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ixForeword


By Marshall Goldsmith


The best leaders I know aren’t the ones with all the answers. They’re the ones who know how to ask better questions.


That’s the core truth Steve Mostyn captures so powerfully in Why Great Leaders Ask Great Questions. This is more than a book about inquiry – it’s a field guide to thoughtful leadership, one rooted in curiosity, reflection, and humility.


I’ve known Steve through his work as a leadership development consultant and as a fellow practitioner deeply committed to helping leaders unlock their potential. He’s coached senior executives, designed and delivered programs for some of the world’s leading institutions, and served as Head Tutor on Oxford’s Executive Leadership Programme. His background combines global practice with academic precision, but what makes Steve stand out is not just what he teaches. It’s how he listens.


And this book comes from that same listening spirit.


xThese pages are full of insight, but more importantly, they’re full of practice. Steve doesn’t just tell you why questions matter – he shows you how to ask them in ways that deepen relationships, shift perspectives, and catalyze growth.


Leaders who succeed over the long haul aren’t those who always lead from the front. They’re the ones who make space for others. Who open conversations instead of closing them. Who ask the kinds of questions that unlock more than answers – they unlock people.


Steve reminds us that some of the most powerful leadership moments don’t start with a speech. They start with questions like:




	‘What’s really going on here?’


	‘What would success look like?’


	‘What are we avoiding?’


	‘What’s the future asking of us?’


	‘How can I help?’





Throughout the book, Steve weaves in stories, poems, and reflections that invite the reader into deeper introspection. Because the truth is: most leaders move too fast. We respond before we reflect. We prescribe before we understand. And, as Steve reminds us, we often answer questions no one asked – or avoid the questions that actually matter.


This book is an antidote to that pattern.


It’s written for leaders who want to pause long enough to think more clearly, listen more deeply, and act more xiwisely. It’s also written for coaches, facilitators, consultants, and anyone who helps others lead. Because asking great questions isn’t just a leadership tool. It’s a way of curating great relationships and collaboration in every area of your life.


Steve introduces readers to the art of the ‘self-generated reflective question’ – a question that reveals rather than directs, invites rather than instructs. These are the questions that move a team forward, not just in strategy, but in trust. They are the kind of questions that change how people see themselves and their work.


I particularly appreciated Steve’s reminder that questions are never neutral. They come from somewhere and they go somewhere. A great question carries with it a tone, a posture, and a perspective. It reflects who we are as leaders and what we value. Learning to ask better questions is really about learning to lead – and live – with greater intention.


What Steve offers in this book is not a quick fix or a rigid model. Instead, he offers a leadership rhythm based on asking, listening, reflecting, and adapting. He shares how asking a single, well-timed question can help a leader step into a new role with clarity and confidence. He shows us how good questions can shape team dialogue, unlock emotional insight, and foster a culture of psychological safety.


He also reminds us that the quality of our leadership is often revealed in the quality of the questions we ask ourselves. ‘What do I want to achieve by being better at questions?’ That’s a challenge Steve poses to the reader – and it’s one worth sitting with.


xiiWhy Great Leaders Ask Great Questions is not just a contribution to the field of leadership – it’s a contribution to how we think, how we engage, and how we show up for others.


In a time when many leaders are overwhelmed with meetings, dashboards, and decisions, Steve invites us to return to the most powerful leadership move there is: asking a better question.


The best part is you don’t need a title to start. Anyone, at any level, can learn to ask more meaningful questions. And when you do, you’ll start to notice something. Your team changes. Your culture changes. You change.


This book is a reminder that leadership isn’t about having all the answers – it’s about having the courage to ask the questions that matter most.


Dr. Marshall Goldsmith is the Thinkers50 #1 
Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling 
author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got 
You Here Won’t Get You There.





1INTRODUCTION


The best leaders ask the best questions. It’s both that simple and that complicated.


The best questions can create value, unlock potential and spur action. They can change your life and the lives of those around you.


I have constantly and quietly been observing leaders over decades and asking myself what differentiates the average manager from a manager who truly leads? My journey into questions stems from my career in leadership development.


I started my organizational development career in Motorola, spending time in Motorola University’s HQ in Chicago, and this exposed me to a myriad of thought leaders, business schools and leaders. I reached the conclusion that the best and most capable leaders asked the best questions. Later, at Royal Bank of Scotland, I developed my understanding and deep network of business schools, faculty and learning design.


Since then, through my work at Saïd Business School, I have led and implemented numerous executive leadership programmes. The most interesting in recent years has been as head tutor of the online Oxford Executive Leadership Programme. At the start, I was sceptical of 2the power of online programmes to deliver deep, intimate learning experiences. However, this programme covers eight modules, which include leading for high performance, envisioning and engaging through examining the role of power and influence, and reflecting on personal purpose. Typically, 300-plus participants attend, split into smaller tutorial groups, and each week an assessed short assignment is given to participants.


As head tutor there is expectation from participants that I provide answers. I have found that a richer discussion occurs when I ask more questions than furnish answers. It not only encourages the person who asked me for my perspective, but seems to bring in others. I noticed that in these situations, a dialogue occurs and that powerful questions facilitate discussion that in turn provides both learning and insight by encouraging others.


I spend a lot of my working time facilitating executive learning sessions or managing an offsite meeting for a board or management team. Most of the questions asked in these sessions tell me more about the questioner than the motive to help. Questions are caught up in the power play of organizational life.


To the question posed by this book,Why Great Leaders Ask Great Questions, the answer is simple: it allows them to unlock tremendous value. Value for themselves and value for their team.


Through my own reflective practice, I have explored the most important questions. Once I started to reflect on the power of questions, it became apparent that the research 3bears out the hypothesis that the best leaders ask the best questions.


As we progress through Why Great Leaders Ask Great Questions each question is a build and multiplier of the previous chapter. The book is designed as an active support to your development and a rich insight into the idea that the more you reflect, the more you experiment, and the better questions you frame to yourself and the team, the more capable you will become as a leader. Your development is contextual and the questions lead to different answers over time. Come back to them, share them, and develop your own good questions.




A good question can change your life.





Let’s start with you though …


What’s the best question you have been asked in the last month?


[image: Writing exercise icon] Write your answer to this question in a notebook. (As you start this journey, it’s a good idea to invest in a journal and develop the skill of journaling – see Chapter 1 for more on this.) Then consider the following question:




Why was it the best question you have been asked and who asked it in what situation?





There is no single universally good question. The quality of a question is shaped by your perception, circumstances, openness, crisis state, calmness, anxiety, and whether you’re 4seeking immediate or long-term answers. Arguments have been made on TED talks, in seminars, books, and workshops that ‘Why?’ holds the top question accolade. However, just as the most effective leaders are created by engaged followers, so too are questions made great by the power you bring to them.


When I ask this question, I often hear the following: ‘It was a good question because they really care about me and my answer’ or ‘It was so simple. It stopped me in my tracks.’


I remember a few years back when I was running a leadership development programme for a major bank where a very capable woman, Jill, had been offered a significant promotion with a competitor bank as the head of their retail operations. She described the opportunity as ‘three to four levels above where I am now’. Jill was excitedly processing the complex emotional dilemma of excitement and fear – ‘wow what a job’ and equally ‘I’m scared, it’s daunting’. I was told years later that I asked her a question that helped. I don’t even remember the question – but apparently, I asked: ‘Jill – what would it feel like if you were in your new role right now?’ I then coached her to answer in the present as if she was feeling those feelings now.


Jill reflected and answered: ‘I feel confident, with a sense of focus and starting to work out the top three challenges and opportunities of the role.’


By asking the question, I had invited Jill to think about the future state of the new role in the present. This worked for Jill, and I was delighted to hear several years later how my ‘powerful’ question had helped her realize the role fully.


5So, our first lesson is never expect your questions to be answered immediately. Think about whose needs you are serving. Often it is more about the questioner’s ego than the recipient of your great wonderful, how-cool-am-I question! Ego often plays a part, and we need to make peace with this if we are to be truly helpful.


Many have helped me with great, helpful questions. Ed Schein, after a session at Columbia Teachers College, asked me:




‘How do you help?’





A simple yet profound question that played deeply on my practice. I am still in a process of working this out. In his book, Helping, Schein defines it as follows:1




‘Helping is a basic relationship that moves things forward.’





As we focus on ‘questions for leaders’, most of your work to frame helpful questions over the next few chapters will be on yourself. All organization work in the voluntary, public value and for-profit sector exists in a complex power dynamic. So, understanding your power will be a critical element of this self-enquiry.


As Schein says:




‘Helping situations are intrinsically unbalanced and role ambiguous.’





6And:




‘Being thrust into the role of helper is immediately a gain in status and power – literally if I help someone who has fallen or symbolically. If I am a counsellor, consultant, or coach.’





I work with a lot of coaches and notice that the ritual of their business model is often based on time – one 90-minute session every month for three or six months.


This helping ritual also serves to make the questions that the coach asks more visible and obvious – just as a leader needs followers, questions need a questioner and a responder to make them real.


Questions are always the starting point when a client asks me to design a leadership programme. I always start with context. What is the business environment in general and what are the market challenges? Then I move on to exploring what the client wishes to achieve in the programme, and then I nearly always move to suggesting that we create a design team that represents the client voice. I use a ladder of questions that then results in a prototype design and then invite the client to ask me questions. Together this rhythm of questions is the primary tool of designing a great leadership programme.


To ask better questions, you also need to be aware of your motive to ask better questions. What is my motive in writing this book? Be the thought leader? Be the guru? These questions make me feel uncomfortable, but perhaps I need this discomfort?


7My answer is somewhere around my need to help and convene, summarize, and make new network relationships. Some questions transform a business. The former Head of Innovation and Creativity at Disney, Duncan Wardle, notes that encouraging the question ‘What if?’ was key to transforming organizational learning and that humbly his role was in keeping the question alive in a new context.




‘Full disclosure. I did not create our “What if?” strategy. Walt Disney did.’2





The question here (‘What if?’) transcends being a question to becoming a strategy. As you develop your questions, they will become your strategy for helping, for moving things forwards rather than backwards. The best leaders ask the best questions.


What is a question?


The Oxford English Dictionary defines a question as ‘a sentence worded or expressed so as to elicit information’ and ‘a matter requiring resolution or discussion’.


How many different words are there for questions and questioning?








	Inquiry

	Query

	Interrogation

	Examination






	Inquisition

	Framing

	Ask

	Inquest






	Quiz

	Quizzing

	Cross-examination

	Probe






	Canvas

	Catechize

	Interview

	Sound out






	Grill

	Pump

	Under discussion

	Poll









8What do these words have in common? They inform us that questions are a social process and that the sense of a ‘good question’ is defined by the ‘user’ of the question – the ‘client’ not the questioner. I use the term ‘client’ here as Schein does, meaning the person or persons wanting the help. Do they need to signal they want help in the form of questions or can it be forced on them? I sometimes hear journalists using the phrase ‘the CEO was forced to answer questions from her shareholders’.


For David Whyte the poet ‘a good question shapes our identity by asking as much by asking it as it does by answering it’. His poem ‘Sometimes’ enriches our understanding of ‘questions that have no right to go away’. As you work through this book and the reflective exercises, you will ask better questions of others and you will find yourself asking better questions of yourself too.


Sometimes by David Whyte (New and Selected Poems 1984—2007, David Whyte, Many Rivers Press 2007)




Sometimes


if you move carefully


through the forest,


breathing


like the ones


in the old stories,


who could cross


a shimmering bed of leaves


without a sound,


you come to a place


whose only task


is to trouble you


with tiny


9but frightening requests,


conceived out of nowhere


but in this place


beginning to lead everywhere.


Requests to stop what


you are doing right now,


and to stop what you


are becoming


while you do it,


questions


that can make


or unmake


a life,


questions


that have patiently


waited for you,


questions


that have no right


to go away.





‘Questions that have been patiently waiting for you’, as David Whyte sees them, are the key to unlocking personal purpose or quest. I hope you reveal questions that you have been waiting for you. With the right preparation, the right questions will reveal themselves.


What do you want to achieve by being better at questions?


David Whyte asks questions through his poetry – and the definition of poetry he gave to me is equally helpful.




‘Poetry is the art of overhearing yourself say things you didn’t know you knew.’






10The art of self-generated reflective questions


In my decade of working at the Saïd Business School (University of Oxford), I have been surrounded by great questioners. The question is embedded deeply in the main pillar of learning and discovery: the tutorial.


The power of the good question is part of Oxford’s history. The primary undergraduate teaching method today is the tutorial. This was initially developed by Benjamin Jowett. Jowett’s transformation of learning and teaching was described by students ‘his great skill consisted, like Socrates, in helping us to learn and think for ourselves.’3


The foundation of Jowett’s teaching method, the tutorial, was based on the Socratic method. Socrates believed that ‘the disciplined practice of thoughtful questioning enables the scholar/student to examine ideas and be able to determine the validity of those ideas.’4


Later in 1882, when Jowett was appointed Vice Chancellor of the University of Oxford, the tutorial teaching method – later described as the ‘Socratic Dialogue’ – was established throughout the University colleges as the primary learning method. The tutorial changed how teaching took place and therefore how learning took place. The focus, that has been synonymous with Oxford for over 800 years, is the focus on teaching students how to think.


To this day the tutorial is alive and well. It is still the primary method for undergraduate teaching, but in the business school various offsprings of the tutorial exist as ‘action learning sets’ – where a student presents an issue or project which their small group helps explore through questioning 11and feedback, ‘case in point’ ‘consultations’ – where students role-play as stakeholders and business consultants on real-life case studies, and ‘coaching sets’ – where students coach each other in turn.


At the heart of a good tutorial is the good question – designed to move things forward. Asking good questions has been the fuel of my career in developing leaders. What you are about to read will help you to generate better questions that will fuel your growth and those around you. As you work through the book, you will have the opportunity to explore the secondary question this book asks: ‘How do I ask better questions?’


Find a helpful mentor to help you ask better questions


If the best leaders ask the best questions make sure you are being asked great questions. One way to achieve this is to find a mentor.


American novelist Amor Towles observes:




‘No doubt there have been moments when your life has taken a bit of a leap forward; and no doubt you look back upon those moments with self-assurance and pride. But was there really no third-party deserving of even a modicum of credit? Some mentor … who gave timely advice, made an introduction?


For what matters in life is not whether we receive a round of applause; what matters is whether we have the courage to venture forth despite the uncertainty of acclaim.’5





12For an aspiring leader, whenever you pass a second-hand bookshop and browse the non-fiction section, I recommend you buy anything by Peter Drucker – this management thinker is the most productive idea generator per sentence! Everything I have ever read, often from his 1950s and 60s writing, has relevance to the issues of management and leadership in the present day.


I was introduced to a wonderful short book by Drucker, Managing Oneself, by Sir Frank McLoughlin – a powerhouse of a leader who led significant transformation of the City and Islington College in London to become one of the best performing colleges in the UK when he was CEO/Principal. Sir Frank then went on to lead and change senior leadership development in partnership with Saïd Business School that placed at its heart leaders teaching leaders. He recounted that, when he took over the CEO role at the college, there was a rhythm of how things happened that became apparent. Rituals of the ‘work’ are often defined by others and the fantasy of a new enthusiastic CEO that they are ‘in charge’ are quickly dispelled! Sir Frank told me:




‘Within the first week the clerk of the college told me that the monthly newsletter was due a week Friday and that was always the CEO’s role. I then decided to write the newsletter. It was hard work, and the final version was OK and went out from the clerk on the internal comms email. Then I had been reading Peter Drucker’s Harvard Review Classic Managing Oneself and I found this small book – perhaps even a booklet – fundamentally renewing how I manage 13myself. The penny dropping moment was the simple question “How do you learn?”’





Sir Frank noted that Drucker often asked this question and that few act on this knowledge, and that Drucker concludes that:




‘acting on this knowledge is the key to performance or rather not acting on this knowledge condemns one to non-performance.’





This led Sir Frank to his own self-reflection that he learns not only through reading and talking through, and sense-making with other members of the executive team, but also by diving deep into the college and having numerous short, often humour-filled, ‘chats’ with lecturers, students, security staff, and those outside the college, including local and national politicians. Sir Frank, in month two of his role as principal, delegated the monthly newsletter to his comms person whilst enjoying the ‘editorial’ review meeting that he attended. Sir Frank was described by one of his executive team members who now run their own successful institution as ‘always having this uncanny insight into knowing exactly what was going on sometimes even before it had happened!’


Sir Frank had renewed his leadership by answering Drucker’s question: ‘How do you learn?’


How do you learn?


A question such as the ‘What if?’ question, as we see above in the case of Disney, has become an ongoing question to 14drive strategy. The question transforms the dialogue that happens in the organization. A more open, invitational question allows both the individual and the organization to flourish.


We will see later some research to back up the idea that the best sales teams ask different questions – expansive questions about the client, the client’s context, and the broader trends. They have ‘up and out’ conversations. We will also examine that when convening questions about the future, the question is the key tool of the Oxford Scenario Planning (OSP) approach to allow strategic reframing. This approach is built on scaffolded questions that allow a systematic process to examine taken for granted assumptions.


The OSP team ask big questions:




‘We have probed such questions as “What is learning?”, “What is the future?”, “How does language shape our mind – or at least, the way we think and perceive the world?”’ 6





In a conversation recently with Dr Trudi Lang – Titular Associate Professor in Management Practice at Saïd Business School – we discussed the role of facilitation in scenario planning as part of the Oxford Scenarios Facilitation Programme. Trudi asked me a fundamental question.




‘What makes a great question? What does it take to frame questions that generate deep and useful insights?’





You can always recognize a good question, even when you don’t have an immediate answer. This was the case 15with Trudi’s question. It is a question that is implicit in this journey as we learn together to create better and better questions by examining our own inner assumptions of helping through asking questions.


I ask myself in my journal:




	Who needs my help?


	How do I know they need my help? (And they never even asked!)


	How does helping them help me?





My response to Drucker’s question ‘How do you learn?’ is around teaching and facilitating others. When I help others learn, for example, the elements of ‘adaptive leadership’ or ‘asking better questions’, I learn more by making the elements real and using small breakout sessions to ask questions like ‘What is the best question you have been asked in the last three months?’


I have also discovered that learning design plays a crucial role in any ‘teaching’ session. In this book, I will encourage you to use some of these techniques to structure your own workshops in your organization – where you will not only design and convene but you will learn new insights into how questions work in your team.


Your commitment to learn is foundational and, as we explore the tool of reflective practice, I am reminded of one of my favourite quotes from coach Marshall Goldsmith:




16‘A leader who is self-aware enough to know that he or she is not adept at everything is one who has taken the first step toward being a great leader.’7





Building self-awareness is the first step to help you ask great questions that can create value, unlock potential and spur action. They can change your life and those around you. Let’s explore your first question: ‘How do I reflect?’





17Chapter 1


How Do I Reflect?


Why great leaders ask great questions


Great leaders ask great questions. The best leaders can only ask the best questions if they know two things. Firstly, how they reflect. Secondly, how to build a reflective practice that works for them. In this chapter you will discover what we mean by reflective practice, and how you can build this powerful tool into your everyday work to become a more effective leader.


I have introduced this sponge word – ‘leader’. It is a sponge word as it soaks up so much meaning, and it is often assumed we know what we mean by ‘leader’, ‘leadership’ and ‘leaders’. We often make a fundamental error by conflating leadership and authority. In our exploration of ‘questions for leaders’, I want to distinguish between ‘leadership’ and ‘authority’.


Authority is often a formal appointment – a ‘head of …’ job title. Authority is crucial in organization life and effective functioning. Authority’s primary function is to provide:




	
18Protection


	Direction


	Order





These are all part of the psychological contract that is agreed by the team, the organization and the post holder – the authority figure.


Leadership on the other hand is much more disruptive. It is developmental and disruptive. It is an activity – a behaviour – not a role. It involves identifying what adaptations are necessary for a team or organization to thrive.


My definition of leadership and those who demonstrate it, developed from the extensive work of Ron Heifetz, Marty Linsky, Jeff Lawrence and others, is:




‘Leadership is a process to identify what adaptations are necessary for a group of people or an organization to thrive. It can start as an individual quest but needs to become a community activity to succeed.’





Work on this one dimension of building a reflective practice and everything else flows. The flow will accompany you through tough, demanding times and the most joyous moments. It is of course so important to reflect not just on the tough times, but on the peaks of success. Indeed, the practice of self-reflection will help guide you to increase your agency as an aspiring leader to be fully responsible and over time to choose and act out a series 19of activities that improves whatever outcomes you are seeking.


The art of developing a reflective practice is founded in knowing yourself.


You already ask hundreds of questions a day and they have got you where you are today. We all ask questions. As we explored in the introduction, the best leaders ask the best questions. The questions you ask today are often default unexamined and unfiltered questions. Your default responses may have the unconscious function of saying much more about you. Your power, position, skill and expertise, anxiety, and general cleverness. Building a robust simple practice of reflection will allow you to ask better questions. Questions that will unlock value.


What is a reflective practice?


A good starting place for defining ‘reflective practice’ is the Oxford English Dictionary definition:




‘The process of retrospectively examining one’s own professional performance in order to clarify the reasons for one’s actions and decisions, and to learn from them.’





This definition is focused on the singular ‘one’s own professional performance’ preceded by the important word ‘retrospectively’.


Beware – clever, ambitious people (you!) are also very good at fabulous self-justification. A few reflective notes in a journal to describe and justify your clumsy habits and 20outcomes is missing the point! Skilled defensiveness was coined by Chris Argyris who extensively examined how smart, clever people create cycles of defensive behaviour.1


Defensive routines are patterns of interactions that people create to protect themselves from embarrassment and perceived and real threat. Being aware of skilled defensiveness is important in order to fully develop your potential. Equally, the Dunning–Kruger effect is a form of cognitive bias in which people wrongly overestimate their knowledge or ability in a specific area.


Always be aware of the shadow side.


The term ‘reflective practice’ was conceived by Donald Schön2 and emphasizes taking time to stop, reassess how you are ‘practising’ a behaviour or action and develop a hypothesis as to why you are acting in a particular way – and crucially to ask whether it is effective.


Reflective practice then invites you to experiment and try out new ways of acting or behaving. The more you practise, the more aware you become. Then reflection in the midst of action becomes second nature. As a result you will become a more skilful leader.


There is then a key lesson here:




reflect → experiment → change yourself → resultantly change the situation.





I often hear in group settings: ‘I don’t have the time; I am running from meeting to meeting or back-to-back Zooms.’ Schön comments on those who apparently don’t reflect:




21‘Many practitioners locked into a view of themselves as technical experts, find nothing in the world of practice to occasion reflection. They have become too skilful at techniques of selective inattention, junk categories, and situational control … for them uncertainty is a threat, its admission is a sign of weakness.’3





My Oxford colleague Dr Louise Watts is helpful in defining both reflection and reflective practice. Dr Watts argues we all reflect all the time – it is an essentially human trait and differentiates us from every other species. As we are social animals, reflection helps us place our sense of ‘I’ in the group. Reflection may even be unconscious and not structured.


Yes, reflection happens all the time and it may just be a subconscious process that we are not aware of. When we move into reflective practice, we are adding a deliberation to the process. For Dr Watts, reflective practice is different from reflection as it is deliberate, repeatable and harnesses and amplifies what is already something we do any way.


Reflective practice can be developed as a critical skill for developing leadership capacity in yourself and others. Reflective leaders grow more reflective leaders. It is a tool for challenging our natural default responses. Reflective practice also helps us ask, ‘What is going on?’ It helps us sense-make and create multiple meanings of possible interpretations. The process of reflective practice allows us to repeat the question: ‘What might this mean?’



22Become truly reflective


Being truly reflective means being constantly open to newness – and we are constantly in newness. This creates a new perspective rather than our habitual approach that involves projecting a fixed, static view of the probable and possible onto a situation.


In counselling, the key approach to using reflective practice is to help others access their inner worlds and create alternative possibilities. Warren Bennis, one of the first generation of modern global thought leaders, in his foundational work On Becoming a Leader wrote:




‘There are lessons in everything, and if you are fully deployed, you will learn most of them. Experiences aren’t truly yours until you think about them, analyze them, examine them, question them, reflect on them, and finally understand them. The point … is to use your experiences rather than being used by them, to be the designer, not the design, so that experiences empower rather than imprison.’4
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