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“Dorothy Leeds gives you the courage to ask and the power to assess. Buy it, read it and gain the competitive edge!”

—Lori Burgess, publisher of Mademoiselle

 

“A sincere, intelligent question can make the difference in your life, your work and with all of your relationships. Learn the art of questions, and see how much richer your life will be. Dorothy Leeds will show you the way in The 7 Powers of Questions.”

—Terrie M. Williams, author of The Personal Touch:  
What You Really Need to Succeed in Today’s  
Fast-Paced Business World

 

“Finally, the essence of win-win communication! Why didn’t I learn these brilliant insights and strategies early in my career?”

—Dr. Denis Waitley, author of Empires of the Mind

 

“It is age-old advice: ‘Ask and you shall receive.’ But that leads us to some very important questions: ‘What do you ask for?’ and ‘How do you succeed in getting what you want?’ Read The 7 Powers of Questions and find out.”

—Michael LeBoeuf, Ph.D., author of  
How to Win Customers and Keep Them for Life

 

“At last, a book that addresses the real secret of how to win friends and influence people—you’ve got to ask the right questions. Dorothy Leeds shows you how to do it.”

—Robert L. Shook, author of It Takes a Prophet to Make a Profit

 

“At Ziff Davis Publishing, we know that the better our questions the easier it will be to succeed with our clients in the Information Age. We should all be ‘wired’ into The 7 Powers of Questions.  Read this book and benefit immediately.”

—Jim Spanfeller, executive vice president, 
publishing director, Ziff Davis Publishing

“In a time when just about everyone you meet thinks they know all the answers, Dorothy Leeds teaches us that what we really need are the questions and the ability to listen.”

—Dr. Alan Altman, assistant clinical professor at Harvard

 

“Working a room and building conversation requires the appropriate questions to engage colleagues, associates, clients, and potential friends. Dorothy Leeds provides the ultimate guidelines and unleashes the power of questions so you can shine in any room.”

—Susan RoAne, keynote speaker and bestselling author of How to  
Work a Room and What Do I Say Next?

 

“In an age of information overload, Dorothy Leeds has raised important questions and produced persuasive answers in The 7 Powers of Questions. Her stories and quotes are compelling. Her guidance is to-the-point and practical—both at work and at home.”

—Dr. Rick Kirschner, coauthor of Dealing With People You Can’t Stand  
and Life by Design

 

“Bravo! For everyone who was taught that it is bad manners to ask too many questions, I say this is a godsend! We can all be empowered by reading this book.”

—Marianne Howatson, senior managing director, ScreamingMedia.com

 

“The most effective arrow in any communicator’s quiver is the astutely aimed and incisively phrased question. The single most authoritative archer is Dorothy Leeds! Her 7 Powers of Questions  hits the bull’s-eye.”

—George Walther, author of Power Talking:  
50 Ways to Say What You Mean and Get What You Want

 

“After reading Dorothy Leeds’s book The 7 Powers of Questions,  I have only one question: Why wouldn’t everybody want to buy this book to improve their communications?”

—Leil Lowndes, motivational speaker and 
author of Conversation Confidence

 

 

“To keep ahead, we all need to fix things before they get broken.  The 7 Powers of Questions will help prevent things from getting broken and enable you to communicate more clearly, creatively, and effectively.”

—Robert Kriegel, Ph.D., author of If It Ain’t Broke ... BREAK IT! and  
Sacred Cows Make the Best Burgers

 

 

“Salespeople are looking for one thing: Answers. The only way to get those answers is one word: Questions. Dorothy Leeds’s book  The 7 Powers of Questions will lead salespeople to the knowledge that they need to gain more sales.”

—Jeffrey H. Gitomer, author of The Sales Bible and Knock Your Socks  
Off Selling
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What did I do right in this world to have such a  
delightful child in my life?  
To this very special gift, my new granddaughter, Talya:  
May you always maintain your inspiring curiosity and  
seek the answers to your questions.




FOREWORD

Gaining a clear understanding of the value of questions is probably the single most dominant factor in my overall success in business and in life. As a sales trainer and the author of ten books on the subject of selling, including How to Master the Art of Selling, I have always been a believer in the value of questions. I teach this premise in all of my seminars: When you are  talking you are only covering what you already know. The only way to learn what the other person needs (and what you don’t already know) is to ask questions—over, under, and all around the topic of conversation—and then listen to the answers. People who ask questions in business and in life are more respected and, usually, more wealthy. If you doubt this, think of people like Barbara Walters, Oprah Winfrey, Art Linkletter, Larry King, and the other great interviewers of our time. Their careers revolve around their ability to get people talking and they accomplish this by asking questions.

Personally, I am thrilled that Dorothy Leeds has created a whole book on this subject because I truly believe it is so critical to one’s personal development that it merits solitary study. It took someone with Dorothy’s inquisitiveness and talent to present the information with an innovative focus in an accessible format.

Everyone picking up this book can benefit from reading it by learning how to ask questions that will build relationships. Relationships are built on shared information. Your sex, age, or profession does not matter. You can benefit from this book!

• As a grandparent you can learn to ask your grandchildren good questions that get them talking and asking questions in return.
• As a parent you can grow closer to your kids without seeming intrusive.
• As a friend or spouse you can learn tactful ways of asking questions in uncomfortable situations.

Dorothy explains why communication often breaks down or does not work and how questions can help us. There is great power in learning to use questions effectively. I believe this is the most important communication book you can own because asking questions can change your life.

Asking the right questions will take you to great places. Look where it took Dorothy ... she questioned me into writing this foreword!

Tom Hopkins, 
author of How to Master the Art of Selling




PREFACE

I have a passion for questions.

When I was sixteen I had the great privilege of accompanying Dean Dixon, a well-known orchestra conductor, to Israel and Europe. He and his wife, Vivian, were giving concerts with all the major orchestras and the three of us had an incredible trip. In Paris the night before I returned home, Dean and Vivian took me out to a lovely café for a farewell dinner. Dean leaned over to me and asked, “What are you going to do with this wonderful experience you have had traveling?” Before he asked me that question, the thought had never entered my mind to do something with this trip. All night I thought about his question, and I decided I would give talks at my high school and to organizations who were interested in a teenager’s view of Europe and Israel. Although I did not become a professional speaker until 1979, that question was the start of all those unconscious yearnings for this special career.

In looking back on my life I have become more conscious of how questions have made me who I am today. Dean’s question was arguably the most important. Without my willingness to ask questions I would not have met and become friends with so many different and interesting people all over the world. I would not have the successful career I have today if I had not asked, “What can I do to achieve the goals I envision for my company?” My curiosity about other cultures has led me on trips to India, the Galapagos Islands, Morocco, Nepal, and Egypt—trips that have shaped how I think about myself and the world in which I live.

But questions were not always such a great influence on my life. I did not grow up in a home where my parents asked me questions about what I liked, felt, or thought. They were definitely tellers, not askers. My parents always assumed that I believed what they believed, whether about politics or just everyday situations. As a result, I had little confidence; I felt that my opinions did not count and that I did not control my own life. My parents loved to read, however, and from them I learned to love to read. Even now, decades later, I am always reading several magazines and at least one book at the same time. My search for knowledge and my interest in everything comes to me from my parents. They gave me that very special gift, but I have made it my own by becoming a questioner. Every time I feel depressed, challenged, or inspired, I ask myself, Why? I seek answers. Whether we do this consciously or not, our lives are guided by the questions we ask.

And sometimes a question can save our lives. In 1982 I was diagnosed with breast cancer. Unfortunately, the doctor who diagnosed me did not have the best bedside manner—or really, any bedside manner at all. After my biopsy I remember lying in the hospital bed feeling that nothing was wrong with me. I thought that everything would be okay. However, this doctor had different news for me. When he walked into the room I sat up and looked at him expectantly. I was ready to hear the good  news and, once having heard it, to get up from the bed, get dressed, and go home to my family. He looked at me sternly and his voice boomed, “Your tumor is malignant.” With that he turned and left the room. Needless to say, I was quite scared, but I was determined to get through this, no matter what it took.

When I sat down with the doctor later and asked, “What are my options?” I was disturbed to hear from him that I had none. I was to have a mastectomy and that was the only way to save my life. Only, something deep down inside of me told me that was wrong. There are always options, aren’t there? I was unable to accept his answer. So I went to see more doctors. I went from office to office, armed with only my will to win and a question: “What are my options?” If it hadn’t been for my gut feeling, I probably would have had a mastectomy. But I decided to keep asking the question and until I heard an answer that was acceptable to me. It took effort and persistence, but eventually I was able to find that answer. I had asked the question to what seemed like hundreds of doctors in the metropolitan area before I finally found a doctor who agreed: I had options. I am happy to say that I was cured of my cancer—with a lumpectomy and radiation. In 1982 this was not standard treatment as it is now.

I suppose that with my question I was ahead of my time. To this day I am thankful that somewhere deep inside me was the questioning instinct. I am grateful that I did not let my fear paralyze me. I am grateful that there are almost always options and people to exercise them. I am grateful that I asked that question.

Many of the major events in my life have been the result of a question asked. The more I pushed myself to find the answers and the more I kept asking the questions, the better the results. As is the case with many people, I did not find my perfect career from the start. I have done many things—I used to teach in the New York City public school system, for example. I enjoyed teaching very much and I liked my integral role in the learning process, but at the same time I felt as though something was missing. While I was enjoying my work, I wasn’t enjoying it as  much as I wanted. I felt there was something more out there for me. “What is it that is missing?” I kept asking myself.

Before teaching I had been an actress and, again, I had loved acting. But, again, it did not give me the fulfillment I had been pursuing. In search of the perfect career, I kept asking myself the question, “What career will make me happy?” All of the careers I had—advertising executive, knitwear designer, business owner—were good, but none of them was right for me. Then I started to ask myself even more questions: “What do I like to do?” and “What have I done in the past that has made me happy?” and “What are my talents?” After this long and sometimes difficult questioning process I realized that my talents lay in teaching and entertaining. Fortunately, not only was I talented in those areas, I really enjoyed the correlated roles. So, I asked myself, “How can I combine those two talents?” The career that I came up with is not one your guidance counselor tells you about—a professional speaker. What is that? While I may never have guessed that I would become a professional speaker, now I cannot imagine being anything else. I feel fulfilled—I’ m using my talents to my full potential and loving every minute of it. How did I get to the point of finding a great career that makes me feel so good? By asking questions, of course!

It takes energy to follow the questioning path, but I have never regretted doing it. Often the results are surprising and much better than we get without questions. The thing about questions is that you do not realize how much better your life can be by using them. As a teenager and young adult I gave little thought to the power of questions, even though I was reaping the benefits of asking them. As I got more actively involved with business I began to see their great value not only in the business world but in every aspect of our lives—from the humdrum day-to-day events to the momentous occasions that change our lives.

That is the beauty of asking questions: the benefits apply to everyone. I know I could have benefited much earlier in my life  from asking them. When I was first married I let my husband pick out our first apartment. The day we moved in was the first time I saw the place—it turned out to be a dark basement apartment. I had let my husband take care of the search and did not ask him questions about the kind of apartments he was looking at because I simply wasn’t curious—I had never learned how to exercise the questioning muscle. A few years ago I alienated a good friend because I lost my temper and did not stop to ask myself, “Do I really want to say this? Is winning this argument worth losing a friendship?”

I spent most of my life as a brunette because I hadn’t asked, “How would I look as a redhead?” (By the way, the answer is  great.)

From hair color to careers, questions rule our lives. My purpose in writing this book is to get you to see the power questions hold and how we can harness that power to improve our lives. Without that power, we are like travelers on a road without a map. With the power of questions, however, we can take control and make decisions about which roads to take in life. Imagine how you would feel if you were able to ask more of others, more of yourself, and more for yourself. Can you imagine how much better your life would be?




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Having written several books, I know that researching and writing a book is always a team effort. The team that made this book possible is extra special—all Olympic gold medalists. My thanks and gratitude to Tim R. Fredrick, Sharyn Kolberg, Caroline Giordano, Susan Leon, Karl Webber, and Sally Arteseros.

Heartfelt thanks to all the generous and supportive people I interviewed who graciously shared their thoughts and passion for questions: Debbie Allen, Beth Althofer, Michael Bloomberg, Ronda Dean, Lodewijk de Vink, James Fergason, Stephen Gale, Rabbi Gewirtz, David Golomb, Jaakko Hintikka, Tamar Howson, Janice Leiberman, Anthony Lewis, Sharon Livingston, Doug Melton, Dale Moss, Jim Murphy, Mamie Murray, George Priest, Bob Shook, Jon Strauss, Larry Wilson, and Mark Wind. And a special thanks to Tom Hopkins for the contribution of his ideas, and most importantly, his foreword.

To my literary agent, Jane Dystel, for her belief in me and this  project, and, of course, to my publisher, John Duff, for his patience and understanding throughout. Thanks also to Hillery Borton, whose editing expertise helped make this the excellent book it is.

To my husband, Nonny Weinstock, the best grammarian I know, and my children, Laura and Ian Weinstock, who have always inspired me with their questions.

My inquisitive and supportive extended family—Rachel Pray, Sanja Kabalin, Grace and Dickson Chin, and Wilson Morales.

And finally to all the companies, organizations, salespeople, and executives who have, through the years, believed in me and in the value of questions. You have all made this possible, and I thank you.




1

Why a Book About Questions?

A question. Since before your sun burned hot in space and before your race was born, I’ve awaited a question.

 

—THE GUARDIAN OF FOREVER “City on the Edge of Forever”  Star Trek, April 6, 1967




CHANGING FOR THE BETTER 

Every time you open your mouth to speak you have two options: Make a statement or ask a question. Asking questions can change your life. In fact, it is the act of questioning that causes us to go deep inside and examine our emotional selves and questioning that causes us to take actions that turn our lives around.

We all want to believe that we have the power to change our  lives. In reality setbacks, failures, and frustrations all take their toll. We end up focusing on the negative and asking ourselves unanswerable questions like, “Why does this always happen to me?” or “Why can’t I ever do anything right?” These kinds of questions always lead to negative answers like, “You’re too stupid,” or “You only get what you deserve—obviously you don’t deserve to do better.”

Often we ask questions of others that put them in the same negative position—“Why do you always do this to me?” or “How could you be so thoughtless?” It is almost impossible to provide rational, positive answers to questions like these.

Learning to change your questioning habits can also change the focus of your life. The right questions can help you move forward and get you through the rough times. Better questions provide better answers, and better answers give you better solutions. Improve your questions and you will improve your relationships, at home and at work.

This book will take an in-depth look into questions, an essential communication tool that as a culture we have stopped appreciating. It will also show you how to redirect the power of questions to expand your potential in every area of life. In the first section, each chapter concentrates on one of the seven powers. The second section focuses more specifically on how to use questions and their powers in business, with your family, and in your personal life. Although you will find questions throughout this book, the last chapter contains fifty of the most effective questions you can ask.

Also appearing throughout the book are sections headed by the letters IQ. That stands for either “interesting quote” or “intelligent question.” Each section contains words of wisdom on the subject of questions.

IQ

Inquisitive people who are not ashamed to ask questions invariably wind up knowing more, and there is a high degree of correlation between knowledge and the ability to make good decisions. There is also a high degree of correlation between people who have the information and people who succeed.

—Michael Bloomberg, founder and CEO, Bloomberg L.P


Many of these quotes and questions are from people like Michael Bloomberg who were kind enough to share their time and wisdom for this book. I interviewed dozens of people who are questioning professionals: salespeople, doctors, lawyers, journalists, psychologists, law enforcement experts, inventors, and clergy. Questions are crucial to all of these people in their professional lives and, as they came to realize while they were being interviewed for the book, in their personal lives as well. In fact, the more people I interviewed, the more I realized just how important questions are to each and every one of us.

IQ

Questions set off a processional effect that has an impact beyond our imagination. Questioning our limitations tears down the walls in life—in business, in relationships, between countries. I believe all human progress is preceded by new questions.

—Anthony Robbins, Awaken the Giant Within





A WHOLE NEW DIRECTION 

Are you getting everything you want out of life? Are your relationships focused and heading in a positive direction? Are  you satisfied with the way your career is progressing? Do you feel as if you are reaching your highest potential?

If your response was no to any of the preceding questions, you’ve just answered the most pertinent one of all: “Why should I read this book?”

My goal in this book is to create a mental and emotional turning point, to get you to start thinking in new and different ways, to help you reach a greater understanding of the situations you encounter every day. The only way to do this is through questioning—through asking more of yourself and more of others. You can make small changes in your life that make a world of difference; you can create a turning point just by asking more questions.

Even the slightest turn can point you in a whole new direction. A turning point doesn’t have to be 180 degrees. Imagine yourself at the center of a circle. If you walk straight ahead, you’ll end up at point A. But if, starting from the same center point, you move your feet just a few degrees, you will set yourself up to head down an entirely different path.

If you increase the quantity and quality of the questions you ask by a little bit each day, you can move your life in a new direction. You can get more of what you want and need. In fact, you can get more out of everything you do when you develop the asking habit.

You will learn to stop concentrating on what you should say next in every situation and instead start thinking, “What should I ask?”




THE PROGRESS OF COMMUNICATION 

Human progress has often been defined in terms of how we communicate. In the past one hundred years, our world has progressed almost beyond recognition. Now that we are in the twenty-first century, we can only imagine what lies ahead for us.  How much faster will we be able to do business? Will it be possible to have dinner in India and then teleport to New York for coffee and cake?

If we have learned anything in these past one hundred years, it is that anything is possible and that everything is speeding up. We are trying to make our world more efficient through advances in technology; however, it is essentially up to us as individuals and organizations to make the technology work. It is not enough just to be able to use a computer. As Picasso once said, “Computers are useless. They can only give you answers.” And as Neil Postman, author, linguist, and chairman of the Department of Culture and Communication at New York University, claims, “Learning to use a computer isn’t nearly as important as learning how to ask smart questions.” All of the technology in the world will not help us if we are not able, at the core, to communicate with each other and build strong, lasting relationships.

With all the ways to communicate these days and with all the ways that are yet to come, in the end we are still sending messages back and forth. If you think about the evolution of the human race, most of our major advances have involved changes in methods of communication. Perhaps our greatest advance was the development of speech, which separates us from other animal species. When we began using signs and symbols to communicate, the written word was born. Centuries later Gutenberg invented movable type, and the ease with which the printed word—and the ideas it conveyed—could be spread around the world improved exponentially.

In the twenty-first century the telegraph, typewriter, and telephone are disappearing or morphing into computerized connections our ancestors could never have imagined. Yet there is one incredible communications tool that has existed since the beginning of language, one that we take for granted even though we use it every day.

This book was written to help you harness the strength of this incredible tool: the simple question.




THE QUESTION IS THE ANSWER 

As we swim through oceans of facts, news, and advice that we receive on a daily basis, we struggle for a way to stay afloat. We exist in a media-saturated, information-overloaded world. To succeed, personally and professionally, we must harness the power of questions.

Questions are a powerful yet simple means to achieve a great deal:• Find specific or necessary information.
• Establish strong relationships.
• Persuade and motivate others.
• Think more creatively.
• Create meaningful changes in our lives.



Traveling the congested information highway, it is becoming much more difficult to communicate clearly, concisely, and comprehensively. We are missing the mark, at home and at work. Our increasing ability to speed up communication (and our attachment to that speed), meant to make our lives easier, has only served to make life more complicated.

Due to the fast pace of our busy world our attention spans appear to be shrinking. We do not even seem to have the time to talk to each other, despite the fact that we have more methods of communication than ever before: fax machines, answering machines, voice mail, e-mail, cordless phones, cell phones, pagers that transmit through a wristwatch, cameras the size of a pinhole, and who-knows-what kind of technology coming tomorrow. These innovations give us greater opportunity to connect interpersonally. They also allow us to miscommunicate and misunderstand each other even more often.

This was dramatized in an underrated 1995 movie, Denise  Calls Up, about a group of telecommuting New Yorkers who stay in touch with each other exclusively by fax, phone, and computer. Characters create and destroy relationships without ever meeting one another. Now we do the same thing almost daily over the Internet. It is getting easier to live our lives without ever leaving the house.

In a Harvard Business Review article, “The Human Moment at Work,” psychiatrist Edward M. Hallowell decries the disappearing human moments at work—times where two people interact face-to-face. “The irony is that this kind of alienation in the workplace derives not from lack of communication but from a surplus of the wrong kind,” writes Hallowell.

In the face of all this, what can we do to understand each other better?

We can ask questions. Questions bring us back to human contact.

IQ

We are always awaiting the new magical pill that will enable us to eat all the fattening food we want, and not gain weight; burn all the gasoline we want, and not pollute the air; live as immoderately as we choose, and not contract either cancer or heart disease.

In our minds, at least, technology is always on the verge of liberating us from personal discipline and responsibility. Only it never does and it never will. The more high technology around us, the more the need for human touch.

—John Naisbitt, Megatrends


Why do we need this human touch? Because no matter what the changes in the way we communicate, why we communicate remains the same. We need information. In order to get that information, we have to know what questions to ask and the right way to ask them. Because knowledge is power.

IQ

They say that our neocortex—the newest part of our brain—is only about two thousand years old. When people say we’re only using 5 percent of our brains, that’s the part we’re using. Our old brain, the brain stem that’s been around for millions of years, is the part that runs by instinct That’s the part that animals have. They don’t ask questions. The purpose of our “new brain” is to override and challenge our old brain, and we do that by asking questions.

—Larry Wilson, founder and vice chairman, Pecos River 
Division, AON Consulting





THE POWER OF QUESTIONS 

In the information age, he who has the most information wins. Never before has getting the right information at the right time been so crucial, nor has building better relationships (the means to getting better information). We talk about the empowerment of the individual and, at the same time, about understanding our essential differences. In this new age, communicating has become a challenge. That challenge can be met by relying on the power of questions.

The art and skill of asking questions can benefit everyone, from the CEO of the largest corporate conglomerate to the high school senior trying to figure out, “What do I do now?”

Knowing how to ask the right questions can help you solve problems faster (“Are we looking for the right solution or just  any solution?”), make better decisions, and get more out of life. It will help you understand yourself, comprehend why you do some of the things you do (“Is this really worth my effort at this time?”), and focus on what you can do to change the things you want to change. It will help you learn what’s important to those around you (“Can you share with me why this particular issue  bothers you so much?”) and how you can help them get what they need as well.

I started my career as a communications consultant working with managers. Most were intelligent, motivated individuals who were having problems communicating with their teams. I kept asking myself, “Why aren’t they as effective as they want to be?” The answer came back loud and clear—they were telling, not asking. They possessed a lecture mentality. They assumed that telling someone to change his behavior would get the job accomplished, but that method was not working. I recognized that these managers needed more effective tools to help them communicate and to encourage team support, involvement, and commitment. They needed to ask questions like, “Will this be a growth experience for my employees or merely more work?” and “Do my employees know specifically what I expect from them?” and “What are my options?” and “Is this particular problem part of a larger problem?” As I worked more with this technique, I began to realize that the missing link to their success was questions. This knowledge inspired me to write my first book, Smart Questions: The Essential Strategy for  Successful Managers.

We are all managers in one way or another. We manage our own lives and we manage our relationships with others. And for all of us, in all aspects of our lives, questions are the missing link to success. Over the past twenty years I have conducted extensive research on the role of questions and their role in communication and I have found that questions hold seven very specific powers:1. Questions demand answers. When someone asks us a question we are compelled to answer it. This feeling of obligation is what I call the answering reflex. 
2. Questions stimulate thinking. When someone asks a question it stimulates thinking in both the person asking and the person being asked.
3. Questions give us valuable information. Asking the right question can give us the specific and relevant information we want and need.
4. Questions put you in control. Everyone feels most comfortable and confident when he or she is in control. Because questions demand answers, the asker has the power position.
5. Questions get people to open up. There is nothing more flattering than being asked to tell your personal story or to give your opinions, insight, and advice. Asking questions shows others that you are interested in who they are and what they have to say—and when that happens, even the most reticent individuals are willing to share their thoughts and feelings.
6. Questions lead to quality listening. As you improve your ability to ask the right question, the answers you get become more pertinent and focused, making it easier for you to concentrate on what’s important to the situation.
7. Questions get people to persuade themselves. People believe what they say, not what you say. They are more likely to believe something they thought up, and a well-phrased question can get their minds headed in a specific direction. The question is the most overlooked tool in the art of persuasion.





WHY DON’T WE ASK MORE QUESTIONS? 

If questions are such a powerful tool, why don’t we make better use of them? Why do we often shy away from asking even the simplest question? Why do we find ourselves, time after time, walking away from an important confrontation or negotiation saying, “If only I had asked.” There are several reasons for this phenomenon.

The first is that we are afraid to question authority. This is probably the most common reason for not asking. When you perceive that someone has more power than you have, fear and insecurity begin to take over. It sometimes seems easier simply to accept the word of someone you fear, rather than face a confrontation. However, the need to ask questions is often greatest when you are most vulnerable:• When you are angry or upset and not thinking clearly.
• When the person you are dealing with is your boss or supervisor, and you fear for your job.
• When you are in trouble or feel victimized.
• When you are frightened, especially when you are in physical or emotional pain.
• When you are in the presence of someone with specific knowledge—such as a doctor or lawyer—and automatically you think that they know best.
• When you think that you do not know enough to make an informed decision, so, rather than ask a question, you prefer to let somebody else take charge.



Many times when we find ourselves in these vulnerable positions, we do not know what questions to ask. When faced with difficult situations we often remain mute, less out of fear than confusion. We think we have to ask the most intelligent questions on the spot and feel ill equipped to do so. This may be true. You may be better off to go home, think calmly about the situation, perhaps do some research, write down any questions that come to you, and then request another meeting. There is no law that says all questions must be spontaneous.

Another reason we do not ask is that we think asking questions makes us appear vulnerable and puts us in a submissive position. It seems to me that men, more than women, face this trap—think of the old but true cliché of men not asking for directions while driving. But this is not the case when you ask thoughtful, focused questions. Asking the right questions can get other people thinking in the direction you would like them to go, which puts you in a position of power and strength.

Sometimes people assume that we know more about a particular subject or situation than we actually do. When that happens, we are usually reluctant to let them know they are wrong. We are afraid to look stupid. We are afraid that asking questions will make us look ill informed or unintelligent. Unless people are terrible snobs, they usually admire people who ask about what they do not know.

One of the best stories I know about the power of questions involves Barbara Bush. When George Bush was first running for president, she had to choose an issue to promote, should she become First Lady. She describes in her autobiography, Barbara  Bush: A Memoir, how, after much thought, she finally realized that her issue should be literacy—that everything would be better “if more people could read, write, and comprehend.”

“So the campaign was told that literacy was my interest—but we forgot to mention that I knew absolutely nothing about the subject, at least not yet.” One day, on a campaign stop, she was led into a meeting where her hostess said, “‘We are so excited about your visit. I have collected literacy experts from all around Milwaukee, some forty-five of the most informed people ... we can’t wait to hear what you have to say.’ ”

“I was lucky,” writes Mrs. Bush, “for it suddenly came to me what to do. After saying a very few words, I asked them a question: ‘If you were married to the President and had the opportunity to really make a dent in the field of illiteracy, what one thing would you do? How would you go about it?’ ” Needless to say, the room came alive with excellent suggestions.

“I certainly did learn something there,” she concludes. “People would rather hear themselves talk than someone else. So when in doubt, keep quiet, listen, and let others talk. They’ll be happy, and you might learn something.”

A recent article in the New Yorker by Karissa MacFarquhar described a rising young star who publishes a magazine that has become the heartbeat of New York’s growing Internet industry. This young man, Jason Calacanis, grew up in the streets of Brooklyn. At first, Calacanis was reluctant to question what he didn’t know. But he soon changed his attitude: “Now when people drop some name I’ll ask, ‘Who’s that?’ And they’ll say, ‘You don’t know who that is?’ And I’ll say, ‘No.’ And they tell me, ‘He’s a poet from the eighteenth century,’ and I’ll say, ‘OK, now I know.’ ”

We think that the best way to seem smart is to know all the answers, when in fact the best way to seem smart is to ask the right questions. People admire others who show that they are willing to learn what they do not know.

Sometimes we think that asking questions is rude. Some people have been brought up to think that asking questions means probing into another person’s life, and that “nice people” don’t ask too many questions. And there is always the problem of too much of a good thing. A string of questions, one after the other, can seem more like an interrogation than a conversation. Especially if you don’t listen to the answers. In most cases, your objective is to establish a dialogue—which means a give-and-take—in each situation.

This leads us to the final reason we don’t ask more questions: We never learned how. All through school, from kindergarten through graduate school, we were encouraged to know the answers, not the questions. In some cases, we were discouraged from asking, as this was seen as being disruptive. In Questioning and Teaching: A Manual of Practice, J. T. Dillon states that in the twenty-seven classrooms he observed, questions were asked by only eleven students. “Questions accounted for over  60 percent of the teachers’ talk and for less than one percent of the students’ talk,” says Dillon. “The overall rate works out to eighty questions per hour from each teacher and two questions per hour from all the students combined.”

There do appear to be some bright spots, however. The best teachers invite questions and recognize their importance to the learning process. And in New York State, new standardized math tests don’t require simply the correct answer. Students must follow each problem with a short explanation of the methods they used—in other words, what questions they asked themselves to come up with the answers.

As you can see, these reasons for not asking questions are based on misconceptions and unfounded anxieties.

IQ

Kids naturally and naively ask the most important questions, questions that grab at our jugular. When I started teaching the day school, the previous teacher told me, “You’ll get questions like, ‘Why are there big chairs in the sanctuary?’ and What does the microphone sound like?’” And I thought, I can deal with that. When it was time for questions, many eager hands went up. I picked a little girl sitting in the front row, and she asked a simple question.

“Rabbi,” she said, “who made God?”

—Rabbi Matthew D. Gewirtz, Congregation Rodeph Sholom
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