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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

STEP 1: EXPLORING THE NEED 
 

 

Welcome! My name is Murray Hiebert, author of the Powerful Professionals book and designer of an internal 

consulting skills workshop that has been delivered to over 14,000 participants all around the globe. These articles 

contain very practical, “real world” skills, principles and techniques we know will help you be a more successful 

professional. 
 

In this article I introduce you to the first step of a pragmatic expertise delivery model or consulting process. 

Although it is not necessary, it would be a good idea to read first the brief article which introduces the 5 step 

Expertise Delivery/Consulting Model. 
 

Although expertise delivery/consultations can get started in numerous ways, to keep things straightforward, let’s 

assume a face-to-face meeting, where after chat to establish rapport, your client presents a concern. You and your 

client are into the first step of a process, Exploring the Need. This all-important first step can be amazingly 

complex. I will stick to the basics in this article and refer you to other brief articles for more detail. 
 

The Foundation of a Great Gig—Exploring the Need 
 

The primary goal of this step is to talk with your client to clarify the 

often unexpressed, underlying business need. A few facts about this 

all-important step: 

 You have the most leverage you are ever going to have at the 

very beginning of a consultation. Use it or lose it! If the 

consultation gets off to a good start it usually continues in a 

powerful vein. If this first step of a consultation is done 

poorly, it is very difficult to recover. 

 A big issue for many professionals is the discipline to stay in 

this first step until the business need is clear. Many 

professionals jump from the client’s initial statement of the 

issue to a solution within the professional’s area of expertise. 

For example: “You want a workshop or software? Let me tell 

what we’ve got.” or “You want a plan? When do you want it?” If you and your client don’t clarify an 

unclear business need, how can know you are doing the right thing or how can you measure business 

results? To say this more bluntly—“If you want to be considered a Business Partner, you have to be able 

to state the business need.”—and your client needs to agree. 

For example, in our workshops, we have participants practice this skill of getting to the business need by 

simulating their current on-job consulting situations. After observing the two participants simulate an 

actual request, the most common feedback from fellow participants is they see the consultants jumping 

ahead into the 2
nd

 step, Clarifying Expectations or right to the 4
th
 step, Recommending Change before 

they have clarified the need with the client! The participant who simulates the client often feels frustrated 

because they would have told the professional a lot more about the need if only asked. 

 Believe it or not, clients often have fears about working with professionals like you. For example, by 

asking for help clients need to give up some control or they may risk looking stupid — either of which 

can be scary for many managers. Fears like these can lead to strange, but very human behaviors. It is 
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natural for clients to have misgivings or fears about asking someone to give them a hand, and it is natural 

for clients to cover these fears with a façade of assuredness. If you are intrigued by the often negative 

impact of fears on consultations, read pages 32 to 35 of the Powerful Professionals book. 

 Finally, because clients more often than not present the solution to a need, not the need itself, you and 

your client need to asking probing questions to get at the often hidden or underlying need. Amazingly the 

first one or two questions out of your mouth will determine the general direction, problem solving 

process and your role. Don’t believe me? Read another brief article, Asking Powerful Questions to Set Up 

Powerful Roles. 
 

On this last point, we use the analogy of an 

iceberg. How much of an iceberg juts above the 

surface of the ocean? Answer: less than 10%. If 

you accept the first statement of an issue, very 

often you are hearing only the tip of an iceberg, 

which leads to working with symptoms— 

putting you into a low value, “pair-of-hands” 

role. 
 

To be a successful internal consultant, business 

partner or plain ol’ professional, you need to 

ask questions that get at what is obscured below 

the water surface. The skill of asking powerful 

questions is both effective in helping clients solve their real needs AND to set up a powerful role for you. 
 

What Needs to Happen in This First 

Step? 
 

Another way of looking at this first 

step—Exploring the Need—is illustrated 

in the graphic. Although we only briefly 

mentioned it, establishing rapport— 

human-human contact—is very 

important, particularly if your client may 

have some fears or apprehensions about 

you or your profession. 
 

Listening and summarizing skills are 

also important. If you cannot use what 

we call “loopback listening,” your 

clients will, at the least, not know if you 

understood them and at worst, feel you 

really don’t understand their concern.  
 

While you are exploring the need, there 

are 3 areas you need to know before you 

move on to the next step: 

1. Do you and your client have 

clarity of the need? You know 

you are done with this step when 

you summarize the underlying 

business need to the client and 

the client agrees. Once again, 

this skill can be subtle, and we 

have a brief article dedicated to 

it, Asking Powerful Questions to 
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Set Up Powerful Roles. 

2. Do you and your client have clarity about processes and the involvement of others? Are you OK with the 

quality of information and analysis? Do other stakeholders need to be involved?  

3. Finally, you will want to check the proposed consulting gig against organizational and professional goals. 

Again we have an article, Looking at Your Role Strategically, which will give you more background on 

this important topic. 
 

I am sure you will have noticed that I have referred to a number of other articles during this introduction to Step 1 

of the consulting model, Exploring the Need. This is because there is so much going on during this step and it is 

so important to the success of the rest of the process — Garbage in, garbage out — and so many dynamics are 

happening here — interpersonal, problem solving, your role, tactics and strategies.  Peter Block, a guru in the 

field of internal consulting says that if you listen to internal consultants discussing their disasters, you will almost 

certainly hear a statement like “If only I had …”done something differently at the start. “If I had only known.” “If 

I had only asked.”  
 

We have covered a lot in this brief article. I would strongly suggest you read the Related Articles below that go 

into more detail on critical aspects of this first step. Also, I would strongly recommend you read chapter 3 of my 

Powerful Professionals book. 
 

Thank you for your attention. If you put into practice the suggestions in this article, you will notice, almost 

immediately, positive results in your professional practice.  

 

 
Related Articles: 

 Using a 5-Step Consulting Model to Manage an Assignment 

 Asking Powerful Questions to Set Up Powerful Roles 

 Business Need or Professional Deliverable? 

 Airline Crashes and Consulting 

 What Clients Value from Professionals 

 Looking at Your Role Strategically 

  

 

Further Information in the Powerful Professionals book 

 Establishing Rapport—pages 197 to 199 

 Dealing with Fears—pages 32 to 35 

 Loopback Listening—pages 182 to 196 

 

 


