
Even active listening techniques can miss the real 
issues. Important things are left unsaid. People lack 
the con�dence or words to say what they really think 
and feel. And often, we only hear the most obvious, 
the front of mind, the things that we either already 
know or that con�rm our assumptions.

Political leaders take listening tours and wear it 
as a badge of honour, executives run surveys and 
SKIP sessions, team leaders devote listening 
time in weekly meetings. 

So they’re listening, but what are they hearing? 
Importantly, what do they miss?

Effective listening relies on asking the right questions.
Listening only works if you ask or are asked the questions that get to the nub of the problem, the unknown 
unknowns or the uncomfortable knowns.

Question tools for 
authentic conversations

Donald Rumsfeld famously summed up the challenge:
"There are known knowns. There are things we know we know. We also know there are 
known unknowns. That is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there 
are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don't know we don't know.”

So what are the right questions, and how do you give people permission to ask them, or �nd the courage to 
ask them yourself? 

This is the conundrum we've been working on: How can we [Hargraves] help people frame and pose 
questions to reveal the hidden issues, the sensitive issues, the questions that we don’t normally ask or 
answer?

Since 2010, we've been developing tools to kick-start di�cult conversations, de�ne the real issues, and 
ultimately �nd solutions in a safe and positive way. Our carefully crafted questions, drawn from the latest 
research and tested widely with a range of organisations, provide the platform for authentic conversations.

OUR APPROACH
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Active listening is important, but good questions 
are even more important.
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 The Power of Questions
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The 5th century BC Greek philosopher, Socrates, 
was the �rst to understand the power of good 
questions for learning and problem-solving. 
Socratic questioning is a process that helps 
students to arrive at answers through open but 
probing questions. The question/answer process 
draws out what students already know and asks 
them to examine it and then make connections, 
leading to different insights.

Asking a question creates engagement. 
Research shows that questions trigger a 
different brain response to receiving information; 
when a question is posed, it takes over the 
brain's thought process, and you can't think of 
anything else.

It is also more productive. A study from 1993 
with more than 40,000 participants revealed that 
merely asking someone if people were going to 
purchase a new car within six months increased 
their purchase rates by 35%. Answering a 
question triggers action.

How can you make sure everyone is 
involved? 
How can you stimulate higher-level 
thinking? 
How can you reveal assumptions or 
hidden premises? 
How can you work out the priorities 
for action?

For example: 
You may want to identify the barriers to change in your team. You might ask participants: "What are 
the barriers to change?"  

Their answers will probably look like this: 

A list of negatives can be dispiriting and discourage positive action. However, if you ask 
participants to identify the questions that need resolving before implementing change, there is a 
shift from dwelling on negatives to creating solutions. Try asking:

Staff resistance
Skill de�cits
Poor technology

How can we help people accept change?
How can we provide the skills people need?
How can we ensure our technology is aligned? 

Questions quickly engage and inspire. Rather 
than asking for answers, we ask participants 

to select relevant questions to provide a 
pathway to solutions. This creates a sense of 

ownership.
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 Good Questions

SHOW CURIOUSITY

Start from a place of genuine 
curiosity and don't evoke obvious 

answers.

LEAD TO MORE 
QUESTIONS

Lead to deep listening and further 
questions.

CHALLENGE THE STATUS 
QUO

Stimulate new thinking, insights 
and re�ection.

STIMULATE 
CONVERSATION

Are open-ended and encourage 
interest and engagement.

While the Socratic method advocates all types of questions to help learning and decision making, our 
focus is open-ended questions to encourage exploration and enquiry. 

Our approach starts with a challenge question: “How can we…?”. 

Developed through extensive research, our questions explore topics such as leadership, resilience, 
collaboration, diversity, innovation and digital collaboration. Grouped under themes for easy navigation, 
the questions, canvases and cards are designed to give people permission to raise issues - safely - and 
plan actions with an open mind and in good faith.

Individuals are asked to read through all the questions and sort them into relevant and not relevant. Then, 
as individuals, in pairs and as a group, they prioritise questions based on the current needs. Aim for four 
or �ve challenges that need to be resolved. Encourage discussion at each stage and ask for examples to 
illustrate why the question is important. Finally, develop an action plan for each question.

3



WHEN TO USE

WHAT TO USE

Canvases
Deep dive canvases are ideal for individual or team activities. They can be set as homework, 
form part of a feedback session, or be the basis for a short team-building activity.

Cards
Cards are tactile and create a sense of serious fun. That is, you’re playing, but the issue is 
important. They are ideal for in-person group activities and workshops and add a hands-on 
element to hybrid team activities. Each person should have their own deck. 

Digital Whiteboards
A digital whiteboard such as Trello, Teams or Mural is ideal when you can't be together. Upload 
the cards and move them around the board as you sort and group. 

Cheat Sheets/Teamplays
These tools include curated cards to focus on a speci�c common challenge, question or issue.

Next Steps
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WHERE TO START

Visit our Tools Page for free DIY downloadable tools, resources, canvases and cards based on 
our Question Canvas Methodology.

Contact us to learn how we build customised Question Canvases to address speci�c 
corporate challenges including team and strategic planning and culture.

Don’t waste precious time starting 
with a blank page. Explore content-

rich tools and methods to create 
new thinking and effective 

solutions.

• Improving team relationships and collaboration including team building, team leadership, and 
resilience.

• Enhancing digital collaboration and team behaviours.
• When you need to ask (or hear) uncomfortable questions; performance management.
• Analysing innovation and new ideas.
• Internal projects and strategic planning.
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Hargraves Institute

Hargraves Institute specialises in community, 
innovation, and collaboration.

Our People-First approach focuses on the people 
skills to improve relationships and culture in 
organisations to foster innovation, collaboration 
and thriving teams.

Draw on our unique experience to deliver an 
innovative approach with real bene�ts – for you, 
your team, and your organisation.

Since 2006, we've been researching and developing tools and programs to help individuals, teams and 
organisations collaborate in healthy and productive ways. We believe that the keys to deep connection are:

Contact us  to explore the right solution for your unique challenge

@hargravesinsthargraves-institutew: hargraves.com.au
e: hi@hargraves.com.au
m: +61 411 578 519

Collaboration skills — our collaboration framework speci�es what you need for healthy collaboration under six 
pillars - Autonomy, Competence, A Sense of Progress, Belonging, Trust, Engagement. Using this framework will 
help you pinpoint areas for improvement, start feedback conversations and identify strategic needs.

Open questions — listening is important, but �rst, you must ask the right question. Our sets of open-ended 
question canvases and cards help you explore and improve leadership, resilience, collaboration, diversity, 
innovation and digital collaboration. These question sets give people permission to raise issues - safely - and plan 
actions with an open mind and in good faith. 

Serious fun — Hargraves workshops and tools create "serious fun". They're fun because we engage people in 
happy activities to build stronger relationships, creativity and innovation. They're serious because participants 
focus on issues and leave committed to action.

Digital comfort — having great collaboration tools is only a small part of the equation. How people use them is 
what guarantees success. Based on over a decade of practical experience, Digital Team Builder is 
a simple, engaging, action-oriented approach to quickly and easily embed healthy and productive online 
collaboration behaviours across teams.

Diversity — developing each individual's capacity to change what needs to be changed is key to creating a more 
inclusive and collaborative workplace. Our Women@Work and Connected Leader programs provide tools to lead 
change, with up-to-date research and practical strategies to implement, along with a follow-up project to apply 
learnings and make a genuine difference at work.

Hargraves Institute Pty Ltd (ABN 43 120 509 659)
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