Really great questions to ask other business/organisation owners/executives

As business professionals we tend to not stick their beak into the internals of other businesses.  We don’t ask searching questions that help people examine the strategic decisions they make.  Why don’t we ask?  Because they won't like it!  That's why.
But consultants and organisational psychologists find that business people are willing to discuss quite sensitive concerns about their business, even socially, if they feel the listener is genuinely interested.  Questions are a very powerful way to explore such a topic.  In my own case as a psychologist, I never give advice or offer opinions, but may simply use questions to help identify and prioritise options.  My ideas or opinions are useless anyhow, but questions can help him or her generate ideas and challenges.  I let them ‘invent’ any suggestion I may have, and it will inevitably become a better option or idea than I may have offered because they are the expert in their field and massage it to fit.  So when they arrive at and voice that idea – I learn something new.

Accompanying the following questions are entries in Italics that represent my thoughts at the time.  For example, while I’m asking “Why”, I’m thinking (Why do you allow this condition to exist?).  I have included the comments to help explain the tone and meaning of the question.  It's probably what I’d say if the other person asked, “What do you mean?”

-------------------------------------

· Is there anyone in your entity who is indispensable?   (Someone who, if they left or became unable to work, would cause serious (even terminal) loss of capability to perform core services.)
· Why? (Why do you allow this condition to exist?)

· Do you warn your clients?  (No matter how crucial the service is – it could suddenly stop at any time – leaving the client hanging, perhaps damagingly so.  I they are vulnerable, do you warn them?)
· What do/would they think about that?  (Probably haven’t given it a thought, but if they did?)

· What do other important people think about that? (spouse, employees etc) (Possibly haven’t said much, but may have given it a thought – or many)
· What steps could you take to protect those important people?

· Is that doable?

· Do you think you might?

-------------------------------------

· Have you ever made a decision that, if you knew then what you know now, you would have decided differently?  (The answer has to be ‘yes’ – else the question stops immediately, not because they’ve never made a mistake, but there’s no conversation engagement.  Congratulate them.) 

· Was the missing information knowable – with a little research?  ( It is most likely ‘yes’ )

· (If yes)

· How could you have found that information in time – or found enough to facilitate a better decision?

· (If no)

· How come?

-------------------------------------

· Have you recently (or ever) recruited someone who, if you knew then what you know now, you would not have hired?

· Was the missing information knowable – with a little research?

· How could you have found that information in time – or found enough to facilitate a better decision?

-------------------------------------

In each case a topic question opened the way for exploration.  The exploration is slow and gentle and friendly - thoughtful.

Other opening questions are:

· If I asked your clients about why they seek your products/services, what would they say?

· What is the purpose of your organisation / business

· (Then - if I asked your most important customer what the purpose of your organisation?

· Are your employees driven by your purpose, or your customers?

· Do you want to re-define the purpose of your organisation?

· (If he/she is married with family) What's the purpose of your family?  (you know the rest)

· Who is the lowest-ranking employee in your organisation

· Why have you got - a lowest ranking employee?

· How are you grooming your successor

· What determines the quality of your life?

· What determines your perception of the quality of your life?

· What part do you play in the quality of life of an employee














































