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QUESTIONS VS. ANSWERS
P o w e r  Q u e s t i o n s  T h a t  G e t  R e s u l t s

H U N T  E X E C U T I V E  S E A R C H

For twenty five years, the Monthly Mentor has been 
a value added service to encourage our employer and 
candidate clients in their Personal & Professional Development. 

By J.B. Hunt

I often state that people judge us by the intelligence of our questions vs. our answers or statements. 
Asking good questions may be the most important, yet least developed, skill for personal and 
professional success.

One popular belief holds that we win friends and new business by being clever and quick on our 
feet, and that our brilliance—saying just the right thing—is what attracts others. But knowing 
the right question to ask is actually far more valuable than having a ready answer.
  
Good questions can help you:

• Open your mind and fuel conversations

• Reframe and redefine a problem

• Challenge underlying assumptions

• Force us to examine new perspectives

• Innovate for the future

• Forge important relationships

• Gather information

• Focus us on what’s most important

Transformational teachers like Socrates, Jesus, Mohammed and Buddha were masters at using 
powerful questions as teaching tools, forever changing the lives of their disciples. Albert Einstein 
and Peter Drucker were 20th-century intellectuals who were known for asking provocative 
questions.
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In Power Questions: Build Relationships, Win New Business, and 
Influence Others (Wiley, 2012), consultants Andrew Sobel and Jerold 
Panas present more than 200 significant questions, along with stories 
about how to use them. 

“The questions we select have the power to give life 
to conversations in unexpected and delightful ways,” 
they write. “They are powerful tools to get directly 
to the heart of the matter. They are the keys to 
opening locked doors.” 

The six questions that follow can help you improve relationships, manage priorities and enjoy 
greater influence.

What would you like to know about...? 

When people ask you to describe your company, job or services, clarify their intent before you 
start talking. What are they interested in learning? Don’t assume you know. There’s nothing 
worse than giving a five-minute answer to the wrong question. If time is tight, make sure your 
answer is brief and on target (i.e., “What part of my background interests you?”  or “What 
would you like me to focus on?”). After you respond, ask if you’ve answered the question and 
if there’s anything else they want you to cover.

What do you think?

These four words are key to initiating conversations. Many of us expend too much energy making 
sure our opinions are heard and understood. Few of us provide adequate care and attention to 
the others’ opinions.

Many people talk too much, and too few know how to listen effectively. As Henry David Thoreau 
once wrote in his diary, “The greatest compliment was paid to me today. Someone asked me 
what I thought and actually attended to my answer.”

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B006V879WC/wwwcustomized-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B006V879WC/wwwcustomized-20
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Studies repeatedly demonstrate that we care most about people who listen to us. People crave 
appreciation, and they seek out those who will listen to them. There is nothing more potent than 
asking, “What do you think?”

How will this further your mission and goals?

Human nature makes us hungry to achieve wealth, power and fame. This applies to both 
individuals and organizations. We become engrossed in the day-to-day challenges associated 
with winning at all costs, but this doesn’t necessarily nurture our hearts and souls.

Before you invest time and energy in pursuing the wrong goals, ask yourself, “Is this consistent 
with my values and beliefs?” Focus on what’s really important in your life.

Ask fundamental questions: What do you mean?

Ask people for specifics when they use clichéd terms: “What do you mean by ‘more innovation’—
or, better teamwork?” or “What would this look like to you?” Ask people to describe, in specific 
detail, what they’d like to see happen.

Instead of assuming there’s a shared meaning, ask for clarification. You’ll be surprised at how 
people answer. By asking fundamental questions, you take the conversation to a deeper level. 
You engage people and make them think. Instead of imposing your views, encourage others to 
examine their assumptions.

How did you get started?

Ask people how they got their first job or decided to go into a particular field. Background 
questions provide a better understanding of another’s frame of reference. Everyone has a 
story—and unless you ask, you’re missing key pieces of the human puzzle.

Is this the best you can do?

You’d be surprised at how many people actually appreciate it when you encourage them to do 
better. Instead of accepting their first efforts, give them an opportunity to improve. Don’t let them 
coast. Call attention to their strengths, and suggest that they’re capable of doing more. Don’t let 
mediocrity or convenience replace stretch goals.



Peter Drucker’s Five Magic Questions

Management guru Peter Drucker posed five questions to his corporate and organizational clients, 
which can be applied to your personal and professional life:

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?

Use these and other power questions to add excitement and meaning to your conversations. You’ll 
be surprised at the stories that unfold, thereby deepening your relationships.
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