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What Clients say about Powerful Questions Workshops

“Asking the Powerful Questions is the best value that a Director 
can bring to a Board, ensuring that everyone is accountable and 
that the Directors are properly informed. The questions are ideal 
for identifying potential trouble spots. An excellent program. 
I apply the techniques constantly. It is a very useful process.”

Leo Menkens, Director
“Great program, very insightful and a good use of time.”

Graeme W. Horne, General Manager, AGL

“A powerful yet simple set of techniques that will enable me to 
ask relevant questions without appearing to question the integrity 
of others.”

Vanessa Boully, Chairman, Royal Flying Doctor Service

“Excellent and clear structure that will provide great benefi ts to 
our Board.”

John Fison, Director, Keltec Ltd (UK)

“This is an extremely practical workshop which can be applied 
immediately in every business situation.”

Michael Wood, General Manager,
Kingston Property Constructions Pty Ltd.

“The Powerful Questions  provide excellent essential skills for 
any Director or Executive in the public or private sector. The vital 
‘how to’ skills.”

Lindsay Oxlad,  Director, Health Partners

“Useful in Board meetings, committees and diffi cult negotiations.
The techniques will help in getting to the real situation. The 
Powerful Questions provide a very useful framework for getting 
to the facts. It’s often what’s not said that is more important than 
what is actually said.”

Christine Hawkins, Director, Cinnabar International.
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Author’s note

Throughout this book I shall refer to using questions in 
conversations and discussions. The Powerful Questions are 
equally applicable to the written word and to the spoken word. 
Wherever I have referred to the conversations or discussions, 
the principle is the same for written documents, and vice versa.

There is, however, a different skill involved with hearing language 
patterns as opposed to reading them. You can read a document 
more than once to understand its meaning, whereas you will 
usually only hear the words in a conversation once and will 
generally have to phrase a question within a few seconds or 
minutes of hearing the relevant words before the words pass 
from memory.

You’ll fi nd exercises throughout the book that will assist to embed 
the skills – if you do the exercises! In the back of the book, you’ll 
fi nd some suggestions that will help you practice increasing your 
awareness and listening skills, and some resources that are 
available to fi ne-tune those skills.



vii

Powerful Questions

What are Powerful Questions?

Powerful Questions are questions that are effective, incisive, 
high impact, challenging, useful, versatile and above all, simple.  
They are questions that shift consciousness and re-shape the 
mind, questions that cut to the core of thought processes and 
language. 

The Powerful Questions are not simply questions about the 
facts and circumstances under enquiry. They work independently 
of the content of an interaction (the subject matter of discussion 
– the ‘what’) and activate the processes (the ‘how’) that underlie 
human communication and thinking. They give us the ability to 
dissect and re-create thinking and communication patterns using 
the perceptions, knowledge and experience of the person being 
questioned. They help people

•   clarify their own thought processes and communication

•   sort fact from fi ction

•   think from different perspectives

•   take ownership, commitment and accountability.

The Powerful Questions are among the most useful in any 
business situation – at Board, executive, management and 
operational levels. It is, in fact, very useful to have people at 
all levels and functions of a business understand and become 
skilled with these techniques. 
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They are questions that: 

 uncover what is not being said

 clarify meaning and intention

 focus on underlying motivation

 identify weaknesses in strategy and proposals

 create solutions and processes that work

 pinpoint issues

 identify the beliefs and perceptions behind 
 conclusions and opinions

 cut through assumptions

 enable better and more effective choices, 
 decisions and behaviours.

The Powerful Questions are the questions that people want to 
avoid when they want to pass blame and responsibility to others, 
to gain an advantage or to manipulate. They will save you and 
your business a lot of time, energy and money.

You don’t have to know anything about the facts or circumstances 
being presented to you in order to ask these questions. 

You simply have to be ‘present’ and listen. What the other person 
says will refl ect their thinking processes, perceptions and beliefs. 
All the clues that you need are contained in the way that the other 
person expresses himself or herself. The questions enable you 
to elicit and understand the other person’s reality, with crystal 
clarity.

They can be seamlessly integrated into a conversation or meeting, 
where they are hardly noticed, but nevertheless have signifi cant 
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infl uence on the direction and quality of the communication and 
decision processes. 

They give you tremendous power to create useful outcomes in 
meetings, negotiations, coaching and mentoring scenarios, when 
mediating confl ict and disputes, and when dealing with change. 

Highly effective business leaders use them constantly.

This book makes explicit

•   the structure of the questions, and

•   the process for knowing when and how to ask the questions 

so that you can be in full command of the questions at any time 
and in any circumstances.



x
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INTRODUCTION

The fi rst years of this millennium earned the distinction 
of delivering some of the largest corporate collapses in 
history. It was a global phenomenon.

Enron, Parmalat, WorldCom and HIH are by-words in their 
respective countries (and globally) for executive greed, 
incompetence and poor governance. Together they resulted 
in many billions of dollars of losses to investors, suppliers, 
customers and employees.
A much wider community felt the ‘ripple effect’. For instance, the 
collapse of HIH Insurance in Australia with $5 billion in debts 
almost stopped the home construction industry, for which HIH 
was a major underwriter. The fl ow-on to those who relied on 
home constructions for a living, the families of those people, and 
their communities, was well beyond the list of creditors that took 
HIH down.
In each case, the collapse was mainly, if not solely, due to 
choices made by the leaders of those companies. Many people 
and businesses were adversely affected by the actions and 
decisions of a handful of people.
Corporate disasters were substantially responsible for various 
changes to corporate governance laws and regulations that have 
since been implemented, such as Sarbanes-Oxley (USA) and 
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Corporate Law Economic Reform Program legislation  (known as 
CLERP 9) in Australia, and the changes to many Stock Exchange 
codes of practice and accounting codes around the world.
In some jurisdictions, the responsibilities and liabilities of the 
CEO and CFO have become more onerous, and governments 
are considering extending responsibilities and liabilities (including 
criminal liability) further down the organizations to senior and 
middle management levels.
Add to this picture the increasing expectations that investors have 
for standards of corporate governance and performance, together 
with the trend in courts towards imposing higher standards on 

corporate leaders, and we have 
a clearly changing landscape for 
business leaders - one that has 
some commentators concerned 
that business captains will be less 
willing to take the calculated risks 

that are essential to developing and growing a business, and 
less willing to take up executive or Board positions.

The importance of asking questions
Post-Enron debate on corporate governance reforms led to 
reviews, worldwide, of corporate governance ‘best practice’.  One 
common outcome of those reviews was the need for corporate 
leaders to ask the questions that matter, described variously 
as the ‘hard’, ‘tough’ or ‘right’ questions. That is not surprising 

when you consider how often 
failing to ask the right questions 
– or any questions in some cases 
– contributes to the demise of even 
the most powerful and seemingly 
successful enterprises.
Enron is a good example. Most 

debate about Enron focuses on the unethical activities of its 
leaders. But there was another factor that contributed to Enron’s 

We have a clearly 
changing landscape 
for business leaders

Failing to ask the right 
questions contributes 
to the demise of even 
the most powerful and 
seemingly successful 

enterprises.
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problems that eventually made it impossible for Enron to 
continue trading. In the days prior to its collapse, its executives 
were frantically attempting to arrange fi nance to enable it to 
continue to pay wages and other items. One of the executives 
asked: “What’s our debt repayment schedule?” and was met with 
stunned silence. No one knew. “You mean we’re a Fortune 500 
company and we don’t know how much we owe or when it’s 
due?” asked another. Then one of the fi nance executives offered 
an explanation “No one’s asked us before.”  After a quick phone 
around to tally Enron’s debts, they knew that Enron would not 
survive.
Most fi nance executives would be amazed that the Enron 
executive team did not have its fi nger on the debt pulse. But the 
fact remains that they were so caught up in doing the big deals 
that they forgot the basics, and no one asked the questions. 
It’s not diffi cult to see why asking the right questions would 
be a key component of good governance. The right questions 
can identify potential problems, create solutions and generate 
opportunities that might otherwise not have been discovered. 
On the other hand, not asking the 
right questions can quite easily 
cost medium and large companies 
millions, hundreds of millions, 
and even billions of dollars, and 
can easily cost small business tens of thousands or hundreds 
of thousands of dollars. Failing to ask the right questions can 
cost companies their reputation, corporate leaders their jobs, 
shareholders and business owners their investment.

The NAB 
An example is the National Australia Bank. In 2003 the NAB’s 
currency trading operations lost $360 million – approximately 
10% of its profi t - as a result of rogue trading activities at its forex 
desk. Once the loss became public, the bank’s reputation took 
a beating in the media. Almost all of the Board members were 

Not asking the right 
questions can quite 

easily cost companies 
millions of dollars.
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replaced, as were many of the bank’s senior executives, and the 
bank embarked on an expensive and extensive restructure and 
cultural change program.
A Business Sunday reporter asked Graeme Kraehe, the former 
Chairman of NAB, what he’d learned from the forex debacle.  
Mr Kraehe replied:

“...to not necessarily accept the information that is presented  
to you, be far more aggressive in questioning it.”

When asked how a director is supposed to get the right 
information, Mr Kraehe answered:

“With great diffi culty. .if there is not an openness in the 
relationship between the board and management it will be 
diffi cult for directors to fulfi l their responsibilities.”

Cost of performance failure
One of the presenters at the 2004 World Economic Forum 
was the CEO of Bain & Co., a global consultancy. Bain & Co. 
estimated that fraudulent business leaders cost companies over 
US$300 billion worldwide in 2003. 
But that paled in comparison to the cost of Board and executive 
‘performance failures’, which Bain & Co. estimated worldwide at 
over $3 trillion during 2003.
A signifi cant amount by any standards. It is around the value of 
all the real estate in Australia, lost in one year!

I have no doubt that the actual 
fi gure is, in fact, much higher if 
the performance failures below 
executive levels are also taken 
into account. There is not an 
organization, public or private 
sector, that does not have 

unresolved problems at all levels of the organization that are 
costing it money, time, morale and lost opportunity. In larger 
companies the cost is usually many millions of dollars. Unsolved 

Unsolved problems 
and unexploited 

opportunities 
represent a huge 

hidden cost to 
business.
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problems and unexploited opportunities represent a huge hidden 
cost to business.
By asking the right questions most, if not all, of the facts underlying 
the assumptions can be identifi ed and the problems resolved.
Losses caused by the failure to ask questions are a tragedy, 
because in most cases the questions only take a few seconds or 
a few minutes to ask and answer, but the losses can represent 
months or years of hard earned revenue or value.

Skills, culture, choices, leadership and values
Graeme Kraehe’s answers highlight some important points.

1. Business leaders must be able to recognise when a
 question needs to be asked. 
Business leaders at all levels of organizations are confronted 
daily with meetings, facts, opinions, assumptions, proposals, 
reports, problems and opportunities that require input or a 
decision from the leader. Most of the data they must consider is 
written in documents or is presented verbally in meetings or by 
telephone. Leaders must be able to recognise the thinking and 
language patterns that need to be verifi ed, clarifi ed or challenged. 
For instance, you might encounter those patterns in a meeting or 
negotiation when someone 

• avoids giving details that may be open to criticism
• gives the appearance of encompassing all aspects 

or issues under discussion, but fails to identify the 
shortcomings of an action, strategy, solution or process.

• uses general language that does not answer the question 
or address the issue, but appears to do so

• uses specifi c language that does not answer the question 
or address the issue, but appears to do so

• phrases the answer to a question in a manner that suggests 
or implies X when in fact Y is the truth
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•   distorts data so that the data appears to have more validity 
than it in fact has

• omits details so that only part of the facts are conveyed
• is very specifi c on a certain aspect of the situation, 

distracting attention from another aspect of the issue that 
needs deeper consideration or questions

• appears to answer a question and then subtly shifts the 
topic or emphasis away from the question

• appears to know what they are talking about when in fact 
they know very little

• creates an impression that has no factual basis, or creates 
facts which imply something that is not true.

You’ll undoubtedly recognize some of the patterns on that 
list. They are common in most organizations, and endemic in 
bureaucratic organizations where avoidance of accountability 
and commitment is an art form. We’ve probably all been on the 
receiving end of those patterns in our business and/or personal 
lives. 
Many of us have used those patterns when they have suited us. 
They are commonly encountered in meetings, public relations, 
advertising, presentations, sales, negotiations, job applications, 
performance reviews – in fact, in most business circumstances.
The patterns can be used deliberately to deceive, manipulate, or 
perhaps as ‘positive spin’, but most of the time they are used with 
a relatively innocent motivation.  More often than not, people are 
not consciously aware that they are using those patterns.
Either way, if you are the listener you are likely to be caught in 
the speaker’s web unless you

 are aware of when those patterns are being used, and  
 know which questions to ask to deal with the patterns.
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Deliberate or unintentional?
Does it matter whether someone uses those patterns deliberately, 
with the intention to deceive, or unintentionally, perhaps not 
realising what they are doing?

For instance, 
• would it make a difference if someone who reported to you 

omitted some facts because they forgot them, or because 
they thought the facts were irrelevant; whereas the facts 
omitted were not only relevant, but critical to your being 
able to assess a serious risk to the business?

• would it be acceptable if your colleagues summarised or 
generalised their description of a potential strategy because 
that was the quickest way to convey the overall impression 
of the situation; whereas, unbeknown to your colleagues, 
the generalisation obscured the details that would have 
disclosed to you a potentially serious defect in the strategy 
under consideration?

• would it matter if a person presenting a proposal omitted 
certain details because they had not considered those 
details of the proposal; yet those details of the proposal 
were what would eventually make or break its success?

Perhaps you might be tougher on someone who was deliberately 
deceptive compared to someone who innocently omitted 
important information, but from the point of view of the business, 
it makes no difference. The risk or loss is the same either way. 
Business leaders must be able to recognise the patterns that 
may cause problems and must know the questions that work for 
those patterns.

Listening at the speed of conversation
It is not always easy to identify potential issues while you are 
attempting to understand the content of a conversation that is 
moving at 200 words a minute. 



8

Introduction

It is also not easy to notice the subtleties of language that hide 
issues in reports and proposals when you are pressed for time.
We often see this at our Powerful Questions Workshops. 
Delegates are asked to bring an actual report or proposal relating 
to their business. They deliver the report or proposal to other 
delegates at the workshop (who act as their ‘Board’). The ‘Board’ 
then asks the questions, often without knowing anything about 
the background to the issues or facts in the report.  

• After being questioned by his ‘Board’ at the workshop a 
well-respected and very experienced Chairman of a Top 
500 company commented that he’d missed 75% of the 
issues in a report, that had been presented to his actual 
Board some months earlier.

• An Executive of a company was questioned about a report 
that he provided to his ‘Board’ at a Powerful Questions 
workshop. In minutes the workshop delegates uncovered 
an issue that had caused the company to lose $4.5 million. 
That loss could have been avoided had the right questions 
been asked several months earlier by his executive team.

• A CEO commented that if his real Board had asked him 
the questions that the workshop delegates had asked, his 
Board would never have approved his proposal. 

 His comment: “I got away with it”.

The Chairman, Executive and the real Board in those instances 
were not aware that

 potential risks were buried in the reports

 the reports contained language clues that pointed to 
potential risks

 they could have asked some simple questions to expose 
those risks.

Instead, they had been focused on the content of the reports. 
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The reports had been crafted and written to sound good, to 
sound like everything was in its place, but to the initiated ear the 
way that the language was used gave clues about risk and ‘spin’ 
that was missed at the original meetings.

What you don’t learn at business school
But then, who can blame the Board? Business schools rarely 
provide courses on how to listen and question at the skill level 
required by business leaders, who are expected to acquire 
questioning skills by experience.
The problem is, of course, that the shareholders, courts and 
markets are unforgiving, and expect business leaders to have 
developed those skills.

Focus on the process
You do not need to know any background on the issues to be 
able to ask the right questions. That may seem like a strange 
assertion, but it is true. That’s not to say that some background 
information and knowledge is not helpful – it generally is useful 
and will often shorten discussions.  But background information 
is content-based. The Powerful Questions are not based on 
the content of what is said, but on the process underlying the 
language. 
If you are attuned to the process, you can elicit any content that 
you need in order to understand and deal with the issues that 
may lurk in the report, proposal or discussion. 

Deep hearing skill
The skill of knowing when to ask 
questions is a skill that can be 
learned. It is a listening skill, a state 
of awareness. It is, in particular, a 
deep hearing skill.
By that I mean that you must be able to hear beyond the obvious 
words and meaning, and notice the shifts of direction, intention 

The skill of knowing 
when to ask questions 
is a deep hearing skill.
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and focus behind the words, and the impact that the words have 
on your awareness. In particular, to be aware when something 
is missing from the information, when information is distorted or 
when the language indicates that the speaker’s thought process 

may be self-limiting.
When those warning bells are heard, 
you know that it is time to probe deeper 
and to verify the facts, opinions and 
assumptions that are being expressed, 
or to test or shift the speaker’s thought 
process.

2. Business leaders must have excellent questioning skills
The questions that leaders use fall under three broad 
categories:

 questions that reveal the facts 

 questions that develop strategies,  solutions and   
opportunities

 questions that empower people and the organization 
 to perform at their best.

Graeme Kraehe’s comments relate to questions that reveal 
the facts, potential problems and risks. But once the facts are 
ascertained the key to progressing any situation is found in the 
second point – questions that develop strategies, solutions and 
opportunities – and then in the third point, performance. 

Questions that reveal facts
Organizations spend a lot of time and resources developing 
decision-making skills of their leaders and potential leaders. 
However, having good quality data is a prerequisite to making a 
quality decision. 

When those 
warning bells are 
heard, you know 
that it is time to 
probe deeper.
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Leaders are generally several 
steps removed from the source of 
information, the raw data. They often 
do not have direct knowledge of the 
facts, and primarily rely on others to 
provide the facts. 
Therein lies the risk - a huge risk that is not addressed by the risk 
management protocols in many companies. If the organization’s 
leaders are to make informed decisions and exercise good 
business judgment they need to have good quality, reliable data 
on which to base their decisions. If the data is faulty, the decision 
is more likely to be faulty.
By the time the data reaches the decision-makers, it has often 
passed through the hands of various people, and could have 
been distorted at a number of points along its journey from raw 
fact to presentation.
All data, whether presented as fact or opinion, risks being 
corrupted (usually unintentionally) at various stages as it is 
processed by the human mind, depending on:

• how accurately we perceive a fact (e.g. what we saw or 
heard)

• the meaning we attribute to a fact (e.g. “The clients 
responded negatively”)

• how we process the meaning ( e.g.  “We’re wasting time 
pursing that client” )

• how accurately we memorise the fact
• how accurately we recall the fact
• how accurately we describe the fact or meaning to 

someone else
• how accurately the other person perceives (hears) what we 

describe.
And so the cycle continues with the next person.

Quality data is a 
prerequisite to 

making a quality 
decision. 
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At each of those stages we make choices that are not necessarily 
based on fact, but are based on a far fl imsier foundation - personal 
reality. 
Gary Zukav demonstrated the diffi culties associated with 
personal reality in his book The Dancing Wu Li Masters:

Reality is 
what we 

take to be true

What we take 
to be true is 

what we believe

What we believe 
is based upon our 

perceptions

What we perceive 
depends on what we 

look for

What we perceive 
determines what 

we believe

What we think 
depends on 

what we perceive

What we look for 
depends on 

what we think

What we take 
to be true is 
our reality

What we believe 
determines what we take 

to be true


