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Introduction
 
David Cooperrider has had a tremendous impact globally through his 
large-scale Appreciative Inquiry summit process, enabling transformation 
in companies, communities and across systems. But in this rich, uplifting 
article, he tells the story of turning an ‘appreciative inquiry’ on himself 
with respect to his health. Be prepared for a rare peek into his world that 
will leave you craving the thriving life he’s discovered. At Axiom News, 
we’re committed to discovering the possibilities for a bright future. David’s 
story definitely casts a vivid beam on some of those possibilities.

http://www.axiomnews.ca
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We have an unprecedented opportunity in human history to live 
longer and healthier than ever before. For one thing we have 
access, from around the world and through each of the seasons, 
to the richest, diverse array of nutritional foods any era might have 
been able to provide. And yet today, 35.7 per cent of Americans are 

now obese, and 68.8 per cent are either overweight or obese. The number one health 
issue in the United States is obesity and if the current trend continues, by 2048 all adults 
in the U.S. will be overweight or obese.1

The ravages of obesity for children and adults are well known: complex medications 
for the onset of diabetes; levels of heart disease and cancer never seen in any society; 
and a myriad of symptoms from asthma and arthritis, to high levels of cholesterol and 
acid reflux, to escalating rates of depression and difficult-to-diagnose levels of fatigue. 
Just walk through any airport and what do you see: a vast majority of people looking 
overweight, unhappy, tired — all at a time when good health is so possible. And that 
is in spite of the $40-billion per-year dieting industry. Unfortunately, most weight-loss 
programs don’t work either: one recent study showed that while almost everyone 
loses weight right away, 95 per cent of us regain that weight and often are worse off 
(adding more weight than the original) within three years. Weight loss followed by 
weight gain is the cycle — it’s the reason people are lured by magic cures and hyped up 
advertisements — it’s also the reason so many of us give up.

It’s more than the “yo-yo” effect. It’s a challenge to everyone who says they are a change 
agent. That’s you. That’s me. That’s our professional community, a field that promotes 
new theories and practices of change. Judging by the needs of our times, sincere 
questions must be raised: what’s our effectiveness, our honest track record, and our 
own sense of confidence?

So let me make a confession. I did not know how to take an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
approach to my own weight gain. In spite of the fact that I had written about AI for 
organizational change since 1982, and have made it my life’s work to build a non-deficit 
theory of the stages of positive (life-centric) change, I still found myself in the same 
cycle: weight loss followed by weight gain, followed by the self-fulfilling conclusion, “I’ve 
tried everything, and nothing works. It must be genetic, or the fate of turning fifty. Oh 
well, I will accept myself just as I am.”

But suddenly things changed with a curious question. I had just collaborated on series of 

1 Flegal KM, Carroll MD, Kit BK, et al: Prevalence of Obesity and Trends in the Distribution of Body Mass Index Among US Adults, 1999-2010.  
JAMA 2012.; and, Ogden CL, Carroll MD, Kit BK, et al: Prevalence of Obesity and Trends in Body Mass Index Among US Children and 
Adolescents, 1999-2010. JAMA 2012.



Making Change easy — The TiniesT ai suMMiT in The World 4

lectures in Australia with Marty Seligman where I would talk about the large-scale whole 
system AI Summit method, a large-group process with 300 to 1,000 or more people in 
the room. The paradoxical observation — and this was after Marty shared stories of 
stubborn, if not impossible, types of individual level change — was that changing whole 
systems seemed easier. Dramatic, big change fast, with a whole dairy industry (see 
John Whalen’s article, for example) or a whole company (see my article2 with Michelle 
McQuaid) was becoming the successful norm with the AI Summit method because of 
“the concentration effect of strengths” (Cooperrider, 2012, Organizational Dynamics)2.

Seligman invited me to the University of Pennsylvania to share these ideas with his 
graduate students in the field of positive psychology. While there, one of the students 
asked innocently: “How might we take the success factors of the AI Summit and design 
an AI Summit for the individual?” For example how about extending the principle of 
“wholeness” — the observation that the best in human systems comes out when the 
whole living system is experienced? It’s true, I remarked. Every time we have created or 
brought more systemic wholeness into a company’s strategic visioning — for example 
bringing together every level of employee as well as external customers, suppliers, or even 
critical NGOs and community leaders — the work has become more profound, easier, 
and more successful. So the question about a summit for the individual was wonderful. 
I built on the question like this: “What’s the tiniest AI summit in the world? Instead of 
a room of 300 or 1,000 people, could we take the principle of wholeness and actually 
design an AI Summit for breakthroughs or disruptive innovations for individual change?”

I decided at that very moment to take on one of the toughest change agenda’s I could 
think of — weight loss — and to call upon the AI Summit principles with one of the most 
difficult clients I could think of: myself.

David Cooperrider speaking to the United 
Nations Global Compact Leaders in 2004.

David at his second Olympic triathlon after 
losing some 30 lbs. 

2 Made available by the publisher for educational purposes only.

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/research/bibPublishedDetail.cfm?coid=13502
http://www.axiomnews.ca/sites/default/files/JCC46_Cooperrider%20and%20McQuaid%20-%20Final.pdf
http://www.axiomnews.ca/sites/default/files/Cooperrider%20Ai%20summit%20article.pdf
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Our Inquiry Must Be the Change We Want to See in the World

Let me ask you to first write down your thoughts on how the principles of AI might be 
used in the dieting domain. Think about that for a minute: How might you use the 4-D 
cycle? (Discover Dream Design Destiny). How about the principle of wholeness? The 
art of the unconditional positive question? Or how about the shift from the metaphor 
of “the world as a problem to be solved” to the world as a mystery, a living system, 
a “universe of strengths”? Or how about the principle of simultaneity — that human 
systems move in the direction of the questions we ask and that inquiry and change are 
not separate but simultaneous — that is, the seeds of change are implicit in the very first 
questions we ask?

While it is far beyond the space limitations in this article to go into every exciting detail, 
let me share the big picture story of what happened. In short, the application of AI to 
weight loss transformed my life in precious ways more than any other intentional change 
experience in the past half century. Let me share it as if I were outlining the steps for 
anyone struggling with similar challenges. The impacts?

• I lost over 30 pounds within six months;
• I cut my cholesterol levels in half while also dropping my statin-Lipitor medications;
• I dropped every medication I had been taking (like Nexium and Asprin);
• Within six months, I competed in my first Olympic triathlons with my 23-year-old  
   daughter and now do three per year;
• I healed my bone spurs — they are physically gone — and plantar fasciitis;
• I brought my waist size down five inches;
• I reversed the CAT scan results of my Arteriosclerosis;
• I now enjoy eating, shopping for food, and inventing new recipes with Nancy (my wife)  
   like never before;
• It’s now been over two years and the positive momentum has not subsided;
• There was very little resistance. It’s been easy, thrilling, and fun;
• I enjoy eating more, not less;
• My energy levels are back and I feel like I’m in college again.

And even though I’m quite reserved and often shy away from talking about myself, the 
questions people are asking have multiplied: “How do you use AI in this way?” and “You 
look fantastic! I had to do a double take! You’re like a whole different person! How can I 
do what you’re doing?!”

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/uploads/whatisai.pdf


Making Change easy — The TiniesT ai suMMiT in The World 6

Now That We’ve Mastered the Macro, How About the 
Micro AI Summit?

Here’s the sketch. My only caveat however is that the sample size is small. It’s obviously 
an “N of 1” story, and to help me tell it I will use the new model of positive change I am 
developing with my colleague, Lindsey Godwin. With any change agenda there are some 
key phases in the new change management model where you and your collaborating 
partners start with the change opportunity or challenge and: 
 
1. Pre-frame it;  
2. Macro-strengthen it;  
3. Design-think it;  
4. Prototype it;  
5. Reverse-innovate it;  
6. Invest it; 
    and then finally,  
7. Appreciate it.
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“Those with a positive vision of the future 
give us an image of a world  
on this planet where all  
things are given freely,  
where the highest 
human potential  
is fully realised.”
— Dadi Janki

Image courtesy of Brahma Kumaris Canada

http://www.brahmakumaris.org/canada
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1. Pre-frame it

Like all AI, it starts with topic choice or pre-framing where “pre” stands for positive 
reframing. If human systems move in the direction of what we ask questions about then 
this phase is more than crucial, it is fateful. And if the weight-loss change opportunity 
were to become an appreciative inquiry — a true strengths-based journey of discovery 
and not a problem to be solved — then I would need a topic that would ignite my 
genuine state of appreciation, spirit of inquiry or not-knowing, and curiosity. Inquiry 
is about living in a state of no answers. It’s the opposite of advocacy. It’s entering into 

the adventure of ideas and what Alfred North 
Whitehead called the “phase of romance” in 
learning. Inquiry, quite simply, takes us to the 
edge of the known into the unknown and is 
the experience of mystery that can change 
our lives: sometimes it’s a thrill, sometimes it 
involves an overwhelming sense of vertigo, but 
it always involves moving away from certainty. 
So was my topic about the ravages of obesity? 
How to cut calories? How to stop eating sugar, 
fat, salt, preservatives and processed foods? 
How to handle the ultimate deprivation of 
dieting? Or what’s wrong with me and why do 
my diets fail? Obviously these are all deficit-
based change topics.

So what would my positive-change topic be — 
something personally compelling, exciting and 

inspiring to me, and something generative or transformational in the sense that I cared 
enough about it to leave no stone unturned? For me the pre-framing proved to be a 
crucial first step, and it honestly was a question: What would it mean to “eat-to-thrive?” 
And how might my life, my work, and my relations be enriched if I were thriving in a way 
that surrounded all my ailments with strengths not sorrows, and incredible health not 
average health? Instead of living to eat, what would it mean to eat to live? 

Inquiry is about living in 
a state of no answers. It’s 
the opposite of advocacy. 
. . . Inquiry, quite simply, 
takes us to the edge 
of the known into the 
unknown and is the 
experience of mystery 
that can change our lives.



Making Change easy — The TiniesT ai suMMiT in The World 9

2. Macro-strengthen it

When designing any AI Summit, once the positive change topic or task is clear you next 
begin to surround that change agenda with the discovery of strengths from across and 
within the whole system. Some call it stakeholder-mapping, that is identifying all the 
internal and external stakeholders relevant to that change topic. So I sat down and 
started creating my invitation list. I asked: “If I were to assemble a set of stakeholders 
to engage in my personal summit on eating to thrive — and if there were no constraints 
of any kind whatsoever, what configuration of strengths, knowledge resources, and 
relationships would make the difference?” I started first by looking for people that 
had made remarkable health changes — not just incremental changes, but enduring 
leaps. I first looked to Don, a carpenter friend in Wisconsin who had been debilitated by 
Lyme disease and yet a year later was a model of remarkable physical health. His story 
of transformation, as he detailed it for me, was dramatic and his turn to health was 
inspired by Victoria Boutenko, the author of Green for Life. Soon I was off and running. 
I then met with Victoria and she told me about her inquiry into the healthiest people 
she could find. She shared the story about the green smoothie revolution which led to a 
whole lot more people for my stakeholder list: Dr. Fuhrman, author of Eat for Health, and 
Superimmunity; Dr. Essylsten, author of Prevent and Reverse Heart Disease, Loree Connors, 
the CFO of the VitaMix Corporation, and Jodi Berg the CEO of VitaMix. In addition, I 
added to my stakeholder map close friends and family members, colleagues from the 
AI community. I also joined several online communities, from Dr. Fuhrman’s nutritional 
excellence community to “the 12 steps to whole food eating” with Robyn Openshaw, as 
well as ironman triathlete Brendan Brazier’s Vega community, a crowdsourcing site with 
thousands of people focusing on athletic high performance and nutrition.

It was not long before I had engaged some 300 people. While I did not bring this “whole 
system” into a physical space — physicians, business leaders, family, colleagues, authors 
and thought leaders, young people, and friends — I did bring them into every phase 
of the 4-D cycle starting with the discovery phase: “When is it that human beings are 
most alive and thriving, in a nutritional excellence sense?” The inquiry was thrilling 
and unfolded like a mystery novel. Surprises emerged at every turn, for example our 
outdated ideas about protein. Guess which has five times more protein: (a) one hundred 
calories of steak? or (b) one hundred calories of leafy green spinach or kale? Not even 
my own physician guessed (b)!

The insights in the discovery phase patterned and converged around a nutritional 

http://www.amazon.com/Green-Life-Updated-Smoothie-Nutrition/dp/155643930X/ref=la_B001JS03S6_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1391647364&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Eat-Health-Joel-Fuhrman/dp/0983795223/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1391647403&sr=1-1&keywords=Dr.+Fuhrman+Eat+for+Health
http://www.amazon.com/Super-Immunity-Essential-Nutrition-Boosting/dp/0062080636/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1391647460&sr=1-1&keywords=Dr.+Fuhrman+Superimmunity
http://www.amazon.com/Prevent-Reverse-Heart-Disease-Nutrition-Based/dp/1583333002/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1391647510&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Dr.+Essylsten+Reversing+Heart+Disease
https://www.vitamix.com/
http://www.drfuhrman.com/shop/benefits.aspx
http://www.drfuhrman.com/shop/benefits.aspx
http://greensmoothiegirl.com/get-healthy/programs/12-steps-to-whole-foods/
http://www.vegacommunity.com/profile/BrendanBrazier
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density formula H=N/C proposed by Dr. Fuhrman, where superb health is a consequence 
of a lifestyle infused 80 per cent by the highest nutrients-per-calorie foods available. And 
this emerging theory radically changes the mindset. When it comes to these kinds of 
strengths-based high nutrient-per-calorie food, we need to eat more, not less. We need 
to eat magnitudes more — of the right things — which in turn replaces the desire for 
the wrong things. The most overlooked stance in our health-care system is harnessing 
the body’s own ability to heal and achieve superb health while finding one’s ideal weight 
through nutritional excellence. 

Eating to thrive does not require willpower for deprivation. It does not require giving up 
any foods entirely, such as meat, dairy, or processed foods, but it does call for a reversal 
of the 80-20 rule. Instead of the standard American diet where 80 per cent or more of 
our calories are from nutrient-deficient foods, the reversal calls for at least 80 per cent 
nutritional excellence: foods with the highest densities of micronutrient-per-calorie 
scores such as leafy greens, colorful vegetables, fresh fruits, legumes, and seeds. High 
nutrient per calorie foods, when combined, have amazing health benefits: large amounts 
of fiber; healthier arteries; lots of antioxidants; resources for super-immunity; fuel for 
cell repair;  hundreds of anti-aging and anti-cancer phytonutrients; the highest density 
packages of protein, calcium, magnesium, and vitamin C and others. The discoveries of 
what high-nutrient-per-calorie foods can do are exploding, and it was not long before I 
started noticing the surge in awareness everywhere. I burst into laughter one morning 
when I saw the recent bumper sticker on a neighbor’s car: “KALE, THE NEW BEEF.”
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Simultaneously, in addition to all of this, I asked myself the three questions the great 
physician Jonas Salk asked every one of his patients: “When in your life have you been 
the healthiest — at your own highest point of health? What were the insights and the 
kinds of truths you would want to pass on to every child or grandchild? And, how many 
people will you share these insights with, starting today?” Likewise, I went back to an 
AI interview the author Jim Lord once did of me. The experience was powerful. It was 
an appreciative inquiry into my desired vision of myself in the future, at age 93. It was 
an interview that asked me to reflect on my own models of inspiration — people that 
were aging in graceful, beautiful, and positive ways — and what I valued most in their 
examples. I thought of the great Peter Drucker and my meeting with him when he was 
93. I thought of Elise Boulding and my meeting with her in her 90’s. I thought of the 
spiritual teacher from India, Dadi Janki, also in her 90’s, vegan and raja yoga meditation 
guru. Each of them were precious moments. Each in their own way was sparkling. 
Drucker, for instance completed two thirds of his prolific writing after the age of 60. 
Elise, a peace theorist and vegan, had a smile and sparkle in her eyes every minute: 
she loved life. Dadi Janki, who was once called the most peaceful person on the planet 
after scientists in San Francisco did MRI’s of her brain, spoke about what it means to 
be a companion of God, taking time to be in silence, just sitting every day in quiet soul 
consciousness, reflecting on the miracle of life. 

With my new library of resources, new thought partnerships, and inspirations from 
those exceptional few who made lasting breakthroughs into incredible health via eating 
to thrive, my imagination wandered beyond the “data.” I allowed myself to dream, 
once again: “What does this positive core of strengths, opportunities, actualities, and 
inspirations show is possible? And what do I dare to dream for my own life? How long 
might I want to live in a quality way, and with what levels of physical, intellectual, and 
relational well-being? What do I look like — my own images of the future — in terms of 
desired weight, energy, health and eating to thrive? In terms of biological age, if I could 
look and feel like I did at the height of my athletic peak in college would I want it? And 
what quality of health do I dare imagine for myself in my 90’s and beyond — emulating 
my ‘positive aging’ models Elise Boulding, Peter Drucker, and Dadi Janki?”

This is what it means to macro-strengthen a change opportunity: to surround it with our
own, accessible, universe of strengths while remembering that human systems move in 
the direction of what they ask questions about. Inquiry and change are a simultaneous
moment. We become what we study.
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“The best way to 
predict your future 
is to create it.”
― Peter F. Drucker

http://www.druckerinstitute.com/
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3. Design-think it

My recent work with IDEO, one of the top design firms in the world, has shown me 
that “design thinking is too important to leave to designers.” In business the focus on 
innovation has soared. From the Conference Board’s landmark report on America’s 
innovation in 2006 to now, there has been a sea change driven largely by one thing: 
managers and leaders, by the droves, are absorbing everything they can from designers. 
They are learning the skills of “design thinking” from extraordinary architects and 
product designers as well as orchestra leaders and graphic artists — see the exciting 
book on Managing as Designing (Boland and Collopy, 2004).3 Industry-leading stars from 
Apple to Proctor and Gamble are going to the bank on it and while people will forever 
debate the mystery of Steven Jobs’ greatness — was he a great executive a la Thomas 
Watson or was he a genius designer a la Thomas Edison? — many will miss the point. 
He was both: he embraced the idea of managing as designing. He embraced the power 
of design in its signature forms: user focus, story, iteration, visual thinking, multiple 
solutions, teamwork — lots of teamwork, and rapid prototyping. But most important is 
the design-thinking attitude: failure is embraced, constraints often drive more creativity, 
and designers are more than crazy-creative, they also converge and get things done. 
There are deadlines for the next iPod launch and a real world to be reckoned with. 
Designers create vivid utopias that are not just utopian. And their favorite question is 
“How might we . . . ?” 

In hope theory there are two mutually reinforcing dimensions: willpower and waypower. 
What most people think about when they think about their weight loss is the need for 
willpower. What designers say is even more important is waypower: designing the tools 
or approaches that will make the “user experience” delightful, natural, easy. With this in 
mind I crafted my own brainstormer into the “how might we” question: “How might we 
create an approach to eating to thrive that is easy, delightful, and powerful and provides 
ways to eat more — to be able to enjoyably eat the new magnitudes of nutritionally-
excellent foods that will lead me to health, energy, and well-being?”

My designing of the pathway forward took a huge leap when I received a call from 
the VitaMix Corporation and met with their CFO. They had the tools to advance what 
some have called the green smoothie revolution. Their VitaMix machine — it is so 
powerful that “blender” is not the right word for it — for you can fill it with a pound 
of leafy greens, ice, bananas, grapes, and blueberries and blend it into a bright green 
shake in fifteen seconds. Personally I’ve never really liked green food and vegetables, 

3 Boland, R., and Collopy, F. (2004) Managing as Designing (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press).

http://www.ideo.com/
http://www.amazon.ca/Managing-Designing-Richard-Boland-Jr/dp/0804746745
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A VitaMix machine became an essential part of David’s ideal kitchen design as a “tool to advance 
what some have called the green smoothie revolution.” (Image courtesy of the VitaMix Corporation).

but this was amazing, with all of the fruit and super-food nutrients blended instantly 
and easily. Imagine being able to take in over a pound of leafy greens and a pound of 
vegetables each day 1+1. Might this be the cornerstone for my strategy and the answer 
to the designers’ question, “how might we?” My hopes and a pathway forward were 
converging. It was now time to move into the design thinker’s next stage: moving from 
discovery and dream to prototyping, especially rapid prototyping.

https://www.vitamix.com/
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4. Prototype it

In the AI Summit, the design phase now calls for more than “propositions” of the ideal 
design. It invites taking our words and concepts into visual form. The idea of prototyping 
is easy to understand in product development, for example, the early prototype of 
the next plug-in hybrid Prius. It’s something you can see. But what about prototyping 
things like a change agenda? Again it is part of the design attitude: its about tangible 
iterations, emergent learning and refinement, putting things into the real world as 
soon as possible, and making concepts come alive visually and experientially. When 
we build things or create artifacts, something else happens during the designing. We 
change. Think about how relationships changed in the pioneering days when everyone 
would show up to build their neighbors’ barn. The best comes out when we are creating 
and not just solving. In one recent AI Summit, people designed a skit to demonstrate 
and make visual an inspiring, user-friendly approach to the future smart grid. Another 
created a prototype business plan in the form of a storyboard for a city’s new offshore 
wind energy system. In yet another, a sand mining company brought the whole system 
into the room to design a $15 sand water filter for developing countries, and the first 
prototype was made out of available cardboard rolls, sand from the outside road, and 
a little paint. For me, I designed my ideal kitchen with books, my first VitaMix machine, 
a mind map of all my nutritional excellence “a-has”— and a storyboard for my pilot 
test’s first six-week immersion. Designing a six-week pilot was exciting. There were no 
New Year’s resolutions. No ideological rhetorics. No motivational speeches. Just the 
launch of an iterative prototype, with an experimental spirit and 
sense of excitement. Fortunately for me I was on sabbatical 
from the university, so the immersion would be easier. I was 
in retreat down in Florida. When Nancy joined me I had 
everything all set up. In fact when she arrived and walked 
in the door I asked if she was ready for lunch. Among other 
things involved, I handed her our first green smoothie. I told 
her not to look at it too closely (the green shake) but to simply taste 
it. She loved it. It was not long before she was my biggest supporter 
and first of many partners to share in this experiment. We sat outside 
by the ocean, enjoying the sparkling water. We said “cheers” and 
commented how it felt like we were drinking sunshine — all the 
phytonutrients, anti-oxidants, and minerals. The six-week prototyping 
experience was in full motion.
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5. Reverse-innovate it

The successes added up so quickly that I decided to keep a diary of observations. For 
indeed, I knew from our years of AI work that there is one thing more important than 
any single innovation: it’s forging a learning organization that is able to reverse innovate, 
that is, peer into a single innovation, step backwards in reverse sequence and learn 
from it. A great example of the intellectual rigor of reverse innovation is the field of 
biomimicry. Biomimicry is a science that studies nature’s extraordinary models and then 
imitates or takes inspiration from these designs to innovate in human systems, e.g., a 
solar cell inspired by a leaf. Biomimcry — the conscious emulation of life’s genius — is 
all about innovation inspired by nature. Reverse innovation, in this spirit, requires more 
than intellectual rigor. It also requires humility and a gratitude for life. And it searches 
for life’s enduring principles. For example, in nature everything is useful and there is no 
concept of waste.

Reading the world around us for inspiration and noticing the tiniest sign of progress 
is especially relevant in the earliest phases of a positive change effort. Too often 
evaluation studies happen too late to make a difference in the nescient moments. 
For me, the experience of eating to thrive called for a new level of mindfulness and 
intentional noticing. 

The list was long: sleep was better, pounds were coming off (over 30 in all), exercise was 
becoming easier as was stamina, I was more regular, skin tone was better, there was less 
anxiety during big speeches (it was not until much later that I would find out why), and 
all my health numbers were getting better — cholesterol, blood pressure, triglycerides, 
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blood sugar levels, and more. For example my LDL (bad cholesterol) dropped from a high 
of 212 down to 112, within about 12 weeks, while I also dropped all statin medications! 
Perhaps most surprising of all was the complete healing of all my foot and joint ailments 
as well as over-acidity and reflux. No more Nexium. And not one cold or sickness of any 
kind over the next couple years. Of course my next step was to search for answers to the 
question “why?” And then I learned even more about the “super-foods” and the powers 
of fruits, greens, nuts, legumes, and vegetables such as mushrooms, tomatoes, and 
onions to enable superimmunity, a return to ideal weight, to alkalize, and cleanse away 
toxins. The key was not the converging story — for everywhere I looked I soon found a 
common storyline — but the fact that I was learning what worked for me. I was revved 
up: my curiosity velocity was turned to the top of its dial. With my iPad in hand I could 
not even watch TV anymore. I was at one website after another. This reverse innovation 
of progress-moments helped me see subtle changes that could have been easily glossed 
over. By combining and concentrating all the observations into one place I was giving 
myself something like time-lapse photography: I could see the new me unfolding in front 
of my eyes. No one preaching at me could have had this impact. Proactively-guided AI is 
the operative word here. It was just as important as what I was eating. Inquiry to thrive 
is as important as eating to thrive.
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6. Invest it

We often talk about investing in people, or investing in change. But here when we 
propose, “invest it,” we mean not to invest in it, but to invest from it — taking the quick 
wins and gains and leveraging those resources (dollars, insights, new energy, social 
capital) and using those to help in scaling up the positive change. Like the concepts of 
reinvested dividends and compounded interest, the idea is to make the change initiative 
not a cost center but a profit center. Every AI Summit can be framed and leveraged to 
help surface new, unexpected sources of value. Yet as it relates to weight loss, the value 
analysis was not always obvious. In this case, for example, my grocery bills were 30 per 
cent higher as fresh produce and fruits are not subsidized like other foods. But eating 

to thrive is not about short-term thinking 
(even though I did also learn how to bring 
the immediate costs way down) but about 
life-long health. So I started getting creative 
with new questions: “If I’m likely to live 
longer and in healthier ways might my new 
health numbers actually bring down my 
costs of life insurance?” The answer was 
‘yes’! Then I started looking at the value 
of not missing work days, and the value of 
eating to thrive if I might in fact be able to 
work in high-quality ways one or two, or 
even 20 years more in my later years of my 

career? The math was astonishing. So I took the low-end, conservative scenarios and 
built a plan on how to invest the gain, as quickly as it accrued, to next level enablers. I 
joined a luxury health club, something I never would have considered prior. I invested 
in triathlons and fundraising races for St. Judes Children’s Hospital. I also invested in 
others. I bought Vita-Mix blenders for a friend who had cancer, for each of my children, 
for my mother, and several others. I invested in communities of shared interest. For me 
the greatest joy came when Nancy and I invested in beautiful racing bikes and started 
taking regular rides out in the country of 20-30 miles. These short adventures together, 
the triathlons, the exercise club, and new friendships accelerated the eating to thrive 
impact. Now there is no question in my mind that this change initiative will translate 
not into thousands of dollars of return, but quite likely something in the millions. This 
exercise of looking ahead is what I call anticipatory measurement and invites investing 
the gains to promote more gain. Investing from success as quickly and creatively as 

For me the greatest joy 
came when Nancy and I 
invested in beautiful racing 
bikes and started taking 
regular rides out in the 
country of 20-30 miles.
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possible can becomes a virtuous, self-reinforcing cycle. I was stunned, for instance, when 
I saw the savings from lower levels of life insurance and how that immediately allowed 
investment in the athletic club and triathlons. Again: what fun, what surprise, and what 
emergent insight.

David and Nancy Cooperrider taking a 20-mile bike ride after a green smoothie lunch and “loving 
it,” David says.
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7. Appreciate it

It’s been said that what we appreciate, appreciates. So let me speak personally about 
this whole experience. What do I appreciate most about it? First I feel grateful. My heart 
is happy. I never would have thought that “dieting” could bring so much joy, confidence, 
and contentment. I also feel lucky, like I will have an entirely different life now, and in the 
future as I move into my golden years. I also feel like I am more attuned: more attuned 
to my precious living system, my heartbeat and my entire body and relations, as well as 
more attuned to our green-blue planet. I also feel grateful for everyone I’ve learned from 
in my summit experience. There is a sense of wanting to celebrate and share the good 
discoveries. I am reminded of my colleagues and friends in Nepal who have taken the AI 
Summit’s 4-D cycle and added 3 more “D’s” — drumming, dancing, and doing. I think there 
is wonderful wisdom in this notion. Perhaps that’s the difference between deficit-based 
change and positive change models.

It’s not about how large your summit is or how tiny. The question is: Does it make you 
feel like drumming, dancing and doing more of it?

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
3.0 Unported License. 

An earlier, shorter draft of this article was published in the May 2012 AI Practitioner at 
www.aipractitioner.com.

For more articles by David please go to www.DavidCooperrider.com.
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