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Chapter 2: Putting Leadership Principles into Practice 

Prof. Eliathamby Ambikairajah, School of EE&T Term 1, 2021

Reference: D. W. Hess, Leadership by Engineers and Scientists, Wiley, 2018
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 The best scientists, leaders and explorers ask questions and have a sense of 
wonder. They have curiosity - Sylvia Earle

 I think that the most important thing about our education was that it taught us to 
question even those things we thought we knew – Thabo Mbeki
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 Effective leaders are masters of asking great questions
 Good questions energise people, and a questioning culture can energise an 

entire organisation:
 It helps everyone understand that questions are expected to become a 

primary mode of communication;
 People engage, complex problems are solved, creativity is increased, and the 

whole organisation learns faster and better.
 Questions are central to getting the best ideas and the best contributions from 

team members and enable everyone to participate fully and really do more. 

Leaders today need to revisit an 
overlooked skill: asking questions

Questioning is an essential leadership skill 
for developing the leaders that we need in the future
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 To be effective as technical leaders, engineers must ask important 
questions when taking risks, making decisions, setting goals, and 
dealing with conflict.

 Leaders must engage team members, to take advantage of their 
collective wisdom and experience, by asking questions that are not 
intimidating and delivering them in a nonthreatening tone. 

 Team members generally respond positively to such approaches since 
they feel that they are part of the decisions made, are being engaged, 
and that their opinions or ideas are valued.

 By asking open‐ended questions, a leader indicates that he/she 
seeks input and suggestions and shows that he/she trusts and has 
confidence in team members.

 Active listening is an important component of a questioning 
culture, since the leaders must demonstrate their interest and 
confidence in team members. 
 Such efforts build confidence, motivation, and initiative in 

employees

The road to success is paved 
with the information gained 
from just asking the right 
questions. And listening. And 
then implementing.
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Leadership Through Questions: An Example
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As the newly appointed team leader, you want to demonstrate that you are interested in 
and are engaging all team members. You decide to accomplish this by dropping by each 
member’s office on a periodic basis to inquire about their project. 
In your first attempt, you ask Penny how her new process for oil–water separation is 
progressing; her reply is that it is going fine. 
You then ask if you can supply assistance of any type; she says that none is required. 
Finally, you ask if she will be able to meet the deadline set for next month; she indicates that 
she can. 
You subsequently leave Penny’s office feeling that everything is fine and that your questioning 
approach is effective.

 How would you assess the knowledge content of the responses that you received?
 What do you think Penny’s impression was of your discussion?
 How could you have carried out the questioning session to extract more useful 

information for both you and Penny?



Suggested approaches the example in the previous slide
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 The useful and helpful information content in the exchange with Penny is near zero.
 Both you and Penny should be disappointed in the outcome of this discussion. 
 It is unlikely that you made a positive impression on her, despite your attempts at engaging her 

and demonstrating your interest in her efforts. 
 She most likely felt that you were “ticking the box” to convince her that you were truly interested 

in her thoughts, accomplishments, and concerns.

A better way to have this conversation would be something like the following:
 I know that the oil–water separation process has been a focus of yours and I want to make certain 

that I understand more of the details of this potential advance. 
 Can you describe each approach that you have investigated? I would be interested to hear your 

thoughts and conclusions about them.
 Which do you believe are the most promising ones and why? 
 What are the advantages and disadvantages that you have observed? 
 What is unique about your approach relative to the existing methods? 
 Is there anything you need in order to meet the deadline next month that our Vice President has 

set for this project? 

 Such questions show your interest in her progress and success and indicate encouragement 
and appreciation for her efforts. 

 They also show your attempts to follow her work and to demonstrate that you find this work significant
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Questions that Encourage the Team Members

 Leaders must be mindful of the type of questions and the manner in which 
they ask questions to avoid discouraging others. i.e. employees should be 
empowered and inspired by the questions posed.

 Examples of discouraging questions include:
1. Why haven’t you made more progress with your project?
2. Why have you failed to meet the deadline set for you?
3. How could you have made that decision?

These questions seek to place blame and thus put the individual on the 
defensive; they are representative of ineffective leader approaches. 

More appropriate ways to ask the same types of questions that initiate a 
dialogue are:

• What limitations have you experienced on your project? How might these 
be overcome?

• Was the deadline for your project unreasonable? If so, what aspects were 
initially not taken into account?

• I would like to better understand why you took the approach that you did to 
address that problem. Can you take me through how you did this?
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Discouraging Questions 
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Appropriate Questions

 Appropriate questions are formulated in a way that precludes simple 
yes or no answers or even direct answers. 

 Questions should be open‐ended to incite discussions that reveal new 
information, directions, or insight, present the reasoning behind opinions 
and conclusions reached.

 For example, effective leaders solicit responses to queries such as:
• Are there better or alternative ways to accomplish the same goal? 

What are these and why would they be better or worse?
• What aspects of the project or process have not been addressed or 

considered?
• What is possible if we change our view/approach to the problem?
• Are we as a team or organisation going in the right direction; if so why 

and if not, why not?
• How do you and others feel about recent changes to the team or 

organisation?
• What is (are) the greatest limitation(s) you face in being able to 

accomplish your task(s)? How could these be best addressed?
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Encouraging Questions
71

None of the above questions can be answered simply, but stimulate open 
discussion and consideration of different ideas and approaches.

A most appropriate venue to ask 
questions is when a leader provides
feedback to employees.



Multiple – Choice and Short Answer Questions

MCQ 

When a leader has a one to one meeting with his/her team member, the leader asks the following questions. Which 
of them are discouraging questions (Select all that apply)?:

1. What could I do to facilitate your success professionally and personally?
2. Why don’t you agree that this is the direction the project should take – you have no answer, don’t you?
3. Why aren’t you as good at running this project  as your colleague Tom is?
4. If we could change just one thing about our company, what would it be?
5. Is there anything blocking you from getting your work done?
6. Since the commencement of your job (three months ago), your progress is not satisfactory . Do you want to 

move to another department?

Discussion Question

1. A young engineer who reports to you informs you that she is going to turn in her resignation because the 
opportunities in her current position are very limited. 
What types of questions could you ask to assist her evaluation of current or future positions and 
opportunities?

2 An employee of yours expresses his frustration to you because he is not making progress with the project he 
has been assigned. What questions could you ask to help him assess this situation and plan a path forward?
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