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DISCOVERING YOUR 
INQUIRY STYLE

The power to question is the basis of all human progress.

— Indira Gandhi

I’ve had a lifelong fascination with the relationship between great 
questions and expanding possibility. At a very young age I learned 
that having the right answers to questions was a fast track to ap-
proval. I became so good at accumulating correct answers that I 
ended up in college at age fifteen and in a doctoral program at 
eighteen. As a graduate student in clinical psychology, I was taught 
to develop mastery in answering questions about how people get 
sick and crazy. But it was there that I also discovered the work of 
Milton Erickson, M.D., a brilliant psychiatrist famous for his in-
novative work in clinical hypnotherapy, which led me to explore 
the question, “How do people get sane and healthy?” While my 
clinical supervisors were teaching me to focus my attention on the 
history of pathology, diagnosing and classifying disease, I was 
learning through Dr. Erickson to open my mind in wonder, to be-
come comfortable with uncertainty, to explore a limitless range of 
possibilities.

Questions such as “Why do I keep doing this?” “Did I make a 
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mistake?” “Will I never learn?” can close your mind and restrict 
access to the full range of your own intelligence. They are ques-
tions that divide your mind in half: Good/bad. Smart/not smart. 
Learning to inquire artfully can open your mind to wider and 
deeper ways of knowing. It can also transform how you talk to 
yourself. Questions such as “What is important to me right now?” 
“Am I being effective?” or “Is this growing my capacity?” will 
open your mind and connect you to what you are experiencing, 
the effect you are having on others, and where you want to go. As 
Daniel Pink points out in his book To Sell Is Human, social scien-
tists have proven that this kind of interrogative self- talk is more 
valuable than declarative self-talk, such as repeating affirmations.

Learning to shift to an inquiry mindset doesn’t involve special 
training. It just requires you to have genuine, simple curiosity. 
When asked why he became a scientist, Isidor Isaac Rabi, winner 
of a Nobel Prize for physics, replied, “My mother made me a sci-
entist without ever knowing it. Every other child would come back 
from school and be asked, ‘What did you learn today?’ But my 
mother used to say, ‘Izzy, did you ask a good question today?’ ” 
Sara Blakely, the billionaire founder of Spanx, attributes her suc-
cess to the enthusiastic questions her father asked each day about 
how she had failed. “I never associated failure therefore with 
something bad. Just that I was taking a risk, which meant I was 
learning,” she stated in an interview with Fareed Zakaria.

While inquiry doesn’t require fancy tools or techniques, it does 
require a profound shift in our thinking. In a market-share econ-
omy, the kind of questions that have value are those we can an-
swer quickly with resolve and certainty. We’re taught to provoke
and motivate ourselves by pushing for answers. This approach 
often results in a closed mind that is forceful and arrogant. Mind 
share, however, requires that you learn to evoke thinking and in-
spire growth. The focus is on exploring the question itself rather 
than on being certain about your answer. You strengthen your 
mental muscle by holding uncertainty. Market share focuses on 
getting the answer; mind share focuses on exploring the question.
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George de Mestral went walking in a field one day and got a 
burr stuck on his pants. When he returned home, he asked him-
self, “What could this possibly be good for?” Thus the idea for 
Velcro was born.

As described in the bestselling book Moneyball, Oakland A’s 
general manager Billy Beane questioned the status quo of baseball 
talent evaluation by asking, “If we weren’t already doing it this 
way, is this how we would do it?” Beane’s question, which flew in 
the face of time- tested baseball management, allowed the early 
2000s A’s to change how they were working and not only become 
competitive against teams with vastly deeper pockets but also be-
come a blueprint for other teams to follow, including the 2004 
World Series– winning Boston Red Sox.

At the beginning of every new idea, there is a great question. 
Between every breakdown and every breakthrough, there is a great 
question. The strategy of inquiry is the art of asking great ques-
tions. Asking great questions increases your influence in three sig-
nificant ways: It connects you to your own wisdom and intention; 
it bridges and leverages thinking differences; it fosters new possi-
bilities by enabling you to see things from a different perspective.

Asking great questions can be challenging, especially for people 
in leadership positions. From a young age we’re taught that a spe-
cific relationship exists between answers and rewards. We orches-
trate competitions based on quick responses. In kindergarten, 
answers are rewarded with gold stars; in middle school, with good 
grades; in college, with degrees; at work, with promotions and 
raises. It seems only to end when we retire. Until then, unanswered 
questions annoy us.

Thus, the strategy of inquiry requires a jump from the raft of 
“knowing” into the river of “not knowing.” Though it feels awk-
ward, it actually makes it more possible for us to learn. Imagine 
what would happen if, in the midst of a disagreement with some-
one, you were to ask yourself, “What do I need to be learning 
right now?” How would that be different from asking yourself, 
“Who is right and who is wrong?” The first question enables you 
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to approach the situation with the wonder that is necessary for 
something new to emerge. The second will take you back to the 
impossible place you’ve been stuck in many times before.

INQUIRING FROM THE INSIDE OUT

To develop mastery with the strategy of inquiry, it’s necessary to 
embrace what Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck calls a “growth 
mindset.” She has conducted groundbreaking research with sub-
jects around the world, showing that people navigate through life 
using one of two mindsets: fixed or growth. In a fixed mindset, 
you believe everyone has been born with a certain unchanging 
level of intelligence. This results in hiding what you don’t know so 
people won’t think you’re not “smart.” Thus you avoid challenges 
and negative feedback because it could reveal what you don’t 
know. You consider every setback or obstacle a personal failure 
rather than a learning opportunity. A fixed mindset limits artful 
inquiry, because you expect yourself to have all the answers.

When you shift to a growth mindset, on the other hand, you 
see intelligence as something that can evolve. Obstacles and nega-
tive feedback become learning opportunities. You approach chal-
lenges by asking yourself three simple questions:

• What can I learn from this?
• How can I grow my capacity?
• How can I do this better?

According to Dweck’s research, people who use a growth mind-
set go on to ever- increasing levels of achievement, because they 
harvest each and every experience they have for what they can 
learn. Thomas Edison, arguably the greatest inventor of the late 
nineteenth century, exhibited a growth mindset in his famous 
quote when he was criticized for failing seven hundred times to 
invent the incandescent lightbulb. He said, “I have not failed seven 
hundred times. I have not failed once. I have succeeded in proving 
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that those seven hundred ways will not work. When I have elimi-
nated all the ways that will not work, I will find the way that will 
work.” It took him one thousand tries. He thought of each one as 
a learning opportunity.

A growth mindset makes collaboration possible because it en-
ables you to seek out both inspiration and help from others rather 
than be threatened by what others know. And it allows you to use 
the strategy of inquiry, because you understand that revealing 
what you don’t know will enable you to grow your capacity.

In working with Dweck’s model, we realized two things. First, 
most people have certain areas of their life where they use a growth 
mindset and other areas where they use a fixed mindset. For exam-
ple, someone may strive to grow his sales capacity any way he can 
while at the same time limiting himself in the physical domain by 
thinking of himself as uncoordinated or a “klutz.”

Our second realization was that you can have a fixed mindset 
with certain people and a growth mindset with others. When you 
have a fixed mindset about someone, you feel as if you have to 
perform up to his expectations or make him perform up to yours. 
Your opinions about him seem to be set in stone. On the other 
hand, when you have a growth mindset about him, you are consis-
tently wondering how to grow your own capacity with that per-
son. In the pages that follow, you will discover how you can use 
inquiry to shift from a fixed to a growth mindset in order to make 
collaboration possible.

THE THREE KINDS OF INQUIRY

Each of the three categories of questions we will introduce takes 
your thinking in a different direction to achieve a different result. 
Together they can be used like a compass to create clarity and col-
laboration. The first type is success-based inquiry; when you are 
stuck, this helps you access your own wisdom by focusing on what 
has worked in the past. The second is intentional inquiry; when 
you feel lost, overwhelmed, and confused in your thinking, it helps 
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you reconnect with what really matters to you. The third, influen-
tial inquiry, helps when you feel disconnected or ineffective in 
your own thinking or with others.

1. Success- Based Inquiry: Accessing What’s Worked in the Past

This form of inquiry is most useful when your mind goes blank, 
when you feel clueless about what to do next or keep thinking the 
same thing over and over. Success-based inquiry can help you cre-
ate a breakthrough by using your past experiences and knowledge 
to uncover your own unique formula for enabling future successes. 
When your mind thinks back to a similar challenge that you re-
solved effectively, you unconsciously access neural pathways that 
are already wired into your brain. You don’t have to create a 
whole new set of connections. You will feel more confident going 
forward because you have previous experience to draw on.

Try it for yourself. Bring to mind a challenge you are facing 
now. Then think of a time in the past when you’ve experienced a 
similar challenge that resulted in a positive outcome. Consider all 
that you did to create that success. What did you learn that could 
help you now?

This kind of inquiry de- compartmentalizes your knowledge 
from one experience in your life and transfers it to another. Rather 
than causing you to reflect on all your past mistakes and failures, 
it shifts you toward a growth mindset. Because you’re using your 
own life experience as a guide, you will feel much more confident 
in your ability to create effective ways of engaging with new peo-
ple or projects. If instead you only remind yourself of what hasn’t 
worked in the past, you block your forward motion and can feel 
like a perpetual amateur.

The process of answering success-based questions is like re-
counting a great adventure when someone asks, “How did you do 
that?” The magic is in examining each detail of the choices you 
made at tough intersections— the strategies you tried, the tools 
you used, the emotions you experienced, all the different elements 
that contributed to how you pulled it off. Planning your next ex-
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pedition involves distilling this knowledge into elements you can 
use to your advantage. Here are some success-based questions to 
access this kind of intelligence:

• When in the past have you been successful in a similar situa-
tion? What did you personally do to make that happen?

• How was the breakdown transformed into a breakthrough— 
when it all started to go wrong, what shifted to make it go 
right? What was your part in making this happen?

• If you cannot think of a similar situation, think of an area of 
your life where you have been successful. It could be in 
health, helping your family, or an outside interest like chess. 
What did you specifically do that was effective? How could 
you apply what you did to this situation?

2. Intentional Inquiry: Discovering Your Vir tuous Intent

Stephen R. Covey wrote, in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Peo-
ple, that we often become so busy and carried away by what ap-
pears to be urgent that we forget what is essentially important to 
us. Knowing what is essentially important to you is what aikido-
ists call “virtuous intent.” Intentional inquiry uses questions that 
help you tap in to a place of clarity about what really matters to 
you. It is most helpful when you feel lost, carried away by anoth-
er’s thinking, or burned out by the pressure of the urgent. Inten-
tional questions are like the magnetic needle of a compass. They 
help you determine what is important to you in the moment and 
become clear about where you want to go. They are open 
questions—meaning that no one but you could possibly know the 
answers. They require your mind to open so you can search for 
your unique truth.

When fully explored, intentional- inquiry questions give you 
the strength to face uncertainty, challenge, and complexity. They 
should be asked with a respectful and curious inner tone of voice 
that a dear friend, trusted colleague, or confidant would use. Here 
are some examples of key intentional questions:
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• What is most important to you about this?
• What is surprising to you right now?
• What is inspiring you?
• What is challenging you?
• No matter what, how can you grow your capacity in this 

situation?
• What do you want to learn from this?
• What feeling do you want to have when you leave this meet-

ing?

3. Influential Inquiry

This kind of inquiry is most helpful when you feel as if you are not 
making a connection with someone or are being ineffective at re-
solving a problem. Influential inquiry uses questions that will help 
you identify where you have natural strength in thinking and com-
petency for influencing people as well as where you may need sup-
port.

To make it easier for you to use influential inquiry, we have 
organized questions into the four cognitive styles you charted in 
the chapter Uncovering Your Thinking Talents. 
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Analytic: The “Why?” The person with thinking talents in the 
analytic quadrant naturally asks questions such as: “What are the 
facts?” “What does the data indicate?” “What is the most logical 
way to approach this?” “Why is this true?” This person has an 
affinity for:

• Logical understanding.
• Interesting facts and data that explain things.
• Helping to make order from chaos.
• Evaluating.
• Making comparisons.

Asks for logic 

behind this.

Asks for facts and data 

to explain things.

Asks questions for clarity.

Questions how to make things 

efficient and excellent.

Asks what is wrong, and 

suggests how it can be fixed.

Curious about “Why?” in order to 

pull idea or problem apart for 

understanding.

INNOVATIVE

RELATIONAL

ANALYTIC

PROCEDURAL

Asks questions  

out-of-the-box.

Asks questions about the  

future of “What if . . . ?”

Wonders about alternative  

scenarios and likes to explore options.

Explores through questions about  

ideas that help give a new perspective.

Inquires to create the new, rather than  

repeating the usual.

Inquires to synthesize and create ideas.

Curious about how others are feeling.

Wonders about how things are being  

communicated.

Inquires into how to connect different  

people, ideas, places, things.

Asks questions that engage and  

enroll others, developing rapport.

Asks about how to develop  

people.

Probes to make sure process is done right.

Asks about the past and how it is a blue-

print for the present and future.

Asks questions about the outcome, 

the end result.

Inquires about best practices, 

structure, routine, timelines, 

and rollout.

Questions who is responsible, 

and owns commitments.

THE INQUIRY COMPASS

INQUIRY
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• Seeking to clarify and quantify.
• Pulling an idea or problem apart in order to understand it.
• Maximizing and focusing on making things efficient and ex-

cellent.
• Asking what is wrong and easily suggesting how it can be 

fixed.

Procedural: The “How?” The person with thinking talents in the 
procedural quadrant will ask questions that focus on the detailed 
sequence of action needed to get things done: “How will we do 
this?” “How much time will it take?” “What’s the deadline?” This 
person has curiosity about the planning and sequencing of events. 
He or she likes having history and context and has an affinity for:

• Wanting to know the step- by- step process.
• Executing the plan.
• Looking to the past for reference and context.
• Making things predictable and repeatable.
• An awareness of time and how long things take.
• Clarifying priorities.
• Taking responsibility for commitments made.
• Focusing on the end result and orienting to the destination.

Relational: The “Who?” The person with relational thinking tal-
ents asks questions like: “How do you feel about that?” “Who 
could help you?” “What kind of support do you need?” This per-
son values and engages with others and holds the fundamental 
belief that people are a resource. This person has an affinity for:

• Exploring the feelings and needs of others.
• Wondering how a situation will affect people.
• Understanding the quality of relationships.
• Exploring how to extend networks and create connections.
• Empathy for others.

Mark_9780812994902_2p_all_r1.s.indd   182 6/9/15   3:45 PM



 D I S C O V E R I N G  Y O U R  I N Q U I R Y  S T Y L E  183

• Focusing on supporting the well- being of a team.
• Pursuing how to help people grow and develop.

Innovative: The “What if?” The person with thinking talents in 
the innovative quadrant tends to focus on the future and likes to 
formulate new ideas and strategies. This person asks, “What could 
we do that no one’s ever done before?” “What are all the ways we 
could approach this?” “What’s our vision?” He or she is curious 
about underlying patterns and likes combining different ideas and 
concepts into something innovative. This person has an affinity 
for:

• Finding the cutting edge.
• Pursuing new ideas, new people, new concepts, new con-

tracts, and new work.
• Synthesizing ideas, concepts, or people into something new.
• Exploring the most imaginative and creative possibility.
• Drawing others into the future.
• Finding a vision of the big picture.

Each of us has a natural tendency to be strong in one, two, 
three, or even all four of these kinds of inquiry. We all tend to have 
default settings, so to speak— sources of inquiry that direct much 
of how we influence our own and others’ thinking. On the com-
pass on page 183, notice where your questions naturally orient 
and put a star on which quadrant(s) you most often use. If there is 
a quadrant you rarely use or that is challenging for you, place a 
different kind of mark there. When you become aware of your 
preferred style of inquiry, you’ll be mindful of what types of ques-
tions come easily and most naturally to you. You might notice that 
this directly correlates with the cognitive style you discovered in 
Uncovering Your Thinking Talents. In addition, you will become 
aware of your blind spots and what kinds of questions you could 
be asking to expand your perspective.
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Many people we work with have one domain they primarily 
use to inquire at work and a different one at home. Ayla, a director 
of marketing at a large tech firm, was genuinely curious about 
people, but because of her tough exterior with those who reported 
directly to her, you would never know it. She wasn’t actually the 
predator everyone thought she was. Using relational inquiry, she 
had become a successful client negotiator, but she didn’t think this 
was the proper way to be a “leader.”

Like Ayla, many of us limit our influence by compartmentaliz-
ing ourselves. We don’t do this consciously; these behaviors are 
deeply entrenched in our family, culture, and social systems. Ayla 
thought a woman in the corporate world would not be taken seri-
ously if she was too soft and showed that she cared about people. 
But that is a market-share notion. In a mind-share environment, 
relational intelligence is required. Additionally, multiple studies 
show that both happiness and effectiveness are directly related to 
bringing all of yourself to work. The same is true of your home 
life. Self-awareness is the first step. The next and more difficult 
step is self- permission. In Ayla’s case, when she actually did allow 
her relational curiosity to emerge, she was initially self-conscious 
but then noticed quickly that others were finding her more ap-
proachable and thus trustworthy.

BEFRIENDING YOUR BLIND SPOTS

A quadrant where you habitually do not ask questions qualifies as 
a blind spot. For example, someone may repeatedly ask you how 
you are feeling (relational) but never ask about your future plans 
(innovative). As with cognitive styles, knowing your blind spots 
can be extremely helpful in expanding your ability to inquire. 
They are suitably named because, if someone asks you influential 
questions from a quadrant that you habitually avoid, you can be 
blindsided and misunderstand their questions as a challenge or 
attack.

Pay attention to your blind spots and get input from someone 
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who is strong in this form of inquiry. Adopting a growth mindset 
will enable you to ask for support, because you know it does not 
mean you are incompetent. It actually indicates you are self- aware 
of your mastery—and of areas where you need backup. This is the 
essence of collaboration.

Often, breakthrough thinking happens when we explore the 
quadrant we most often avoid. A director of HR we worked with 
was a fabulous teacher, funny and engaging, who knew her con-
tent thoroughly. However, when asked to lead groups, she got me-
diocre evaluations. After going through the four quadrants of the 
inquiry compass (see previous diagram), she realized that she had 
a procedural blind spot and had not spent any time inquiring 
about how to deliver her content in a detailed, sequential way. She 
recognized that this was why she scrambled at the end of work-
shops and appeared disorganized and rushed. She had thought 
being procedural would make her rigid and boring, but, in fact, 
working with someone who could inquire procedurally enabled 
her to be more effective in how she delivered material.

USING THE INQUIRY COMPASS

Imagine a work challenge that you are currently facing. Thinking 
alone about it can lead you to overlook important perspectives. To 
make sure you have a well-rounded way of thinking, scan the 
compass and consider the issue from all four directions. Here are 
some typical questions from each quadrant. Some will seem habit-
ual to your way of inquiring, others will not. When you find your-
self stuck in your thinking, refer to the questions from the quadrant 
that is not habitual:

Analytic Questions: Thinking about “Why?”
• What is the logic behind this?
• Why am I attending this meeting?
• What is the purpose of this call?
• What are the facts that I know so far?
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• What are the measurements and data used?
• What is clear and known?
• Why should I do this?
• What’s the bottom line?
• What will this cost?

Procedural Questions: Thinking about “How?”
• When can I expect this to happen?
• What’s the plan?
• How long will this take?
• What resources are needed?
• How does this relate to what I am already doing?
• How can I minimize the risks?
• What methodology do I have in place?
• What have I done in the past that ties to this?

Relational Questions: Thinking about “Who?”
• How can this help others?
• What do people need?
• Whom else do I need to talk to?
• How do they feel?
• What does the customer need?
• Is the team connected?
• What effect will this have on the people involved?

Innovative Questions: Thinking about “What If?”
• What’s the big picture?
• What new ideas can I enact?
• Is there another way to think about this?
• What are all the possibilities?
• What is unique and interesting about this?
• What’s going to be on the cutting edge?
• What are all the ways this could be done?
• What could be created that has never existed before?
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WHY DOES INQUIRY MATTER?

George had just been appointed the senior VP of business develop-
ment for one of the world’s largest technology firms and was now 
on the executive team. He had always struck me as laid back and 
relaxed, but he sounded desperate when he called. “This leader-
ship team really needs help, Dawna, especially the new CEO, 
Peter— he’s impossible! Can you fly to London to meet with him?”

I asked if Peter himself was requesting the help or if George 
simply wanted him to have help. As I feared, it was the latter. Nor-
mally I would not consider such an “arranged” partnership, but as 
George went on, I became intrigued by his dilemma. He explained 
how the stock price had dropped twenty points the day after Pe-
ter’s first meeting with the Wall Street analysts. The ensuing 
executive- team meeting was a “fault fest”— where everyone was 
trying to lay blame on someone else.

I asked to see a video of Peter’s meeting with the financial ana-
lysts so I could learn more about him. It was even worse than I’d 
imagined. He was tight as a fist responding to the analysts, punch-
ing back in response to their questions. I’ve always been a sucker 
for the person everyone else deems “un- teachable.” I discovered 
that Peter’s father had also worked for this company, and Peter 
himself had worked there his entire adult life. At fifty, he was the 
youngest CEO ever appointed. I called George back and agreed to 
meet with Peter for one session, if the request came from Peter.

The glass- walled offices overlooked the Thames. I waited for 
thirty minutes in the anteroom, counting the revolutions of the 
London Eye Ferris wheel, before his assistant told me Peter was 
ready to see me. He began to talk before I sat down. He reminded 
me of a man who lived permanently on the loud edge of chaos. He 
complained that George was wishy- washy and weak, always ask-
ing questions instead of saying what he really thought. He went on 
to describe the flaws of every other person on the executive team 
and how their poor presentation caused the analysts to eviscerate 
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the company’s results. Then he leaned back in his burgundy leather 
chair, folded his arms across his chest, and stared straight at me, 
proudly declaring that no coach had ever been able to work with 
him.

I stood up without saying a word, slung my computer bag over 
my shoulder, and walked out of the office. As I waited for the ele-
vator, he charged up to me and demanded, “Where do you think 
you’re going?” If it had been a real question, I might have paused 
to answer, but in this case I didn’t say a word. I turned my back on 
him and walked over to the water cooler. I put a paper cup under 
the faucet and, as he was watching, let the water fill the cup and 
continue to run over the sides onto the floor until there was a pud-
dle at my feet. Then I tossed the cup into the garbage, went back 
to the elevator, and rode down to the lobby.

Peter caught up with me as I stepped into the revolving door to 
exit the building. He followed me out onto the street and told me 
he wanted to know what was going on. There was the slightest 
tinge of genuine curiosity in his voice, indicating his mind might 
possibly be beginning to crack open. I walked down the street 
with him following at my side. I told him that, like the water cup, 
his mind was so full of itself that there was no room for anyone or 
anything else in it. I did not, therefore, want to waste my most 
precious resource— my time— with him. I explained that thinking 
together, which was what I loved to do, would be impossible. He 
continued walking next to me without a word for the rest of a very 
long block. Finally, as we turned the corner, he said, “People are 
always telling me I have to listen more and ask more questions, 
but I was trained as an engineer. I’m supposed to solve problems, 
fix things, give people the right answers.” He shrugged and told 
me that he really didn’t understand what people wanted from him. 
I looked at him and, strange as it seemed, really believed what he 
was saying.

I know a great deal about the need to be right. Most of the 
CEOs I partner with are deeply entrenched in this habitual way of 
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thinking. Unfortunately, being rewarded for being right all the 
time often stands in the way of senior leaders being able to inquire 
so they can think collaboratively. Obviously, this was true for 
Peter. I knew I wasn’t going to get through on words alone, so I 
stopped, turned toward him, and stretched out my hand in a fist. I 
said, “Peter, a human mind, like a hand, is capable of being open 
or closed. When you are so sure you’re right, your mind is closed 
like this.” I punched him on the shoulder. “It might make you 
seem strong, but if this is how you are all the time, you end up in 
arguments with people. And clearly you’re not able to receive or 
learn anything from them either. I don’t think I’m telling you any-
thing you don’t already know, am I?” 

He didn’t say a word. He just looked down at his feet.
Then I issued him a challenge. I suggested that each time he 

noticed his mind was closed like a fist, when he was certain he was 
right, that he ask himself if he would rather be right or effective. 
And if he decided that he’d rather be effective, then he would have 
to inquire of himself what was most important to him in that mo-
ment. This intentional inquiry would allow his clenched mind to 
open a bit. Then he needed to observe, like any good engineer, 
what effect he was having on those around him.

I knew this very simple suggestion would take him to the edge 
of his comfort zone, but I had to find out if the desire to be a leader 
was stronger than his habit of being a boss. His response surprised 
me. “I will do this experiment of asking this question and observ-
ing the effect,” he replied. Then he actually winked, saying, “Just 
as an experiment. I’m not guaranteeing anything.”

A month later, he invited me to attend the executive-team meet-
ing. He told me that the experiment was very useful in finding 
what I had called his virtuous intent: He wanted to think with 
others in an open and collaborative way, but he had observed that 
the consistent effect he had on others—especially the analysts—
was to shut them down. He couldn’t understand why and wanted 
me to work with him in “real time” as he related to his leadership 
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team. I surprised myself by agreeing to go. If he had learned to 
open his mind that far in a month, the least I could do was to open 
mine to him.

As the team began to work through the agenda, I calculated 
how much money it was costing the company for one hour of the 
twelve of them “working” together. My guess was more than six 
figures for the constant bickering, complaining, and backstabbing. 
Challenges were not addressed, everyone blamed someone else, 
and the air sizzled with tension. Peter directed the agenda in his 
booming voice. Each person reported on his or her own business 
unit without any signs of engagement. In four hours, nobody 
asked a single question, except what time lunch would be served. 
They were operating on the old market- share model of command 
and control, trying to exert power over one another through force-
fully arguing their point of view. Each time someone spoke, he or 
she looked immediately to Peter for approval. The company had 
just spent an obscene amount of money for them to report to one 
another but not to think with one another.

That evening I joined Peter for a family dinner. I witnessed an 
entirely different man. As his daughter, Sophia, entered the room, 
he gave her a bear hug and asked what had surprised her that day 
at school. My ears immediately perked up as he continued to draw 
her out with evocative questions and devote his full attention to 
her answers. As she talked about challenges, he did not jump in to 
“fix” her but asked instead how she was going to deal with them.

Later, when we were alone, I asked how he had come to form 
such a close connection with his daughter. He explained that when 
she had become a teenager, he realized that for the few remaining 
years she was still living at home, he wanted to be a positive influ-
ence on her. He wanted them to enjoy each other’s company, so he 
started to take her sailing. He intuitively realized that a boat was 
the place where his mind was the most open and curious, so he 
could draw her out through interesting questions and really listen 
to her. I asked him what his relationship with his daughter and 
mastery of sailing could teach him about effective collaboration 
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with those he was leading at work. I could almost see Peter’s mind 
open one of its drawers and transfer the contents to another.

“Well, the obvious thing is that I ask her questions to draw her 
out. While I am sailing, I have to harness the wind by consistently 
making micro- adjustments and tacking. . . .”

I could almost feel the breeze on my cheeks as he went on, “I 
need to hold sight of where I want to go and keep asking myself 
about the wind direction and waves, so I can tack accordingly and 
maintain speed and forward direction.”

I observed that, at work, Peter was more like an archer than a 
sailor, using his authority over people as a bow and his opinions as 
arrows. I explained there are situations where this strategy is 
highly effective; however, collaborating with teammates is not one 
of them, because people end up feeling as if they are targets. I 
asked him to consider how he would communicate if he sailed 
through meetings instead. He tilted his head inquisitively, stared 
out the window, and considered what I was suggesting.

“Rather than using statements like arrows that you shoot at 
the analysts or the executive team, what if you used questions like 
a tiller to achieve influence? What if you thought of George as a 
changing wind, being curious about where he was coming from 
and how he might be steered on course toward the desired desti-
nation?” Step by step, I was explaining the concept of success- 
based inquiry.

Peter sat silently for what seemed a very long time, as if be-
calmed. Then he suddenly leaned forward, smacked his palm flat 
on the mahogany desk, and said, “This is good. I already know 
everything I need to. All I have to do with the analysts and George 
and my team is use the same strategy I do to connect with my 
daughter and the wind!”

I ended our session with his favorite three words: “You are 
right!” 

Not willing to be bested, he replied, “Yes, but can I be effec-
tive? That is the question!”

The following month, I heard, saw, and felt the answer. Peter 
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set up a meeting for us with George and asked him a dozen ques-
tions, which were all in service of understanding what quadrant 
George was coming from. At first it took every ounce of self- 
restraint for Peter not to jump in with comments, but he couldn’t 
help but see the positive effect he was having— he was finally get-
ting a complete picture of the company’s current problems. The 
two of them began to play off each other’s perspectives and ex-
plore possibilities.

The words “What if we . . .” came much more frequently out 
of Peter and George’s mouths in the next day’s executive-team 
meeting. Their collaborative energy slowly spread to the rest of 
the team like a positive contagion. Their increased use of inquiry 
resulted in people feeling that their input was valuable. This made 
it possible for the team to tackle together the pressing and com-
plex issues the company was facing. At the end of four hours, I 
thought it truly had been a million-dollar meeting.

The following month we turned our minds toward improving 
Peter’s communication in meetings with the analysts. By using the 
inquiry compass, he recognized that he was extremely strong in 
procedural inquiry but avoidant in innovative. Thus, when the 
Wall Street analysts prodded him about the future of the company, 
he froze; he couldn’t think effectively beyond the present moment. 
Whenever he was asked questions about the future, he became 
defensive, because he didn’t want anyone to probe his blind spot. 
His blind spot had become a company pitfall. When I pointed out 
this dynamic, he began to turn to the innovative intelligence of his 
teammates. George, the person he initially had been so frustrated 
with, now prepared him for these types of future-oriented ques-
tions.

At the next analysts’ meeting, Peter made sure George and his 
CFO were by his side. Each time an analytic question was asked, 
the CFO responded; each time a question about the future was 
asked, George stepped forward to answer; and each time a ques-
tion was asked about how something was going to be accom-
plished, Peter himself responded. The analysts were quite satisfied 
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they were getting honest and complete answers to their questions, 
instead of Peter’s previous defensive replies. They therefore wrote 
much more positive reports, which caused the stock price to rise. 
The real value, however, came as a result of Peter’s willingness to 
open his mind to reach for collaborative intelligence.

BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE: EMBODIED INQUIRY,  

INSPIRED BY SENSEI RICHARD KUBOYAMA

You have just learned three forms of inquiry: success-based, inten-
tional, and influential. We now invite you to experience one last 
form: embodied inquiry. It is often the passageway into our intu-
ition and integration. Thinking through your body is an integral 
part of your unique intelligence; it will help improve the way you 
respond to challenges. The first part of the following inquiry prac-
tice is for you to do anytime you want to notice how something or 
someone is affecting you. The second will help you master inquiry 
with another person.

BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE PART 1:  

USING INQUIRY TO BECOME BODY- AWARE

This can be done in an airplane, boardroom, restaurant, or office.

• Take three deep breaths that reach the center of your belly.
• Bring to the forefront of your mind a challenging person or 

situation you are dealing with.
• Ask yourself: “What sensations do I feel in my body as I 

think of this?”
• As you breathe and notice these sensations, ask yourself, 

“What metaphor best describes them?”
• Place one hand on your belly and ask what the sensation 

needs. For example: “If I am feeling tightness in my chest, 
like ropes, they might tell me that I need to give myself room 
to breathe.”

Mark_9780812994902_2p_all_r1.s.indd   193 6/9/15   3:45 PM



194 S T R AT E G Y  3 :  I N Q U I R Y

BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE PART 2: USING INQUIRY  

WITH ANOTHER PERSON

Find another person who is willing to explore this practice with you. 
It should take less than five minutes. Designate one of you X and the 
other Y. Switch roles so you both take a turn in each position.

Step 1: Convincing— Trying to Change Someone’s Mind

Person Y extends one arm with a closed fist. Person X grasps Y’s 
wrist firmly. X attempts to move or steer Y’s arm in any direction, 
while Y does everything possible to keep from being moved. After 
a minute of effort, both people pause and note the effects of relat-
ing to each other in this fashion.

What is a phrase or metaphor that comes to mind when you do 
it this way? Examples: “closed- minded,” “pushy,” “insensitive,” 
“firm,” “heavy- handed,” “controlling,” “manipulative,” “like a 
bulldozer pushing a boulder.”

Step 2: Inquiring— Butterfly on Wrist

Person Y begins as before, with an arm extended, and again makes 
a great effort not to be swayed from this position. This time X 
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takes a breath, relaxes, and very lightly— like a butterfly landing 
on a branch—makes contact with Y’s wrist. After making contact, 
X feels the movement that already exists in Y’s arm. Because only 
the dead are truly motionless, there will always be movement, 
even if it is very slight. Sensing Y’s motion, X follows it, joins it, 
and influences it by gently amplifying the motion until the two 
hands move together, without clashing or forcing.

Moving together in such a fashion, X can notice where oppor-
tunities exist to lead Y’s arm in the direction X originally intended. 
Person X can notice a multitude of paths to get to that direction 
rather than the one originally attempted, some of which lead to 
struggle, some to harmony and a better relationship with person Y 
by extending, leading, following.

Questions to Consider

• Which took more energy and hard work: holding rigidly to 
your position, or the butterfly hold?

• What if the butterfly equated to questions you asked and the 
wrist was the most rigid person you know? How would you 
be asking those questions?

This breakthrough practice is pivotal in helping you recognize 
how you relate to current challenges and discover where you need 
support. In the following story, Angie illustrates this with a senior 
leader of a nonprofit who was at her breaking point.

Claudia had been the director of a prominent community arts center 

for nearly three months. Soon after she started working there, she 

was faced with countless staff challenges and a weathered landmark 

building that needed a lot of structural TLC. There was no honey-

moon: The stress, challenges, and employee problems were beating 

her down quickly. Claudia is an eternal optimist who typically has a 

smile for everyone, but bit by bit her positive nature was being 

eroded. This is when she hired me as a thinking partner.

When we first met in Claudia’s office, the windows were so drafty 
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that she sat wrapped in an overcoat. Her attention kept going to the 

water dripping from a leak in the ceiling. In contrast, around her desk, 

icons of possibility stood out: stunning artworks ready for display; 

framed magazine profiles that had been written about her; books 

signed by distinguished authors. Her office mirrored the contradic-

tion that she faced: dreams, aspirations, and creativity struggling to 

find their place amidst a crumbling infrastructure and financial uncer-

tainty.

After Claudia painted the picture of her struggles, I asked her to 

pause and take three breaths, bringing to the forefront of her mind 

her most immediate challenge: her staff. “What sensations do you 

feel in your body as you think of them?” I asked. Her shoulders caved, 

and her head sank lower. She reached around to massage her lower 

back.

“I feel tons of tension, and I feel like a piece of Silly Putty that has 

been stretched too far. People keep pulling me in different direc-

tions,” she said with a sigh.

 I had her put her hand on her belly. “What does this sensation of 

tension need right now?” I asked. 

She grimaced and said, “I need support and for people to do their 

jobs and stop nagging me.” It was obvious her staff problems were 

taking up most of her attention and sucking the life out of her.

I put my arm out and asked her to imagine that it represented her 

employees and to demonstrate physically what her interactions with 

her staff felt like. She grabbed my wrist and barked out requests, at-

tempting to push my arm back and forth. I responded immediately 

by locking my elbow and becoming rigid. “I can’t budge you,” she 

said with frustration. I then asked her to relate to my arm as if she 

were inquiring like a butterfly on my wrist. It had a totally different 

effect this time: I didn’t feel forced, and she wasn’t pushing. Soon our 

two arms moved together in circles.

As we talked about the experience, her shoulders sagged again 

and she said, “This is what I wanted it to be like when I first started 

here. I’ve always thought of myself as a people person, but I am so 

frustrated with all of their problems. I just need to push to get things 
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done around here.” She went on to describe how she used to have 

patience and cared about her staff. I discovered that now she had the 

entire staff of sixteen people reporting to her directly and was em-

broiled in the minutiae of every problem. No wonder she had lost in-

terest in connecting with them. I then reached out for her wrist, 

landing on it like a butterfly, and asked what ideas she had for a dif-

ferent structure that would free her. Her face lit up as she described 

a small group that would surround her and be the interface with the 

rest of staff.

When I returned the next month, Claudia proudly reported that 

she had established a management team of four as her critical sup-

port network; they were using inquiry to help one another think 

through issues and tackle the challenges of the organization to-

gether. This freed her to excel where she was brilliant—using her rela-

tional influence. In the months that followed, she created a vibrant, 

supportive community, gained national media exposure, increased 

membership by 25 percent, and the number of people the center 

served annually went from forty thousand to ninety thousand. At the 

end of the year, she led a successful campaign that raised funds for a 

new building.

As it did with Peter and Claudia, the strategy of inquiry will 
help you access your own wisdom and connect to those who think 
differently from you. It will allow you to see things from a broader 
perspective and enable new possibilities to emerge. In the next 
chapter, we will explore how to use this strategy with teams.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

KEY CONCEPTS OF THIS CHAPTER GUIDELINES

Inquiry helps us get beyond either/or. Ask questions that lead you away 

from differences into a common fu-

ture. 

We approach challenges and people 

with either a growth mindset or a 

fixed mindset.

To move to a growth mindset with 

both people and challenges, use 

questions such as: “What can I learn 

from this?” and “How can I grow my 

capacity?” 

Being awkward means your mind is 

shifting from focusing on what you al-

ready know to what you don’t know. 

This is a positive state; this is growth. 

Stand up a little straighter every time 

you feel awkward. It means you’re 

getting smarter. Do the same for oth-

ers. 

We tend to see things just from our 

cardinal viewpoint; this limits us. 

Welcome a diversity of viewpoints. 

Inquiry will help you to adopt a wider 

perspective and to increase your  

influence. 

There are three kinds of inquiry:

1. Success-based inquiry

2. Intentional inquiry

3. Influential inquiry.

Use these kinds of questions when 

you are stuck in your thinking and 

need to broaden your perspective. 

Success-based inquiry helps you gain 

confidence by accessing past suc-

cesses.

When thinking isn’t moving forward, 

use success-based inquiry to discover 

what conditions have worked in the 

past.  

Intentional Inquiry reminds you of 

what is important to you. 

Use intentional inquiry to gain clarity 

about what really matters to you.

Influential inquiry uses questions to 

help you identify where you have nat-

ural strength and competency for in-

fluencing people and where you need 

support.

Inquire from all four of the compass 

directions:

Analytic questions: thinking about 

“Why?”

Procedural questions: thinking 

about “How?”

Relational questions: thinking 

about “Who?”

Innovative questions: thinking 

about “What if?”
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