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The Art of Asking the
Right Questions

hat makes a good question? Is it really that hard

to ask a question that will open up discussions,
create learning and sharing, and result in productive
communications?

The truth is, most of us don’t know how to ask good
questions, or when we do ask a really great question, it
is by accident. There are several ways to ask questions.
Some people seem really good at it, while others use a
random, what-ever-pops-into-head approach.

Fifty percent of good communications is good
listening. Asking the right questions must precede
good listening. Good questions pave the way for good
communications.

We have all encountered problems with bosses and
colleagues — especially with spouses — from asking
the wrong question at the wrong time. We scratch
our heads and wonder what went wrong? After all, we
were just asking, right?

The problem is that we were raised by parents and
teachers who asked the wrong questions for most
of our lives. Parents ask their children questions
designed to teach them something. Teachers also use
questions that are rhetorical or Socratic, designed
to make us think and come up with the right answer,
as predetermined by them. There is usually only one
right answer, the one they are looking for.

Here’s a clue: these people — parents and teachers
— aren’t really asking questions. They are trying to
tell us something. They do not ask questions to learn
something, but to teach what they determine is
important. We learn from parents and teachers the
wrong way to ask questions in the adult world.

What Real Questions
Are Supposed to Do

Real questions are designed to learn about the other
person’s way of thinking, and to gather information.
A truly neutral question is rare. Most of us ask leading
questions designed to influence others to our way of
thinking, just like our parents and teachers do.
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Instead of gathering information about the other
person’s perspective, our questions lead someone
down a thinking path of our choice. One needs only
to view TV courtroom dramas to see prime examples
of leading questions.

When you ask leading questions, you must hold your
own agenda in sight, and design your questions to
end up with a predetermined answer. The person
asking the question is focused on getting to this
result, and therefore is not really listening to the
responder with an open and receptive mind.

While this can be an effective teaching method,
it is not a way of developing true and meaningful
communications, because the listening is cut off by
predetermined goals on the part of one person.

Different Kinds of Questions

Managers overuse this leading style of questioning,
and then wonder why they don’t fully understand
the actions of employees. They don’t have a grasp on
what is really going on, because they aren’t asking
open questions designed for learning.

People in relationships, including spouses, often
fall into the “leading question” trap, in persistent
attempts to influence the perspective of the other
person. People communicate better when they
start asking neutral questions to learn about the
perspective of the other.

Some authors define questions as being empowering
or disempowering. Empowering questions are positive
ones, such as:

o What works best for you?

o What are you doing right?

o What is your favorite part of this?
o When are you most effective?

Disempowering questions are also called judging
questions. They bring up negative feelings and focus
on what is wrong:

o Why did you do that?

o What went wrong?

0 Who caused this?

0 How could this have happened?

Notice that these disempowering questions canappear
to be neutral. They resemble information-gathering
questions. It depends on the source, the context,
and tone of voice. There is a fine-line between
information-gathering where one is exploring causes
in order to find solutions, and questions that judge
and blame. It also depends on who is asking the
questions, their position of authority, and their prior
history of being judgmental and blaming.

In order to frame questions in a neutral, exploration
context, it may be necessary to qualify questions with
statements such as:

0 Help me to understand this situation...

o | want to clarify the sources of this problem
so we can solve it...

o Without blaming anyone, can we identify where
we went wrong here?

Questions are clearly the way to create open
discussions, deepen relationships, and create a
learning environment necessary in any relationship,
be it at work or at home.

We all fall into the trap of trying to influence through
our questions, because it is so ingrained in us from
early childhood on. It is hard to ask truly neutral, non-
leading questions without influencing.

Ask Coaching Questions

Here are some guidelines for creating a more
coach-like approach in our communications and
questions.

When problem-solving with another person, remember
these three kinds of questions designed for three
different levels of interactions (Argyris):

Single loop questions: How can you fix this problem?
What needs to be done differently? How can this be
done better, faster, more efficiently?

Double loop questions: Is this the right problem
to fix? What else needs to be considered? Is there
another way to get better results?

Triple loop questions: What is your role in this,
and how do you need to be in order for this to be
solved? What shifts in your thinking and being need
to happen?

Clearly there is much that goes into asking the right
questions at the right time. There is a body of research
designed around Appreciative Inquiry, in which people
are taught the effectiveness of keeping discussions
and questions positive.

We livein a culture that readily diagnoses what is wrong
and focuses on how to fix things, without adequately
investigating what is right. Research shows that people
learn better when reinforced positively rather than
negatively, yet we continue to focus on what is wrong,
gaps in performance, and areas for improvement.

As anyone who has ever used a personal or executive
coach will know, a trained professional coach can
teach us about the art of asking the right questions at
the right time. Ask your coach to practice with you on
the art of asking better questions.



