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Ask, don’t tell 
Written by Kevin Morihira 

 

Ask, don't tell. 

Often I see people confuse leadership with telling people what to do and how to do it. That is not leadership; that is 

commanding and ordering. You are doing nothing to develop your team because team members are no longer 

thinking and applying their skills, talents and experiences to create value. Instead, people are reduced to autonomatic 

order-takers whose primary purpose is to provide capacity for executing tasks that you demand. 

While the thought of a group of people doing whatever you ask may sound appealing, I assure you it will not only 

become exhausting, but also be completely uninspiring and unfulfilling for your team. 

Let's explore the ask-don't-tell approach. 

Think of young children around Christmastime. They will come up with all sorts of gift ideas before landing on one or 

two toys that they really want. If the desired toy is within the ability of the gift giver (price, availability, age appropriate, 

etc.), there is a good chance the child will receive it. If any of the criteria are not met, the gift giver will likely adjust the 

child's expectations to be more realistic. 

If the child ends up receiving the desired toy, they will play with it and care for it because it was the child who made 

the choice. 

Now consider what would happen if you told the child, "I know you wanted such-and-such a toy, but have this instead 

because it's better for you." The excitement will be gone, the child won't like the toy and it is likely the toy will not be 

played with. 

How does this relate to leadership? By telling those you lead what to do or how to do it, you remove the element of 

choice and force something else upon them. 

Instead of telling your team members what to do, ask them. Not only for the purpose of being polite, such as asking 

them to update the quarterly figures, but asking on topics that will make employees increase their commitment and 

engagement. 

The next time someone comes to you with a challenge—choosing to complete Project A or Project B by the end-of-

the-week deadline, for example—challenge yourself to ask questions to help stimulate and develop the employee's 

thinking and problem-solving skills. 

The secret, yet difficult, part in this approach is the questions you ask. Suitable questions for this particular situation 

could include but not limited to: 

• "Which one can you complete first so that it's done rather than starting with the more time-consuming project 

and risk not completing either?" 
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• "Which requires more input from others, and are those people available right now?" 

• "Which will have the larger impact if not completed by the deadline?" 

While these may seem like leading questions, what you are trying to do is increase the employee's awareness and 

ability to eventually make these decisions. Once the employee decides, you can continue to lead by encouraging, 

supporting and coaching. 

Give this approach a try. The next time someone on your team wants you to make a decision, challenge yourself to 

ask the employee their same question back. The response might surprise you. If you don't have to worry about 

making decisions for everyone on your team, you may find you have more time in your day to get your work done! 


