
AppreciAtive inquiry
evAluAted from A Self determiniStic perSpective: 

the impAct on pSychologicAl cApitAl

About …
Appreciative Inquiry (AI): “AI is a strength-based, capacity building approach 
to transforming human systems toward a shared image of their most positive 
potential by first discovering the very best in their shared experience.” (Barret & 
Fry, 2005)
Self-determination theory (SDt): “Contexts supportive of autonomy, compe-
tence and relatedness were found to foster greater internalization and integra-
tion than contexts that thwart satisfaction of these needs. This finding is of great 
significance for individuals who wish to motivate others in a way that engenders 
commitment, effort and high-quality performance.” (Ryan & Deci, 2000)
Psychological Capital (PsyCap): “An individual’s positive psychological state 
of development that is characterized by: (1) having confidence (self-efficacy) 
to take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed at challenging tasks; (2) 
making a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and in the future; 
(3) persevering towards goals, and when necessary, redirecting paths to goals 
(hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, sus-
taining and bouncing back (resilience) to attain success.” (Luthans, Avey, Avolio, 
Norman, & Combs, 2006)

ReSultS
eAI-scale
On average, employees in organisations with AI-practices (N=85) reported a high-
er level both for eAI-PA (M=5.66) and eAI-NR (M=5.45) than employees in orga-
nizations without AI-practices (N=246) (eAI-PA: M=4.65; eAI-NR: M=4.12) (figure 
1). This is in support for the validity of the newly developed AI-scale:
•	 eAI-NR:	t(329) = -7.96, p < .05, d = 1.0
•	 eAI-PA:	t(329) = -6.30, p < .05, d = 0.8

Hypothesis 1
PsyCap ratings did not differ significantly between organizations with or without 
AI-practices (oAI). However a higher level of eAI-PA was significantly associated 
with a higher level of PsyCap. eAI-NR was not related to PsyCap (figure 2).

Hypothesis 2
Although eAI-PA enhanced relatedness, autonomy and competence, the relation-
ship between eAI-PA and PsyCap was mediated solely by autonomy and compe-
tence (figure 3).

MetHoD
Participants:
331 employees (average age = 39.1) from Flanders and the Netherlands were 
surveyed.

Measures: 
a. For measuring AI this survey used an objective measure (oAI): working in an or-

ganisation implementing AI-practices (N=85) and a control group (N=246).
b. To measure eAI a new questionnaire was developed. A total of 15 items were 

written to measure (a) experiencing the  implementation of the different steps 
in an AI-practice and (b) critical behaviour: an AI-practice is more solution-
focused than problem-focused, appreciating the good practices instead of 
focus on failure. 

 The Principal Component Analysis showed 2 components for the eAI-scale (4 
items were removed from the scale):

 (1) positive-appreciative: (eAI-PA: 7 items) α = .91
 (2) narrative-relatedness: (eAI-NR: 4 items)  α = .84
c. Relatedness, autonomy and competence were measured with subscales of 

the Basic Psychological Need Scale at Work (21 items) with all subscales 
showing α > .70

d. PsyCap was measured with the short Psychological Capital Questionnaire (13 
items): α = .91

AbStRACt
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) has gained growing popularity as an approach to orga-
nizational development and change. This study, based on the responses of 331 
participants working either in an AI or a non-AI organization, explores if experienc-
ing an AI approach during organizational change improves the level of Psycho-
logical Capital. It is conjectured that AI increases the self-determined motivation 
of employees hereby impacting on Psychological Capital. From within the Self 
Determination framework the mediating effect of relatedness, autonomy and 
competence on the relationship between AI and Psychological Capital is inves-
tigated. Results show a significant main effect of experienced AI. This effect is 
fully mediated by autonomy and competence.
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ConCluSIon
•		 Experiencing	an	AI-approach	in	the	organisation	generates	a	higher	level	of	PsyCap,	re-

latedness, autonomy en competence. A support for the mediating role of autonomy and 
competence in the relation eAI and PsyCap was found.

•		 Improving	the	eAI-scale	can	result	in	a	better	understanding	of	the	relation	between	the	
different variables used in this research. Qualitative research on the eAI-scale might prove 
helpful.

•		 Further	research	on	relatedness	in	an	AI-approach	and	in	the	context	of	SDT	can	result	in	
a better understanding of the success of AI in organizational change.
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Figure 1: Mean scores on both scales for eAI in organisations with and without AI-practices.

Figure 2: The reported eAI-PA 
and eAI-NR as predictor for 
PsyCap.

Figure 3: The mediating affect of relatedness, autonomy 
and competence in the relation eAI and PsyCap.
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ReSeARCH HyPotHeSeS
1.	 Employees	with	higher	levels	of	experienced	AI	(eAI)	or	working	in	an	organi-

zation with AI-practices, report higher levels of PsyCap comparing to employ-
ees with lower level of eAI or working in an organisation without AI-practices.

2. The experience of working in an organisation with AI-practices increases the 
self-determined motivation (relatedness, autonomy, competence) hereby im-
pacting on PsyCap.
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