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Answers are extremely satisfying: they mark the end of a process of 
thinking, the resolution of a problem. The answer is a full stop, and 
with it comes a cascade of rewarding endorphins in the brain. 

However, the power of questioning is the art of learning. Questions, 
asked in an unlimited way, invite creativity, innovation, insight and dis-
covery. Questions asked from a place of curiosity should be the scaf-
folding upon which we build our understanding. Only then should we 
reach for the answer. 

For some, questions can be an opportunity to dream:
• If we were a company that was 10 times larger and more effective 

than what we are today, what steps would we have to put in place 
today to reach that goal?

• How has our definition of this company limited its potential to be-
come something else? What if there was a different way of doing 
this exact thing?

Take the following 10 questions we provide and begin leveraging the 
power of question in your meetings, in your organization and in your 
life.

1

FOREWORD
THE POWER OF 

QUESTION
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Identifying an issue that is preventing your progress can 
be difficult without assigning blame or passing judgment.
This question begins by focusing the discussion on what 
the issues are at the present moment. This simple phrase 
begins an honest dialogue.

There may be many challenges that need to be ad-
dressed, and fleshing each of them out before pivoting 
to the solution is crucial. Too often, poor choices are left 
unchallenged because the opportunity to address or cor-
rect them is never presented.

This is a great question to get clarity from either a group 
(Board, staff or stakeholders) or for yourself, when some-
thing is not working the way you expected.

1. WHAT’S NOT WORKING 
HERE AND WHAT DO WE 
NEED TO DO ABOUT IT?
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2. WHAT ARE
WE MISSING?
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This question is open ended. If you are about to make 
an important decision, it’s a simple way for any linger-
ing concerns to be articulated.

If a member of your Board feels apprehensive about 
voicing a question or doubt, it’s likely they will keep 
it to themselves so as not to appear obstructionist or 
not wanting to drag the discussion on.

Encouraging their views could just save you time 
and a few headaches down the line by highlighting 
something that others may have missed. By contrast, 
if there are no lingering concerns you can feel more 
confident in moving forward.

There are two possible responses to this question.
1. “No, we seem to have covered everything, can’t 

think of anything we have missed” or
2. “I think we may have missed ...” (fill in the blank). 

This prompts everyone to enter ‘question mode’ which 
then promotes focused discussion if required.
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“One of the best things a good Board 
can do, or a good board member, is 
bring out two or three questions at 
a Board meeting -- really valuable 
questions -- that the CEO and 
the team hasn’t considered or 
thought about...I’m not looking 
for the Board to provide the an-
swers. I want them to be able to 
look around the corner, in what-
ever dimension of the business 
matters the most and ask the right 
question.”

John Doerr, Board member for
Google, Amyris Biotech and 
Zynga.

Ideas are only as good as their 
execution. Working backwards 
from a desired goal can help 
create clarity around a specific 
course of action.

Once a logical sequence of mile-
stones is put in place, it becomes 
far easier for teams to coordinate 
their efforts toward the end goal.

This question is also useful if the 
required steps are unknown, as 
it allows for exploration of what 
needs to occur, from a sense 
of curiosity rather than trying to 
find the answer. 

3. WHAT WOULD 
IT TAKE FOR THIS 
TO HAPPEN?
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Strategies and programs should relate to the achievement of 
a core vision or mission. During the strategic planning pro-
cess, for example, you should ensure each strategy and ac-
tion plan contributes to the achievement of the vision. This 
ensures every step you take as an organization brings you 
closer to realizing your vision for the community. The Board 
exists to ‘make the choices that create the future of the com-
munities it serves’. This can be done by using the vision as a 
filter for all activities. This question provides that filter.

For complex decisions or challenges, it is important to dis-
tinguish between the signal and the noise. While dealing with 
small issues may bring short term relief, without address-
ing the driving cause of these issues your efforts may be in 
vain. Cut to the core of the real strategic issue and watch the 
symptoms gradually disappear. This question invites people 
to look at larger implications for the future. This is particulary 
useful when Directors become distracted by operational 
minutia.

5. What is the strategic
issue behind this?

Looking beyond implementation, the effects of a far-reach-
ing decision should be considered. As many organizations 
understand, the leadership team (Board and senior staff) 
makes decisions on behalf of its members and stakeholders. 
Before signing off on a course of action, table a quick dis-
cussion over the effect it might have on the key stakeholders 
and how you might manage or leverage these effects.

6. How will this decision be 
viewed by our key stake-
holders, and what will this 
create?
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4. How is this related to  
our  vision, and how can we 
align it even more closely?

“What should we stop doing?”

Peter Drucker, management 
expert & author
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The major difference between a choice and 
a decision is the psychology of each word. 
In most peoples’ mind, a decision is final; 
it cannot be changed unless being aban-
doned all together. This creates an inflexi-
ble, linear relationship between a decision 
and its result. In choices there is agility and 
freedom; make a choice knowing it can be 
changed if needed. Remember, it’s okay 
to choose again, and again, and follow 
through with proper execution, if you know 
you can produce a greater result. This 
question creates that environment.

This question may appear redundant but in 
reality it offers an extra vantage point with 
which to view a problem or situation. If you 
do not know what question to ask, ask this 
question. Those around you are prompted 
to examine a range of possible scenarios. 
If your entire Boardroom focuses on this 
question, it can’t help but identify and pre-
empt issues which otherwise would have 
been missed.

7. What other choices do we have that 
might create greater possibilities?

8. What questions should we be asking 
that we haven’t asked yet?
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“Are we relevant? Will 
we be relevant five 
years from now? Ten?”

Debra Kaye, innovation 
consultant & author
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“What is the 
future we want for our 
community (not for this 

organization)?”

Success measures are typically poor-
ly devised and overly complicated. Use 
these three sub-questions iteratively to 
structure your success measure in lan-
guage you can relate to: 

• In any given project, what would 
the world’s best job look like?

• How are we going to measure it? 
(Everything is measurable.)

• At what level would we be happy?

The first dot point takes your mind to the 
dream outcome, the ideal result. That’s 
not a realistic success measure, so the 
second and third dot points prompt you 
to define your expectations. 

Make sure it’s still stretching and not 
overly easy to achieve. Success mea-
sures are useless if they can’t be mea-
sured, find an inventive way you can as-
sess your progress.

9. How will we 
measure success?
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In a similar process to question 7, this ques-
tion purposefully broadens your thinking. If 
your Board or planning team is set on a cho-
sen course of action, financial, risk and viabil-
ity studies have all been carried out, the last 
thing you want to consider is something not 
working the way you had planned.

Given the nature of uncertainty, often the best 
laid plans can be disrupted. Tabling a discus-
sion over a ‘plan B’ is not a bad way to antic-
ipate this disruption even if it’s only a hypo-
thetical discussion.

Often, it’s our assumptions that cement into 
place a poor decision. We need to challenge 
our assumptions by using this question. For 
example, if you’re in the process of planning 
a succession for a retiring CEO, one assump-
tion you might make is to think your Board will 
find the most successful candidate from with-
in the same industry.

If you ask the question “If we couldn’t search 
within our industry, how else might we do a 
search”, it may generate different possibilities, 
and expand the choices available.

This question challenges any unspoken as-
sumptions, and enables the group to look at 
possibly innovative ways to achieve a greater 
outcome.

10. If we 
couldn’t do it 
this way, how 
else might we 
do it?
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ABOUT CONSCIOUS GOVERNANCE 

SUMMARY

The questions you choose to ask will influence the opportunities in front 
of you to either expand or contract. One of the greatest skills new and 
experienced Board members can cultivate is the ability to ask the right 
question at the right time. In many cases, this is more productive than 
offering what you believe is the right answer.

Conscious Governance is an international advisory service for Boards, 
CEOs and directors. We help Boards and CEOs make the choices that 
create the future for the communities they serve. We do this through 
creating clarity from complexity, in governance, strategy, risk and lead-
ership.

With over 80 years’ combined experience, we work in Australia, New 
Zealand, USA, UK, Canada, Thailand, Singapore, Denmark, Italy and 
Costa Rica to promote sustained business growth. Our consulting and 
advocacy is designed to assist leaders in creating greater impact with 
the communities they work with.

WE DELIVER:
Strategic planning which equips you for the challenges and opportuni-
ties of the future
Innovative governance solutions and practices for society changing 
organizations
Risk management strategies which negotiate risk and uncertainty from 
the perspective of opportunity
Leadership training (including CEO mentoring) which drives the skills of 
your workforce

“If I had an hour to solve a problem 
and my life depended on the solution, 
I would spend the first 55 minutes de-
termining the proper question to ask, 
for once I know the proper question I 
could solve the problem in less than 

five minutes.”

Albert Einstein
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