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“The greatest technology in the world hasn’t replaced the ultimate relationship building tool - 

the human touch.” (Shep Hyken) 

 

“There are many kinds of interaction, of course, but often the sense of connection comes 

simply through asking ever keener and more beautiful questions; questions that do not 

produce easy answers, but which work to reshape our identities helping us to be more 

generous, more loving, more courageous, and ‘to be’ with people fully, bringing about trust 

and true conversation.” 

 

If you aspire to conversations that empower, relationships built on trust, and self-sufficient 

teams that deliver, the ideas featured in this E-Book will lead you there. 
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There have been a few significant people in my life. They are people who have profoundly 

influenced both the way that I am and the way that I coach. One of these people is David 

Grove, the master of Clean Questions.   

 

I first discovered David's work by chance in 2008 when I stumbled upon a transcript of him 

working with a client. I was deeply moved by his minimalist yet effective approach and I have 

been studying his work ever since.  Sadly I never met him in person due to his untimely 

death. But thank goodness Penny Tompkins and James Lawley studied him closely for many 

years and were able to distil his work into what we know today as Clean Language.  

 

What I have learnt from them and others in the field has become an integral part of my 

coaching practice and I have found my own way with the learning... so apart from the many 

sessions that I give on various coach training courses, conferences, and seminars on this 

topic, I have written this EBook to share some of this learning with you. 

 

One of the many reasons a Clean Approach resonates so well with me is because I am 

passionate about working with people to help them unleash their potential. And I have 

distilled ten key principles which add up to a rather powerful and simple idea: when we 

interact with someone in a way which conveys the message "you are valued, and you 

are resourceful", doing so brings about conversations that flourish, and relationships 

that grow. 

 

This E-book offers to fine tune your ability to:  

 

 Build effective relationships 

 Have effective conversations.  
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 Speak less and listen more.  

 Empower people to find their own solutions 

 

 

 

What is Leadership? 

 

“To lead people, walk beside them. As for the best leaders, the people do not notice their 

existence. The next best, the people honor and praise. The next, the people fear; and the next, the 

people hate ...When the best leader's work is done the people say, We did it ourselves!”  

 

― Lao Tzu 

 

Leadership is a word that has many meanings. But the truth is that leadership happens 

everywhere. Where there is life there is leadership. Everyone is a leader. That’s because 

leadership is much more of a mindset than a title. In fact a title does not guarantee true 

leadership. Even though those with powerful titles often have a massive impact on the world 

(regardless of whether the impact is positive or negative).  

 

At the heart of leadership are two dynamics – impact and responsibility. 

 

Impact –is the effect we have on others, our families, communities, the environment, and the 

world. We are constantly impacting others whether we realize it or not. When people are 

striving towards win-win scenarios that still accomplish the desired goal, they are engaging 

in positive leadership. When people are only working towards achieving their own objectives, 

they are engaging in negative or destructive leadership. 

 

Responsibility – is a leaders’ willingness to notice the impact they have and to respond in a 

way that’s conscientious and appropriate. Even though everyone is responsible for their 

impact, not everyone takes responsibility for it. People commonly deny responsibility by 

blaming others. It is much easier to deny or blame than it is to take responsibility. But in the 

long run blaming others is more difficult than taking responsibility. Because when you give 

up responsibility you give up your control. A good leader gives appropriate and 

conscientious responses to the world around them; they do not deny mistakes or blame 

others. 

 

3 Characteristics of Effective Leaders 

 

After years of studying many management and communication processes, ideas, techniques, 

and strategies, I discovered that those that achieved the maximum effect with an elegant and 

minimalist approach all had a few common characteristics: 
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Questions: Asking open questions to help people come up with their own solutions without 

fear of interruption or the imposition of another person's ideas.  

 

Loose Reins: The trend towards flatter organisational structures is growing stronger. The 

epitome of the loose reins approach is ” a naïve manager” who has no need to know what 

people are doing because they trust their employees to do their jobs. The “naïve manager” 

knows he doesn’t have the time, energy, or expertise to do everyone else’s work, and doesn’t 

have all the answers. Instead he listens and asks clean questions “ 

 

Silent Minds: Listening to reply instead of listening to understand is often quoted as the 

number 1 communication problem in life today. The difficulty human’s have is keeping from 

interjecting our own thoughts, ideas, and stories during a conversation. The problem is, 

humans are deafened by their own internal conversations, assumptions, and pre-conceived 

ideas so they can’t really hear what another person is saying because they become too 

focused on their own story. This leads to a massive potential for misunderstandings and 

conflict. The real skill lies in the ability to have a silent mind during conversations.  

 

What Is A Clean Approach? 

 

The clean approach to leadership is a minimalist communication approach which 

intrinsically values the unique contribution of each person.  It's a respectful 

communication practice which not only requires accurate listening but also your full 

attention. By being attentive, listening, and asking questions you will open up space 

for others to do their best thinking and empower them to work out for themselves 

what it is they need to do. And because the person has ownership of their problem 

and the solution they are more likely to take action…in their own way, with minimal 

effort. 

 

To be CLEAN in the way we interact with others means to be prepared to be in a “ not 

knowing state “, to put aside our notions of what we might assume is happening and 

to listen and ask questions instead. Listening exquisitely and giving another person 

your full attention is a powerful quality which requires commitment, discipline, and 

skill. 

 

To be CLEAN is a way of asking questions to avoid misunderstandings and making 

assumptions (which are usually wrong!) It’s a way of asking questions to explore 

what’s on another person’s mind and to encourage them to do their best thinking.  It 

avoids leading the witness, and instead it encourages personal responsibility and 

ownership. 

 

Metaphors play a key part in the way that we speak to each other. Metaphor is not 

just a matter of words...On the contrary, human thought processes are largely 
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metaphorical, and research shows that we use about six per minute.  

 

The problem is that we don't all interpret metaphors in the same way. When I was first 

studying Clean Language I was describing a “circus master” as my metaphor for my 

role as a dog trainer. I was struggling to find the right word for “circus master”, so my 

fellow student blurted out  “oh…you mean like the child snatcher from chitty - chitty 

bang - bang!” As you can probably imagine, this added a very sinister connotation to 

my “circus master” metaphor which had not entered my head – until then.  

 

And so you can see that if you misinterpret what another person means and vice 

versa… all kinds of havoc erupt, often with costly results.  So rather than assume – ask 

questions instead! 

 

 

So what’s Clean about a Clean Approach? 

 

When we want to show someone we understand, there can be a temptation to pre-

empt what they are thinking or feeling by saying things like ‘you must be annoyed’, ‘I 

know what you mean’. 

 

Doing this, you will pollute the conversation with your presuppositions.  Instead of 

‘annoyed’ they might have described their feelings as ‘angry’, or ‘confused’. They will 

now not only have to deal with their issue but your understanding of it too! 

 

There are just two simple rules when you want to stay CLEAN’: 

 

• Use only the other person’s words 

 

• Ask questions that are clean 

 

In his book ‘Speak For Yourself, Talk to Impress, Influence, and Make an Impact’ Harry 

Key illustrates this idea using a study by Rick van Baaren: 

 

‘(They) descended on a small restaurant and asked a waitress to help them. After 

showing them to their table, the waitress was asked to take their order in one of two 

ways. Half the time she was instructed to politely listen and generally be positive by 

using phrases such as ‘okay’, and ‘coming right up’. For the other half she was asked 

to repeat the order back to the customers. Repeating back proved to have a 

remarkable effect on the tips the customers left ‘ 

 

Paying attention to what someone is saying and using their words as you ask them to 

explain more about it seems to be a universally acceptable way of building rapport. 
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The more closely matched your words are, the more closely matched your minds will 

be and the easier it will be for you to build more effective working relationships. 

 

What are the Clean Questions? 

 

These are the most commonly used Twelve Clean Questions which were devised and 

developed by David Grove. Replace X with the other person’s words. 

 

• What kind of X (is that X)? 

 

• Is there anything else about (that) X? 

 

• Where/whereabouts is X? 

 

• That’s X like what? 

 

• Is there a relationship between X and Y? 

 

• When X, what happens to Y? 

 

• Then what happens? Or and what happens next? 

 

• What happens just before X? 

 

• Where could X come from? 

 

• What would X like to have happen? 

 

• What needs to happen for X? 

 

• And can X (happen)? 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ten Key Principles Of The Clean Approach 

 

LESS IS MORE 

 

A philosophy of “less is more” is at the core of a clean approach  
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We all have our own personal life experience, our own worldview, opinions and judgments 

that have ultimately created the way we view the world today. To have a sense of or to even 

try to understand anyone else’s life experience is to see it through the lens of our own 

perspective and to make judgments based on our own experiences. Intruding our 

assumptions, opinions, or experiences would be overlaying our stuff on to others.  Since the 

best person to understand and resolve our experience is ourselves, the most valuable thing 

we can offer each other is the framework in which to think for ourselves – hence the 

philosophy of  “less is more”. 

 

ATTENTION 

 

Attention is an act of respect 

 

By putting your full attention on another person you open up space for them to generate 

their best thinking and work out for themselves what they need to do.   

 

LISTENING 

 

The most important gift one human being can give to another is a good listening to.  

 

Successful leaders are powerful listeners. Speakers feel heard when you listen and repeat back 

using their own words. Yet, simply listening doesn’t require any proactive effort aside from 

stopping the incessant need humans have to tell their own story. Without saying a single 

word, listening validates the person you’re interacting with. It shows the other person that you 

think they are important and that you value them (assuming that you do!). Most people warm 

to someone who is showing them genuine interest and they are more likely to work with you 

or buy from you. 

 

PAUSING 

 

"Be present, be still, and wait" 

 

Pause and give people time to formulate their own ideas thoroughly without interrupting. 

When people know that they’re going to be listened to without interruption the quality of the 

interaction is much richer. Don’t interrupt or be impatient for your chance to talk. Resist the 

urge to fill any silences or hurry the other person to do so. 

 

NOT – KNOWING 

 

To be in a ‘not-knowing’ state means to put aside your notions of what you might assume is 

happening and listen intently to others. Suspend your ego. Be there to simply hear the other 

person’s story. Get curious and be genuinely interested in what the other person is saying.  

 

EMPATHY 

 

Learning stops when we are upset. If when people show signs of feelings, we relax and allow 

sufficient emotional release, good learning will re-start. Empathy is a wonderful gift – be 

courageous and show it.  
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FLEXIBILITY 

 

When we use what is happening in the moment we can embrace all situations as 

opportunities for learning. Effective leaders are flexible in their communication and responsive 

to their customer’s needs. 

 

FEEDBACK 

 

In many discussions the focus is first and often only on what and why things are not working. 

Though there is learning from what has not gone well, there is also learning from what has 

worked well. A clean approach advocates a balanced ratio of appreciative and challenging 

feedback based on what has been seen and heard, rather than what has been judged as good, 

or not good. Interacting with your staff and customers is a real opportunity to learn 

something, to adjust something, to do better, to be better. 

 

CLEAN QUESTIONS 

 

Clean Questions are a way of helping people to explore what’s on their mind, without 

polluting their thinking with your own words, metaphors, or pre-conceived ideas, and without 

leading the witness. Clean Questions are at the very heart of generating independent thinking 

and learning. They are particularly effective in clarifying the wants and needs of the people 

you’re working with and the customers you’re serving.   

 

SPACE 

 

The feminine qualities of leadership pay attention to aesthetics and creating environments 

where people feel included, cared for and safe. 

 

People relax and think more creatively in environments where the physical space says “you 

matter” and imagination is encouraged to run free.  

 

Staying Clean 

 

Let’s explore this idea of staying ‘CLEAN’ by using the metaphor of a ‘rollercoaster’, as the 

basis of a conversation between two people – Person A and Person B. 

 

When you’re having a conversation with someone you can choose to be cleanest, cleaner, 

dirty, or  dirtiest. 

 

Cleanest: make no attempt to affect the person in any way.  

A: Work is like a rollercoaster 

B: Listens attentively and says nothing. 

 

Cleaner: ask a clean question to find out what they want, how they feel, and what excites 

them, using the client’s own words. 

A: Work is like a rollercoaster 

http://www.angelawatsonuk.com/


 
 

 
www.twitter/angelawatsonuk 

B: What kind of rollercoaster? Is there anything else about the rollercoaster?   

 

Dirty:  offer a suggestion from your own experience e.g. in my experience, opinion etc. 

A: Well there are two extremes. There’s a good part which is very energizing and the other 

part which is a kind of sinking feeling. 

B: Ah, there’s a good part and a bad part (B’s own words). Which is the good part? When 

you’re climbing to the top or when you’ve just started the descent? I love the bit when you’ve 

just gone over the edge… (B’s own words). 

 

Dirtiest: force a person to comply with your suggestion. 

 A: Oh I hate that…at that moment I feel so out of control. I like the bit of almost being at the 

bottom and knowing the worst is over. Maybe I’ve chosen the wrong metaphor…I’m not 

sure… 

B: Hmm, well let’s see if I can convince you that it’s fun really. My advice is… (B’s agenda). 

 

 

Clean Questions can be used as follows: 

 

To clarify 

 

The developing questions are clean questions that enable you to get to the core of an issue, 

by asking the same questions over and over. 

 

Clean Question: Is there anything else about x? 

 

Coachee: I want to find a job that I love.  

Coach: Is there anything else about a job that you love?  

Clean Question: What kind of x? 

Coachee: I want to find a job that I love. 

Coach: What kind of job is that job? or what kind 

of love is that love? 

Clean Question: Where/whereabouts? 

 

Coachee: I want to find a job that I love 

Coach: Where is that job? 

Coachee: Oh, in Spain 

Coach: Where in Spain?  

Coachee: In the south, in Andalucía 
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Relationship 

 

It is useful to be able to determine the links between one thing and another and how they 

affect each other etc. 

 

Clean Question: Is there a relationship between? 

 

Coachee: I want to find a job that I love in Spain 

 

Coach: Is there a relationship between a job that you love and Spain?  

Time and Sequence 

 

All events take place in time and space. These questions ask the client to pay attention to 

the before and after of an event.  

 

Clean Question: What happens just before? 

 

Coach: What happens just before you find a job that you love in Spain?  

Coachee: I need to work out what that job is… 

Clean Question:  And then what happens? 

 

Coach: ... and when you have worked out what that job is, then what happens?  

Coachee: I will know what to do next.  

What’s Your Intention? 
 
When you are consciously using Clean Questions are you: 

 

Gathering information for your own benefit? 

Gathering information as a researcher? 

Giving a clear message? 

Helping another person to become clear about something or understand themselves? 

Helping another person to make a change or find a solution?  

Understanding and communicating intent is rarely given much importance in organisations. 

Goals and visions are shared as carefully crafted documents. But as the CEO, if your intention is 

not aligned with your communication, deep down people will not believe in the vision or act 

on it. Furthermore, keeping your intention hidden could be viewed as manipulation.  Being 

aware of and open about your intention while using Clean Questions will help to ensure you 

make ethical use of these powerful questions.  
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Clean Conversational Tools 

Here are four CLEAN CONVERSATIONAL TOOLS which you can use in your business, 

organization, at home, and whenever you’re interacting with anyone, anywhere… 

 

In the examples below just replace X with the other person’s words  

 

1. Setting objectives for a meeting or project.  

 

"We must ask, 'What do I (or we) really want?' This sounds simple, but it takes substantial 

discipline to stop your emotions and anxiety long enough to simply refocus on what 

matters to you” Peter Senge, et al 

 

The clean question: what would you like to have happen?  Is designed to invite 

someone to pay attention to their goal or outcome, (an outcome is defined here as 

something you want and don’t yet have). This question can instantly switch the way a 

person is viewing their situation from problem focus to solution focus. It’s also a useful 

way to gather team member’s outcomes at the beginning of a meeting, 1:1 session, or 

appraisal, and to define customer outcomes before proceeding with a project or in-

house training programme. 

 

Ask: 

 

What would you like to have happen?  

 

Then repeat back the answer using the other persons words to show them that you 

have listened and heard, and if appropriate write down what they said. In a group 

situation you could record it on a flip chart and return to it at the end to see if they 

have got the outcome they wanted.  

 

By asking this question you are finding out how best to support the individual to get 

what they want. Clarify their outcome further by asking “what kind of “, and  “is there 

anything else about” any of the words they have used. 

 

2. Managing a problem. 

 

And as any experienced coach knows, just because you invite someone to pay 

attention to what they want, doesn’t mean that they always do. Sometimes they 

continue to focus on a problem, something they have but don’t want.  

 

When someone is talking about a problem, ask ‘what would you like to (have) 

happen’ 
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Example: 

Staff: I hate my job. (this is a problem statement because there is no desire, wish, or want 

for anything else) 

Manager: You hate your job…and what would you like to (have) happen? 

 

3. Helping someone decide what they really want. 

 

There are times when the way we phrase a response suggests that what we want is to 

move away from a problem rather than towards a goal or outcome.  The Clean 

Question to ask here is ‘then what happens?’  

 

Example: 

Staff: I want you to stop micro-managing me. 

Manager: And when I stop micro-managing you, then what happens? 

 

(The PRO model was developed by Penny Tompkins and James Lawley) 

 

4. Empower people to take responsibility  

 

The Mini –Motivator is a great tool for managers who want to empower their staff to take 

responsibility and action. This tool is useful when you want to motivate, delegate, and 

encourage independent thinking in situations where you may or may not have any formal 

authority. Great also for when you are short of time.  

Once the member of staff has told you their issue/problem/worry/concern ask the 

following questions replacing X with their words.  

 

What would you like to have happen about X ? 

What needs to happen for X to happen? 

And can X happen? 

And when will X happen? 

And then what happens? 

 

This package of clean questions was originally devised for use in slimming club 

meetings as it was found to be swift and effective at encouraging people to take 

action.  

(Originally devised by Marian Way, Phil Swallow, and Wendy Sullivan) 
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Top Tips for Success 
 

 Prior to any situation where you are interacting with others, ask yourself “what can I 

do to stay ‘clean’ during the interaction?”  

 When starting a project, or leading a team, know your intention and be willing to express 

it clearly.  A CLEAN conversation is an active process that requires a conscious decision to 

remain clean-ish throughout. 

 Talk to your colleagues about the fact you are learning a new approach and practising 

with Clean Questions. Most people are fascinated by these ideas. 

 Don’t assume that because this stuff looks simple, it’s OK to dive in at the deep end. 

Be aware - these questions can sometimes trigger strong emotions.  Practice the 

questions in low-pressure situations at first. 

 GO FOR THE GOOD STUFF! – It’s more useful to support people to move towards the 

vision, goal, or solution, rather than focusing too much on the problem or trying to 

‘fix’ it for them. 

 

Now try out the techniques! You don’t have to wait for a 

formal meeting or coaching session.  Just have a go! 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stay up to date at the blog 

http://www.angelawatsonuk.com 
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