
Co-Active Coaching 

Taken from here  

 

CHAPTER 5 Curiosity 

As a context for coaching, curiosity may be the quality that starts the process and the 

energy that keeps it going. The most effective coaches seem to be naturally curious and to 

have developed their curiosity in a way that opens doors and windows for clients. Being 

genuinely curious and eager to play with whatever shows up is at the heart of a Co-Active 

coaching relationship.  

 

A Different Way of Asking  

Curiosity starts with a question. The interesting thing about a question is that it 

automatically causes us to start looking. For example, when you read the question, “Is it 

cold or hot outside today?” chances are that you instantly started thinking about the 

weather in your town. We have this Pavlovian response to a question. It nearly always 

throws us in the direction of the question, looking for an answer. Simply posing the question 

shifts the focus of the conversation. Being curious has the same effect. Coaches naturally 

draw their clients’ attention to those things they both become curious about—like what 

clients are most enthusiastic about or what gets in the way of having that every day. And 

yet, being curious about these aspects of a client’s life is not the same as gathering 

information. Curiosity is a different way of discovering.  

 

Our experience in school trained us to gather information by asking specific questions that 

enable us to deduce answers. In that environment, we learned that questions have specific 

answers—in fact, right answers. Even essay questions have correct answers that are 

specific, concrete, and measurable. We learned that questions are used to narrow the 

possibilities. This is the deductive method. We learned to fill in the blanks, and we learned 

about being scored on our ability to get the right answers.  

 

There is a big difference between conventional questions that elicit information and curious 

questions that evoke personal exploration. The following examples illustrate the differences 

between the two types of questions: 

Information Gathering Curious 
What topics will you include in the report? What will finishing the report give you? 
How much exercise do you need each 
week? 

What would “being fit” look like for you? 

What training options are available? What do you want to know that you don’t 
know today? 

And the deadliest questions of all in this style of information gathering are the questions 

that ask for a yes or a no answer. These simply erect a huge stop sign in the middle of the 
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conversation. The road ends abruptly, and the coach has to start all over again. Curious 

questions, however, are open-ended. They take the client on a journey and are easily 

phrased to avoid sudden stops. Notice the differences in responses that could be elicited by 

the following types of questions:  

 

Closed Open 
Is this an effective strategy for you? What makes this an effective strategy for 

you? 
Is there more to be learned here? How can you double the learning in this 

experience? 
It sounds like you’re stuck between those 
two choices – is that true? 

What’s another choice you could make 
besides the two in front of you? 

 

Another form of the closed question is the leading question. The leading question implies 

that there is a right answer, and this conclusion is built into the question itself. The leading 

question leaves little true choice. It pretty much forces the learner to come up with the 

answer the teacher is looking for.  

 

The Value of Curiosity  

In coaching, the ideal is to ask truly curious questions with a curious frame of mind. The 

curious coach doesn’t have all the answers. When you are curious, you are no longer in the 

role of expert. Instead, you are joining clients in a quest to find out what’s there. You are 

exploring their world with them, not superimposing your world on theirs. It is like looking at 

their world through the wondering eyes of a child.  

As a consultant, you gather information so that you can come up with appropriate 

recommendations. You have the expertise, and you are casting for information to determine 

where to go. You’re like a general contractor who has been hired to come in and build 

something with the materials you bring to the site. In Co-Active coaching, in contrast, you 

are curious. You come in as a collaborator with building experience and expertise and build 

with the materials that are there. The information is inside the client. Your curiosity allows 

the client to explore and discover. It opens a wider range of possibility because it is more 

flexible. Curiosity invites the client to look for solutions. Co-Active coaches assume the client 

knows the appropriate solutions and has the resources to address them. 

By finding the solutions in themselves—rather than in you (the coach)—clients become 

even more resourceful. The effect of finding the answers is also very energizing because 

important learning takes place. Curiosity generates the search, defines and directs it, but it 

is the exploring that creates learning. And it is the kind of learning that lasts, because it 

comes from within. With questions that imply a correct or a purely factual answer, we 

search our inner files for the response that fits: the right answer. With curiosity, we have the 

experience of exploring, uncovering, digging around, considering, reflecting. This is the 

learning that leads to sustainable change and growth.  

Building the Relationship  



Authentic curiosity is also a powerful builder of relationships— an aspect of curiosity that is 

very valuable in coaching. Imagine yourself at a dinner party seated next to a stranger who 

seems infinitely curious about you: your life, your work, your interests, what makes you tick, 

what ticks you off. This kind of curiosity is not only flattering but encouraging. It allows you 

to reveal a lot about yourself in an unchallenged way, and so you build a connection 

effortlessly. Now imagine the same dinner party and the same stranger asking questions, 

but this time the person is not simply curious. Instead, it’s your prospective mother-in-law, 

and the questions seem to be part of an inquisition. The questions themselves might be 

exactly the same, but the context is vastly different. Curiosity builds relationships; 

interrogation builds defenses. In the coaching relationship, curiosity invites the client to 

search and reveal while permitting safe exploration. 

 

Steering Through Curiosity  

The coach’s question proposes a direction for looking, and the client’s attention is naturally 

drawn in that direction. With each new question, the coach encourages additional looking 

along a path—or shifts the path, allowing the curiosity to steer the looking. Intuition and 

curiosity both guide the coaching conversation. Being curious in coaching is two things: not 

being attached to a particular path or destination and yet always being intentional about 

seeking out meaning, uncovering important insight, discovering learning for the client. It is 

not aimless meandering.  

This would be a good time to emphasize that we are talking about curiosity for the sake of 

the client’s discovery and decision making, not the coach’s discovery and problem solving. 

This is an important distinction and is sometimes marked by a very fine line. Yes, of course, 

it is important for coaches to gather information and background in order to understand the 

issue under discussion and the client’s desires. But in practice, coaches usually need much 

less information than they think they do. This is especially true of background information. 

Coaches rarely need to know how things came to be, and they don’t need detailed 

information in order to solve the problem. Clients need to know, and coaches can be most 

helpful by guiding the client’s discovery and learning.  

Developing the Talent 

Like listening and intuition, curiosity is a talent. Some people are endowed with a stronger 

sense of curiosity than others. As with listening and intuition, curiosity can be developed 

through practice.  

The first step is awareness—simply paying attention to being curious. We are so 

accustomed to feeling we have to know the answer before we ask the question that we 

sometimes find it nearly impossible to ask without knowing. In coaching, however, you have 

to learn to stop asking questions as the expert—with the intention of sorting, analyzing, and 

categorizing the information for later use—and simply ask out of curiosity.  

Clients know when the coach is asking a question with a “correct” answer in mind. They 

sense that they have two choices: either resist answering that question or try to discern the 

answer the coach is looking for. When the question is asked out of curiosity, they will sense 

this, too. They will know they are being asked to find their own answers from within.  



One technique for developing your curiosity is to use the phrase “I’m curious…” before 

asking a question. Notice how it changes the nature of the looking. Notice how it shifts the 

process of looking to the client but at the same time lowers the risk that usually 

accompanies coming up with the answer. Clients seem more willing to say, “I don’t know, ” 

and then answer anyway. With curiosity, there is both playfulness and an unconditional 

sense that the answer that emerges is always the right answer because it’s the client’s. This 

doesn’t mean it can’t be challenged, however. It’s a right answer because it’s the client’s, 

not the coach’s, but it is also open to further coaching. When you ask the client, “How are 

you doing with making sales calls?” and the client says, “I’m satisfied with making four calls 

a day, ” you can still ask, “Your initial plan was for eight calls a day. What changed?”  

Another application of curiosity is to notice the energy shifts in the client’s responses using your 

Level III listening awareness. If your sensing radar picks up hesitation, be curious about that. If you 

pick up anger or resistance, ask about that. Be curious about a change in pace in the client’s 

conversation—or a more energetic spirit, more jokes, more laughter. Use these clues as signals to 

pursue your curiosity and turn on your intuition. 

How Curiosity Fits in Coaching  

At some level, curiosity is one of those tools that is common to all helping professions. 

Curiosity is especially important in coaching because it taps into deeper sources of 

information. Asking questions for data will yield analysis, reasons, rationale, explanation. 

Asking questions out of curiosity will yield deeper —often more authentic—information 

about feelings and motivation. The information revealed through curiosity is likely to be less 

censored, less carefully crafted, messier. It will be more real.  

The coach demonstrates curiosity in the very first meeting. Almost nothing is more engaging 

for prospective clients than a coach’s genuine curiosity about them, their values, what they 

find important, what does and doesn’t work for them. Curiosity is always present in the 

ongoing coaching sessions, too, of course. It is the means of uncovering new answers and 

new areas to explore, knowing that clients know the answers. Coaches don’t need to know. 

Their job is to be curious.  

Sample Dialogue  

 

COACH:  I know you keep saying you want to exercise and lose weight—you just 

brought it up again—but week after week I notice you don’t do anything 

about it. I’m curious. What’s stopping you?  

Client:   Clearly, time is a big issue. You know what my schedule’s been the last few 

months. COACH:  I know you’re busy, but let’s take a step back and really look at this. 

Maybe it’s not  

that important?  

Client:  You mean I could just decide today that I don’t care, and I’d never have to go 

to the gym again? 

COACH:  That possibility certainly lit you up. What’s that about?  

Client:   I hate going to the gym. I hate the smell. I hate all the comparison…  

COACH:  What is important to you?  



Client:  My health is important. My dad was overweight and out of shape. He was 

only sixty-eight when he died.  

COACH:  Imagine you are healthy and fit. What does that feel like?  

Client:   It feels great.  

COACH:  And what works for you?  

Client:  What would really work for me—at least it did once before—is having a 

workout buddy, somebody to exercise with.  

COACH:  How can you make that happen?  

Client:  I’ll bet I could find somebody at work who would be interested in exercising 

during the lunch hour. I could put a notice on the bulletin board.  

 

 

Coaching Skills  

The two skills in this section are ideal examples of the context created by curiosity. Both 

skills involve provocative, open-ended questions that send clients in search of discovery. The 

skills reinforce the core of curiosity. This is not about gathering more information; it is about 

inviting clients to look—not only with their minds, but with their hearts, souls, and 

intuition— into places that are familiar but that they may see with new eyes. and into places 

they may not have looked before.  

Powerful Questions  

A particular kind of curiosity takes the form of what we call “powerful questions.” Asking 

rather than telling is at the foundation of Co-Active coaching, and the powerful question is a 

cornerstone. You can see why when you understand what makes questions powerful to 

begin with. When a person asks you a question, especially a personal question, it sends you 

in a particular direction to find an answer. 

Let’s say a coach asks, “When you work on an important project, what do you consistently 

do that can jeopardize its successful completion?” The question invites the client to look in a 

particular direction. Or let’s say someone asks, “What is a rationale for protecting the rain 

forests of the world?” Some people might recall seeing a map of rain forest locations. 

Others may think of images of rain forests or remember the experience of visiting one. 

Some people may consider the question from an environmental viewpoint or recall articles 

they have read about the issue. It’s likely that this simple question will take everyone 

somewhere.  

Think of questions as points of a compass. Asking a powerful question is like sending the 

client not to a specific destination but in a direction filled with possible discoveries and 

mysteries. Powerful questions invite introspection, present additional solutions, and lead to 

greater creativity and insight. They invite clients to look inside (What do you really want?) or 

into the future (Look ahead six months. Standing there, what decisions would you make 

today?). A powerful question is expansive and opens up further vistas for the client.  

Powerful questions tend to stop people in their tracks, so there is often a sudden hush. Be 

sure to allow time for the client to reflect and then respond. There is a temptation to fill the 

momentary silence as if it were a void, or to assume that the client didn’t understand the 



question. In fact, that silent moment may be full of thoughtful discovery. Just listen and 

wait. Clients are accustomed to reporting what they know, what they have thought about 

already; they are not as accustomed to having people ask them really strong, provocative 

questions that send them into uncharted territory. One way to tell that you are asking 

powerful questions is the thoughtful consideration clients give to answering. It is possible, in 

fact, to conduct an entire coaching session with powerful questions. (The Coach’s Toolkit 

online, http://www.coactive.com/toolkit , contains an extensive sample of powerful 

questions that will give you a sense of the form.)  

Sample Dialogue  

Client:  I’m just not very happy at work.  

COACH:  What does that mean—“not very happy”?  

Client:   I’m bored and I don’t feel like the work I do makes much of a difference.  

COACH:  Let’s start with “bored.” That’s what you don’t want. What is it you do want?  

Client:  I want to wake up in the morning excited about the day. I want to be more 

creative. I miss that energy and the collaboration.  

COACH:  What else? Client: I want to feel like my talents are being used and that my 

work means something—that I’m making a contribution.  

COACH:  How can you create that in your work now?  

Client:   I’m not sure. I guess I never thought of it as possible.  

COACH:  Give it a go. What’s possible?  

 

Using Powerful Questions.  

Powerful questions fit anywhere and everywhere in coaching—from the original discovery 

session to the last completion session between coach and client. To use powerful questions 

powerfully, the coach must be willing to intrude, a skill we discussed earlier. In some 

situations, you can’t wait for an opening and need to wedge your way in. For example: Your 

client is just getting into the groove of complaining—once again—about how impossible her 

work situation is and how helpless she is to change anything. You instantly recognize this 

groove as a rut, so when she pauses to take a breath, you ask, “What are you tolerating?” or 

“What is the payoff for you in all of this?” or “What’s another way this could be?” To ask 

powerful questions, the coach must be very curious and very courageous on the client’s 

behalf. The coach needs to assume the client has the wherewithal to handle even tough, 

direct questions.  

Powerful Questions versus Dumb Questions.  

Sometimes the most powerful questions are the ones that sound the dumbest, or, if you 

prefer, simple and profound. They slide in under the radar. Clients are well trained to handle 

the complex attack— they are practiced at offering explanations and rationalizations. The 

dumb question lands like a bomb in all of that. Imagine this situation: Your client has a 

tightly constructed set of reasons that explain why the situation is so complex, with lots of 

stories about the factors that limit his success and the difficulty of getting cooperation from 

this person and that person, and … In the middle of this, you ask, “What do you really 

want?” Boom. You could have tested the rationale or looked for ways of expanding 
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perspectives or chipped away at the surface in some other way. But the simplest question, 

the dumb question, gets to the core.  

Here are some other “dumb” questions:  

What does what you want look (or feel) like?  

What’s next?  

What about that is important to you?  

What else?  

What did you learn?  

What will you do and when will you do it?  

Who do you need to be?  

 

There are times when you may think the question is too dumb to ask. Go ahead and ask it 

and surprise yourself. Even if you get the answer you expect, remember that the reason for 

asking is not so you can hear the answer but so the client can hear the answer and learn 

from it. The reason for asking the dumb question is to let clients hear the answer: the truth, 

the new discovery, or the lie they keep telling themselves. It’s like underlining. Asking the 

questions reinforces the learning before clients move on.  

Not-So-Powerful Questions and Exceptions. 

The simpler and more direct, the better, when it comes to making questions powerful. A 

compound or complex question forces clients to sort out the essence of the question before 

they can respond, and they may get lost trying to figure it out. The powerful question is 

powerful because it cuts through to the heart of the issue. Short is good.  

The closed-ended question creates a narrow tunnel that usually dead-ends abruptly with a 

yes or a no or with data. There’s not enough depth for further exploration, which is why we 

recommend avoiding closed-ended questions.  

Consider this question: “Is adventure important to you?” The answer could be “yes, ” “no, ” 

“very, ” or “sometimes.” Compare it to this question: “Where do you want more adventure 

in your life?” This example also illustrates the exception with yes/no questions. Sometimes 

the coach is asking for clarification. In the first question, the coach is asking if adventure is a 

value. Sometimes there is a need to make sure the coach and the client are on the same 

page.  

The “why” question is another example of a question that is often not particularly powerful 

because it invites the client to look for explanations or analyses. For example: “Why did you 

decide to move to Delaware?” “Why” questions often unintentionally put clients on the 

defensive. They feel a need to explain or justify a decision or point of view. A more powerful 

question based on the same situation might be “What are you moving toward?” or “What 

values motivated this move to Delaware?”  

We point out these tendencies not so you will make it a rule to never ask a “yes/no” or 

“why” question but so you will pay attention to the impact of the questions you ask. For 

example, the following “yes/no” and “why” questions could be powerful: “It’s time to stop 

analyzing and act, isn’t it?” and “Why would you say yes to him and break your promise to 

yourself?” Given the right context and a tone that matches that context, a “yes/no” or 



“why” question can have a dramatic effect on clients, calling them to their own 

commitment.  

Homework Inquiry  

A homework inquiry is another special kind of question. In its phrasing, it can be identical to 

a powerful question. The difference is that the homework inquiry is often posed at the end 

of the coaching session and is meant to give clients time for continued reflection and 

exploration. For example: Your client is struggling with money issues—and with working 

more and consequently having less family time—but she is hounded by a lifelong 

determination to be rich someday. So, you present this question as the homework inquiry 

for the week: “What is it to be rich?” 

 A homework inquiry may also be completely unrelated to that session’s material or issues 

in the client’s life at the moment. Because it appears to be coming out of the blue, this kind 

of inquiry can produce unexpected and profound results. For example, at the end of the 

session, you ask the client, “What is your prevalent mood?” The following week, after 

discussing what the client describes as her prevalent mood, you pose the inquiry, “How is 

this mood habitual and how does it serve you?”  

The homework inquiry is a question asked for the purpose of provoking introspection and 

reflection. As with any powerful question, there is no right answer. It is not a question that 

has a resolution. The homework inquiry is set apart by its quality of investigation from many 

angles and the length of time the client takes to ponder it. Because there is a natural 

tendency to think that all questions should have their own right answers, you may need to 

remind the client that the goal of the inquiry is to be curious. In time, the inquiry leads to 

deeper understanding, new ways of looking at the issue, and more possibilities for action.  

Here are some examples of homework inquiries:  

What is the underlying yearning?  

What are you here to do? To create?  

What are you resisting?  

What is it to be inspired?  

 

To help clients stick with the question, coaches may attach action to the inquiry. For 

example, you might ask clients to post the homework question in strategic places so they 

continue to notice it throughout the week. It’s there in the daily calendar, stuck to the 

dashboard, posted above the computer, taped to the bathroom mirror, or printed on a card 

carried in a wallet. The key is to look at the homework inquiry in a new way each time and 

to keep engaging it at different times every day for fresh perspectives. Other action steps 

might be to process the question by writing in a journal, drawing pictures, talking to a 

friend, or going for a walk. You can build accountability into the inquiry by asking clients to 

phone, email, or text their responses to you before the next session. The homework inquiry 

is a potent tool in coaching because it takes the coaching out of the session and integrates it 

into the client’s life.  

(For more examples, see the Coach’s Toolkit online, at http://www.coactive.com/toolkit .) 
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Sample Dialogue  

At the end of last week’s coaching session, the coach left the client with an inquiry to ponder—a 

question that could have many different answers at different levels. The homework inquiry was, 

“Where do you abandon yourself?”  

 

Client:  Well, at first, I didn’t see anything. And then I started realizing my 

helplessness around my calendar— how I never seem to have enough time 

because other people are filling up my calendar with appointments.  

COACH:  “Abandon yourself” in the sense of giving away your time to other people. 

What’s it like when you give away your time?  

Client:  I noticed I had this habit of saying, “I can’t do anything because my calendar 

is full”—until I finally realized that it’s my calendar. I get to choose what I put 

in my calendar.  

COACH:  Where else do you abandon yourself?  

Client:  I also noticed it in my relationship. When my partner gets upset with me, I 

withdraw, disappear, or cave in. I’m getting better at taking a stand, but it’s 

an old pattern.  

COACH:  What else did you discover with the question?  

Client:  Well, I just kept looking at it. I also noticed where other people give away 

their power.  

COACH:  Where was that?  

Client:  At a meeting last week. We had the divisional VP in to review forecasts, and 

some of the people were acting like nervous school-kids in front of the 

principal. They just completely lost their self-confidence and authority. It was 

fascinating.  

COACH:  Was that true for you, too?  

Client:   More than I’d like to admit. I thought I was more beyond that than I guess I 

am. COACH:  Is there more?  

Client: No, I think that covers it. Thanks.  

COACH:  So here’s your homework inquiry for next week: where do you take an 

uncompromising stand? 
Client:   Okay. I’ll chew on that one.  

The Power of Being Curious  

As a coach, your curiosity leads you to know your clients from the inside out. You learn, you 

are curious about what you learn, and so you keep asking. Clients in turn keep responding to 

your curiosity by going inside, too—looking for their own answers, trying to understand 

their world and the way they operate, what stirs them and what stops them. In time, you 

get to know their interior workings until, ultimately, you become their voice, asking the 

questions they themselves would ask. You, as the coach, are in a better position to ask these 

questions because you are not distracted by self-sabotaging talk, or history, or the opinions 

of colleagues and the feelings of loved ones, or anything else. The inquiries become more 

intriguing; the powerful questions become more potent. And in the process, clients adopt 

some of the strengths of the coaching—as if they’re building internal capabilities. Clients 

learn what it’s like to be curious and less judgmental about themselves.  



 

Exercises  

1. Curiosity  

Spend half an hour in a coffee shop being curious about everyone in the place. Without 

actually talking to anyone at first, release your curiosity and pose the following questions to 

yourself: 

 I wonder where they are out of balance in their lives. I wonder what they value. I wonder 

what they are missing in their lives, what makes them laugh, where they have constructed 

self-imposed limits. What do they like about the day? What are their life dreams? What 

empowers them? What do they like about the people they’re sitting with?  

At the end of the half hour, find someone you can spend a little more time with and actually 

ask that person the curious questions. As you ask the questions, be aware of what is 

happening with the other person. How does this person respond to you when you are 

curious? Then look at your own role in the conversation. What do you notice at Level I? At 

Level II? At Level III? Afterward, be curious about your own curiosity. What did you learn 

about being curious? What was easy? What was hard? What made it easy or hard? How 

could you be more curious? What would that give you?  

2. Powerful Questions 

One of the simplest ways to experience the power of powerful questions is also one of the 

most challenging. In this exercise, the goal is to have a ten-minute conversation with 

another person in which you are allowed to ask only powerful questions: no making 

statements, no summarizing, no offering advice or telling stories of your own, no drawing 

conclusions. Your role is to ask powerful questions and nothing more. (You may want to 

review the list of powerful questions in the Coach’s Toolkit online, at 

http://www.coactive.com/toolkit .) Afterward, ask the person for feedback. What was it like 

when all you did was ask questions? Then tell the person what it was like for you to be 

confined to questions. What worked for you about that? What made it difficult?  

3. Homework Inquiry  

A homework inquiry is an open-ended, powerful question that helps clients explore an 

important area of their lives for a period of time, usually a week or more. To do this 

exercise, start by reviewing the homework inquiries in the Coach’s Toolkit online. Then go 

back to the list of ten friends or acquaintances for whom you wrote meta-view statements. 

Using the metaview and what you know about the person, write a homework inquiry for 

each one.  
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