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Coaching Questions: They're Not as Easy as They Look
Wednesday, April 16, 2008



The skills required to be a great coach and a great salesperson intersect at two critical points: asking great questions and listening fully to what the other person is saying. By now, you probably know the ins and outs of how to listen, but how do you, as a sales manager, transition the questioning skills you once used on prospects to the coaching role? It's a crucial question since it is "not outside the realm of possibility for a coach to do nothing more than ask questions during a coaching conversation," say Brian Emerson and Ann Loehr, coaches, consultants, and co-authors of A Manager’s Guide to Coaching (AMACOM, 2008). In their book, Emerson and Loehr offer the following guidelines for asking coaching questions that help move a sales rep to a place of self-awareness, discovery, and change.

Keep questions advice free. Ah, the old 'advice disguised as a question' trap. Coaches who know they need to ask questions but can't let go of their need to fix problems and give advice often combine the two. They'll ask questions that start with, "Have you tried...?" or "Why don't you...?" or "What if you...?" This approach fails because it doesn't allow the rep to arrive at his or her own solution. Instead of "Have you thought about...?" Emerson and Loehr suggest you ask, "What's the best solution to this in your mind?" and follow it up with, "What would it take to make that happen?"

Keep questions short and simple. The most powerful coaching questions are usually the shortest. Questions of five to 10 words are best because they "typically come from a place of curiosity, are too short to be advice, and keep the coach focused on the employee," say the authors. If you're expending mental energy trying to craft eloquent, complex questions, they add, you aren't devoting enough of your energy to listening. For instance, instead of, "In the end, if it could go perfectly in your mind, how would you like everything to work itself out?" ask, "What do you want?"

Keep questions thought inspiring. Often when an employee has a problem, he or she has already spent a lot of time thinking about the problem and possible solutions and they need you to help them think bigger. The authors cite the example, often used in coaching circles, of teaching someone to kick a soccer ball. Asking the person if they are keeping their eye on the ball will elicit a yes or no answer that doesn't help them see the problem in a new light. But asking something like, "As the ball comes toward you, which way is it spinning?" or, "Do you see more black or more white on the ball as it approaches?" helps them see things differently while ensuring they keep their eye on the ball..

Keep questions open. Most managers know they should ask open-ended questions in a coaching situation, but closed questions still crop up far too often. Closed questions can be answered in one or two words – yes, no, good, okay. Open-ended questions, on the other hand, require the responder to think and elaborate and help paint a more complete picture of a situation. Starting questions with "will," "did," and "have" will likely lead you into a closed question, warn the authors. Rephrase those questions using words like "what," "who," "which," and "how." For example, instead of, "Did you check all the requirements?" try, "Which of the requirements most concerns you?"

Keep questions forward focused. It's all too easy for an employee to get caught up in rehashing a meeting or event that went poorly. And while a certain amount of emotional venting may be helpful to that person, your job is to help them avoid getting stuck there. One of the best ways you can keep the conversation forward focused is to avoid asking questions that begin with "why." If you're asking, "Why did that happen?" or "Why did you say that?" you put your employee on the defensive and keep the conversation focused on the past. Rephrase your questions in a way that encourages a look to the future. So instead of, "Why didn't you contact IT?" ask, "What are the things you need to do to bring the project back on track?"

For more ideas on effective coaching, visit www.anneloehr.com.

