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The Power of Questions for Leaders and for Life 
(by Dr. W. Craig Gilliam) 

 
“The most serious mistakes are not being made as a result of wrong answers. 

The true dangerous thing is asking the wrong question.”  
~~ Peter F. Drucker 

 
It’s hard to transcend a combative question. But it’s hard to resist a generous 

question. We all have it in us to formulate questions that invite honesty, dignity, and 
revelation. There is something redemptive and life-giving about asking better 

questions. 
~~Krista Tippett 

 
“What will happen when we think about what is right with people rather than fixating on 

what is wrong with them?” 
~~Donald O. Clifton 

 
Asking open, honest questions is central to good leadership, consulting, facilitating and 
coaching. In fact, questions are core to the human quest. Good questions can invite 
insight and wisdom from groups and individuals and change entire cultures and work 
environments. Asking honest questions at the right time is both an art and a science.   
 
Honest questions can open space.  When space opens, anxiety lowers, generous 
questions flow, and creative energy heightens.  When questions are “on the spot,” they 
are not abstract or simply in the head but are experiences that invite people to the level 
of emotional process.  A study I read recently stated that the components for 
transformation involve 10% information, 20% relationship and 70% experience (“Under 
the 70:20:10 Model for Learning and Development”). In other words, for deep level 
learning or transformation, questions are best when they invite a person or team into an 
experience. If it is just a mental exercise, the impact is very limiting. When the genuine 
question(s) are asked that are relevant to the moment and issues at hand, they have an 
emotional impact on the team, group or individual. From the real question(s), the group 
has a greater chance of aligning around, connecting to and engaging with the challenge 
and opportunity of the moment, as well as one another.  
 
I have observed that when business teams, community groups, and organizations 
honestly engage the pressing question that gives voice to the real issue, relationships 
can deepen, and change can emerge in the individual, the team or group, the 
community, and in the culture’s soul.    
 
Another role questions play is to help us position or reposition ourselves in a system 
and give the anxiety and responsibility back to the rightful owners. For example, you are 
a consultant, facilitator or the leader working with a team or staff.  As you process a 
particular issue that is ripe with challenge and opportunity, one of the team members 
asks you, “What do we do in this situation?” The anxiety is high.   As the leader, 
manager, or facilitator, everyone looks to you, waiting for the answer. You can be the 
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hero/heroine, fix-it person or savior and give them an answer.  For a period of time, you 
might be seen as their heroine/hero who saved the day. But in the long run, you have 
robbed them of the chance to find their own way and take responsibility for their 
decision(s). As a result, when things do not go well, you are the person they blame. 
 
What if instead of giving answers, you say, “I have my opinion, but first, I want to hear 
what you think. How do you think we should respond to this? What do you see to be 
some creative options? I think there is wisdom and experience in this team from which 
we can draw. You’ve been in the organization/business for a long time. Let’s hear your 
thoughts, recommendation and suggestions.”  A deep silence fills the room, then 
someone begins to offer her ideas.  Someone else picks up on her ideas and adds to 
them.  Within a few minutes, the entire group is engaged and conversing. The 
generative conversation is happening. In this instance, you have positioned yourself not 
as the answer person, but as the one to help frame the question and engage the 
imagination of the group/team.  As the leader or facilitator, you are walking with them 
and mining for the collective wisdom.  In the words of Marcus Buckingham, “Don’t try to 
put in what was left out. Try to draw out what was left in” (First, Break All The Rules 
from Gallup, p. 83). Drawing out from the team’s experience, insights and resources is 
good leadership in a strengths-based organization and a strengths-based facilitation. 
 
Granted, in times of crisis, sometimes the command theme of the leader (One of 
Gallup’s Strengths Themes) has to engage and take charge, but in many instances 
when crisis is not the tone, empowering the team is the better way. The leader is still 
part of the decision-making process, but the team is invited to share ownership. The 
leader is walking with others on the team or in the organization. When the team has the 
insights, they are more likely to own them, thus, take responsibility for outcomes and 
hard results. 
 
Another example is when I am leading a group into which I have been invited as an 
outsider, someone asks, “As an outsider coming in, what do you see going on with us?” 
I do not want to answer such a loaded question. I subtly change the conversation. The 
person who asks the question remarks, “You just changed the subject. That was slick, 
but I want to know what you think is going on with us as a team.” He catches me. After a 
pause, I respond, “The more important question to me is not what do I think is 
happening, but what do you think is going on? It sounds to me like you have something 
you are trying to get at. Will you tell us what you are thinking and perceiving?  After you 
answer what you are trying to hear, I would then like to invite the rest of you into the 
conversation to respond, and then, if helpful, I will offer what insight I can. What do you 
think is going on? Will you respond?” 
 
He begins to talk. Then someone else responds. These are conversations moving to a 
deep emotional level quickly.  I simply get out of the way and help hold the space. For 
the next four hours, this conversation happens and takes the group to a depth I had only 
imagined would happen. It becomes an open space.  For the participants, it is an 
experience. The questions are asked, the engagement happens, the connections 
deepen and the wisdom emerges. 
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Good leadership, facilitating, consulting and coaching are 80% listening and 20% 
speaking. Sometimes I get those two reversed. When I do, my facilitation or work is 
rarely as positive. Our challenge is to draw out the best that is within ourselves and the 
team; to help them hear the wisdom that resides within the team and its leaders. I call it, 
“making space so that what is trying to emerge actually can, and, hopefully, it can do so 
without taking the roof off of the place.” To be most helpful to others, it is about helping 
them realize what they already know or what they are realizing in the moment when 
they are their best. When working with groups, I remind myself to listen, listen, listen. . 
.and love the questions. 
 
In Letters to a Young Poet, the poet, Rainer Maria Rilke, writes about questions and life: 
 

. . .to be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and to try to love the 
questions themselves like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very 
foreign tongue.  Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you 
because you would not be able to live them.  And the point is, to live 
everything.  Live the questions now.  Perhaps you will then, gradually, without 
noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.  (p. 35) 

 
How do we ask honest, open questions of a group/team and listen for the emerging 
wisdom that reside there? My experience is, power resides in honest questions more 
than answers.  
 

Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation! 
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