Many viewed it as “just another conference” and were slow to warm up to the uniqueness of 
the process.

Successes and Achievements

A key indicator of Summit success was the sheer number of stakeholders that participated. Over 1,000 
people, from all sectors of the Cleveland community, attended and actively participated in the Summit. 
Moreover, the diverse nature of participants enhanced the AI process by adding different perspectives, 
experiences and ideas on how to develop an action plan for Cleveland’s economic success. 
Finally, with the help of a strong behind-the-scenes team consisting of the Mayor’s office, Case Western 
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Reserve University’s Fowler Center for Sustainable Value and the Summit Design Team, attendees were 
able to focus on thought sharing and not meeting logistics. 

In the end, the Summit succeeded in ensuring that participants were equipped with a vision for what 
Cleveland could look like in 2019 and empowered with the knowledge that they have a significant role to 
play in achieving that vision.  

AppLyIng sustAInAbLe cLeveLAnd 2019’s successes

The success of Sustainable Cleveland 2019 demonstrates the usefulness of the Appreciative Inquiry 
process. In hosting the Summit, Cleveland was able to bring together a diverse group of stakeholders who 
are invested in and dedicated to building a green economy and sustainable future for the City and to using 
their vast knowledge, experience and vision to create an action plan for achieving this goal. 
In applying the AI process, Cleveland focused on three major concepts:

•	 AI	is	a	systematic	approach	requiring	involvement	from	academia,	business,	civil	society,	 
and government

•	 The	need	to	utilize	the	four	AI	steps	(definition,	discovery,	dream,	design/deliver)	as	the	 
actions to achieve the desired resolution

•	 AI	helps	systems	renew,	change,	and	focus	performance	by	identifying	and	focusing	on	 
the best of “what is” in order to actively pursue the possibilities of “what could be”

Applying AI to a summit or program in your local government can be as simple as a small event following 
the three major concepts outlined above or can be as complex as Sustainable Cleveland 2019.  AI is best 
used when topically focused.  Cleveland chose the topic of ‘green economy’, but AI can be employed 
around any topic area your municipality is interested in changing or improving. For more information on 
applying	Appreciative	Inquiry	in	your	municipality,	please	visit:	http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/

resources

Sustainable	Cleveland	2019	—	http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us

Case	Western	Reserve	University—http://weatherhead.case.edu/about/news/detail.cfm?idNews=1353

ICLEI	USA—Local	Governments	for	Sustainability—	http://www.icleiusa.org/

Special thanks to Frances Crowe DiDonato, Project Manager—Cleveland Office of Sustainability  
and David Cooperrider, Facility Director of Fowler Center for Sustainable Value and co-creator of   
Appreciative Inquiry process.
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