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Resetting the Role of Businesses in 
Our Communities: Using Virtual AI 
Summits To Bring People Together

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities

How might an AI Summit be 
held virtually? This case study 
led by Dr David Cooperrider 
and the Change Lab for  
The B Team, Harley-Davidson 
and the Near West Side 
community in Milwaukee 
provides a step-by-step guide 
for bringing together more than 
100 participants online to help 
build a more positive future for 
an institution.

W hat if the global upheaval of economies, workplaces, government, 

cultures and the environment of the past few years was leveraged to 

reimagine and reset the way we worked, played and lived together? 

What if in an increasingly divided world we found more inclusive, safer and 

more effective ways to co-create new social and environmental contracts 

that left neither people nor planet, behind? These are the questions that led 

Harley-Davidson to partner with global nonprofit, The B Team to pilot a virtual 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) summit. 

Co-founded by Sir Richard Branson and Harley-Davidson CEO and Chairman, 

Jochen Zeitz, The B Team and their network of global business and civic leaders 

advocate for business practices that are more centered on humanity and the 

planet, and to act as positive institutions in society. “Healthy companies need 

healthy communities around them,” explains Jochen. “It is why at Harley 

Davidson we are committed to giving back to the Near West Side community 

where our company was born more than a century ago. It is also why we wanted 

to test how an AI summit could bring together all our local stakeholders to 

co-create a more vibrant community.”

Healthy businesses need healthy communities

Located just west of downtown Milwaukee in Wisconsin, the Near West Side is 

made up of seven neighborhoods, each with its own history. Once one of the 

wealthier areas in Milwaukee, by the early 2000s the area was struggling with a 
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high rate of absentee ownership, lack of property investment and maintenance, 

vacant and derelict commercial districts, and pockets of growing crime.

In 2014, Harley-Davidson convened a group of legacy companies and 

organizations with deep roots in the neighborhood to form the non-profit 

organization, Near West Side Partners, whose mission is to help the community 

once again become a great place to live, work, play and stay by revitalizing and 

sustaining thriving business and residential corridors. While important progress 

towards this goal has been made, it was never going to be an easy task to engage 

diverse stakeholders across 28,000 residents and more than 400 businesses and 

non-profits, and 29,000 employees who speak 33 different languages.

Add to this the pandemic-related restrictions experienced during 2020 and 

2021 and it’s easy to understand why the Near West Side, with a grant from 

the Harley-Davidson Foundation, agreed to pilot a virtual AI summit to bring 

together a large group of their diverse stakeholders to elevate and develop, 

combine, magnify and refract their shared strengths back into the community 

with speed and dexterity. But how could an AI summit – which typically works 

by seating stakeholders side-by-side in a room to spark surprising connections 

and new collaborations – be delivered in the midst of lockdowns and physical 

distancing requirements?

Near West Side Neighborhoods’ Dreams for the 
Future

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities
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Can you deliver an AI summit virtually?

The level of positive energy, trust, hope, excitement, commitment and 

accountability AI summits build by bringing stakeholders from across a system 

physically together to search for what gives “life” to a living system when it is 

at its most effective, alive and capable in economic, ecological and human terms 

has enabled:

  • The growth of the United Nations Global Compact for sustainability 

from 1,500 to 8,000 of the world’s largest corporations (Cooperrider & 

Zhexembayeva, 2012).

  • The delivery of energy improvements across the state of Massachusetts 

that have resulted in nearly $9 billion worth of benefits for residents 

and businesses (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012).

  • The improbable collaboration of the world’s religious leaders to unite 

more than 7 million people of different faiths to help build a better 

world (Gibbs & Mahe, 2003).

However, when the team asked Dr David Cooperrider to deliver the Near West 

Side’s AI summit virtually, he had strong reservations about how similar 

outcomes could be delivered online. How would people have conversations that 

allowed them to really connect to each other? How would small groups find 

creative ways to build a shared dream together? How would people vote with their 

feet to choose the challenges they wanted to design solutions around? How would 

we gauge people’s levels of energy and commitment to deliver collective actions?

David knew that our team at The Change Lab had been experimenting with 

answers to these questions for several years. While designing and delivering an 

AI summit online is a different experience to what unfolds when a whole system 

gathers physically in one room, we reassured David that it was still possible 

to create the kind of connections and commitments on which an AI summit’s 

success depends.

Bringing together a virtual steering committee

AI summits are guided by a steering committee that comprises representatives 

from across the system who possess the requisite authority, resources, expertise, 

information and need to make the summit happen. Using Zoom, David and our 

team gathered 26 representatives from the local community, the Near West 

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities

How would small groups 
find creative ways to build 
a shared dream together? 
How would people vote 
with their feet to choose 
the challenges they wanted 
to design solutions around?
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Side Partners, Harley-Davidson and The B Team for one-and-a-half days of AI 

summit planning as they explored how they might repower Milwaukee and create 

a vibrant Near West Side together.

After the steering committee gained a good understanding of the UN’s 

Imperative 21 goals and the AI summit process, we used Zoom’s breakout room 

functionality to give them a first-hand experience of Appreciative Inquiry as they 

worked together to discover the Near West Side’s strengths and to dream of the 

shared future they wanted. Fuelled with new levels of energy and excitement for 

what a summit might enable, we used Zoom’s breakout rooms self-select feature 

to allow them to “vote with their feet” as they moved into small groups to:

  • Agree on a task: “Coming together to accelerate a bright future for the 

Near West Side with healthy and happy people, thriving and united 

neighborhoods and vibrant and equitable economies”;

  • Finalize a bold, generative topic: Seven Neighborhoods: Strong History, 

Shared Future;

  • Set objectives: Supporting healthy and happy people; empowering 

thriving and united communities; facilitating vibrant and equitable 

economies;

  • Map key community stakeholders who should be invited;

  • Build a list of pre-summit community outreach and communication 

opportunities to invite the broader community;

  • Begin post-summit planning to ensure the energy and ideas that 

emerged could be quickly turned into collective and sustainable actions.

Google forms provided an easy way to gather and collate each group’s outputs 

and also provided an unobtrusive means of monitoring their progress: documents 

can be viewed by anyone at any time.

By the end of our time together, David was pleasantly surprised to find the 

technology ran relatively smoothly, the committee left highly engaged and 

energized, and the outputs were equal to anything he’d seen emerge from a face-

to-face AI summit planning workshop. But could it be scaled from 26 steering 

committee participants to more than 100 AI summit attendees?

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities

They worked together to 
discover the Near West 
Side’s strengths and to 
dream of the  shared future 
they wanted.

The outputs were equal to 
anything he’d seen emerge 
from a face-to-face AI Summit 
planning workshop.
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Taking an AI summit online

“Buzzing”, “bumpy” and “astonished” are just some of the words participants 

have used in the past to describe their AI summit experiences (McQuaid, 2019). 

After all, as Chilean biologist, philosopher and neuroscientist Francisco Varela 

notes: “You can never direct a living system, you can only disturb it” (Matrurana 

& Varela, 1980, p. 162).

So, a nervous David and Near West Side steering committee members watched 

120 people from local businesses, government and non-profits, along with local 

residents and youths, join the Zoom waiting room for the first day of the summit. 

We tried to set expectations of what was about to unfold. “Things will definitely 

go wrong,” we cautioned. “But we’re going to give each other the permission to 

navigate the messiness of having virtual conversations, meet any technological 

challenges with humor and patience and lead with a positive and playful energy 

that is contagious.”

As the participants began to join us online, people were welcomed warmly 

and given a tour of Zoom’s virtual capabilities so they could relax and feel 

comfortable in the space we were sharing. Then, as they saw more and more 

diverse faces from across their community filling their screens, the chat box 

started popping with excited messages of hello and hopes for the summit. In just 

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities

Near West Neighborhood’s Summit welcome

As they saw more and more 
diverse faces from across 
their community filling 
their screens, the chat box 
started popping with excited 
messages.



78More articles at www.aipractitioner.com

Practitioner
February 2022 ISBN 978-1-907549-50-2

Volume 24 Number 1

a matter of minutes the sense of nervous excitement around the opportunity to 

come together – even if it was virtual - could be seen, read and felt by everybody.

Discovery

Following the official welcomes, participants were eager to hear from each other 

as we asked them to share their stories about the strengths, opportunities, 

aspirations and results they wanted for their community. With digital workbooks 

to guide them and generative questions to connect them, people were assigned 

to pre-determined breakout rooms of mix-maxed pairs or trios to complete their 

Discovery conversations – just as if we were physically all in one room together. 

As the odd technical difficulty arose, from not knowing how to turn on cameras to 

poor internet speeds or missing partners, our facilitation team was standing by to 

untangle these challenges for participants quickly.

Having had time to hear each other’s stories, at the click of a button the pairs 

and trios returned, sharing in the chat box how inspired and touched they were 

by the people they had met and the new knowledge they’d just gained about their 

community. As David explained how they’d now share these discoveries in small 

groups so together they could elevate and develop the positive core of the Near 

West Side’s past, present and future strengths in the Google form provided, our 

facilitation team merged the partners and trios into mix-maxed breakout rooms 

of six people.

When the groups returned, positive emotions were running high as the chat box 

spontaneously filled with messages of thanks to small group team members 

and reflections on how exciting these connections and conversations had been. 

As reporters from the small groups shared the stories, the strengths and the 

hopes they’d uncovered, looks of awe and wonder could be seen rippling across 

the screen as people began to realize just how potentially game-changing their 

morning had been – just as we so often witness in face-to-face AI summits. But 

could this open-hearted energy be sustained after people logged off to take a 

lunch break?

Dream

When participants returned, David invited them to combine and magnify the 

strengths they’d discovered of the Near West Side by pushing the creative edges 

of positive possibilities to refract their highest strengths in ways that would 

support healthy and happy people, thriving and united communities, and vibrant 

and equitable economies. It might be hard to imagine how this could be possible 

without sticky notes, pens and foam boards for people to gather and brainstorm 

around. But as participants were placed into new small groups of six, they found 

People began to realize 
just how potentially game-
changing their morning had 
been.

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities
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the Google form they’d been given made it easy for them to capture, organize and 

vote on their ideas for what the Near West Side might look like in 2031.

Knowing that positive, meaningful images of the future tend to pull us towards 

positive actions (Polak, 1973), each group was also asked to capture their hopes in 

a short story that could be shared. Mindful that our words create our world, their 

Google form included a series of simple storytelling prompts that enabled the 

groups to quickly craft rich, inspiring and heart-warming stories of what it might 

be like to live, work, play and stay in the Near West Side in ten years’ time. If they 

wished, they could add visual images using Google Slides, photographs and GIFs 

to help tell their stories.

As participants returned from their breakout rooms, we invited them to imagine 

gathering around a campfire to hear these tales of possibilities and pull their 

chairs a little closer to their screens. As the reporters for each group embraced 

their storytelling role and painted vivid, compelling, meaningful images of the 

future they wanted for the Near West Side, the chat box lit up with words of 

encouragement, shout outs for great ideas and a deep appreciation for the higher 

ground that had been found for the community. Reflecting on this process, 

David noted how pleasantly surprised he was that the quality of the dreams and 

people’s hope and sense of urgent purpose for the ideas being shared was no 

different from what he experienced in face-to-face summits.

As we prepared to log off for the first day, we asked people to reflect on the 

conversations they’d had that day and take a snapshot of something that 

connected them to their greatest hopes for their community, caption it and 

email it back to us overnight. And to help them savor the shared language of 

hope they’d begun creating for the Near West Side, all of their short stories were 

compiled into one document and emailed to everybody.

Design

Needing to evoke new thinking, new partnerships and new ways of working in 

order to surface pathways towards realizing their shared hopes, the second day 

began with a slideshow of their photographs, which captured the generative 

lens through which yesterday’s conversations were enabling them to see their 

neighborhoods. After hearing from Jens Molbak about how tri-sectoral solutions 

bring together communities, businesses and governments to find win-win 

ways to repurpose existing resources for better outcomes and common benefits, 

everyone was ready to vote with their feet around the opportunities they felt 

most passionately about.

Their Google form included a 
series of simple storytelling 
prompts that enabled the 
groups to quickly craft rich, 
inspiring and heart-warming 
stories.

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities



80More articles at www.aipractitioner.com

Practitioner
February 2022 ISBN 978-1-907549-50-2

Volume 24 Number 1

Overnight the steering committee had taken the themes of their shared dreams 

– such as healthy food innovation, racial healing and green spaces in their 

community – and crafted a series of “how might we...?” questions. With a Zoom 

breakout room set up for each question, participants used the self-select feature 

to self-organize themselves into new design groups.

Embracing an open, engaging and adaptive design thinking process, the groups 

used a Google form to dive into messy and sometimes conflicting conversations 

as they captured and prioritized potential solutions. They then moved beyond 

dialogue and got playful as they rapidly prototyped how their best ideas could 

be turned into real-world actions by creating infographics, how-to videos, 

storyboards and collages using free, easy-to-use tools like Google Slides, Canva 

templates and apps on their phones.

They returned to the main room after lunch ready to deliver a “shark tank”-style 

pitch for their less-than-perfect prototypes. As each group was provided with 

appreciative feedback about what people liked, any concerns they had and ideas 

to make the prototypes even better, a growing sense of urgency was reflected 

in the chat box comments as participants were able to now see tangible ways 

towards realizing their shared dreams for the Near West Side – just as we so often 

see in face-to-face AI summits.

Aspirations from the Near West Side Summit

AI Practitioner, February 2022, McQuaid and Etheve: Resetting the Role of Businesses in Our Communities
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Delivery

To nurture actions that would be sustained after the summit, the design teams 

closed out the second day by taking responsibility for how their prototypes could 

be actioned. Using a Google form they captured their objectives, key milestones 

and potential challenges, along with who wanted to be part of the work going 

forward, who else in the community might need to be involved and how confident 

they felt to go forward.

On the third day, the design groups reassembled to write an aspiration statement 

to guide the delivery of their recommendations. As each group later read out their 

statement, it became clear just how far this group of diverse stakeholders had 

come in defining the change they were committed to creating for the Near West 

Side.

As we closed out the summit, the chat box was flooded with comments about 

how people believed the time they had invested together would lead to positive 

changes across the community – just as we so often hear at the end of face-to-

face summits. Participants’ final comments also reflected surprise at how the 

levels of engagement, energy and commitment could be sustained over two-and-

half days on Zoom when AI principles were applied.

After the summit

Near West Side Partners have reported that the AI summit was able to accelerate 

the shared mission of the community by bringing together key stakeholders from 

diverse backgrounds to drive positive collective change. Following the summit, 

five projects have been approved to:

  • Establish a new community center to provide easy access to healthy 

food, housing, wellness and cultural and learning activities;

  • Create community corners that encourage safe driving, biking and 

walking;

  • Make the community greener by promoting nature-based solutions for 

existing homes, businesses and new (re)developments;

  • Engage youth in meaningful opportunities to grow, learn, play and lead 

in the community; and 

The chat box was flooded 
with comments about how 
people believed the time they 
had invested together would 
lead to positive changes 
across the community.
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  • Become a magnetic community of choice by providing meaningful, 

attractive and accessible opportunities and resources to all who live, 

work, play and visit.

Lessons from the AI summit are also being applied at Harley-Davidson, where 

the team report they have taken away the importance of:

  • Focusing on strengths – Recognizing the unique gifts and skills that each 

person on your team brings to a situation – and leveraging it.

  • Being inclusive: all are welcome, all are needed – Involving all stakeholders 

(and lots of them) leads to better ideas, solutions and overall outcomes.

  • Being positive – Interacting without ego and with positive energy 

collectively builds something very powerful.

  • Remembering we’re just as strong (if not stronger) virtually – By leveraging 

technology and creating space for conversations that are engaging, 

effective and intimate, everyone’s voice can be heard, which makes 

people feel valued and included and accelerates outputs and ideas.

And The B Team are identifying other opportunities where virtual AI summits 

can help them continue advancing the Imperative 21 reset dialogue with other 

companies and communities.

Despite this success, we do not recommend that all AI summits be delivered 

online. While this case study demonstrates how many of the highly valued 

outcomes of AI summits can be delivered online, there is no doubt that the 

additional opportunities for unpredictable connections, conversations and 

co-creation that arise when people meet face-to-face are highly desirable. 

However, given the growing need in our world for more positive institutions that 

can bring together more diverse and distributed systems at a larger scale than 

most organizations have attempted previously, the ability to design and deliver 

AI summits virtually will be an essential systems-change tool.

Conversations and co-creation 
that arise when people 
meet face-to-face are highly 
desirable ...

... however ...

the ability to design and 
deliver AI Summits virtually 
will be an essential systems-
change tool
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