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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

THE POWER OF QUESTIONS 
 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients. Along with a number of Associates, we have presented over 1,000 

workshops around the world to over 14,000 professionals like you. Our workshop client service feedback survey 

has given us information from about 50,000 users of your expertise. We know the practical skills that will help 

you be successful as a professional.  
 

In this article I will introduce you to one of the most 

powerful of all professional skills—asking great 

questions. Although asking questions is a critical skill 

throughout the expertise delivery process, aka internal 

consulting process, it is particularly important at the very 

beginning—the Exploring the Need step of our expertise 

delivery model. The first 1 or 2 questions after an issue is 

raised set the direction of a consultation; once this 

direction is set, it is very difficult to change.  
 

Professional activities get started in many ways. To keep 

things straightforward, let’s assume you are meeting in a 

manager’s office and after a brief chat to establish 

rapport, your client presents his/her issue. You have a 

choice of responses; most often you are expected to ask 

good questions. Research has shown that as little as a 3 

second pause between a person presenting an issue and 

your response would seem like an eternity. Most of these crucial initial questions come “rolling off the tip of 

tongue.” 
 

Since readers come from many different areas of expertise, let’s pick a generic example to illustrate the skills of 

effective questioning. It may not fit your situation, but will help you discover the key skills of effective questions. 

Assume you are temporarily between 2 projects. You are in your manager’s office, he/she commends you on the 

success of your recently completed project, then he/she invites you to coordinate a professional symposium for 

your geographically dispersed, worldwide organization. After praising your recent performance, your manager 

says “I know you have a few weeks between this project and the next, so I would like you to work with a number 

of your international professional peers planning a technical on-site symposium. I don’t want us to fall behind 

technically in this fast-moving field. The success of our organization depends on innovation and international 

teamwork. Working with a worldwide team would be a good career enhancer for you at this stage, preparing you 

for a management role. This stretch assignment would certainly demonstrate your team and project skills 

worldwide. Any questions?” 
 

What do you say? “What questions would come rolling off the tip of your tongue?” Of the seemingly thousands 

of questions you would like to or could ask, the first ones come tumbling out without time to think. Some 

questions you might ask are: 

 Where and when is the symposium? 

 Who else is on the project team?  
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 What role would I have on the team? Am I expected to lead the team? 

 What is the symposium expected to achieve? 

 What is the budget? 

 What is the reason for having the symposium now? 

 Are you just expecting me just to plan the symposium or to implement it as well? 

 Why an on-site symposium, why not teleconferencing or other electronic teams? 

 How many people are expected to attend? 

 Since I only have a short time window between projects, do I have help? 

 Does my manager know you have asked me? Who would I report to? 

 And so forth … 
 

And these questions do not include questions that you would really like to ask, but would probably be too 

aggressive for most organizations: 

 Why did you pick me, when I have never planned anything like this before? 

 “A good career enhancer” sounds suspicious to me. What do you mean by that? 

 Are you crazy? I need a holiday. Didn’t my manager tell you I was planning to take my much delayed 

cool trip to the Canadian Arctic between projects? 
 

Which would you typically ask? Typically avoid? What would you ask that is very different from the questions 

above? 
 

Of the vast number of questions you could ask, I propose that the first 2 or 3 you do ask not only start a 

consulting project, they start a problem solving process, and most subtle of all, they set up your role. 
 

Set up a role?? How’s that you ask? 
 

If you ask starting questions like “When and where is the symposium?” or “How many people are expected to 

attend?” you are setting up what I call a “pair-of-hands” role. By asking the questions about details, you set a 

very narrow role for yourself. If you want a larger role, you have to ask larger questions like “What is the 

symposium expected to achieve?” or “What is the reason for having the symposium now?”  
 

Narrow questions set up narrow roles. If you want to be a “big picture” professional, you have to ask big picture 

questions!! Not only that, I have heard professionals complain that clients will not give them, large, leveraged 

roles while these same professionals ask narrow, “pair-of-hands” questions! It isn’t the clients doing it to us, by 

asking narrow questions you are setting up your own, potentially frustrating role. 

 

The Diamond Questioning Model 
 

Like great Olympic athletes who visualize their gold medal performance, it is necessary to have “mental models” 

to guide our processes. We teach that, when a client presents a narrow need, we typically need to ask expanding 

questions which help find the underlying need(s), open other options for dealing with the need, and set up more 

leveraged roles for us. 
 

We encapsulate these ideas and skills in a simple model. Although there are many ways consultations get started 

(we discuss these in another article), the most common is a manager/client asking you to do something, and the 

something is usually a solution to a problem, not the underlying need. You need to ask good questions to get at 

the need and set up an impactful role. (Another somewhat less common starting point is where a manager/client 

presents a very complex issue—we deal with that in another article in this series.) 
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The Questioning Ace’s Diamond Model 

 
 

 

Some sample expanding questions you 

might ask are in the diagram. A longer 

generic list of potential opening questions is 

at the end of this article. 
 

Unfortunately, I cannot tell you exactly 

which questions to ask for your specific 

profession. You need to adapt questions like 

these to your specific situation. But I can tell 

you, if you do not ask these Expanding 

Questions, you will be trapped in narrow, 

“pair-of-hands,” often called “gofer” roles. 

As you ask expanding questions, you tend to 

expand your potential role and the set of 

solutions. 
 

When you feel you have the big picture in 

the open, you need to ask Contracting 

Questions to move you to the key business 

need and the next step of the consulting 

model, Clarifying Expectations. To 

complete this first step, you need to do one 

more thing—clearly state business need 

which we will deal with in another article 

in this series 
 

These are the key concepts for the skills of 

asking powerful questions which both are 

effective in helping clients solve their real 

needs AND to set up a powerful role for 

yourself. 
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In Summary 
 

Many professionals complain that their managers and clients do not give them the opportunity for influential and 

impactful roles. While that may be so, even if you have their support, if you do not ask questions that set up the 

role you want, you will rarely secure the rolw. Asking narrow questions tends to get you narrow roles. Asking 

“big picture” questions is a prerequisite to a “big picture” role. 
 

We have covered a lot in this brief article. I would strongly suggest you use the checklist below to craft the best 

questions for your situation. Also, I would strongly recommend you read chapter 3 of my Powerful Professionals 

book where a more detailed and sophisticated questioning model is presented. 
 

 

A CHECKLIST OF POTENTIAL POWERFUL OPENING QUESTIONS 
 

If you feel your client has presented a relatively narrow view of the concern, after establishing rapport, and 

summarizing your client’s description of the concern—without committing yourself to action or solution—you 

might ask:  
 

 “What led you to this solution?” 

 “What got you interested in this approach?” 

 “You seem enthusiastic about _________.  How do you see it helping you solve your concerns?” 

 I am curious about ____________. 

 “Which concerns do you see being solved by this approach?”  

 “Give me some examples of your concern.” 

 “Can you give me some examples of how this would help you with your concerns?” 

 “Please give me some (more) background.” 

 “I would like to be sure I understand the underlying issues here. Can we talk about the need for this 

approach?” 

 “Let's step back, examine the big picture and look at other approaches to this issue.” 

 “Can you foresee any concerns this approach might not deal with?” 

 “What benefits do you see for dealing with this problem?” 

 “What would you like to see in place when your concern is solved?” 

 “What do you like and dislike about the ways things are handled now?” 

 “What is it about this approach that makes it useful to you?” 

 “Is there another perspective that someone else might have? or “How would others look at this?” 

 “What is working now?” 
 

Your Specific Typical Opening Questions 
 

Write your specific questions for the way your clients typically present concerns: 

 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________ 
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