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A Book Report on 
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Business and Influence Others 
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Introduction:   
 
What do you think most engages a prospective client or makes a lasting impression on someone 
you’ve just met?  The popular belief is that we win business by being clever and quick on our 
feet and that our brilliance – saying just the right thing – is what attracts others.  But as Power 
Questions compellingly demonstrates, knowing the right question to ask is actually far more 
important than having a ready answer. 
 
Power Questions can immediately help you win more business, deepen your relationships and 
connect with people more rapidly that you ever thought possible.  It shows you how to use 
thought-provoking questions to engage prospects and uncover their most pressing issues.  It 
gives you the tools to get inside the heart and mind of anyone you meet.  In thirty-five inspiring 
chapters, you’ll meet a fascinating group of men and women.  Through these riveting, real-life 
stories, you’ll learn exactly how each power question was used and the impact it had.  You’ll 
discover how you can transform your daily conversations – and even someone’s life – through 
powerful questions that anyone can master. 
 
 
Good Questions Trump Easy Answers:  We’re sitting comfortably in a sun-filled office on the 
fourth floor of a Chicago skyscraper.  We ask the CEO, “What most impresses you when you 
meet someone who is trying to win your business?  What builds trust and credibility with you 
early on in a relationship?” 
 
This executive runs a $12-billion company.  We are interviewing him about his most trusted 
business relationships.  These are the service providers and suppliers his company goes back to 
again and again, the individuals who are part of his inner circle of trusted advisors. 
 
“I can always tell,” he says, “how experienced and insightful a prospective consultant, banker or 
lawyer is by the quality of their questions and how intently they listen.  That’s how simple it is.” 
 
Good questions are often more powerful than answers.  Good questions challenge your thinking.  
They reframe and redefine the problem.  They throw cold water on our most dearly held 
assumptions and force us out of our traditional thinking.  They motivate us to learn and discover 
more.  They remind us of what is most important in our lives. 
 
We use the phrase power questions as the title of this book.  That’s because the questions we 
select have the power to give new life to your conversations in unexpected and delightful ways.  
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They are powerful tools to get directly to the heart of the matter.  They are the keys to opening 
locked doors. 
 
Learning to use the power of questions can dramatically increase your professional and personal 
effectiveness.  This book will help you build and deepen relationships.  Sell more of your 
products, services and ideas.  Motivate others to give more effort than they ever thought possible.  
And become more effective at influencing clients, colleagues and friends. 
 
 
If You Don’t Want to Hit Bottom, Stop Digging the Hole:  When someone says, “Tell me 
about your company,” get them to be more specific.  Ask, “What would you like to know about 
us?”  Similarly, if someone asks you, “Tell me about yourself,” ask them, “What would you like 
to know about me?” 
 
“What would like to know about us?”  When someone asks us a question, we rarely ask them to 
clarify exactly what it is they want to know.  Have you ever watched someone give a five-minute 
answer to the wrong question – to a question they thought they heard but which wasn’t actually 
asked?  It’s painful. 
 
Always clarify what the other person is looking for.  If someone says, “Tell me about yourself,” 
you could start with your birth – and talk for hours.  Or, you could ask them what part of your 
background would most interest them and start there. 
 
When to use the question: 

• When you are asked a general question that could potentially require a long answer. 
• When time is short and you want to be sure that your very brief answer will be right on 

target. 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 

• “What part of my background interests you?” 
• “What aspect of that situation would you like me to focus on?” 
• “Before I answer that, have you had any experience with our organization in the past?” 
• “What if I started by describing a couple of examples of recent work we’ve done for 

clients like you?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 

• “Does that answer your question?” 
• “Is there anything else you’d like me to talk about?” 

 
 
The Four Words:  People want to be heard.  Studies are quite clear that we care about people 
who listen to us.  The question “What do you think” is powerful.  You are seeking an opinion.  
The person you are talking with wants you to listen.  You’ve heard about people who talk too 
much.  You never heard about a person who listens too much.   
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This may sound counterintuitive, but asking questions and then listening put you in control of the 
conversation.  Because your questions require an answer, you are in the position of power.  Good 
listeners are not only popular everywhere, but after awhile, they learn a thing or two.  Develop 
your reputation as a great listener.  Draw others out and show you care about them by asking, 
“What do you think?” 
 
When to use the question: 

• Whenever you are discussing a dilemma or planning a course of future action. 
• After you have shared your views or presented a proposal. 
• When someone comes to you with a problem. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 

• “I value your opinion.  Can I get your reaction to this?” 
• “Would you be willing to share your views?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 

• “What has influenced your thinking about this the most?” 
• “Are there any other perspectives I ought to be aware of?” 

 
 
When the Sale is Stuck:  A sale of a service, a product or an idea requires an investment of 
scarce time and resources.  You must be determined and committed.  Before you exhaust 
yourself trying to get the sale, you must ask the question, “Are they ready to buy?” 
 
Have you heard this before”  “We talk and talk but nothing happens.  They won’t get off the 
stick and buy!”  When people are ready to buy, it is a delightful experience.  They reach out 
toward you.  They relish the interaction.  But they won’t buy your product, your service or your 
idea if the four conditions have not been met. 
 
Condition 1: Is there a problem or opportunity? As the person such questions as:  “What is this 
costing you right now?”  “If you don’t fix this problem, what will the consequences be?”  “What 
do you think this opportunity is worth?”  “Is this one of your highest priorities?” 
 
Condition 2: Does the person “own” the problem?  Ask them questions such as:  “Who owns 
this problem?”  “Are you responsible for fixing this?”  “Who would authorize an expenditure to 
address this?”  “Who needs to be involved in a solution to this issue?” 
 
Condition 3: Does the buyer have a healthy dissatisfaction with the current offering or the rate 
of improvement?  Ask them:  “Is this a minor irritant or something you’re truly fed up with?”  
“What would you say is missing?”  “Why do you feel that now is the time to put extra resources 
against this?”  “How effective have your own efforts been to address this?” 
 
Condition 4: Does the buyer trust you and believe you’re the best alternative they have?  Ask 
questions such as:  “What other solutions are you looking at?”  “How do you feel about our 
capabilities in this area?”  “What concerns to you have about us or our approach?” 
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Mission Isn’t Important.  It’s Everything:  It is your true north.  When someone is making a 
big move – a significant decision – check to see if it is consistent with who they are.  Ask: “How 
will this further your mission and goals?” 
 
Our mission and goals are absolutely at the heart of who we are and who we want to be.  This is 
true at both an institutional and personal level.  Yet, we often stray from them.  We get engrossed 
in our day-to-day lives and we lose sight of the forest for the trees.  It happens because it is very 
human to be drawn into things that fulfill our hunger for achievement, wealth, power and fame.  
But these don’t often nurture our hearts and souls. 
 
When to use the question: 

• When you see someone doing things that are inconsistent with their core mission. 
• When someone is making a decision to invest significant time and resources in a new 

direction. 
• When you suspect the other person has not thought through what their mission and goals 

really are. 
 
Alternate versions of the question: 

• “Can you remind me of your mission and goals?” 
• “Is this consistent with your values and beliefs?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 

• “Why or why not?” 
• “Are there other ideas or initiatives you’re considering that would also support your 

mission – which also merit consideration?” 
 
 
Get Out of Your Cave:  In a sense, power questions are our tool for helping to see the true 
reality around us instead of shadowy representations of it.  Socrates was a master at asking 
power questions.  Instead of lecturing, he taught by posing his students a series of thought-
provoking questions.  Through these, he engaged his students’ minds in the learning process.  He 
uncovered their assumptions.  He slowly but surely got to the heart of the issue. 
 
You can use the Socratic Method to great effect in your day-today work and personal life.  First, 
start with questions rather than statements, assertions or commands. Consider these examples: 
 

Instead of: “We need to improve our customer service!” 
Try: “How would you assess our customer service levels today?” or, “How is our service 
impacting our customer retention?” 
 
Instead of: “You know, if you don’t get a job this summer, we’re not paying you an 
allowance.” 
Try: “What ideas do you have for what you’d like to do this summer?” or, “I’m interested 
to hear about how your job search is going.  What are you looking into?” 
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Instead of: “I’m fed up with your anger.” 
Try: “when you get angry, how do you think it affects your relationships with the people 
closest to you?” 
 
Second, ask fundamental questions about the things that everyone else takes for granted – 
questions that will, perhaps surprise others.  For example, someone at work says, “We 
need more innovation.”  Ask, “Can you describe what innovation means to you?”  When 
there is a call for more teamwork, ask, “What do you mean when you say ‘teamwork’?” 
 
Adopt the Socratic mindset and get out of your cave!  Questions assumptions.  Question 
the very definition of words that others take for granted.  Use questions to launch those 
around you on an invigorating journey of learning and discovery.  Here is a contract that 
will help you understand this mindset: 
 
Instead of:    You: 
 
Telling     Ask thought-provoking questions 
Being the expert   Invite others to contribute expertise 
Controlling knowledge  Help draw out others’ experiences 
Assuming meaning   Ask about the meaning of words 
Mandating solutions   Solicit solutions from others 
Showing how smart you are  Show others how smart they are 
Analyzing    Synthesize and look at the big picture 
 

 
Begin at the Beginning:  You can truly engage with someone, draw them out and learn their 
story by asking “How did you get started?”  Of all the questions you might ask, what’s best 
about this one is the joy, passion and inspiration it brings to both you and the teller. 
 
When to use the question: 

• Anytime, to invite someone to share how they got started in their career – or in any other 
part of their lives. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 

• Of a couple: “How did you two meet and end up together?” 
• Of an artist or musician: “Who taught you?  How did you learn your craft?” 
• If anyone: “Where did you grow up?  And how did you end up in…? 

 
Follow-up questions: 

• “How did you decide to do that at the time?” 
• “What was the toughest lesson you had to learn?” 
• “If that had fallen through…what do you think would have happened? 

 
 
Start Over:  It may feel awkward, but it’s a bold, gutsy strategy to restart a conversation from 
scratch.  It could be with someone at work or a family member at home.  When you get off on 



Tomlinson & Associates ⧫ “Organizational Excellence – A Culture of Discipline” ⧫ www.gary-tomlinson.com Page 6 

 

the wrong foot, ask, “Do you mind if we start over?”  People are forgiving.  They want to have a 
great conversation with you. 
 
When to use the question: 

• When a conversation gets off to a very bad start. 
• If you get into an unproductive, emotionally charged argument with a friend of family 

member. 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 

• “I’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.  Do you mind if I begin again?  I haven’t done this 
justice.” 

• “Can we step back from this?  What should we be talking about?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 

• “Thanks.  Do you mind if I ask you a question?” 
• “The reason I’d like to start over is that I put my foot in my mouth.  Can I give it a 

second try?” 
 
 
You Can Overcome Anything If You Understand Why:  When you’re trying to define an 
organizational role, to restore a sense of purpose and pride, or just understand what makes people 
tick, ask: “Why do you do what you do?” 
 
We do things for many different reasons.  But when you put “should” in front of those reasons, 
you can be certain all the pleasure and excitement will be soon drained away.  You will not find 
passion associated with the word should.  No one gets excited about should.  In contrast, when 
you unveil the true why of someone’s work and actions, you will find passion, energy and 
excitement. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When you want to understand what motivates and drives the other person. 
• To help reenergize other people about their vocation. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What are the most exciting parts of your job / of what you do?  Why? 
• “What are you most passionate about in your professional life?  Your personal life?  

Why? 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why are you especially passionate about that?” 
• “What gets in the way of your satisfaction?” 
• “What would make it even more rewarding?” 
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In a Hushed Moment:  Try this question with your friends, colleagues and family.  Ask them, 
“What in your life has given you the greatest fulfillment?”  Then sit back.  Just listen.  You will 
uncover a treasure of conversational gems.  A sense of fulfillment is different from a feeling of 
accomplishment or happiness.  Fulfillment comes from achieving your hopes and dreams.  It 
reflects a state of completeness or wholeness.  It’s when you have a sense of deep satisfaction. 
 
When you ask someone about what fulfills them, it opens the door to exploring something that is 
invariably very special to that person.  It creates a powerful connection, like sharing a relaxed 
meal or spending an intimate evening together. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• To build a more personal connection with someone at work or in a professional setting. 
• To get to know any of your friends and family better. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What in your life gives you your greatest sense of satisfaction?” 
• “What is the most fulfilling… (relationship, experience, job, etc.) that you’ve ever had? 
• “What experience affected you the most in your life.?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Say more about that.  What was especially fulfilling about it?” 
• “Is there anything else that has also been deeply fulfilling for you?” 

 
 
Is This the Best You Can Do?  When you want to push someone to exercise their abilities to the 
maximum – when you need their best possible work, ask: “Is this the best you can do?”  You 
should reserve this question for occasions when it is especially desirable for someone to do their 
very best and push themselves to their strained and stretched limits.  Often, we settle for 
mediocrity when we do need our best.  This question can spur the other person to greater heights 
and make them focus on what their best really is. 
 
When to use the questions: 
 

• When you’ve asked someone at work to complete a task or project for you. 
• When trying to get a child to raise their effort to the next level. 
• Best of all, when you’re working on an important project, whatever it is, ask yourself, “Is 

this really the best I can do?” 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “Is there still room for further improvement?” 
• “In what ways could this be even better?” 
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Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What’s stopping you?” 
• “Do you think this would be worth your ‘best’?” 
• “What’s the best part of this?  What can be improved?” 

 
 
No Gorilla Dust:  When you want a clear, unequivocal answer, ask an unequivocal, closed-
ended question.  Ask, “Is it a yes or a no?”  When you are trying to pin someone down on an 
issue or determine their commitment, there are many ways you can ask the question.  There are 
soft, inquiring approaches like “What would you think of …?”  Sometimes, you must leave no 
room to wiggle. 
 
A closed-ended question is potent when you want a direct, unvarnished response.  Is it a yes or a 
no?  When asked purposely, in an appropriate way, the closed-ended question is a powerful and 
demanding ally to the asker. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• To find out whether or not someone is fully committed. 
• To draw out any doubts or hesitations. 

 
Alternate versions of the question: 
 

• “Can you commit fully to this?” 
• “Are you on board or not?” 
• “Can you make a final decision now?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What excites you most about this?” 
• “What are your biggest doubts or reservations?” 

 
 
Bury the Clichés:  When you want to understand a leader’s issues, don’t ask tired cliché 
questions like “What keep you up at night?”  Engage them in a discussion about their critical 
challenges.  Ask about the impact of current events.  Ask about the future.  Let me give a few 
examples that will stimulate your thinking: 
 

• “Where will your future growth come from?” 
• “How do you think your current strategy is going to change, given … (e.g., the success of 

new competitors, the rise of low-cost imports, deregulation, etc.)” 
• “If you had additional resources, which initiatives would you invest them in?” 
• “Sometimes a ‘breakthrough’ requires a ‘break-with.’  Are there any things you need to 

deemphasize or stop doing?” 
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• “Why have you been successful so far?  How will that change in the future?” 
• “Which organizational or operational capabilities do you need to strengthen in order to 

achieve your goals?” 
• “As you think about the future of your business, what are you most excited about?  What 

are you most concerned about?” 
 
Don’t ask lazy clichés like “What keeps you up at night?  Instead, ask informed questions about 
the future.  Questions that capture the imagination.  Questions about the other person’s 
aspirations, priorities and reactions to the world around them. 
 
 
Don’t Let Anyone Steal Your Dreams:  Absorbed by the details of our day-to-day lives, we are 
rarely allowed to dream.  Invite a friend or loved one to share their heart with you.  Ask: “What 
are your dreams?”  This is a deceptively simple yet powerful question that most of us are afraid 
to ask, perhaps because we think it would be too intrusive.   
 
It can be a magical moment for others when you invite them to share their dreams with you. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• When you want to connect with and get closer to a loved one or friend. 
• When you want to help someone reconnect to their passion and their aspirations. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What things would you like to do in your life that you haven’t gotten around to yet?” 
• “If you had no constraints – children, money, your spouse’s job, whatever – what would 

you like to do?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What would be most rewarding about that for you?” 
• “What could make that possible?” 
• “What’s getting in the way of doing that?” 

 
 
Silence Can Be the Best Answer:  There are times when you don’t have to give advice.  In fact, 
in some situations you mustn’t.  When the choice is deeply personal, ask: “What do you feel is 
the right decision for you?”  Be quiet.  Don’t fill in the silence.  Allow the other person to find 
the correct solution. 
 
Sometimes, your job is to help others go deeply into their hearts and recognize their own 
decision rather than push them in a particular direction. 
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When to use the question: 
 

• When the choices are extremely close.  (When someone cannot make up their mind about 
two alternatives, more logical analysis may not help.) 

• When the decision is a very personals one that may also affect loved ones.  (You cannot 
quantify the impact of moving to a new city on a child.  Only the heart can understand 
that.) 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What does your heart tell you?” 
• “How will this impact your family (spouse, children, loved ones)?” 
• “With each of these choices, what regrets do you think you might have – either way – in 

two years?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What would you say is the deciding factor for you?” 
• “What’s your next step from here?” 

 
 
The Greatest Teacher:  People often race headlong from one activity to the next, never pausing 
to reflect.  To help someone get the most out of their experiences, ask: “What did you learn?”  
This may surprise you:  We often do not learn from our experiences.  This has been 
demonstrated repeatedly in research studies conducted by social scientists.  We attribute our 
successes to our own capabilities and performance, whereas we pin failures on other people or 
external circumstance beyond our control. 
 
The U.S. military is one of the few organizations that systematically tries to learn from 
experience.  The “after-action review” is a staple of all military operations, including training 
exercises.  Commanders are brutally honest. 
 
Remember to ask not just, “What did you learn?” but also “What did you learn about…?”  
Perhaps there is a lesson about motivating people, trust or organizational politics. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• Any time someone is sharing an experience or event with you. 
• After any meeting, interview or visit. 
• When you are mentoring or coaching someone. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What’s the most memorable thing you took away from that experience?” 
• “What did you learn about…?”  (people, trust, human nature, motivation, planning, etc.). 
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Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Do you think that’s always true or is this situation particular?” 
• “Can you say more about that?” 

 
 
Push Open the Flood Gate:  Gain more information and open the other person up by asking, 
“Can you tell me more?”  Tell me more is the magic key to open up the next layer of the other 
person’s thinking and experiences.  Ask this question often.  It is to conversations what fresh-
baked bread with soft creamery butter is to a meal. 
 
When you make the conversation all about you, others may think you are cleaver.  But you will 
not build their trust.  You will not learn about them.  You will squander an opportunity to build 
the foundations for a rich, long-term relationship. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• Often and everywhere. 
• As a general prompt to encourage someone to go deeper and say more. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “Can you say more about that?” 
• “What do you mean by…?  (ask them to define their terms more carefully) 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “When…?” 
• “What…?” 
• “How…?” 
• “Why…?” 

 
 
The Essence of Your Job:  To get someone to reflect on their job (or their life), ask:  “What 
parts of your job do you wish you could spend more time on and what things do you wish you 
could do less of?”  Many factors influence how we spend our time: Historic accident, other 
people’s demands and our tendency to follow the path of least resistance.  By stepping back, we 
can often see the forest and not just the trees. 
 
This question is a wonderful way to get people talking about their job – whether it’s running a 
company or running a household.  You’ll lead them down a path of reflection that may result in 
joyous and transformative changes. 
 
When to use the question: 
 

• To invite another person to talk about their position and their role in an organization. 
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• In particular, around the time of someone’s anniversary in a job – one year, three years 
and so on. 

• To explore a friend, colleague or family member’s life and help them understand how 
they might refocus their time. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “Which are the most enjoyable parts of your job and which parts do you find least 
enjoyable?” 

• “If you had an extra couple of hours in each week, how would you spend them?” 
• “What do you wish you could devote more time to?” 

 
Follow-up question: 
 

• “What’s getting in the way of making that change?” 
• “I know it’s difficult to drop or spend less time on some of those things you 

mentioned…but what might possibly enable you to do that?” 
 
 
A Tempest-Tossed Topic:  We often learn the most when we experience intense pressure – 
when we are stretched and pushed.  Learn from the deepest recesses of someone’s experience by 
asking, “What is the most difficult question you have ever asked?”  This question almost 
always creates a flowing stream of conversation. 
 
When asked the questions, what you will most often find is that the person stops and says, “Okay 
– what’s going on here?  Let me think.  Wow!  That’s a tough one.  In my heart of hearts, what is 
the answer?” 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When you want to plumb deep into the person’s psyche. 
• When you want to know much more about the character and makeup of the person. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What is the most profound question you have ever been asked?  That you have ever 
asked someone?” 

• “Tell me, have you ever been asked a question that really stumped you?” 
• “Have you ever been asked a question that embarrassed you or have you ever asked a 

question that turned out to be embarrassing for the person you’re talking with?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What kind of an impact did the question make on your life?” 
• “Sometime later, did you feel you gave the right answer?” 
• “If you were asked the same question today, would your answer be the same?” 
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The Road Taken:  To help someone reflect on what they’d truly like to do in their lives and 
how they’d like to be remembered by others, ask:  “If you had to write your obituary today, 
what would you like to say about you and your life?”  Obituaries are normally for those who 
stay behind.  They help the family and friends of those who have departed celebrate their 
lives. 
 
An obituary can become something important to the living in another way.  Envisioning it 
ahead of time can help shape your life.  It can bring what’s most important to you – and what 
you truly enjoy – into sharp focus.  Writing your obituary now will highlight the choices you 
are making and can make. 
 

When to use this question: 
 
• When coaching or mentoring someone. 
• When a young person is making career and life choices. 

 
Alternative version of the question: 
 

• “Looking ahead in your life, what do you think will give you the greatest sense of 
achievement?  The most personal fulfillment?” 

• “What are some things you haven’t done but which you would like to do before you die?” 
 
Follow-up question: 
 

• “Why did you put those particular things in your obituary?” 
• “What could get in the way of accomplishing that?” 

 
 
Who Do You Say I Am?  Are you a leader in an organization?  A business professional?  A 
parent?  A teacher?  In any of these roles, you need to know if those around you understand who 
you are.  You need to know if they truly appreciate the beliefs and values that define you.  They 
need to know what you stand for – and what you don’t stand for.  Ask them this direct question:  
How do you see me as a leader?” (…or, as a colleague, friend, parent?). 
 
We take for granted that the people who work for us or with us understand and respect what we 
stand for – that they appreciate our values and approach to work.  The same goes in our personal 
lives, with regard to family members and friends.  But do they know who we really are?  How do 
we know?  You can create a truly intimate and inspired conversation by asking this question.  
You may learn something unexpected. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• Any time you want to know how others perceive your leadership. 
• To discover if those closest to you – family, friends, colleagues – understand who you are 

and what you stand for. 
• To shake people up who are on the fence about your intentions. 
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Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What do you think I stand for?” 
• “If you were to summarize the principles or values I exemplify, what would some of 

them be?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What have I done that has really reinforced that?” 
• “What else could I do to better communicate and be a role model for these things?” 
• “Why do you think that?” 

 
 
That Special Moment in Life:  Dig deep and learn something special about the other person.  
You’ll bring a smile to their face when you ask, “What’s has been the happiest day of your 
life?”   This question can illuminate a darkened room and brighten someone’s black mood.  The 
other person may not even be able to answer it – or provide a single answer.  That’s okay!  You 
will set their mind in motion, flipping through the most pungent memories in their life. 
 
Whether the answer is a revelation or just thoughtful silence, this question always has a positive 
if not thrilling impact. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• Any time you want to deepen your understanding of the other person and build a stronger 
relationship with them. 

• To understand the important events that has shaped someone’s character. 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What was the greatest day of your life?” 
• “What event in your life has brought you the greatest joy?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why was that so special for you?” 
• “Are there any other days or events that stand out for you?” 

 
 
Your Plans or Their Plans?  Don’t start by talking about your own plans.  And don’t start by 
talking about your plans for the person.  First, ask them, “Can you tell me about your plans?” 
 
To be a great listener, follow these three principles: 
 
Humility:  You must believe you can learn from every person you encounter. 



Tomlinson & Associates ⧫ “Organizational Excellence – A Culture of Discipline” ⧫ www.gary-tomlinson.com Page 15 

 

 
Curiosity:  As we grow older, our curiosity dies.  The average five-year old asks 200 questions a 
day.  How many do you ask?  Approach every situation with an intense sense of curiosity and 
you will listen more. 
 
Self-awareness:  Your biases and prejudices will prevent you from listening to others.  Women 
often make the decisions about which new car to buy – yet, in a typical car dealership, the 
salespeople pay far more attention to the husband.  Know yourself! 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• Before you tell someone what you think their plans should be. 
• When you need to understand the other person’s intentions and priorities. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “How do you plan to approach this?” 
• “What is your strategy?” 
• “What are your ideas for where you want to go in the future?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What process did you use to arrive at that?” 
• “What things have you decided not to do?” 

 
 
Never Look Back Unless You Plan to Live That Way:  Sometimes, the right solution to a 
dilemma you have with someone will present itself when you contemplate a reversal of the roles.  
When you are asked for your advice about a dilemma, explore all options by asking:  “If the 
circumstances were turned around, how would you like to be treated?”  It’s a question you 
can’t run away from. 
 
Everyone loves the adage, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  It’s warm and 
fuzzy.  It makes perfect sense.  But it’s easier to agree intellectually with the sentiment than to 
live it.  Living it is very tough. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When someone asks you for counsel about a difficult situation involving another person 
or about a perplexing dilemma. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• When someone has done something wrong or that is hurtful toward you, you can reverse 
the roles in yet another way.  Ask, “If you were me, what would you do?”  This may 
make the other person accept your decisions more willingly. 
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Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why do you feel that would be right?” 
 
 
How to Stop the Snorting:  A good question can be like an elixir that softens a bad mood, melts 
anger and pulls the other person back to the truly important issues.  People often complain about 
others and insist that they need to change.  You have to shift them from criticism to solutions by 
asking, “What do you wish they would do more of?” 
 
They have to change!  That’s a common criticism.  And criticism is contagious.  If you can get 
the other person to be specific about the behaviors they wish to see, however, you’ll achieve a 
powerful redirection of the conversation.  You’ll move from complaints and cynicism to 
productive dialogue about how to move forward.  You will help sharpen the other person’s 
understanding of the problem.  Don’t fix the blame, fix the problem. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• Whenever someone at work complains. 
• When an individual is singled out and criticized. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “If you could get your people to do just one thing differently – one action that would 
have a big impact on performance – what would it be?” 

• “In what ways do you wish they would change?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why do you think they aren’t doing those things?” 
• “Are they not doing the right things because they lack knowledge and skills, because the 

organization gets in their way or because they don’t have the natural ability?” 
 
 
Dig Deeper.  Deeper.  Still Deeper:  Whenever someone says, “I want this,” you have to find 
out what they really need.  You do this by asking “Why?”  You can ask this question as many as 
five times, starting with “Why do you want to do that?” or “Why is this happening?” 
 
“Why?” can be a terrible question if used at the wrong time and for the wrong reason.  It can 
communicate underlying disapproval.  It can sound critical, carping and nagging.  It can make 
the other person feel bad about themselves. 
 
“Why” can also be a powerful question.  It can make others think more deeply about what they 
are doing and help them get to the heart of the issue.  “Why?” can make us stop, reflect and 
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examine our actions instead of just mechanically going about our lives?  Use careful judgment in 
asking “Why?” but ask it often. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When you genuinely want to understand someone’s motivations. 
• When the other person wants something but you’re not sure they really need it. 
• When you are trying to understand what are the root causes of a problem. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What result are you expecting from that?” 
• “How did you decide to take that approach?” 
• “Why do you think you should start there?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why is that?” 
• “Why do you think that’s happening?” 
• “How do you know that?” 

 
 
Always Faithful:   To understand someone’s inner being and learn what has been most important 
to them, ask: “What is the greatest achievement in your life?”  This question has many levels to 
it.  It contains the potential to create deep, multi-layered conversations.  It raises additional 
questions:  Is it possible to define a single greatest achievement?  Do we mean professional 
achievement or in any sphere, such as personal and family life?  How do we define achievement, 
after all?  It is a powerful question that provokes deep thought and dialogue. 
 
Even if the other person has difficulty citing a single experience, you will learn a great deal about 
them.  (And by the way, be prepared to answer this question yourself, as it may get quickly 
turned around on you!) 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When you want to deepen your relationship with someone and learn more about what is 
important to them. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What is your most personally gratifying achievement?” 
• “What is the one achievement you are proudest of?” 
• “In thinking about all of your achievements, which one do you think other people will 

most remember and why?” 
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Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Say more about that.  Why did you choose that particular one?” 
 
 
I Used to Be Indecisive – But Now I’m Not Sure:  Start creating a culture of decisiveness.  
Before you begin each meeting, ask: “What decisions do we need to make today?”  After every 
meeting ask:  “What have we decided today?” 
 
In many organizations, procrastination rules.  (“I would do something about my procrastination – 
But I can’t get around to it?”)  People are afraid to make decisions.  They are concerned about 
upsetting powerful, established interests.  It’s easier to play it safe than make a decision for 
which you may ultimately be accountable.  Creating a list of benign action steps, which don’t 
really take you anywhere important, is easy and low risk. 
 
When you make decisions together, it binds the group with a public affirmation.  The result is 
firm commitment to follow through on agreed actions steps. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• After any meeting. 
• After discussing an important issue with a family member or friend.  (“So, have we 

decided anything?” or, “What have we decided to do?”) 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• When someone comes to you with a problem or issue:  “Is there a decision that I need to 
make or that I can help you make?” 

• At the start of a meeting:  “What decisions do we want to make today?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What is needed in order for a decision to be made on this?” 
• “Do we all agree about that?” 

 
 
Blah Blah Blah:  When someone approaches you for advice and is vague or starts to give you 
too much background information, ask:  “What’s your question?”  This is a tough love question.  
People will resist it – often strenuously.  But you must ask it. 
 
When someone asks for advice or wants to “bounce something off you,” you can help them 
immeasurably by asking this question.  It forces them to crystallize their thinking.  It makes them 
take the first step toward clarifying what the issue it and what advice they really need from you. 
 
By asking this question, you’ll also help reduce the amount of posturing that people do with you.  
You’ll move faster toward an authentic conversation. 
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When to use this question: 
 

• Whenever someone says they have a question for you but then doesn’t get around to 
asking it. 

• When you’re asked for advice, but the problem statement is so general that you really 
don’t know what you’re being asked for advice about. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “There must be a question in there somewhere…what is it?” 
• “What would you like me to give you advice about?” 
• “You’ve mentioned several issues.  What’s the most important one you are struggling 

with?” 
 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What have you tried?” 
• “What do you think your options are?” 
• “What’s the thing you are most concerned about?” 

 
 
Why Is This Day Different?  Invite others to share their most treasured moments with you.  
Help them relish and savor their days by asking, “What made this day more special than any 
other?”  This is an extraordinary question to ask over dinner, when entertaining friends at a 
cocktail hour or with the family at the close of the day.  The responses are almost always 
positive.  People stretch to think of all the good things that have transpired.  What makes this 
reaction special is that when joy overflows their cup, it tends to spill over onto everyone else. 
 
Should the day’s tidings be negative – and this doesn’t happen often – just be aware that there 
are no rainbows without a cloud or storm.  Tomorrow will be a better day.  In either case, the 
question leads to revealing discourse. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• At the end of any day, when you are talking to just about anyone! 
• When someone has come back from a trip, adventure or outing. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “Would you tell me about your day?” 
• “What happened today that made you smile?”  Did anything make your frown?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Why was that particularly special for you?” 
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Never Too Late:  Compliment a client, colleague or friend on their achievements.  But don’t 
stop there.  Draw out their deepest, most heartfelt aspirations.  Ask:  “Is there something else 
you’d like to accomplish?  Is there a dream you’ve yet to fulfill?”  Almost everyone has an 
unfulfilled aspiration or dream, not matter where they are in their career or their life.  Rarely, 
however, do others invite them to share it. 
 
Anyone can carry on a conversation about plans, reports and recommendations.  Go deeper and 
create a sublime moment by asking this question. 
 
When to use this question: 
 

• When you’ve already had the chance to meet the other person a few times and want to 
start to deepen the relationship. 

• At any stage of someone’s career. 
• With a leader who will be stepping down in the next few years. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “Is there a dream you’ve yet to fulfill? 
• “Do you have something in mind for your next act?” 
• “After this, is there a particular challenge that excites you?” 
• “What are your most important aspirations for your career?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What will the timing of that be?” 
• “Do you think that will stretch you in a different way?” 
• “If you do go in that direction, what’s the next step you’ll take?” 

 
 
Take Stock of Your Life:  The great management thinker Peter Drucker used to pose five 
questions to his clients, focusing on Mission, Customers, Value, Results and a Plan.  These 
clients were large corporations but also major nonprofit organizations like the American Red 
Cross and the Girl Scouts.  His five questions were: 
 

1. What is your mission? 
2. Which are the most important relationships you want to invest in? 
3. What are the essential priorities and goals of those closest to you? 
4. What are your expectations of the people around you, and what do they expect of you? 
5. What is your plan? 

 
Now, turn these questions onto your own life.  Use them to challenge yourself.  Make the 
implicit explicit.  
 
Use all of these questions when you are coaching or mentoring others.  Use just one of them 
according to the situation.  If someone is trying to build a key relationship, ask “Do you know 



Tomlinson & Associates ⧫ “Organizational Excellence – A Culture of Discipline” ⧫ www.gary-tomlinson.com Page 21 

 

what that person’s priorities and goals are right now?”  If the other person is in a leadership 
position – as either a professional or a parent – ask “Do others know what you expect of them?  
Have you made that clear?” 
 
 
The Heart of the Matter:  When the other person is distracted or disengaged or when you feel 
you are not talking about their highest priority issues, you must ask:  “What’s the most 
important thing we should be discussing today?”   
 
If what you are talking about does not align with the other person’s most urgent priorities, they 
are going to wish they were elsewhere.  You will dramatically increase your relevance and 
influence if you spend more of your conversations focused on what is most important to the other 
person. 
 
When to use this question:  Here are some occasions when you may need to refocus the 
discussion: 
 

• In update meetings with a client or your boss. 
• When making a sales pitch. 
• With your spouse or significant other. 

 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What would you like to talk about today?” 
• “What’s on your mind?” 
• “We’ve got 20 minutes left…is there anything we haven’t covered that we ought to 

discuss today?” 
• “What aren’t we talking about that we should be addressing?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “Can you say more about that?” 
• “What’s behind that?” 
• “Why is this important to you now?” 

 
 
Capture the Moments:  Invite someone to think deeply about their priorities in life and how 
they want to spend the remainder of their days.  Ask:  “If you knew you had only three years to 
live, what would you hope to achieve personally and professionally?” 
 
You must engage the day, ravish the moment.  Wrest and wring from life all that is good and all 
it will yield.  Your objective should be to die young – as late as possible.  That is why this is such 
a powerful question.  If you knew you only had three years to live, how would you spend the 
time?  You will uncover unexplored, unexpected responses no other question elicits. 
 
Carpe diem!  That says it all. 
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When to use this question: 
 

• With your friends, family, business colleagues and just about anyone you know. 
• To shake up other peoples’ thinking and pull them out of the day-to-day minutia of their 

lives. 
 
Alternative versions of the question: 
 

• “What are the most important things in your life?  Are you spending enough time on 
them?” 

 
Follow-up questions: 
 

• “What’s stopping you from doing this – now?” 
 

 
An Additional 293 Power Questions: 

 
In this section, we share another 293 questions.  Thoughtful, probing, provocative questions you 
should be using every day – at work, at home and with your friends.  Even with strangers you 
meet on the airplane.  They are listed under nine topics to help you do the following things: 
 

1. Win new business 
2. Build relationships 
3. Coach and mentor others 
4. Resolve a crisis or complaint 
5. Engage your leadership 
6. Engage your employees 
7. Evaluate a new proposal or idea 
8. Improve your meetings 
9. Ask for a gift 

 
Use these questions to add zest and meaning to your conversations and to deepen your 
relationships. 
 
1: Win New Business:  What is the secret to winning a sale?  To convincing a potential buyer to 
go with you?  A buyer is created when a clear need is identified, a trusting relationship is 
established and value is demonstrated.  The most successful salespeople in the world create these 
conditions by asking great questions. 
 
They don’t build their credibility with prospective buyers through fancy PowerPoint 
presentations.  Instead, they use thoughtful, informed questions that implicitly demonstrate their 
knowledge and experience.  They use questions to uncover hidden needs.  To identify whether or 
not there is a problem or opportunity they can address.  The best salespeople also use questions 
to connect on an emotional level – to get to know the other person and show they care. 
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It doesn’t matter whether you’re selling a product, a service or an idea.  When you first meet 
someone, power questions quickly earn respect for you.  And that’s the first step toward building 
a trusting relationship. 
 
Holding Effective First Meetings: 
 

1. From your perspective, what would be a valuable way for us to spend this time 
together? 

2. What would be useful for you to know about our firm? 
3. What prompted your interest in our meeting? 
4. In talking to my clients in your industry, I’m struck by a couple of particular issues they 

are grappling with.  These include: (give examples).  How would these resonate with 
you and your management? 

5. How is your organization reacting to…? (a recent, important development in this 
client’s industry or function). 

6. How are you handling…? (new competition, low-cost imports, a new regulatory 
framework, etc.). 

7. Is there a particular competitor you admire? 
8. Can you tell me what your biggest priorities are for this year? 
9. What are your most significant opportunities for growth over the next several years? 
10. What exactly do you mean when you say…? (“risk-adverse,” “dysfunctional,” 

“challenging,” etc.). 
11. Who would you say are your most valuable customers? 
12. What would your best customers say are the main reasons they do business with you? 
13. Why do customers stay with you? 
14. Why do customers leave? 
15. When customers complain, what do they say? 
16. How have your customers’ expectations changed over the past five years? 
17. How would you describe the biggest challenges facing your own customers? 
18. What’s the driving force behind this particular initiative?  (What is behind the drive to 

reduce costs, design a new organization, etc.?). 
19. What would “better” (risk management, organizational effectiveness, etc.) look like? 
20. How did you reach the decision to seek outside help? 
21. How much agreement is there, internally, about the problem and the possible solutions? 
22. From your perspective, given everything we’ve discussed, what would be a helpful 

follow-up to this meeting? 
 
Developing a Need: 
 

23. How much do you think this is costing you? 
24. What do you think it’s worth to fix this? 
25. How is this affecting other aspects of your business? (sales, costs, productivity, morale, 

etc.). 
26. How do you know that…? (turnover is high, productivity is low, risks are not being 

well managed, etc.). 
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27. Who in your organization really owns the problem? 
28. If an effective solution is found, how will it affect your own job? 
29. Why is this important to you right now? 
30. Is this one of your top three or four priorities? 
31. How much time do you personally devote to this issue? 
32. Can you give me an example of that? 
33. If you do not address this (problem/opportunity, etc.), how might your business be 

impacted? 
34. What solutions have you already tried and how successful were they? 
35. What kinds of organizational resistance will there be to this change? 
36. Is there anything I haven’t asked about that you think is relevant to understanding this 

issue? 
 
Understanding Aspirations and Goals: 

37. Where will your future growth come from? 
38. How much do you think your current strategy is going to change, given trends such 

as…? 
39. Why have you been successful so far?  How will those reasons change in the future? 
40. You’ve already reached some important milestones and accomplished an enormous 

amount.  Where do you go from here in terms of future improvements in performance? 
41. How much of your growth will come from existing customers versus new customers?  

What’s your thinking behind that? 
42. If you had additional resources, which initiatives would you invest them in? 
43. Are there any things you need to de-emphasize or stop doing? 
44. What more might you ask for if you were not afraid of getting “no” as an answer? 
45. How would you say your priorities have changed over time? 
46. How will your own performance be evaluated at the end of the year? 
47. Are there any organizational or operational capabilities that you need to significantly 

strengthen in order to support your future strategy? 
48. What demands will your future strategy make on the quality and quantity of people that 

you need? 
49. As you think about the future of your business, what are you most excited about? 
50. As you think about the future of your business, what are you most worried about? 
51. You’ve been very successful in your career.  Is there something else you’d like to 

accomplish? 
52. What are your dreams for the future? 

 
Discussing a Proposal: 
 

53. We had planned to cover the following areas.  What parts of our presentation will be 
most valuable for us to emphasize and spend time on? 

54. Can you restate, in your own words, what you hope to gain from successful completion 
of this program? 

55. Given what we’ve set out in our proposal, and thinking about value to you, can you say 
something about what you’d like to see more or less of? 

56. What do you like most about the approach we’ve outlined? 
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57. What aspects concern you? 
58. In what ways does this capture what you’re trying to accomplish? 
59. In thinking about choosing a partner to work with on this, what’s most important to 

you? 
60. May I ask, who else are you talking to? 
61. Can you walk me through your decision-making process? 
62. Who will make the final decision about choosing a firm to work with? 
63. How will the funding for this be determined? 
64. If two providers are evenly matched in terms of technical ability, experience and price, 

how will you make your decision? 
65. I sense you do have some hesitation.  Can you help me understand what is behind this? 
66. Is there anyone else who we ought to discuss this with or hear from before we finalize 

our approach? 
 
Before Meeting with a Client: Questions to Ask Yourself: 
 

67. Have I thoroughly discussed the client’s needs and expectations for this meeting? 
68. If substantive information or recommendations are being presented, have we previewed 

these in advance with all the right constituencies? 
69. Are the right people – from their side and from our side – coming to the meeting?  Do I 

know who they are and how many there are? 
70. If more than one of us in attending, have we discussed and clarified the roles that 

everyone is going to play? 
71. What are the most prominent messages or ideas that I want to get across?  How would I 

summarize these in one minute or less? 
72. What are the different options for presenting our ideas?  Can we use flipcharts rather 

than PowerPoint?  Do we have some engaging stories that can help to illustrate our 
points? 

73. Is there anything I can give to them beforehand (e.g., pre-readings) that will make this 
meeting more productive? 

74. What’s going on in this person’s world right now?  What pressures are they feeling (at 
work, at home, etc.)? 

75. How will they react to what I have to say? 
76. Is there enough flexibility built into the schedule to have a vibrant, give-and-take 

discussion, and/or to pursue other issues that the client may want to discuss? 
77. What additional information do we need (about the individuals who will be attending, 

other important data, etc.) before this meeting? 
78. What are the three or four thought-provoking questions that I plan to ask at this 

meeting? 
79. What do I think will be the likely follow-up to this meeting? 

 
2. Build Relationships:  How do you move from an acquaintance to a meaningful relationship?  
A relationship deepens when two people get to know each other better.  This means you must 
share important experiences, reveal yourself personally and connect on an emotional, not just 
professional, level. 
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Relationships are dynamic.  They rarely stay the same.  They either improve and evolve or they 
wither on the fine.  This particular set of questions will help you ensure that your relationships 
continue to grow, deepen and prosper. 
 
Connecting Personally: 
 

80. What would you like to be remembered for? 
81. What has been your greatest accomplishment? 
82. What has brought you the most fulfillment in your life? 
83. What was the happiest day of your life? 
84. What do you wish your younger self had known about (success, relationships, being a 

parent, etc.) that you know today? 
85. Can you tell me something about your own career and how you got to your current 

position? 
86. What do you like best about working for your organization? 
87. In terms of your own effectiveness and how you spend your time, what would you like 

to do less of and on which activities do you want to spend more time? 
88. Tell me about your family.  How old are your children? 
89. When you’re not shaking things up here at work, how do you spend your free time? 
90. What do you think about (a current event, the election results or anything else)? 
91. Who have been influential role models or mentors to you? 
92. Where did you grow up?  What was that like? 
93. What were your parents like?  What did you learn from them? 
94. If you hadn’t gone into (business, teaching, medicine, etc.), what do you think you 

would have done instead? 
95. If you had to write your obituary today, what would it say? 
96. What’s the most memorable book (movie, concert, etc.) you have ever read? 
97. Do you think you are an extrovert or an introvert?  Why do you say that? 
98. In thinking about e-mail, the telephone, written correspondence, face-to-face meetings, 

social media and so on – how would you describe your communication style and 
preference? 

99. I don’t know much about your early career, can you tell me about what you did during 
the first five years or so? 

100. How did you get your start? 
101. What do you think are your boss’s most pressing issues right now? 

 
Understanding the Other Person’s Agenda: 
 

102. Can you tell me about your work?  What kinds of activities take up most of your time? 
103. At the end of the year, how will you be evaluated? 
104. What is your organization looking for from you this year? 
105. What are the major projects or initiatives you’re working on? 
106. What’s important to you right now? 
107. What are you most passionate about in your life right now? 
108. What are the most important things you’d like to accomplish this year? 
109. If you had a couple of extra hours in the week, what would you spend them on? 
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110. What are the favorite things you like to do when you’re not…(at the office, taking care 
of your family, etc.)? 

 
Empathizing with Others: 
 

111. Tell me, how are you? 
112. Can you say more about that?  What’s going on? 
113. What do you mean when you say you’re feeling…? 
114. Why do you think that happened? 
115. How did you feel about that? 
116. I’m trying to imagine what you’re feeling.  I think it’s (angry, embarrassed, proud, etc.).  

Is that right? 
117. How (angry, embarrassed, proud) would you say you are right now? 
118. Was what happened difficult for you?  I imagine it was challenging. (Never be 

dismissive – take everything that’s said seriously.) 
119. Do you feel that was the right thing to do?  Or, Do you think that was the right 

response?  (Don’t judge.  Judgment stops empathy dead in its tracks.  As the other 
person what they think!) 

120. It seems like there are really two different issues going on here, is that right?  Or, It 
seems like you feel stuck between a rock and a hard place…is that right?  (Paraphrase 
and affirm.  Summarizing what someone has said is boring and tedious.  Paraphrasing 
or synthesizing, is far more powerful.) 

121. What are you thinking of doing?  Or, What do you think your options are? 
122. I had a very similar experience.  Can I share it with you? 
123. Is there anything I can do that would be helpful? 

 
Getting Feedback about a Professional Relationship: 
 

124. From your perspective, how do you feel our collaboration is going? 
125. Could you give me an honest assessment of our work together? 
126. Is there anything that you’d change about our relationship? 
127. What should I be doing more of?  Less of? 
128. Are there individuals in the organization with whom I need to spend more time? 
129. Is there sufficient communication so far? 
130. Am I doing an effective job at linking our work to your key priorities? 
131. What have I done that has been most helpful to you? 
132. In what ways am I helping you to achieve your goals? 
133. Do you feel I am working on the most central and critical issues for you? 
134. How can I make your life easier? 
135. How could I make doing business with me easier? 
136. In what ways could I be a better listener to you and your organization? 
137. Art there any aspects of your business or parts of your organization that you think I 

should understand better? 
138. Overall, how can I do a better job of helping you meet your own objectives? 
139. Are there any other issues that we ought to be aware of or thinking about for you? 
140. Do you have any other concerns that you’d like to put on the table? 
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141. On a scale of 1 to 10, how enthusiastically would you recommend me and my firm to a 
friend or colleague? 

 
3. Coach and Mentor Others:  Who in your life, right now, is benefiting from your experience 
and wisdom?  Your age doesn’t matter.  Mentoring and coaching others is an extraordinary 
service you can provide, whether it is part of your professional or your personal life. 
 
Power questions are especially valuable when you are coaching someone.  They help you guide 
the other person to a solution rather than mandate a direction.  They help you bring out the other 
person’s hopes, fears and dreams.  Power questions enable you to challenge them in a way that is 
empowering rather that constraining. 
 

142. How can I be of the greatest help to you in our relationship? 
143. What’s the best mentoring or coaching experience you’ve ever had?  Why was it so 

effective for you? 
144. What are your most important goals right now? 
145. What questions are you grappling with now? 
146. What questions can I help you answer? 
147. What are you most excited about in your life right now? 
148. Is there something that you feel is very difficult to do, but which, if you could do it, 

would substantially increase your success? 
149. What is your time frame for achieving these goals? 
150. What will you have to accomplish in order to get where you want to be? 
151. What are you most afraid of as you think about trying to achieve these goals? 
152. What are the most important obstacles you’re facing? 
153. Is there anything at all you can think of that would remove those obstacles? 
154. Can you give me an overview of the problem?  How did it get to this point? 
155. What have you tried so far?  How has that worked? 
156. What’s the best resolution to this that you can imagine? 
157. Have you ever dealt with anything similar before?  What happened in that case? 
158. What don’t you know in this situation that you wish you knew? 
159. Can you give me an example of what you just stated? 
160. Looking back, what have you been the most successful at?  Why? 
161. When can you remember being truly satisfied at work? 
162. What parts of your work, today, are the most satisfying to you? 
163. What are your greatest abilities? 
164. What do you value most? 
165. What are some of the things you need to let go of in order to move forward and 

accomplish your goals? 
166. What is your dream for the future of your career? 
167. What’s been the most helpful to you in this conversation? 
168. Based on this discussion, what do you see as your next steps? 

 
4. Resolve a Crisis or Complaint:  When someone complains, the first reaction often is to argue 
the point and try to show them that they don’t have all the facts.  To set them straight.  You 
become intent on proving you are right. 
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When a person is upset, however, emotions are like facts.  People want to be heard and 
understood.  Rational argumentation will not win the day.  Worse, it will inflame the tension.  
When there is a disagreement, your goal is to win the relationship, not the argument! 
 
During the first phase of any crisis or problem situation, you must lead with questions.  By doing 
so you will learn essential information – most importantly – create an ally in solving the 
problem. 
 

169. Thank you for raising this with me.  Can you tell me everything you know about the 
situation? 

170. Can you say more about that? 
171. Really? 
172. What happened then? 
173. What has their reaction been? 
174. How do you think it reached this point? 
175. What else can you tell me? 
176. I’m sorry this happened.  What would you like to see done at this point? 
177. This is extraordinary important to me.  How soon can we meet to discuss this in person? 
178. Would it be helpful if I did some additional fact-finding and then we could meet face-

to-face in the next couple of days to discuss some proposed actions to address this? 
179. If anything else surfaces in the meantime, can you let me know immediately? 

 
5. Engage Your Leadership:  What is it about someone’s performance and attitude that instills 
confidence in their leadership?  Just as a client is impressed with strong, thought-provoking 
questions, your boss or organization’s leadership will be too.  Your capacity to handle your work 
effectively and achieve your goals is essential.  But just as important is your attitude and outlook. 
 
Are you a know-it-all?  Or are you someone who exhibits a healthy curiosity and desire to learn?  
Are you a lone ranger?  Or do you consult with your colleagues and superiors on a regular basis? 
 
These questions will help you engage with your leadership and demonstrate the hallmarks of a 
truly curious and committed member of the organization. 
 

180. What are the most critical initiatives for the organization over the next 12 months? 
181. What are your own priorities for the next 12 months? 
182. What does your boss expect from you this year? 
183. In terms of accomplishing our goals, where are we on track or ahead of plan and in 

which areas are we behind? 
184. Is there anything I can do to support you as you pursue your goals? 
185. How can I be helpful to you as you make this decision? 
186. How can I be helpful to you as you implement this decision? 
187. Can you share with me how you and your leadership reached that decision?  What other 

options did you consider? 
188. What are the major challenges you see yourself facing in the future? 
189. What gets you excited about the future? 
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190. As you look back over your career, what has characterized the outstanding performers 
who have worked for you? 

191. From your perspective, what do you think my most important priorities should be in the 
short, medium and long term? 

192. If, at my next performance review, I wanted to exceed your expectations for me, what 
would I need to have done between now and then? 

193. What do you think are my three greatest strengths?  My biggest weaknesses or 
developmental needs? 

 
6. Engage Your Employees:  Great leaders ask great questions.  They know that if they come 
up with all the answers, the chances of having anyone else buy into the solution are next to zero.  
But if their employees come up with the answer – if they feel ownership of it – there is a good 
chance it will bear fruit. 
 
Telling, commanding and stating the truth as you see it will not engage or empower.  Answers 
make you feel like a leader, but questions create real followers. 
 

194. Are we doing anything that is no longer important or effective and that we should stop? 
195. What ideas do you have to help grow our organization? 
196. How can we improve this? 
197. What do you think is the single most important action we can take to make our 

organization more successful? 
198. Do you know why we do it this way? 
199. What do you think is the real problem at the bottom of this issue? 
200. Is there anything getting in the way of you performing your job effectively? 
201. What ideas can you suggest for…? (reducing costs, growing revenues, improving 

productivity, improving innovation, etc.) 
202. What would make your job more interesting and exciting? 
203. Where would you like to go in our organization? 
204. What additional information or resources would allow you to be more effective? 
205. Where do you see me being the most effective and having the most impact? 
206. What do you love about your job? 
207. What are the most challenging parts of your job? 
208. Based on your experience, how would you describe the culture of this organization? 
209. What makes you proud to work here? 
210. Can you point to a recent management decision you didn’t understand or wish you 

knew more about? 
211. What could leadership do to communicate more effectively to the organization? 
212. Who in our organization do you wish you knew better? 
213. What are we hearing from our customers lately? 

 
7. Evaluate a New Proposal or Idea:  How do you determine whether a new idea is good or 
bad?  If it has promise or if it is completely unrealistic?  Every day we are bombarded with ideas 
and proposals.  Someone who reports to you at work may propose a new initiative requiring 
investment.  Or, one of your children may have an idea about a new sport they want to take up or 
a career path they want to follow. 
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Whether you’re talking to a client or a family member, these questions will give you the ability 
to learn, engage and assess what they are proposing. 
 

214. Why are you doing this? (What appeals to you about doing this?) 
215. What is your mission? 
216. What is important to you about this? 
217. What are your most important goals? 
218. What, specifically, do you hope to achieve? 
219. What will the results look like? 
220. What outcomes do you seek? 
221. What will success look like? 
222. How will this affect…? (customers, employees, suppliers, support staff or others.) 
223. What changes do you think this will create? 
224. Do you think there could be any negative consequences? 
225. How could this limit your ability to act in other ways or other places? 
226. What are your most important assumptions? 
227. What are you assuming about…? (any number of variable that may impact the 

decision.) 
228. How could you verify that assumption? 
229. What if one of your key assumptions is wrong? 
230. What’s your plan? 
231. How are you going to approach this? 
232. What help or resources do you need to accomplish this? 
233. When do you plan to start? 
234. What factors are governing your timing? 
235. Are there advantages to starting sooner?  Later?  Disadvantages? 
236. Who will decide or influence the timing? 
237. What could go wrong? 
238. What are the risks of waiting or doing nothing? 
239. What are the two or three most important thinks that have to go well in order for this to 

succeed? 
240. Which risks can you control and which are uncontrollable? 
241. What else have you considered? 
242. If you had no constraints whatsoever, what would you do? 
243. How does this compare to other alternatives? 
244. What’s the next-best alternative?  Is there anything that could change to make that one 

look like the best alternative? 
245. Is this consistent with your mission? 
246. Is this consistent with your beliefs and values? 
247. Is this consistent with what you’ve been saying publicly? 
248. How consistent will this be with other initiatives that are going on in the organization? 

 
8. Improve Your Meetings:  At their worst, meetings are where you spend minutes and waste 
hours.  Talk to anyone who works for a large organization (or a small one, for that matter) and 
you will hear about how much time is spent – and often wasted – in interminable meetings. 
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By asking these questions – starting with, “Is there an alternative to having a meeting?” – you 
will increase the effectiveness and productivity of the meetings you participate in. 
 

249. What is the purpose of this meeting? 
250. What do we hope to achieve? 
251. Who else will be there or should be there? 
252. How long does this need to be?  Why? 
253. Can we do this in 30 minutes? (rather than an hour.) 
254. Is there an alternative to having a meeting? 
255. What decisions do we need to make? 
256. Do we know enough to make a decision? 
257. What decisions have we made? 
258. How do we feel this meeting went? 
259. Was this a good use of our time? 
260. Did we accomplish what we had hoped? 
261. In retrospect, should we have held this meeting? 

 
9. Ask for a Gift:  We estimate there are more than 30 million men and women in the United 
States who serve on boards of nonprofit organizations.  You may be one. 
 
These directors and trustees carry as one of their major responsibilities the raising of funds for 
their organization.  Here are a few power questions that you may use with someone you are 
calling on for a gift.  What will flow is a stream of conversation that will help you get inside the 
heart and spirit of the person. 
 

262. How do you feel we can most effectively serve our community (patients, students, the 
homeless, etc.)? 

263. If you were the CEO and knew you could achieve any objective, what would you 
undertake for our organization? 

264. How do you feel about the services of this organization?  What would you suggest they 
do to expand their outreach? 

265. How do you like to be told about the results of your gift? 
266. When did it first occur to you that philanthropy was important in your life? 
267. If you were a board member, how do you feel we could most effectively use your 

funds? 
268. What would you change about our organization? 
269. In what ways could we serve better and more effectively? 
270. Why do you think we are one of the better-known organizations in our community? 
271. How can we become even better known? 
272. How can we do a better job of telling our story? 
273. What qualities and attributes do you like best in the CEO of our organization or of 

another organization that you know and work with? 
274. You’re a graduate of our college.  In what way have we helped you prepare for life? 
275. How important is recognition to you? 
276. What is your idea of perfect recognition for a gift? 
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277. How do you like to be thanked for your gifts? 
278. What has been your experience with our organization? 
279. How do you feel about our organization? 
280. How do you feel about this project? 
281. What aspect of our program do you like the most?  And why? 
282. What is the best way to get your attention with the material we sent? 
283. Why did you make your first gift to us? 
284. You stopped giving to our organization.  Why?  How have we disappointed you? 
285. When did you start giving money away and what made you begin? 
286. What organization is the recipient of your largest gift?  How much have you given to 

them? 
287. What would have to change to get us higher on your giving priority list? 
288. What gift has given you the greatest joy? 
289. How has the economy affected you? 
290. Tell me what gift has cause the greatest disappointment? 
291. What motivates you to give to the organizations you do? 
292. What do you want most in life to achieve? 
293. How would you like to be remembered? 

  
 

Message from Gary Tomlinson: 
 

I hope you enjoyed reading this book report.  It’s important to understand that this book report 
should not take the place of you reading; “Power Questions – Build Relationships, Wine New 
Business and Influence Others.  Sobel’s and Panas’ book contains a lot of stories and examples 
that are not contained in my book report.  This is an incredible book and will serve as an 
excellent resource for the rest of your life.  You’d be doing yourself a disservice if you didn’t 
buy it and read it cover-to-cover.  You can learn more at www.andrewsobel.com.  
 
Enjoy the education and wisdom contained within this book report and feel free to share it with 
others because the “illiterate of the 21st Century will not be those who cannot read or write, but 
those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.” 
 
About Gary Tomlinson:  Gary is a business consultant and motivational speaker.  As a business 
consultant, Gary specializes in strategy execution management.  He works with CEOs to help 
establish a culture of knowing how to plan and execute while overcoming the daily surprises that 
always seem to get in the way.  As a motivational speaker, Gary’s key presentations are the Art 
of Telling (professional speaking education for professionals) and Top Ten Messages from Ten 
Top Books (great business education).  Regardless of his topic, Gary’s guiding coalition is that 
the golden rule not only makes good moral sense, but it makes good business sense too!  You 
can engage Gary at gary@gary-tomlinson.com.  If you like this book report and want to read his 
others go to www.gary-tomlinson.com.  


