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Summary 
 

1. Successful people have learned the art of the question.  

2. Without realizing it, we often handle employees and family members 

less than effectively because of our natural impulse to tell, rather than to 

listen. 

3. A poor manager will think that he has to have all the right answers, while 

a good leader knows that the secret to success is to know the right 

questions. 

4. Conflict is handled more effectively and with less stress when the art of 

the question is applied. 

5. Studies have shown that, by applying the art of the question, conflict is 

handled in a more physically healthy way. 
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Do you want to be a more effective leader, manager, colleague 

or supervisor? If your answer is “yes”, then read on. Or if you 

want to be a better spouse or parent, then this article is for you 

as well. In this article, I am going to bring to the top of your mind 

a “secret” of success that has been under your nose for most of 

your life. It is only now that I have acquired a few grey hairs, 

(which I associate with wisdom!) that I have come to appreciate 

the simplicity, yet the power of this “secret”. And there is one 

more bonus. Research shows that it is good for your health to 

practice this secret. So what is this “secret”? Very simply, it’s the 

art of learning to ask questions. If it sounds simple, it is. Read on 

to find out more!   

I was with a Senior Manager of a large multinational 

organisation. We ran an emotional intelligence assessment and 

were discussing his results. This Senior Manager was a “no-

nonsense, get-it-done” person.  He rated really well along a 

number of categories, such as decision making and stress 

management, but rated low on the emotional intelligence scores 

of Impulse Control and Empathy.  

Looking at his low Impulse Control and low Empathy scores, I 

asked him whether he cut-in when people were speaking to him. 

He said, “All of the time! I don’t have any time to waste!” He gave 

me an example from just that day. An Executive in his 

department came to his office to complain about the lack of 

teamwork displayed by a colleague. I asked the Senior Manager, 

“What did you do?” and he replied, “I told him I don’t want to hear 

these comments. I told him to go away and deal with it.”  

We discussed the impact that this would have. The Senior 

Manager eventually agreed that the Executive would feel not 

listened to and would walk away disgruntled. Then I asked the 

Senior Manager how willing this Executive would be to bring 

other issues or feedback to his boss. He agreed that the 

Executive may be reluctant to talk to him about these issues in 

the future.  

  

A powerful 
secret of 
success 
that is good 
for your 

health  
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The Senior Manager handled this situation poorly. He may not 

have wanted to waste his time, but his role is to get the most out 

of his people. His Executive, and no doubt the rest of his team, 

were demotivated because they could not have a dialogue with 

their boss. This would inevitably have an impact on the 

performance of the team. 

That scenario is played out every day in management all around 

the world.  

If we were to re-wind the scenario, what could this Senior 

Manager have done differently? Consider this approach: He 

could artfully use questions to understand the other person’s 

point of view, by asking: 

 Can you tell me more about your colleague’s behaviour? 

 What impact is it having on you? On other team members? 

 Have you spoken with this person? 

 Do you think that a starting point would be to have a quiet 

word with that person? 

The Senior Manager came to appreciate that, while this 

approach would have taken a little longer, it would have helped 

him deal with the situation much more effectively. The Executive 

would have felt listened to and would feel that the Senior 

Manager had helped to deal with the problem.  

By the end of our conversation, the Senior Manager started to 

understand why people were reluctant to talk to him and, in fact, 

were quite intimidated by him. He was a “teller”. He came across 

as showing little interest in what people had to say. He had not 

mastered the art of the question. 

It was time to leave. As I stood up, I left the manager with 

something to think about: “a poor manager will think that he has 

to have all the right answers, while a good leader knows that the 

secret to success is to know the right questions.  

  

A 
different 

approach  

Great 
leaders 
have 
mastered 
the art of 
asking the 
right 
questions  
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And herein lies a powerful lesson. Effective people know the art 

of the question. They truly seek to understand the other person’s 

point of view. We like to be around people who have honed the 

art of the question. We feel listened to and validated. Great 

leaders, top sales people and good friends have one thing in 

common – they have mastered the art of asking questions. They 

are seen to be good listeners. We feel comfortable with them, 

loyal to them. We feel understood by them. And we feel 

connected with them. 

 

The art of the question and resolving conflicts  

We all face conflict in our lives. In his book, Hostage at the 

Table, George Kohlreiser writes about his experience as a 

hostage negotiator, and applies the lessons learned to 

leadership and conflict management. Kohlreiser talks about the 

key role of questions to defuse a conflict, and to build a 

relationship – whether with someone who is holding a gun to 

your head, or a person in your family who disagrees with what 

you are saying.  

Let’s say that your 16 year old daughter says to you, “I want to 

go out until late. I am old enough, so you should let me!” Your 

first reaction might be to say, “Oh, no you are not! You are too 

young to be out all hours…” Have you heard conversations like 

this? This “tell-don’t ask” reaction will escalate into conflict.  

An alternative approach is to apply the art of the question. This 

might include: 

 What time do you want to go out until? 

 Do you want to stay out late all of the time or once in a while? 

 How can we be assured that you will be safe? 

Again, applying the art of the question defuses the situation. It 

builds a bond which makes it easier to deal with the conflict. The 

questions help to take the heat off the discussion and to build 

that bond – a bond based on dialogue. 

Conflict is 
handled 
more 
effectively 
and with 

less stress  
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The art of the question and personal criticism 

Recall when someone criticized you. What was your natural 

reaction? Did you: 

 ask them, “Why did you say that?”  

or  

 tell them all of the reasons that they were wrong?  

It is a natural reaction to be defensive. The first part of using the 

art of the question is to take a breath, count to 3 to compose 

your thinking, and then to seek to understand the other person’s 

point of view. 

In the work environment, what would your reaction be if your 

colleagues confront you and say, “You never keep us informed!” 

Instead of arguing back, take a deep breath, count to 3 and use 

the art of the question e.g., “I’m sorry to hear that. Would you 

please tell me which areas you feel that you are not informed 

in?” And then keep asking questions to understand the other 

person’s world. Once you have created a safe environment with 

your questions, you will be able to have a two way discussion on 

the issue. And you will find that if you ask questions, you will 

come to more positive conclusions than if you impulsively let 

loose with tell, tell, tell! 

 

The Health Benefits of Questions 

Kohlreiser has indicated that asking questions is good for your 

health. He states that when we ask questions and listen, during 

times of conflict, it lowers our pulse rate as well as our blood 

pressure. In short, applying the art of the question helps you 

keep your cool! I am sure that you have witnessed people who 

“fly off the handle” – they go into anger tantrums during times of 

conflict. The simple “relaxation technique” for these people is to 

teach them to ask questions and to listen.  

  

Asking 
questions 
lowers 
your pulse 
rate and 
blood 

pressure  
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Life is full of choices. We can adopt a command and control – 

“do as I say with no questions asked” approach in our work and 

private lives. From my experience, this does not lead to 

organisations, teams nor families that are bubbling with 

motivation and enthusiasm. It breeds compliance, and even 

contempt. The alternative, based on learning the art of asking 

questions, leads to more open communication, more energy and 

more commitment. Your task for the month (and hereafter!) is to 

keep in front of you that saying that, in life, you don’t have to 

have all of the answers. Rather, success comes from knowing 

what questions to ask. Until next month!  

 

This is a 2011 updated version of an article that was first 

published in the May 2008 edition of Business Today. 
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