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What do you say when you can’t  
or shouldn’t answer a question? 
 
If you’ve participated in any of WPNT Communications’ training courses, you’ve 
learned the importance of using Q&A to support your business objectives. Our 
model answers include: responding to questions and then bridging back to 
reinforce your key messages; building common ground when addressing loaded 
questions; providing straight answers that build credibility, and creating dialogue 
to build rapport. 
 
But it’s going to happen. You will be asked questions that you cannot or should 
not answer. As the old saying goes, “A fool may ask more questions in an hour 
than a wise man can answer in seven years.” It’s important to anticipate potential 
questions through WPNT’s audience analysis tool, where you consider your 
audience’s top priorities, concerns, and feelings. Nonetheless, even well-prepared 
executives can get stumped. Maintaining credibility in these instances is crucial, 
particularly for high profile leaders.  
 
For planning purposes, it’s helpful to think of it this way. There are only three 
kinds of questions: 
 

1. The question you do know the answer to, and can and will answer. 

2. The question you do know the answer to, and can’t or won’t answer (for a 

variety of reasons). 

3. The question you don’t know the answer to (for a variety of reasons) and 

can’t or won’t answer. 

 
 

1. The question you do know the answer to, and can and will answer. 
 
These are the questions we prefer, and it’s here we use our strategies of bridging, common 
ground, straight answers, and dialogue. Don’t just answer the question, try to pivot and use the 
Q&A session to reinforce your messages and build rapport.  
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2. The question you do know the answer to, and can’t or won’t 
answer (for a variety of reasons). 

 
There are legitimate reasons speakers cannot or should not answer certain questions. However, 
even if you don’t want to answer the question, you still must respond. Otherwise the audience 
will feel you are simply stonewalling them or are indifferent to their concern. The key is to tell 
the audience why you can’t answer the question.  

“For competitive reasons we don’t provide that level of detail.” 
“As a matter of practice (or policy) we don’t provide those figures.”  
“Out of respect for the privacy of the individuals involved, we don’t provide 

information on…”  
“As you may know, the matter is in litigation which prevents us sharing 

additional information.”  
 
Another reason ‘why’ you can’t answer the question is because you don’t have the complete 
picture yet:  

“That can only be addressed when we have all the facts.”  
“It’s still quite early in the process so we’re still learning more about…”  
"Information is still coming in. We need to know more to be able to answer that 

important question...”  
 “We’re not prepared to speculate on…” or “It would be wrong to speculate on…”  

 
If you can’t speak to the specifics in the question you may be able to speak to the issue being 
raised. So build common ground and address the issue or intent within the question: 

“We’re not prepared to provide additional details on XYZ, but I do want to 
address the issue you’ve raised relative to…” 

“What I can answer questions about is on our overall policy in this area.” 
 
 

3. The question you don’t know the answer to (for a variety of 
reasons) and can’t or won’t answer. 

 
It’s important to be honest. There are times when, “I don’t know” is the right answer. But it 
must be expressed in a way that retains your credibility and authenticity. 

“We don’t have the level of detail you’re looking for today, but I can follow up.” 
 “It’s a fair question. I’ll find out and get back to you.”  
“It’s an important question, and I want to make sure I give you the best 

information I can. I will need to follow up offline.” 
“We don’t have that specific data at hand just now, but we can collect some 

material and follow up.”  
 
It may be that you’re not the right person to answer the question. Say so. 

“That is not for me to answer. This is the role of / responsibility of…”  
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“That’s really a question better addressed to other members of our team. We can 
make note of your request and follow up.”  

“I’m afraid that’s outside my scope, so I don’t have anything for you.” 
“My expertise is in the area of XYZ, so I’m going to have to refer your question 

elsewhere.” 
"It’s a good question. I’m just not familiar enough with XYZ to speculate. Let me 

connect you with…" 
 

Another approach is to raise the level of the question to an issue you can address: 
 “I recognize the concern you raise. It’s an important issue. I don’t have specifics 

for you, but I would like to address the larger question of…” 
 
In addition, you can signal to the audience how you approach the issue raised in the question: 

“I can’t speak to the particulars because I don’t have those details, but here are 
some of the considerations we make when thinking about XYZ.” 

 
You may be asked a question you should know the answer to or be expected to have the details 
of, but you don’t. So what do you say? If you’ve been hit off guard and need a moment to gain 
composure, acknowledge and address the intent or interest in the question: 

“Sounds like you’re asking about our performance year over year, and looking for 
some specifics on market share.” 

 
This permits you a moment to reflect on the question and construct your response. Then shift 
to what you can discuss followed by how you might provide an answer, if appropriate.  

 “I can get you some numbers, but we don’t have anything specific for you today. 
I’m happy to collect more details and get back to you. Is there a follow up 
question?”  

 
A similar formula is to structure your answer along the following lines: Begin with what you 
know:  

"I do know sales are up from last quarter." 
Then shift to the specifics of the question and acknowledge what you don't know.  

"However, I don't have at my fingertips the exact sales numbers you’re looking 
for relative to this quarter." 

Then shift to how you will get what is requested. 
"So let me double check the numbers, and get back to you." 

 
One final bit of advice…tell the truth, it’s easier to remember. 
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