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Don’t Let What’s Wrong Push Out What’s Right 

Are you so captured by what’s wrong that you are missing what’s right? 

Most leaders, and therefore most organizations, over-use problem thinking and under-use possibility 
thinking. What’s the difference? A problem perspective focuses on deficits and how to correct them. A 
possibility orientation focuses on strengths and how to build on them. 

Problem thinking is based on perceiving deficits and seeks to fix what’s broken–a focus on what’s wrong. 
Thinking from this perspective focuses on analysis of causes and consequences, and logical processes 
which can lead to problem solutions. 

 

EXTRAORDINARY ORGANIZATIONS ARE NEVER CREATED SOLELY BY PROBLEM SOLVING, 
BUT BY INTENTIONAL EFFORT TOWARD POSSIBILITY-BUILDING. 

 

Possibility thinking is based on a positive perspective – finding what is best and getting more of it. This 
thinking focuses on discovery of the positive core of the organization, mapping and use of assets, and 
narrative information that energizes people and encourages widespread use of best practices. 

Examples are all around us. We all want good health, maximum wealth, and high-quality products. We 
know that we do not gain optimal health simply by treating illness, just as we do not acquire prosperity 
simply by cutting costs, nor do we assure quality products simply by reducing manufacturing defects. Yet 
many companies seemed locked in a deficit mindset, not to mention how individuals manage their 
personal lives. 

It would be foolish, even potentially life-threatening, to ignore illness, cost controls, or product defects. 
Achieving excellence, however, requires going beyond problem thinking, and operating from a 
perspective of possibility thinking. 

The point of leadership is influencing others to follow a course of action – hopefully action that achieves 
organizational goals. Leaders do well to understand the difference between problem-solving and 



2 Possibility Questioning As Leadership Artistry 

 

LeadFirst Learning Systems, LLC | LEADERSHIP 

 
 

possibility thinking, and develop a toolbox of skills designed to influence followers to adopt either as 
circumstances warrant. Here are four strategies for developing Possibility Leadership. 

Acquire The Right Mindset 

Extraordinary organizations are never created solely by problem-solving, but by intentional effort 
toward possibility-building. In their popular book about companies that sustain success, Firms Of 
Endearment, David Wolfe and Raj Sisodia note great leaders help their organizations confront the brutal 
facts of their circumstances, yet never lose faith in their ability to achieve. Through fierce dialogue they 
come to understand their organization’s driving passion and core competencies, along with the most 
essential market factors. They strive to keep these insights in front of them as a guide for decision 
making and action. Possibility thinking is not Pollyannaish positive thinking. Rather, it is consciously 
using strengths as a fundamental guide. Possibility thinking is what you use to craft your compass.  

Ask Possibility Questions 

The most valuable skill for cultivating possibility thinking is competently using questions. Questions are 
like sails that direct thinking and ideas. Leaders should be aware that even slightly different questions on 
the same topic can steer discussion toward either a problem solving or possibility thinking frame of 
reference. 

An exercise I use in leadership development workshops illustrates this principle well. After dividing 
participants into small discussion groups, I’ll ask half to come up with “issues and priorities” to help their 
organization increase excellence. I’ll then ask the other half to identify “best experiences of excellence in 
the organization and how to encourage more of it.” Typically, all groups will make valuable 
contributions, all will identify and solve problems, but the former rarely go beyond a deficit perspective. 

Encourage Real Dialogue 

“Tacit knowledge” is understood as that kind of knowledge that can’t be put in a database, rather it 
becomes available when people confront a situation where the knowledge can be applied. In a similar 
way, possibility thinking is manifested and developed through conversation and dialogue. If questions 
are the sails that can direct thinking, conversation is the wind that keeps the sails full. Conversation, 
when meaningful, amplifies human energy.  

While carefully crafted questions can stage a discussion for possibility thinking, effective leaders know 
proper facilitation is needed to keep it on track. Discussion focused on bringing out success stories, 
articulating what an organization does best, or creating energy and enthusiasm is decidedly different 
from dialogue aimed at framing a problem and stimulating innovative solutions. Ultimately, 
organizations need to strategically apply both problem solving and possibility thinking to excel. 

Effective leaders make sure formal meetings are places for meaningful dialogue, not simply reporting 
out. Meaningful dialogue in meetings seeds meaningful informal discussion “around the water cooler” –
contributing to the company’s culture.  
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Cultivate A Possibility Thinking Culture 

A company’s culture is the behavior, attitude, and atmosphere that often happen unconsciously, by 
default, or neglect. It’s exemplified by what people do when the boss isn’t looking. Think of culture as a 
huge secondary rudder that steers the organization, particularly when the “official” rudder is 
unattended. 

Many companies trying to implement structure problem solving,  LEAN or Six Sigma find the techniques 
are not effective or sustainable unless congruent with the company culture. The genesis of LEAN 
processes, the Toyota Production System “…is a culture, even more than a set of efficiency and 
improvement techniques,” writes Jeffrey Liker in The Toyota Way. 

Meaningful possibility dialogue is a key process for aligning the company culture around the 
organization’s positive core. When people have the opportunity to engage in possibility thinking, there 
becomes a foundation for a culture where people both contribute to a positive climate AND take care of 
the business.  

As individuals, organizations, or as a nation, we are more than a collection of our problems. As leaders 
we should strive for what we perceive is possible. Effective leaders cultivate possibility thinking in 
themselves and others as a way of bringing forward the very best we have to offer. 

Limiting Question Possibility Question 

How did you let this happen? What would we do differently next time to achieve 
a more desirable result? 

What do we need to fix to avoid another mistake 
like that? 

Knowing what we now know, how would we build 
it today? 

Who made THAT decision? What would have to change in our culture to 
promote higher decision quality? 

Why did you do that? Would you step me through your decision logic on 
that one? 

How did we, so badly, misjudge that? How could we determine the response to this in 
advance next time? 

Why do we do it this way? How would Google (or another highly creative, 
extraordinarily successful company) do it? 

Why don’t Joe and you agree on anything? Joe and you are on the same team, although in 
different departments, and have the same, big 
picture objectives. What would need to change 
about your job descriptions, compensation, 
reporting relationships to enable you to be on the 
same page more often? 

How should we change this policy? What would need to change about our hiring 
practices, training and culture to not even need a 
policy on that? 

Why didn’t you get this done on schedule? What support will you need going forward to make 
schedule? 
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Limiting Question Possibility Question 

How could you not see the downside 
consequences of your decision in Joe’s 
department? 

What could happen if you increased your cross-
functional knowledge of our business and how 
could you do this? 

Is this the best you can do? What other options are you willing to create? 

Why can’t Joe and you get along? What can you do to consistently demonstrate your 
commitment to Joe’s success? What can I do, 
personally, to support you in this? 

Why doesn’t your proposal include a risk 
assessment? 

If I were an outside investor evaluating your 
proposal, what other questions would I be asking 
before investing? 

Why didn’t you include me in that meeting? What would I need to do differently to be 
considered by you as an invaluable resource? 

Why did you do THAT? Would you help me better understand the 
assumptions upon which your proposal was built? 

Why did you do THAT? In addition to the factors in your decision model, 
would you help me understand what factors are 
unknown or unknowable? 
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