
EXPLAIN vs. EXPLORE
A cornerstone of our GX culture

(taken from BoP training)

EXPLORE (80%)

Leaders need to be 
“explorers” first and 
foremost

Explore while leading people

Explore while leading projects

Explore to promote learning throughout our 
culture so everyone can grow and evolve

Humility is vital — as 
leaders, we have much 
more to learn than to 
teach

Our teams can teach us about their skills, 
strengths, aspirations, careers, etc. (if we 
ask, if we listen, if we make space for safe 
feedback)

Turns out we can also learn about 
ourselves by exploring with our teams

It’s easier to read the label on someone 
else’s bottle than to read our label from 
inside our own bottle

By learning in the open, we encourage 
others to learn, too

As stated by one of our anonymous 
teammates recently… “Effective leadership 
requires humility, listening, and a 
willingness to build shared solutions. 
Without that, team potential is lost.”

Explore far more than you 
explain.

It’s actually safer as a leader

Making assumptions and telling everyone how it is 
risks being wrong

It’s hard to genuinely explore and learn the “wrong” 
way; followers prefer leaders that ask first

Learn more about leaders 
asking questions via this 24-
minute HBR podcast

The Types of Questions 
Every Leader Should Ask https://hbr.org/podcast/2025/09/the-types-of-questions-every-leader-should-ask

When we explain stuff, we’re 
using knowledge we picked up 
in the past; but that knowledge 
might no longer be relevant or 
right

The world changes fast (whether we like it or not)

People can change fast, too

How we interact the world is different from how 
others interact with the world; maybe we and our 
teams can learn different things from similar 
situations

Yes, history can be instructive, but it’s not 
determinant; explore to find present-day truth

explain (20%)

We cannot give our people experience by 
telling them what to do, telling them what 
is true, or protecting them from learning on 
their own

The most durable, impactful experiences come from 
direct action and engagement

They must learn it themselves, or it's not theirs; if 
they don't “own” it, it's not durable knowledge

Yes, we should step in to protect our teams 
from making “lethal” choices or mistakes, 
but allow them the opportunity to get “paper 
cuts” and “skinned knees” from making their 
own choices

Simon Sinek often explains how an 
old boss refused to “explain” how to 
fix things and instead encouraged 
Simon to “explore” how to move 
things forward

https://youtu.be/TTMiILxqBSc?si=j6oyppcGLIETH1Yz&t=101

Of course, there are times when providing 
context is valuable

But maybe it’s best to encourage staff to pick up 
contextual cues on their own (that’s a skill they 
should have!); maybe we hold back some info until 
directly asked

Ultimately, I believe Exploring is 
more effective at building culture 
and building staff capacity than 
Explaining

Do you want to be right? (Explain)
Or do you want the effective? (Explore)

This is something I’ve had to work 
to improve (especially in recent 
years), and I’m still working on it

I expect leaders in my charge to pursue an 
“explore first” culture, too

Our intended culture requires 
leaders to listen to staff and peers 
and engage openly, with curiosity

I’ve tried to model this by promoting the 
Culture Code, hosting the all-staff 
exploration in summer 2025, and now with 
the weekly surveys; I also plan to engage 
everyone in “squad model” talks

What can you do to help sustain or grow 
this aspect of our culture with your team?

(It doesn’t have to be a ton of effort, but it 
does need to support an open / listening 
culture of engagement.)


