
Chapter 1

WINNING ANSWERS 
EVERY TIME

Imagine you suddenly fi nd yourself in charge of a bunch of four-
year-olds about to play their fi rst game of football. 

The youngsters are revved up, have short attention spans and are 
under pressure to perform from their pushy parents. Amidst the 
excitement they could easily lose sight of what they’re really meant 
to do.

Reduced to its simplest, your initial pre-match job as manager is 
to get across one clear over-riding message to the team members: 
“If you’re going to win the game you have to score at least one 
goal – and more if you can.”

Sure they’ll need to keep the ball out of their own goalmouth. But 
even if they defend perfectly, they won’t actually win the game 
unless they get the ball into their opponent’s net at least once, and 
ideally more.

This may seem obvious. But in a broadly similar situation, when it 
comes to answering tough questions in the workplace, many 
people don’t score any goals – and don’t even try to.

Their approach is to go into that job interview, phone call with a 
hesitant prospect or potentially angry shareholder meeting and 
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just hope that somehow they will scrape through to get an accept-
able outcome without totally shredding their reputation.

Scoring a goal with every answer

A typical comment they make beforehand is: “I hope they ask me 
the right questions.”

Or, more negatively, their plea is: “I hope they don’t ask me THAT.”

Alas, when it comes to situations such as these, the interview 
panel members, your prospect or the shareholders will often see 
it as their job to ask you the WRONG questions. They will often fi re 
questions that are designed to score a goal against you. If you just 
defend without actually kicking any goals you will come out a 
loser, as will the four-year-old footballers.

Worse still, if you don’t seek to kick goals then you’re letting down 
the very people you ought to be convincing about your case – as 
well as yourself.

To come out as a winner you need to have the right winning 
mindset before the challenging conversation starts. This will help 
guide you towards the winning outcomes for you and others in 
the conversation.

Fundamental to this winning mindset is to realize that when you’re 
being asked tough questions, there are always positive and helpful 
things you can say that will benefi t the others involved. 

However dire a situation is – even, tragically, if it involves injuries 
or deaths that could be seen as your organization’s fault – in a 
tough professional conversation there are still goals you can and 
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need to score and objectives you can achieve for the benefi t of all 
those touched by what’s happened.

And surprisingly to some, part of the art of scoring those goals 
includes actually answering those tough questions. 

At the very least, your responses should involve explaining why you 
can’t answer a particular question and then adding something extra 
that’s useful and to the point. It always requires telling exact truths 
and nothing other than the truth. But it necessitates telling these 
exact truths in the best possible way. And it involves getting across 
a message – eff ectively scoring that goal – at every opportunity.

This means you should be seeking to score a goal every time a 
question comes to you.

I’ve found there are proven strategies involving highly eff ective 
techniques for giving great answers to all tough workplace ques-
tions. You will learn these secrets as the book progresses, but fi rst 
we need to ensure the right mental approach – a win/win outlook – 
or when there is an audience beyond your questioner, a win/win/
win outlook.

Let’s go back to the football. Just suppose you did so well in getting 
the right message across to those four-year-olds that they won 
their fi rst game as a result – and many more besides. 

Eventually you come to be regarded as a football managing genius. 
You go on to manage older teams in bigger leagues. Ultimately 
you get put in charge of trying to win the next football World 
Cup – for the country of your choice.  

Given the signifi cance of the mission, there’s one thing you cer-
tainly would not do. You wouldn’t just turn up on the pitch with 
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your players on the day of the fi rst World Cup match and merely 
hope for the best. 

You would pick your squad with great care and plan, prepare and 
practice for victory.

This may sound like a no-brainer. But when going into situations 
where they’re facing tough questions, it’s amazing how many 
 otherwise intelligent people just “wing it”.

Fascinatingly, this is not what most of the same people would do 
with their household spending, and not what business leaders 
would do with their company fi nances.

What you should do is implement the “3 Ps” of the verbal com-
munications world – Plan, Prepare and Practice.

Instead, what too many people rely on is what pops into their head 
at the moment a tough – and often predictable – question is asked.

When explaining their lack of preparation, they sometimes reveal 
that they believe it’s all about “thinking fast on your feet”.

Now while being able to think quickly under pressure is a useful 
trait, in vital situations involving potentially career-killing ques-
tions you don’t want to leave things to the whim of the moment. 
It’s pretty hard for the most skilled of us to do this well with abso-
lute consistency.

But it is possible for everyone in the workplace to consider in 
advance the questions they might face – and plan, prepare and 
practice in order to achieve the best possible result.

This plan, prepare and practice approach is eff ective for questions 
in everyday situations, which determine whether you end up 
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having a good or a bad day at work. And it’s eff ective in high-level 
cases at big moments that shape your long-term career prospects 
and potentially the outlook for your whole organization.

Taking inspiration from a master

Let’s look at an instructive situation involving the head of Virgin, 
Sir Richard Branson.

In 2007 he suddenly faced questions over a fatal crash involving 
one of his company’s trains in the Lake District of northern England. 

The tragedy caused the death of an elderly woman, while the 
driver and dozens of passengers were injured. This is an awful situ-
ation for anyone to be interviewed about – all the more so when 
the reporters are asking you questions at the scene with the 
mangled wreckage of your company’s colourfully branded train in 
the background.

Nonetheless, Sir Richard wisely cut short a family holiday in Italy 
to return to Britain to be questioned by the media swarm that had 
gathered at the scene of the crash. 

He rightly declared it a very sad day – but he also made a series 
of positive points as well, all of which were hugely advantageous 
to Virgin, but also helpful to others.

Sir Richard hailed the company driver as “a hero” for the way he 
handled the situation when the train got into trouble.

He proclaimed the Virgin train to be “magnifi cent”. It was “built 
like a tank”, he declared, before adding: “If it had been any of the 
old trains the injuries and the mortalities would have been 
horrendous.”
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Sir Richard cleverly used one of his answers to put the crash in a 
vastly broader context, in order to highlight Virgin’s historically 
good safety record. “I’ve been in the transportation business for 
nearly twenty-fi ve years”, he said, “and we’ve transported nearly 
half-a-billion people. Fortunately we’ve never had to be in this 
situation before”.

Sir Richard had thoughts of condolence for the bereaved and of 
comfort for the injured. There was a Branson accolade for those 
who had the onerous task of helping the injured – the emergency 
services and Royal Air Force personnel – whom he praised for their 
“wonderful” response.

Finally, in a masterly worded answer that subtly shifted the focus 
away from Virgin, Sir Richard addressed the really tough question 
of who was responsible for the crash: “If it is the fault of the line 
then we’ve got to make sure it never happens again.”

Taking proper care of the tracks was not Virgin’s responsibility, so 
this answer seemed to hint that the responsibility might lay with 
the body in charge of track maintenance. This was something a 
court vindicated fi ve years later, when Network Rail was fi ned 
£4 million after admitting health and safety breaches.

Off  the back of a disaster, Sir Richard came across in a humane, 
concerned and dignifi ed way while making Virgin look as good as 
it possibly could in adverse circumstances. Clearly he and his team 
planned and prepared before he stepped in front of the cameras. 
And his performance was so impressive that he had clearly ben-
efi ted from previous practice in training (not with me) to face 
questions in tough media situations.

Admittedly Sir Richard sounded a touch hesitant at times. But that 
seemed right for the graveness of the situation. In fact, sounding 
too slick would have backfi red terribly.
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The result in terms of media coverage and brand protection was 
far better for Virgin than anyone could reasonably have expected. 
Sir Richard succeeded in turning the crisis of tough media ques-
tioning into an opportunity to convey positive messages of 
comfort, praise, reassurance and inspiration to those aff ected in 
various ways by the dreadful circumstances.

Sir Richard kicks goals and creates win/win/win when it counts – 
for his questioners, for himself and for his wider audience.

So can you. 

Learning what not to do

Let’s have a look at what can happen when someone does the 
opposite of what the Virgin leader did – without planning, prepa-
ration or practice and without inspiration.

This is a situation that I have had played out in front of me in 
master classes all too often. I ask for participants to write the worst 
question they could be asked and then demonstrate how they 
characteristically respond. In these days of ongoing pressure to 
reduce headcounts, it is often a question from employees to a boss 
like: “Are our jobs at risk?”

A typical and quite chilling answer from the boss is: “Yes, your jobs 
are at risk.” Full stop. End of conversation!

Now you could say this answer is to be admired for its honesty and 
brevity. But there’s not much else that’s good about it. 

An answer like this will have a demoralizing eff ect on the listener. 
It will have the same eff ect on their co-workers when they pass it 
on to others, as they surely will.
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And bad news travels fast – even faster than the speed of light – as 
that embodiment of wisdom The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 
observed. In fact, bad news travels faster still since the invention 
of the mobile phone and social media.

The boss’s answer does nothing helpful for the workers or the 
company. It will probably result in a dramatic downturn in morale 
and productivity.

Workers will be more inclined to throw their energy into fi nding 
alternative employment rather than doing their best in a company 
that they think is about to get rid of them. And if the answer fi nds 
its way into the local media, as a result of a tip-off  or a tweet, then 
the company will be in deeper trouble still.

So what should the boss have said?

Depending on the details of the situation, there are any number 
of things he could have stated that would still have been accurate, 
but far more inspiring.

We can’t entirely quibble with his fi rst word, “Yes”. If the jobs are at 
risk then saying this is the right thing to do. However, it would be 
more empathetic and positive, while still honest, to say: “Regret-
tably, they’re not as safe as we’d like them to be.”

His next words – “your jobs are at risk” – constitute an own goal. 
What the boss is doing is repeating back a negative proposition. 
As he’s already answered the question directly, he doesn’t need to 
do this. Reinforcing the negative by regurgitating the downbeat 
language put to him is unnecessary and counterproductive.

Yet people do this all too frequently. Listen for it. What inspira-
tional communicators do is choose their own words rather than 
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repeat back the negatives of those questioning them. The key is 
to say what you want to say in your own words – and choose posi-
tive words wherever possible. Words have power, so keeping 
control of the vocabulary you deploy in the workplace is vital.

What then can the boss say to follow his initial negative 
admission?

Here’s an uplifting option:

“But we’re doing everything possible to make your jobs as safe as 
they can be. The management team has put together a plan which 
involves…”

Or alternatively: 

“However we will do whatever we can to keep the entire team 
employed if at all possible. We plan to hold a meeting of all staff  to 
look at everyone’s suggestions for boosting productivity, cutting 
waste and increasing sales to put us in a stronger position…”

But let’s suppose, despite all the noble eff orts, that some of the 
jobs still have to go. This is not something the business leader 
should announce casually on the run when confronted in the 
workplace. At the same time, he shouldn’t say anything other than 
an exact truth.

Whatever the situation, there will be positives he can point to that 
will be far better than what was originally said.

So his answer could include something like: “In the current eco-
nomic downturn we will, very sadly, have to lose a few positions – 
but this will help protect the company and the rest of the work-
force. We have had to do this in the past and it helped the fi rm to 
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survive and then to later revive to become stronger than ever. In 
fact, some of the people working here today such as Mary and 
George had to go in the last recession. But we were able to ask 
them to rejoin as soon as things improved. Based on projected 
sales to newly emerging markets, we’re expecting that if everyone 
puts in a big eff ort, in two years’ time we’ll be in a much better 
position than we are now – and that the overall size of our work-
force will actually be larger.”

What is happening in the suggested answers is that the boss is 
being a positive leader and is taking the initiative to go beyond 
the confi nes of the question.

He’s also taking into account the eff ect that his answer will have 
on the asker – and the rest of his workforce.

These are vital aspects of being an inspirational communicator. 
Answering a question directly doesn’t mean you have to be a slave 
to it. Under the rules of normal conversation you are allowed to 
say more. And in most cases you should.

This is frequently the case in the tough-question environment that 
people fi nd themselves in at the start of their working life – and 
beyond: in the job interview.

A typically challenging job interview question is something like: 
“Why should we give you this job when some other applicants are 
better qualifi ed?”

What happens all too often is that candidates say something 
unhelpful, such as “I don’t know” or something against themselves 
like “Perhaps it was a mistake for me to have applied.”

Yet there may be any number of ways in which the job seeker 
could capitalize on this question. It’s worth remembering that a 
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question like this is often just designed to test you out rather than 
to prosecute a serious case against you.

If you empower yourself to have a winning mentality, there is 
always a positive point you can make off  the back of such a 
question.

Let’s suppose the job is to be part of a team designing new elec-
tronic games.

It could be that the job seeker has had considerable experience at 
playing and inventing such games, which may be more compel-
ling than actual qualifi cations. 

So the start of the answer could be something like: “I have actu-
ally had considerable hands-on experience in this area, which 
other employers have found to be far more valuable than aca-
demic studies. I’ve been an enthusiastic player of these games 
since I was four years old and I’ve designed several of them 
myself that my friends love. Rather than going to university to 
study computer science, I went straight into the workforce 
because I couldn’t wait to get involved in making the kind of 
games that I knew the younger generation are crying out for. For 
example…”

You can see that what you go on to say after dealing with the initial 
negative at the start of your answer is bound to be better if thought 
out in advance, rather than made up on the run.

And so often those negative questions are predictable.

If we return to the sporting world, people on the receiving end 
of a tough question typically end up playing beginner’s ping-
pong. The ball comes to them and they lob it back meekly to 
the inquirer in a way that makes the next shot against them all 
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too easy. They reply within the narrow confines of the question, 
but do nothing extra. As a result, they become a prisoner of the 
question – especially if they repeat back any negatives that are 
part of the inquiry. This also sets them up for a follow-on ques-
tion about the same topic that is often harsher than the first 
one.

The inspirational communicator breaks out of this potential cycle 
before it can start. 

The trick is not to play ping-pong. 

You need to play rugby – or American football.

Having answered the question, you need to pick up the ball, run 
down the fi eld and put the ball down where you want it – scoring 
a try or a touchdown underneath the goalposts. This puts you in 
charge.

And remember, the tough questions often come to you when you 
are seen as the person knowing the most about the topic or the 
person in command. People can ask you the pertinent questions 
because it’s expected that you are the one with the right knowl-
edge. So how you answer is vital. And in giving your answer you 
are generally better off  saying a bit more than just replying exactly 
to what is asked. 

You are in the position of the giver. You can be generous. You should 
give of your time, expertise and eff ort. And in this way you also shift 
the focus to where you want it – the place where your interests and 
those of your questioner and any wider audience overlap.

In this manner you can escape from the lose/lose/lose model. 
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In professional conversations, if you don’t score with your answers, 
then the questioner and the audience beyond may lose out as 
well. This sets up a demoralizing downward spiral where nobody 
wins.

So the aim is to strive for that win/win/win model. In this situation, 
if you score – and you should be seeking to score on every 
question – everybody comes out in front.

Winning answers in the right spirit

If we return to rugby, the inspirational answers game should be 
played in the spirit of the famous Barbarians Club. This club was 
founded on the principle of always playing exciting, clean, attack-
ing rugby to the highest standards. Excellent sportsmanship is 
expected from the “BaaBaas” and their opponents. While both 
sides play to win, matches involving the Barbarians seek to have 
the game played foremost for the enjoyment and glory of the 
sport.

A top Barbarian’s game will involve great style, great tries and a 
great spirit. Who gets the higher score still matters, but it is less 
important than that a splendid game is had. So, played in the right 
spirit both sides and the spectators in the stands – as well as those 
watching on television – all come away uplifted.

It should be the same highest aspiration underpinning truly great 
answers to tough questions in the working world. All involved end 
up in a better position as a result of the tough questions being 
asked and answered impressively. Everybody gains.

Giving inspirationally positive, rather than demoralizingly nega-
tive, answers has always been a plus in the workplace. In today’s 



28 GREAT ANSWERS TO TOUGH QUESTIONS AT WORK

world of instant communications, getting it right is more impor-
tant than ever before. Taking into account the presence of 
YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, 24-hour rolling news and mobile 
phones and their in-built cameras, what you do, what you say and 
how you say it matter more – because organizations and the 
people working in them are potentially more visible now than 
ever before.

You don’t have to be a prince in Britain’s royal family to know 
that the old saying “What happens in Las Vegas stays in Las 
Vegas” no longer applies. Whether it’s photos of you playing 
strip billiards with people you’ve just met in a Las Vegas bar, or 
giving badly worded answers to your professional colleagues or 
entering into a discussion on social media without giving your 
comments proper thought, what you do and say can be trans-
mitted instantly. And it’s potentially out there in cyberspace 
forever.

Observing how not to do it

For better or worse, the world of communications has changed.

Perhaps the most profound high-profile case of someone not 
appearing to understand this involved the one-time Chief Exec-
utive of BP, Tony Hayward, during the Gulf of Mexico oil spill 
disaster in 2010. This was the largest accidental marine oil spill 
in the history of the petroleum industry, resulting from an 
explosion at the Deepwater Horizon well. The disaster killed 
eleven men working on the platform and injured seventeen 
others. There was an outflow of millions of barrels of crude oil 
that devastated wildlife and crippled the local fishing 
industry.
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In answering questions about the crisis, Tony Hayward committed 
what, in my view, was gaff e after gaff e with a speed and routine 
effi  ciency that was hard to keep up with.

Now admittedly, standing up to massive emotional and media 
pressure in the global spotlight is a challenging thing to do. But if 
Mr Hayward had demonstrated that he fully grasped the commu-
nication rules for our age and some basic principles of normal 
human emotional response, I believe he would have avoided 
trashing his own and the company’s reputation. He also may have 
helped prevent billions being wiped off  BP’s share price and he 
could possibly have even kept his job.

Instead, among his comments was one that has been and will be 
remembered for a very long time to come – when he declared to 
reporters in Florida, with breath-taking self-indulgence: “I would 
like my life back.”

This comment came to symbolize what was perceived – perhaps 
unfairly – as a real lack of concern by BP for what had happened. 
Ironically it came as part of an answer where Mr Hayward was 
commendably, though somewhat belatedly, expressing an 
apology to those aff ected by the disaster. But he ended up being 
portrayed as feeling more sorry for himself than the families and 
friends of those killed in the tragedy, the oil-soaked pelicans and 
the instantly impoverished Gulf of Mexico fi shing teams.

The adverse and emotionally charged responses to Mr Hayward’s 
comment came from far and wide – and remain on the web for 
anyone to Google.

But you don’t have to be a captain of industry to be caught up as 
the self-created victim of shocking answers.
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Whether it’s seeking your fi rst job, getting your annual appraisal 
or being queried by a prospect, you and those you interact with 
benefi t when you give great answers to their tough questions.

Whatever line of work you’re in, or aspire to be in, this book 
will show you how to drastically reduce or eliminate verbal 
mistakes.

It will show you how to stand up to tough questions – one-to-one, 
in a group or with a mass audience.

It will show you how to get your content right, your structure right 
and your delivery right.

The really good news is that giving inspirational answers to tough 
questions is a learnable skill.

When there’s a strong case behind what you’re saying, you can 
become virtually bombproof.

So if you haven’t already, please ponder: “What is the worst profes-
sional question someone could ask me at work?”

Write it down in the following box.

By the end of the book, you will know what a great answer to it is 
and you will feel a whole lot better about responding to this 
question.

You may even fi nd yourself actually looking forward to the time 
when someone asks it!

And when you develop this kind of positive mentality you can go 
an amazingly long way – and come out winning every time.
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“What is the worst professional question 
someone could ask me at work?” 

Write your answer here…




