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Advanced Questioning and 
Influencing Skills 

 

As children nothing came more naturally to us than the powerful “WHY?” question. 

 

“Why is the sky blue Daddy?” – “Because the angels painted it that way love” – “Why is the grass 

green Daddy?” – “Because the angels painted it that way munchkin.” – “Why did the angels paint it 

that way?” – “I don’t know sweetheart - go ask your mother…” 

 

Questions are powerful tools for influential communication. They can install ideas in people’s minds, 

change their perception of problems and help us to gain compliance or agreement to our 

suggestions. 

 

As skilled professionals, it’s important for us to remember that the person who controls the 

questions is the person who controls the conversation. 

 

It’s also important to remember that, in general, people love to talk about themselves. They are 

their favorite topic. So let them. 

 

Ask questions, because questions are a powerful rapport-building tool. Get the person involved, and 

more importantly get them involved in co-designing or co-creating their own solutions. 

 

The more the other person is involved in solving their own problems (with our help) then the more 

ownership they take of the solution, the easier they are to influence and the less likely they are to 

walk away from a proposal or a plan that we build together. 

 

Another key reason for our using questions is that when a person is looking to answer our question, it 

is at that moment, more than any other moment in the conversation, that they are focusing their full 

attention, involvement and engagement on us, our project proposal or our service. 

 

They are just not thinking about anything else at that time and they can’t resist the images we are 

planting in their mind. 

 

Now let me share 5 types primary types of influential questions. 

 

The most common types of questions used within the influencing and engaging process are the: 
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1. Open and Closed Questions 
 

The Open question is one that encourages a person to talk. It is designed to gather information, 

opinions, thoughts and ideas. The British writer Rudyard Kipling had a little verse that summed up the 

key forms of Open questions: 

 

“I had six honest serving men and they served me true. Their names were How, What, Where, Why, 

When and Who” 

 

By using these six ‘open’ question types we can gather enormous amounts of information from 

people during the course of a single conversation whether of a business or personal nature. 

 

Open questions however can often be answered by unqualified or unspecified answers. For example, 

“how many people are coming to the meeting?” - might be answered by “a few” or “about ten”. 

 

However, by using the word ‘specifically’ in any ‘open’ question this ambiguity can be removed every 

time. “How many people, specifically, are coming to the meeting?” could be answered by “the CEO, 

CTO and CFO” or “exactly 5 people”. 

 

This is an important point because wherever ambiguity or lack of clarity exists in a conversation it 

leaves us at a disadvantage. Lack of clarity in a business development conversation allows the client 

to come back at us at a later time and maybe cancel the business and lack of clarity in a leadership or 

management conversation can impact on the performance of the individual as they leave the 

conversation confused and uncertain. 

 

Closed questions on the other hand are designed to elicit either a Yes or No answer. They are not 

designed to encourage conversations. They are designed to get confirmation or denial of 

information. 

 

These questions are typically Did, Is or Are? 

 

Having now looked at the basic open and closed questions, here are some examples of more 

sophisticated types of questions. 

 

2. Tag Questions 
 

Tag questions are questions that can be added to the end of a sentence, buried in the middle of a 

sentence or hidden at the start of a sentence, and they are used to elicit a positive response, or “Yes” 

answers, from people. 

 

I mean, if you were to ask a person for a positive answer you would wouldn’t you? Couldn’t you? 
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If you wanted to you, don’t you think you could just get a positive answer by asking a simple 

question? You could, couldn’t you? 

 

Words like ‘wouldn’t, can’t, don’t, shouldn’t, doesn’t’ and so on are ideal tag questions and such 

questions are usually used after a suggestion to take an action has been made using an Open 

question – aren’t they? 

 

First the suggestion…followed by a tag question…that receives the affirmative response and 

confirms the suggestion as agreeable to them. 

 

“Perhaps we could just get the paperwork out of the way? That might be worth getting out of the way 

wouldn’t it?” 

 

3. Preferential or ‘Double-Bind’ Questions 
 

Preferential questions pre-suppose that the listener, once presented with the question, accepts the 

offer or the option inherent in the question. It’s just a question of which option they are accepting. 

 

For example, “would you like to go now or in 30 minutes?” pre-supposes that the individual is going, 

even though they may not have considered it before the question was asked. They have a choice 

over when but not if - hence the ‘double-bind’ – ‘now’ or in ‘30 minutes’. 

 

“Would you like me to call tomorrow or the next day” is a useful and common preferential 

question for setting up appointments. 

 

Such questions involve an option but one that works in our favour, regardless of which option the 

listener chooses. We decide, present and control the options but they have a choice of which option 

to take. 

 

This is important as offering too many options or choices to another person can be confusing and lead 

to delay in making a decision. Usually offer them two but not more than three options at the most at 

any time. Otherwise the person may feel overwhelmed and so defer making any decision. 

 

4. Exploratory Questions 
 

Exploratory questions are a further development of the open question type. 

 

They are useful when we are seeking clarification or further information about the subject raised by 

another person, or in answer to a question from another person by which we have been 

momentarily confused or caught off guard. 

 

The question is asked as follows: “How do you mean?” which has a number of benefits for us. 
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The first is that we get clarification on the meaning of the communication (for example a statement 

or question) raised by the other person. 

 

This happens because asking ‘How’ causes a person to reflect and reframe their original question or 

statement so that it has a greater clarity for the listener (us). 

 

They then will restate the question to us in the new format making it clearer for us to understand. 

 

The other benefit is that while they are re-considering their own question, we have more time to 

consider our response. 

It’s also worth noting that the question ‘How do you mean?’ is actually grammatically incorrect. The 

more usual form of such a question is “What do you mean”, which requests a much more 

specific answer. However, if you ask someone “what do they mean” it is likely they will say exactly 

what they just said and not take the time to explain it or reinterpret what they originally said. 

 

It is the asking of “How” that causes the other person to go internally, reflect, reframe and reconsider 

their initial question or statement leading to an outcome. 

 

5. Answer-Assist Question 
 

What happens when someone says, “I don’t know” in answer to one of our questions? 

 

Often it tends to end a conversation and we have to find another way to raise the subject. 

 

People usually answer, “I don’t know” to a question for three different reasons: 

 

1. They have an answer but are concerned that they might be criticized when they give the answer 

and so they say nothing. 

2. They genuinely don’t know the answer. 

3. They don’t wish to give an answer because they are trying to block further discussion on that 

subject. 

 

Our response to an “I don’t know” answer is therefore to break it into 3 distinct phases. 

 

1. Affirm: tell them it’s OK not to know the answer. This has the effect of relaxing the 

other person, encouraging them to drop their guard or feel less anxious. 

2. Delete: then we remove the fact that’s it OK not to know the answer by using the 

word “But” (which usually deletes the meaning of whatever is said before this word is 

used). 

3. Request: ask them to share in a non-threatening way. 
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Therefore, our response to an ‘I don’t know’ would sound something like this: 

 

“I completely understand how you might not know at the moment and that’s fine BUT if you were to 

know or suppose you knew, what would you say or what would you do?” 

 

The key here is “if you were to know or suppose you knew”. 

 

This takes the person out of their current limited perception of the problem and allows them to 

search their full internal resources to come up with a solution. 

 

Most people have understanding and knowledge available to them far beyond what they may be 

consciously aware of but most of this is stored at an unconscious level. 

 

By asking the question “if you were to know” or “just suppose you knew” or if “you could imagine a 

solution, what might that be”, we give them permission to access that unconscious information from 

where it is stored in the brain – and we are not implying any negative judgement on their response – 

therefore removing any sense of threat on behalf of the other person. 

 

At this point a person who was unsure about sharing a response will usually share it with us, as the 

question has removed any sense of negative criticism or judgement being made on their answer. 

 

In the case of a person who has no response because they still genuinely don’t have an answer or 

continues to block us by again answering “I don’t know” then we continue to move the process 

forward by taking control and saying: 

 

‘In that case …may I make a suggestion...?’ 

 

The person who is genuinely stuck will gratefully accept the suggestion while the person who is 

attempting to block us must either also accept the suggestion or reveal their reasons why they are 

not willing to engage on the topic with us. 

 

6. Internal Representation Question 
 

An internal representation question allows you to influence the mood or emotional state that 

someone else is in at a given time. 

 

We know that people literally see the world differently when they are in different moods, so we 

want them in the most positive mood possible when dealing with us don’t we? 

 

For example, we might want a client or a colleague to associate a positive feeling with our service or 

product or suggestion so we might ask – “Can you remember a time…a specific time…when you 
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bought/experienced something you were really happy with, something that really pleased you, can 

you remember that time, a specific time? 

 

This causes them to associate back to that positive experience, re-establishing that good feeling and 

as we see them begin to smile and their physiology or body language shift (as it will) we then ask and 

“wouldn’t it be great to feel that way again and this could just do that for you couldn’t it.” (Note the 

tag question?). 

 

Don’t you think we just might have their attention? It’s just possible that we have that positive, 

receptive, feeling that all professionals know is the right mood for making a decision? 

 

Equally we could also use it in a situation where we wanted to create a positive response from 

people to us personally. 

 

Can you remember a time when you felt absolutely relaxed and confident with someone? A time 

when you knew you were learning from a professional and you could see all the benefits that would 

come from the learning, can you remember a specific time – now? And wouldn’t it be nice to feel that 

way again? It would, wouldn’t it? 

 

A professional influencer and highly trusted advisor understands the power of being able to affect the 

emotional state of the other person and the impact they can create by heightening their emotional 

responses and thus influence their conscious decisions. 

 

Listening Skills 
 

Another key element in influencing others and ensuring that we are always ‘in the room’ when a 

person is speaking is being able to actively listen to their responses. 

 

People that we engage with through effective questions and quality listening always engage more 

willingly and create faster rapport with us. 

 

The following six steps outline some of the things to be aware of when conducting meetings and will 

immediately help to improve the quality of those meetings. 

 

L stands for LOOK and Look Interested: 
 

When in a meeting it is important that we maintain good eye contact with the other person at all 

times. Good eye contact indicates that we are expressing an interest in them and in his or her 

concerns. 

 

Poor eye contact stems from not focusing our attention on the person’s face or perhaps staring too 

intently at their features. There is a fine line between paying close and interested attention and 
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seeming confrontational. 

 

Looking at the person’s face also allows us to pick up the unconscious facial signals that indicate the 

person’s interest or lack of interest in what we are saying. 

 

If, for example, we notice that they are going ‘glassy-eyed’ we can safely assume that they are losing 

interest so we may require greater flexibility in our means of communication with them. Less talking 

and more questions perhaps? How about sketching it out on paper, getting them more involved in 

the meeting? 

 

Some people prefer verbal communication while others prefer engaging through written 

communication. By bringing both into your presentation or meeting you can capture the full 

attention of anybody. 

 

For those of us uncomfortable with eye contact (and many of us can be) it’s useful to remember to 

use what is known as the ‘business triangle of vision’. 

 

This inverted triangular space extends from across the eyebrows down to the tip of the chin. 

 

When we direct our attention to anywhere inside this area we make the other person feel that we 

are completely engaging with them, while removing the discomfort we might feel by focusing our 

attention on their eyeballs! 

 

An additional benefit to being able to look at the person directly and having them feel really engaged 

with us is the fact that when we feel more comfortable with the communication, so do they. 

 

Also, many of us have a tendency to bring our mobile and cell phones with us to meetings and often 

unconsciously leave them on the table during a meeting. When we do this what is the unconscious 

message that we are communicating to the other person? Are we saying that there is someone more 

important than them and we are just waiting for their call? Or are we clearly indicating that when we 

silence our phone and put it away, that I am entirely here, just for you. 

 

I stands for IDENTIFY the Issues: 
 

People are interested in what interests them, so find out what that is. The best means of doing that is 

to ask a very simple question – “what is MOST important to you about…?” 

 

This question helps us to identify the values upon which a person makes their decisions. Usually we 

would want to identify at least 3-4 values, and then identify the order in which they are most 

important. 

 

Values are an important part of how people make their decisions. By identifying what they are, we 
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are better positioned to influence those same decisions. 

 

Finding out what issues most concern the other person is a guaranteed way of gaining their interest 

and their attention, and how we - or our services or leadership suggestions - can resolve their needs 

and wants for them. 

 

S stands for SINCERITY: 
 

We know when someone is being insincere with us don’t we? Is it something that’s bound to win 

our trust? So why would the people we want to influence be any different? 

 

Never promise things we can’t deliver on. Always deliver a little more than is expected. Respect other 

people as we would ourselves and ensure that above all else, our dealings with others are based on 

the highest sense of integrity. 

 

Relationships built on sincerity and integrity will last. It is on these relationships that our business and 

career future is secured. 

 

T stands for TEST Your Understanding: 

 

Too often we can make errors in our suggestions or advice or feedback because we failed to question 

a person sufficiently around the specifics of their needs or because we made an assumption. 

 

It’s OK to ask questions for clarification around what another person is most concerned about but 

it’s not OK to assume we know their needs, as every person is different. 

 

After all, as an advisor in leadership, management or sales we want to provide the best solution 

possible or someone don’t we? The best way of doing that is to question for a clearer understanding 

of the needs of each person in turn. 

 

A simple question that one can ask when seeking clarification is the Exploratory or “How do you 

mean?” question or “what specifically…” This question encourages the person to reflect on their 

statement and then repeat it back to us in a more coherent way, often allowing them to furnish us 

with information that may have been left out of the earlier answer. 

 

E stands for ENTHUSIASM: 
 

There is no substitute for being sincerely enthusiastic about providing a solution to a client or 

stakeholder’s needs. 

 

No matter how experienced we might be in business, enthusiasm, that expression of a ‘can do’ 

attitude when meeting with the client or colleague has a magical effect. 
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Enthusiasm is infectious. It portrays a willingness to serve and to do our best in the process. It is an 

excellent influencing tool in the process of reaching agreement with others. In a business 

development or leadership role it is invaluable. 

 

It’s also worth noting that the last four letters of Enthusiasm – I.A.S.M – stand for ‘I Am Sold Myself!’ 

If we bring what we love to our prospects, clients, colleagues and stakeholders how hard can it be to 

get them to love it too? 

 

N stands for NODS, NOISES and NOTES: 
 

By feeding back to a person our understanding, agreement and interest in what they are saying 

through unconscious body language such as short verbal comments and nods, we communicate to 

them that we are pacing their conversation and are maintaining interest in what concerns them. 

 

By communicating only through nods and noises we are giving them permission and encouraging 

them to keep talking thus gathering further information around a specific topic, until it’s time for us 

to again control the conversation through asking a relevant question. 

 

Notes are invaluable in meetings. Do not expect to remember it all. 

 

Keep notes discreetly, keeping them short to ensure maximum eye contact and direct interaction with 

the person and remember that it’s polite to ask if it’s OK to take notes during the meeting before you 

start to write. 

 

Not only is it polite but also when you ask permission to take notes at the start of your meeting, then 

when you are taking notes the other person will keep their attention and eye contact focused on you 

while you do so. This then removes the need to rebuild engagement each time you take a note 

because you have broken eye contact. 

 

So next time you are meeting with a client, colleague or stakeholder, remember the influence value 

in having the other person do the talking. 
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The High Trust Advisor (Leadership and 

Sales) Team Coaching Program 

How to Win Clients and Lead Teams in the Age of AI 
 

In an increasingly flat-lined, matrix managed and artificial intelligence world it’s not enough anymore 

to rely on being a technically expert professional to succeed as a leader or a sales professional, we 

must also become compelling influencers and communicators. 

 

It’s no longer enough to continue to lead or develop business with reflexive masculine values of 

competition, command and control we must now also invoke powerful reflective feminine values of 

collaboration, synergy and empathy. 

 

In the future AI (artificial intelligence) will provide the expertise, the knowledge and the processes to 

get the job done - but the ability of skilled human influencers to provide empathy, engagement and 

care to lead, to advise and to inspire will become a much sought after skillset. 

 

Find out how Sean’s customised individual and team coaching programs can help your leaders or 

management and sales team become more powerful influencers of their colleagues and clients. 

 

Help them master the arts of networking, messaging, presenting and speaking, meeting 

management, coaching and mentoring, time management and building highly trusted relationships 

with their key stakeholders and team members. Email for coaching program details here; 

Sean@SeanWeafer.com 

mailto:sean@seanweafer.com
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