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Praise for Ask Powerful Questions

From my experience of working with Will for many years, I know firsthand that
he lives what he teaches. This book is an anthem to Will’s potent teaching,
waking people up to themselves and others—for the benefit of us all.

Dr. Laurie L. Mulvey, Executive Director
World in Conversation, Center for Public Diplomacy

In a world where certainty is valued and judgment often replaces discernment,
Ask Powerful Questions builds a compelling case for fostering curiosity, finding
clarity, and creating connections. If you dare, follow the simple (but not easy)
path that Will Wise provides to help you find self-awareness, empathy, and
personal transformation.

Maren Showkeir, Coauthor
Authentic Conversations: Moving from Manipulation to Trust and Commitment

Listening is our most fundamental tool for healing the world’s wounds and I
thought I was pretty good at it. But after reading Will Wise’s book, I realize that
I have a long way to go. At the same time, I am excited because now I have
become aware of the basics of good listening—e.g., the traps to avoid, the
dispositions to cultivate, the tools to hone. Wise provides all this and more
through personal stories, compelling examples and effective practices. The
result: A concise treatise on the fundamentals of transformative listening.

Dr. Christopher Uhl, Author
Teaching as if Life Matters: The Promise of a New Education Culture
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To my lovely rock, whose ability to share so authentically and transparently
makes asking questions fun—and sometimes a bit, just a bit, scary. Thanks for
choosing to be my wife and life partner.
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Introduction

Nothing shapes our lives so much as the questions we ask,
refuse to ask, or never dream of asking. Our minds, bodies,
feelings, and relationships are literally informed by
our questions.

— Sam Keen! —

This book is a result of failure.

I had failed so many times in my life that in my youth I began to create a
long list of reasons why I did not fit in. No matter where I landed, my list
continued to grow and I continued to land in a lot of new places. There were
some years when I worked in six different states. There were other years in
which I travelled around the world, looking for a place to fit in. I didn’t know
then what I was looking for, but in hindsight I can see it more clearly.

I am socially awkward. Fitting in is not natural for me. It has always been
this way. I can’t even think of a time when I have truly fit in—even as a child,

I was separated from my family. Later, as an adopted member of a new family,

I tried so hard to fit in that I failed to understand who I was. I didn’t even know
how to hug until I was in college. It was my roommate’s friends who were part
of an InterVarsity Christian Fellowship Club and who taught me how to hug and
even what a real hug is. Then when it came time to enter the work force, I
consistently landed jobs that placed me on the periphery of an experience, like
when I was leading prisoners through the desert as part of a maximum security
wilderness program or when I traveled to Nepal for the Peace Corps. In each
case I was participating with others, but as the lone outsider looking in.

Now, with time and practice, I might make fewer social faux pas, but I can
still clearly see signs of the mistakes that I make. Perhaps these challenges are a
gift because they have allowed me to connect with many people in many places.
Failure is common and it offers data on what is working and what is not. The
intent of this book is to add something to the experience of being human that I
have seen as missing.

My own social backwardness was a result of not “being seen” for so long



that I was afraid of someone actually “seeing” me. It was far safer for me to
blend in, to be in the shadows. If someone did see me, it was shocking and I
would run. Once I made a different choice and it made all the difference.

The first “new choice” moment I recall happened in high school when I was
traveling around to check out college campuses.

I was traveling north on a Greyhound bus heading to someplace that 1
can no longer remember, maybe to tour a college campus. I do clearly
remember throwing on a cloak of invisibility, wanting to hide from the
world. I peered from beneath it, watching the world go by, questioning
who I was, questioning what I wanted to get from the world. Then quite
suddenly, someone was shaking me out of my hiding. Not physically,
though it might as well have been. It was with a simple question from
one stranger to another. An Amish man said hello and asked me a
question, “What’s your story?” Immediately I wondered, “How did he
see me? Is he talking to me?” When I looked up into his eyes, I could see
his sincere, intense curiosity. He wanted to know. When I got on the bus,
I was thinking about “me.” Now this man was seeing me as an equal
and inviting me into his world. A world that was so much bigger than
just me, and so different from my own. I chose to accept this invitation
into his world and was rewarded with a fulfilling dialogue. We each
learned things about the other s life. Until he said, “I’m thinking of
adopting.”

In that moment, the world stopped. All the cars zooming past us
froze. This kid bouncing up and down in the seat behind us was suddenly
still. “How did he know my secret?” The secret that I had been hiding
from everyone was instantly exposed from its home in a dusty old
banker’s box, covered with chains, locked, and buried deep within. Even
when folks said, “You look like your mom,” I would smile and nod
daffably, but knew that she and I were not related.

Of course, when I paused, I realized that this man’s remark was just
happenstance and that he didn’t actually know my secret. Still, in that
moment, it felt like much more then pure coincidence.

He continued: “But I’m not sure if it’s the right thing to do. What do
you think?”

Red Alert, lights flashing, abort! I wanted to run. Or at least the old
me would have run. In this moment, however, the situation was different;
the Amish man saw me and I knew I needed to do something differently.



I needed to share my secret for the first time with a stranger—for no
other reason than that it could be helpful for him and some future child.
I knew in that moment that I could have an impact on how he saw the
world. So I made a new choice. I took out the banker’s box, blew off the
dust, and used his question like a key to open the lock.

I took a breath (more like a gasp) and said meekly, “Being adopted
was the best thing that ever happened to me.” Long pause, another loud
breath, then I continued: “It might have even saved my life.”

Our eyes connected, and I could see his fear wash away. Like magic,
the banker’s box became a treasure chest full of jewels. A gift for him,
but also a gift for me.

I was no longer in a small isolated bubble. Now I was a part of
something in which we were creating something new together, maybe a
new life for a child in need, maybe a man who wanted to be a loving
father. Maybe . . . More questions effortlessly as we explored this new
space. He was full of curiosity. His world shifted and so did mine.
Instead of getting something from the world, I suddenly had a desire to
give. To give all I had.

As I got off the bus, I was floating and found myself saying, “Yes,

Yes, YES!” I was seen, I was heard, someone understood me, and not
only knew but valued my life experience, maybe for the first time in my
life—and it felt like a weight had been lifted. I was accepted for who I
was, and that was all that mattered.

To this day, I would love to have the chance to say “THANK YOU!” to this man.

I am deeply grateful for his choice to connect with a random stranger while
riding a bus . . . He taught me the value of connecting. Perhaps the most
important lesson is that people want to be heard and understood. It may be the
highest calling of our humanity.

Since that moment, I have dedicated myself to exploring ways to connect
and invite “real” conversation to be a part of our normal lives. From my

perspective, what is missing are questions. POWERFUL questions! Questions

that allow for unscripted responses, leading us to places of the unknown.
Conversations in which deep listening can happen almost effortlessly.

The Asking Powerful Questions Pyramid™



After years of working with others to teach them the importance of real
conversation, I experienced another pivotal moment in my life, one which
propelled me to write this book. The catalyst moment happened during a ten-day
silent retreat. I was reflecting on my life, my teaching, and suddenly connections
between concepts clicked. I could see clearly how I would set about sharing this
knowledge about powerful questions with a larger audience. The Asking
Powerful Questions Pyramid appeared. Ever since that moment, I have been
sharing these concepts with folks in many different professions, from CEOs of
global corporations like Mead and GE to entrepreneurs at tech start-ups. My life
has not been the same since.

As we move through the text, we will start from the bottom of the Pyramid
with Intention and travel upwards. The foundational skills at the lower end of the
Pyramid increase your ability to work on skills further up the Pyramid. Each
skill builds upon its predecessor. As you ascend, you will strengthen your ability
to ask powerful questions in a variety of situations. Students excel when they
practice a level before moving to the next level.

It is also useful to note that if you are practicing skills at a particular level



and things are not working, you can diagnose the problem by stepping down the
Pyramid, checking on your tools at each level and ensuring that you are fully
implementing them. For example, if you are using skills on the Empathy level
and are finding it difficult to connect, you revisit your Listening skills. If
something still feels awry, readdress Openness. Still not working for you? Step
down to Rapport. Finally, take another pass at exploring your Intention. Head
backward down the Pyramid, stopping at each step and examining your tools.
One exception to this procedure is the concept of intention. Intention and its
tools are so foundational that you can return to this level at any time, from any
other skill on the Pyramid. We will discuss this more in Chapter 1.

You might be wondering why this model is a Pyramid rather than a triangle.
There are two major reasons. First, each layer has depth. It falls off the two-
dimensional world into a world full of rooms, hallways, and places yet unknown.
Second, there are multiple ways to describe each layer. The words Intention,
Rapport, Openness, Listening, and Empathy can describe one Pyramid face.
Rotate the Pyramid and you can use the following statements to describe the
layers as well: I am willing to know you, I see you, I hear you, I get you, and I
feel with you.

People want to be seen. They want to know that you hear them (Openness),
get them (Listening), and can feel what they are feeling (Empathy). Each of the
Pyramid’s layers communicates a desire to make a connection—a desire to truly
discover someone. Using the tools in this book, you will be able to travel
through these layers of connection bravely and ask questions that will have a
powerful effect.

After years of practice, failure, teaching, and studying, I now have tools to
share with others that help them deal with the hard and awkward moments of
life. These tools have been helpful in many different settings. I have used these
concepts to train people to facilitate conversations about subjects that are often
taboo, such as race and gender relations, and to help business leaders better
mentor their employees in one-on-one coaching sessions. It brings me great
pleasure to see people’s faces light up when they discover how they can use this
material in their own lives. As their ability to ask powerful questions increases,
they ask more powerful questions of themselves as well. The people who really
excel with this process are doing two things: asking powerful questions of others
and asking powerful questions of themselves. This has become so habitual that I
now believe the practices have become intertwined. A transformation happens
for these people, as it did for me on the bus. I was questioning what I wanted to
get from the world and I was burdened by heaviness. That weight lifted the
moment I started asking how I could give and took the time to marvel at the



world’s gift of lightness. The tools in this book have been a continuous
inspiration for me because of the impact they’ve had on others. One particularly
memorable transformation I was fortunate enough to be a part of involved a
former college student, Brad, who told stories of being white and growing up in
a black culture. In Brad’s mind, the world was “out to get him and his peers.”
When he spoke, his eyes would be revealed from under his hiding place—an
immaculate baseball hat (complete with stickers still on it). His cheeks would
turn red, his hands would turn into fists so tight that his knuckles turned white
(except for the one pointing at his current victim), and the F-word was his
poison. Brad was like a dangerous snake ready to strike.

He carried so much anger that it was difficult for him to learn. As an
instructor intent on developing leaders, that was a problem for me. My students
go through a difficult selection process to be in the class, so someone on my
team must have seen something special in him, and yet it was rare that I saw
anything but anger in him.

Once he learned to ask questions of himself, his life began to turn
around. You can get a sense of his transformation from his
communication below.

In an email he sent dfter the class, Brad wrote, “Before taking this
class and learning this material, I blamed the police, I blamed the
school administration, I blamed the culture, but I forgot one thing—I
forgot to blame myself.”

Upon reflection after the class, Brad shared this post on social
media. “It’s painless to pretend like we are victims in this life, putting off
our happiness to the circumstances presented. Is that really how you feel
though? Do you really feel that helpless? If so, why? If so, what’s
holding you from seeing all this magic? Saying, ‘It’s not my fault, it’s
yours.’ Swallow those words and smile. Take responsibility for your
journey. Take pride in it. Look at you! You started as a seed, shot out a
vagina, and now you’re skipping around a flying spaceship through a
galactic cosmos. Such a special opportunity to feel bliss in this short
existence we call human. It’s open for you to see, I know this, and you
know this. How do we experience reality fully? Where to start? Why do
we choose to read, or watch or counsel or drug ourselves, having been
taught to seek only outside for answers? Why have we never been told to
ask ourselves? It’s not too late to start.”



When Brad began this journey of asking questions, unbeknownst to him, he
became an explorer. He started the journey as an expert, fully knowing how the
world was and what to expect of it. When it did not go as he expected, he
learned to blame everyone and everything around him. As his ability to ask
powerful questions grew, he fully stepped into a new role as an explorer
embracing the unknown, open to dancing with the mystery we call life. He is
now having conversations that matter.



Who Is This Book For?

Are you ready to dance with the mystery? Are you ready to explore the unknown
that surrounds you? We all have interactions and moments with other people that
have made us wonder what the story is behind their life choices. Are you curious
about what they are thinking? Curious about what is really going on? If so, then
the material in this book will be useful for you.

Asking powerful questions is equally important whether you are a volunteer
who runs church groups, a CEO who runs fast-paced corporate meetings, or a
schoolteacher in a public school system. Ask Powerful Questions is useful no
matter who you are, because no matter what you do, you interact with people,
and everyone has a unique story to tell about who they are in the world. Each
person has something valuable to share. The hard part is getting to that value: it
can be like trying to open the twenty-two-ton safe door to the gold reserves at
Fort Knox. Asking powerful questions will invite others to open that door and
share meaningful knowledge, ideas, and thoughts. If you can ask questions that
invite others to share, everyone will benefit. There is a wealth of intelligence
available in the people around you and new insights to be found by asking
powerful questions that will lead to a new level of collaboration and innovation.

You can be a catalyst to creating conversations that matter.

The people in your life have unique perspective. Gaining an understanding
of that perspective will broaden your worldview. For instance, the CEOs of most
companies became CEQOs because they can solve complex problems. Solving
problems requires knowledge. Most CEOs have moved so far from the “front
lines” that they no longer have direct access to that knowledge. By asking
powerful questions of people who have that knowledge—the front-line
employees—they will be able to see complexities more completely and solve
problems more effectively.

Once I was working with the CEO of a large organization. He was well
practiced at solving immediate problems and delegating responsibilities.
However, he was blind to his impact on those who worked for him. 1
observed this multiple times where people would say one thing in front of



him and something else at the water cooler, while looking over their
shoulder. Or they would say one thing to me that would be useful for the
CEO to know, and when I asked them if they had shared this with the
boss, they would say, “Keeping your head down is the best way not to
get hit by the whack-a-mole mallet.” He created an atmosphere where
his team told him what he wanted to hear, rather than the truth. Frankly,
people were afraid of him, and it showed in all the little interactions.
When I pointed this out to him, during a coaching session to discuss
shifting the culture, the world stood still for a while. He realized that he
only asked very narrow questions that elicited responses that were in
alignment with what he was searching for, like “Why did this happen?”
or “What’s the problem?” rather than being open to what truly was
happening within the company. He was looking for problems he could fix
in a jiffy instead of long-term solutions.

Once he opened up and asked questions like, “What’s working
here?” or “How did I contribute to this?” his worldview expanded. It
was now possible for him to really listen and help the company move
forward.

The tools detailed in this book were developed to help my clients communicate
with the people around them. I have facilitated professional and team
development programs for large organizations and have coached their CEOs.
I have also taught and facilitated students in a major university setting. I both
practice and teach these tools in these settings almost daily. Before sharing these
ideas, I used my own life as a testing ground filled with many refinements and,
of course, failures. I have now shared this material with many students, directors,
business leaders, and teachers who have responded with positive feedback about
the wonderful changes in their lives. It is this success and encouragement that
has empowered me to take the time to write these thoughts down and to share
them. In writing this, I have been inspired by how the material continues to teach
me.

Maybe failing so many times created my desire to share this work. I don’t
want others to feel the pain of failing as I have. I trust that this material can make
the world a better place, even if it is just one question at a time.

Once during a random encounter in a campus hallway, I observed one of
my former students going through the process of locking down the
facility after the final facilitation course of the day. I could see she was



traveling with the same cloak of invisibility I wore that day on the bus.
Her face was filled with deep sadness—the kind buried so deeply that it
is nearly masked by the day-to-day routine of pretending to be “fine.”
One look, though, and I could see she was anything but. Though she was
fully covered in her Muslim appropriate attire, I could see that she had
gained some pounds, her face rounder than I had ever seen it. It was
late, time to go home, and yet I knew if I did not “see” her fully, I would
have allowed some magic moment of awareness to slide by.

It took some courage to break the routine and ask, “What is going
on for you right now?” She responded with a light answer, inviting me
into the “fine” ruse she was showing the world. I responded: “What is
really going on for you right now?”

Again, she tried to avoid the truth, though it was painful: “What do
you mean, everything is fine?”

Smiling I said, “Okay, we can both pretend that is true, and we can
leave this conversation as if LuuLuu is happy. I’'m willing to do that if
that’s what you want. Also, I want you to know that I can see you and 1
see something else. It is your choice.”

A big pause, a long exhale, and she looked up and said, “What do
you see?”

“I’m not completely sure . . . I see what I think looks like a deep
sadness. You have gained weight in the last six months, and I don’t see
the LuuLuu who is excited about what the world has to offer. If I had to
guess, you have a big burden you are carrying that you are afraid of,
and maybe afraid to share. What are you afraid of ?”

LuuLuu smiled for a moment, I’'m guessing because she was seen,
and then immediately frowned as she told me about the deep sadness
that she was encountering with her family wanting her to be someone
she was not. She was not leaving her bed except to come to work (the
work really mattered to her), she was stuffing her feelings with food, and
she was having thoughts of suicide. Though I’m not a therapist, it sure
sounded like a big case of deep depression in which she felt like she did
not have any choices. Fear was holding her back.

We talked for a while. I asked her some powerful questions, to which
she did not have direct answers. In turn, she asked her own questions
that got me thinking, too. It was one of those deep dialogues that
changes the worldview of both people. In the end, I asked her to make a
promise to get some help. When I saw her next, she was choosing ways
to make a difference in the world and was not hiding so much. She



realized that everything she really wanted was on the other side of a wall
she called fear. Questions created a doorway for her to walk through
that wall of fear.

One question from me gave her the chance to choose a different way
of life. One question brought two faraway worlds closer and gave
permission for both people to live more fully.

Both LuuLuu and I parted that evening as fuller and more enriched versions of
ourselves. It would have been easy to avoid mustering the courage to engage
and, instead, offer the simple dialogue to which we’ve all grown accustomed:
“How are you?” “Fine, thanks.” Period. I saw a face and actions in LuuLuu that
did not match how I expected to see the world, and I wanted to know more. A
simple question opened her guarded twenty-two-ton door. We both chose to step
into a world of connection and to be adventurous: we chose to explore the
unknown that surrounds us. We chose to have a conversation that made a
difference, one that mattered.



Overview

The intention of this book is to give you the necessary tools for asking questions
that will elicit fresh and new responses. This is a skill- and experience-based
book that offers even the most practiced facilitator new strategies that can be
applied to life immediately.

Chapters

We will start at the base of the Pyramid with Intention (The Power of Clear
Intention). This foundational skill allows all the other skills to work in the most
effective way.

Next, we will examine Rapport (The Power of Being Present). In this
chapter, I will lay the groundwork for asking powerful questions by making a
connection with the people around you.

Then we will look at Openness (The Power of Being Open). This chapter
includes creating an open mindset and the mechanics of generating powerful,
open-ended questions. It will give you an opportunity to look at how you
currently ask questions and provide some clear ways to ask questions that are
more than just open—they are free of defensiveness and judgment.

In the following chapter, we will explore Listening (The Power of Reflective
Listening) and the skill required for really listening to “the other,” holding what
another person has shared with you in a way that encourages more sharing.
There is much power in telling other people as they speak that you have heard
them and that, because you have heard them, you want to know more.

The most difficult concept for me to teach has been Empathy (The Power of
Connection), for it focuses not on what you are doing but who you are being. We
will investigate the differences between empathy, sympathy, and apathy in order
to learn how to apply that understanding when asking difficult questions.

Finally, I will combine all the skills shared in the book and give you tips on
how to apply them in difficult situations. We will look at the power of silence
and the dynamic between debate and dialogue, simple ways to build connections
between others in a dialogue, how to manage overtalkers, Steering into the



Curve, and finally, working with co-facilitators.

Chapter Framework

Each chapter on your path to learning to Ask Powerful Questions contains the
following four sections:

Core Concept

Each element of the Pyramid is explained as it relates to asking powerful
questions and how it builds on previous concepts. This section will also present
Traps you may encounter, Antidotes you may apply to exit the traps, and Tools
you can use in developing your skills with the core concept.

e Traps are moments where I have commonly observed students of the Core
Concepts get hung up or stuck. These moments describe the tendencies
people have when first practicing the Tools in this book. Traps sometimes
even cause people to shut down or prevent them from being able to move
forward.

e Antidotes are generally simple and straightforward approaches offered as
“cures” to counteract the traps discussed. They are the big ideas that will
help you get out of the trap. Sometimes I will jump directly to the Tool
because it makes more sense in that instance.

e Tools are actions you can take to help you move forward in a way that will
be useful. It is the “antidote in action,” or how you can apply the ideas of
the antidote immediately in your life.

An everyday way to think about these elements would be: when you have a bad
cough (the Trap), the doctor might prescribe cough syrup (the Antidote), which
you need to take with a spoon (the Tool).

How the Core Concept Can Be Applied in Groups

This section will discuss the considerations and techniques related to how to use
the chapter’s concept when working in groups.



Summary of the Core Concept

The summary contains the highlights of each chapter’s concept, recapped for
clarity and tied together.

Self-Work for the Core Concept

The elements of communication presented here can only be completely
understood through personal practice. The powerful questions you pose to others
will be more powerful when you’ve spent time with them yourself. The self-
work assignments provide example questions and suggestions for practicing and
refining the skill discussed in the chapter that you can apply in your life now.

The term Self-Work was coined by a student in one of my classes in response
to the homework assignments. He said, “This is not homework. It is much deeper
than that. By doing these assignments, I’m working on me. It is more like self-
work.”

Welcome to the journey. I promise you that if you fully engage with this material
and do the self-work assignments, you will begin to think differently and ask
questions that will have a profound impact.

Let’s begin!






Chapter 1



Intention

Every journey begins with the first step of articulating the
intention, and then becoming the intention.

— Bryant McGill, Voice of Reason? —



The Power of Clear Intention

Let’s begin with Intention.

In training thousands of people how to ask powerful questions, together we
learned some simple truths. To consistently ask powerful questions, which open
up new possibilities and new ways of thinking, requires a meaningful connection
between the one asking and the one receiving the question. For a long time,

I thought that connection was enough. Then I discovered the power of intent,

a force that can propel a question directly to the heart of what matters most.
Intent has become so important that it is now the foundation of asking powerful
questions. You can only unlock the true potential of your questions by first being
clear about the intentions you’re setting forth both for yourself and in your
sharing with others.

To illustrate the power of intention, here are four lines of a simple story:

A woman is lying in bed.

A man comes in the room wearing a mask.
The man cuts the woman’s chest with a knife.
The woman dies.

Reread the four lines and make sure you’ve got the story before reading further.
Now let me ask you a simple question. What color was the man’s mask?
When I have asked this in a roomful of people, I've usually gotten two answers.

Do you have yours?

The two colors I most often get are white (sometimes light blue) and black.
The color matters because it points to something deeper—intention.

Consider the man wearing a white mask. Who is he and what is he trying to
achieve? Or if you thought of a black mask, who is he and what is he trying to
achieve?

Now we have two men. One wearing a white mask, another wearing a black
one. I say two because, though their actions might be the same, they are different
people, and what separates them is not only the color of the mask, but also their
intent. The white-masked man is a doctor who is attempting open-heart surgery,
and in this case the patient dies. The black-masked man could be a “Jack the
Ripper” whose intention is to kill. For both men, the actions are the same:
entering the room and inserting a blade into a woman’s chest. One wants life for
the woman, the other wants death. Same action, different intent. Different



worlds.

The world we want to create gives birth to our intent. In this story, the man’s
intent presented a limited number of options for why he would be in that room.
The doctor was doing everything in his power to create life, and the murderer
was doing everything he could to end it. What is interesting is that if the original
story had included the words “doctor” or “murderer,” you would have made
some instant assumptions about the intent of the man. We know that a doctor’s
intent is to help (unless they are mentally disturbed) and that a murderer’s intent
is to kill. How do the “tools” in your life help you achieve what you are aiming
for? How might your intent be influencing what you see around you as possible?
Your situation might not be as extreme as the example above—or it might be.
Regardless, your intent is the key to unlocking your potential for asking
powerful questions.

The phrase “unlocking potential” became clear to me one evening as I
taught others some transformative material I was learning about, which
had already had a profound effect on the relationships in my own life.
Through some very personal work, I’d come to discover I’d been
treating people in my life in a less-than-stellar way solely for my own
gain. This had been a tough reality check for me and I wanted to share
with my students the tools I’d used to reach this epiphany. I walked into
the room, fully prepared and excited to share this new material. I had
read all the materials several times, did long intensive trainings in how
to share it, had practiced delivery, and had gathered stories that would
be relevant. I did everything right. That is why I was so confused when
the looks on my listeners’ faces were so blank. I thought, “They are not
getting it.” So, I got up out of my seat, spoke louder, became more
animated with my appendages going in all kinds of different directions,
and pushed harder on the chalkboard so that the chalk shattered. Still
more blank faces. What can I do now? I asked if they were getting it. All
I got in return were more blank faces. It felt like I had entered a room of
empty chairs—and I was tasked with teaching to those lifeless pieces of
furniture.

When the class was over, I was exhausted, and I reviewed in my
head what had happened. I had the enthusiasm, the material, the
sequencing—everything in my lesson plan was flawless. What did 1
miss? No quick answers showed up, so I went to my favorite place—the
Blame Box. I blamed the students for not being prepared (that is why



they were confused), not sleeping the night before (that is why they were
tired and blank), not caring about their own lives (chumps). I proceeded
to stick them all inside a box and placed it up on the shelf, punctuating
my actions with a “Too bad for them.” As I was packing up my
materials, one of my co-teachers asked me some simple questions during
our debrief that shifted and unlocked my own potential.

She asked, “Where was your focus?”

“On this material, it’s great, looking at this graphic, and . . .”

She cut me off: “And when you walked in the room, who were you
focused on?”

“I was making sure I had the right materials.”

Again, she was quick: “And do you see any connections?”

“Ummm.” Big pause. I found myself fighting to focus on what she
was asking. I was about to pull down the Blame Box and start allotting
everyone a fair share. Then I turned toward her, and she was looking
deeply into my eyes, inviting me to be real.

“Umm . . . Connection . . . Focus. I guess I was focused on the
material and wanting to get it right . . . It is hard to teach . . . Oh! I see
what you are getting at. I was focused on me.”

She brightened up: “Only you know! You get to measure the results
yourself.”

I had lots to think about that evening and spent many hours tossing
in bed. I had focused on the delivery of great material, and it did not
matter to me who was in the room or what they wanted in their own
lives. I walked in as the expert. My intent in sharing material, no matter
how impactful it was, created the very dynamic I did not want.

The following day I got a chance to live it all over again. Same
room, same material, similar population of students, and a very different
focus. My intent this time was to create an experience where people
could have a transformative experience with the material like I did.

I walked out of the room that evening with an extra skip in my step. This
time around, the room had not been full of blank faces, but fully engaged
ones. There were lots of good questions—questions rooted in
experiences from my students’ lives.

The only shift was within me. With my intent.

As a teacher, as soon as I walk into a room, my intent has a direct
impact on what happens. When my intent is to share knowledge, 1
become the expert, and everyone else becomes objects or faces with
numbers associated with them. When I walk in with the intent to create



an experience in which people realize what is possible for themselves,
then magic happens.

Let’s get clear about intention. Intention is key to connecting and asking
powerful questions, for it brings clarity to others about “where” you are coming
from. Sharing your intention allows for full transparency rather than opaqueness
that leaves others guessing.

What is intention?

intention | in-"ten(t)-shan | noun

1: a determination to act in a certain way
2: the healing process of a wound

From the Merriam-Webster Dictionary

Clarity of intention is about examining the story you are telling yourself and how
you are communicating that story to others. Sharing your honest intention means
fully understanding the following:

e what you are aiming for
e what your purpose is
e what you plan to achieve

If we can keep to our intention and share it openly and honestly, we are more
likely to arrive at our destination with fewer bumps in the road.

In relationship to our work here, we should consider the second definition of
“intention,” the healing process of a wound, as well as the first, even though it
relates to physical wounds. Many times, the emotional wounds in our
relationships are based in being unclear about our intentions, and we feel torn
apart in the same way skin is lacerated when we are injured. For example, you
both assume you want the same thing (love) when, in reality, you want two very
different things (freedom and support). As soon as we offer a clear intention,
healing is possible, and the relationship moves toward a connection of trust.
Restating the intention when things get tough will bring focus back to your
intention (or a shared intention). The other person may not have gotten it clearly
the first time, so saying it differently might be useful.

Intention is connected to purpose, and yet it is so much more than that. The
root intendere, from Latin, suggests “to stretch,” so when you make an intention,
you are inviting yourself (and others) to stretch, grow and evolve toward
something greater, to something purposeful.



I was introduced to the power of intention in 2010 when being trained in

Authentic Conversation by Jamie and Maren Showkeir2. I have a habit of
holding my cards close to my chest and I do not openly share what is on my
mind nor what my intent is. It is a habit that has repeatedly blocked connection
and has created distance between me and those I lead and work with.

Through my work with a number of companies, I have observed that in most
cases, leaders are the keepers of information, knowledge is power, and that when
it comes to getting ahead in the workplace, you should only share whatever
knowledge is relevant to advancing your own position within the ranks. I now
know that is a bunch of poppycock. The most successful leaders and facilitators
are generous with their knowledge, are open, and allow others to know what
motivates them.

The act of asking powerful questions needs support that will come from
intention. Working on intention first allows you to begin to focus on who you are
rather than what you do. The astounding thing is, the clearer you are about your
intention, the easier it is to accomplish what you are up to.

By being clear about your intention, you allow others the choice of which
game to participate in. Reflect back to LuuLuu. She shared her story with me
because she could see that the game she was playing was not the one she really
wanted to play. She knew that the misery she felt was something she wanted to
change, and yet she could not see how that could be possible. She felt bound to
her situation and did not see her choices clearly, until my intent created a
different game—a game worth playing.

We spend so much time at work and with our families trying to guess what
others are thinking, as if we are all getting a PhD in extrasensory perception
(ESP). Imagine a world in which people are clear about the reasons for coming
together during a meeting. I’m not merely suggesting agenda items, but
something much deeper—being honest about what you are aiming to achieve.
Consider how much time and mental effort could be placed on the task at hand
and developing the relationship, rather than having to guess what another person
is trying to achieve.

Intention is at the bottom of the Pyramid, for it influences every other part of
the Pyramid. When you are clear about your intention with others, you are
saying, “I am willing to know you.” This willingness invites others to engage
honestly about what they want and what they are working toward. When the
conversation has gotten nonfunctional, confusing, or people are being irrational,
chances are the intention is not clear. You cannot ask a powerful question of
people and expect great and fresh answers if they are mired down by trying to
guess your ulterior motives. Especially if the question renders someone



vulnerable, chances are that a person will be reluctant to answer without your
expressed intent. The scripts playing in the background of your drama will jump
up for people and will have a direct impact on the conversation, even when no
one is aware of them. Possible scripts are things like, “Am I in trouble?” or “Will
I get found out?”

Tool: Be clear about your intention and share it
One way to deal with the scripts playing in the background is to be meticulous in
expressing your intent. Reflect upon what it is that you are truly aiming for.
Once, I was working with an HR professional, Kirsten, who was frustrated with
the unhealthy relationship between two people for whom she was responsible.
The employees were at odds with each other, finding ways to sabotage each
other’s work, and creating disturbances that were affecting others on the team.
Meetings were rough affairs in which one of these people would storm out of the
room rather than face the truth. When I asked Kirsten what her intent was in
dealing with the employees, she responded, “We are now starting formal HR
procedures because I want the problem to go away.” Her intent, as far as I could
tell, was not even clear to her. She was looking for a short-term solution and
using policy as a way to fix the problem. The bottom line was she wanted the
people to go away.

By asking a few questions of Kirsten, both she and I were able to see that
she was missing something. I asked questions like, “What is one step that would
begin to make this problem go away?” and “What is missing in the relationship,
which, if it were present, would profoundly impact the situation in a positive
way?” She realized that she was starting the formal HR process because she was
out of tools, frustrated, and did not know what else to do. She did not really want
the people to leave the organization (they were great assets), though she knew
that was the most likely outcome of the process. When her intent became more
clear, she felt empowered to create a new option that was not available to her
before. She decided that the best course of action was to initiate a new type of
conversation and asked if I could help. The four of us walked into a room and
had a conversation that uncovered “ugly stuff” between the employees, some of
which was more than twelve years old. Long-ago actions chock full of unclear
intent had carved a rift so vast and deep that each could no longer see the
contributions the other was making to the organization. Once they understood
each other, they each created new intentions, and they were able to form a
healthier and productive working relationship.

Being clear also means digging deeper, never settling for the first answer



you get. Digging deeper means exploring what truth lies beneath the surface,
beyond the rush of the present moment. Often, going deeper means zooming out
and seeing the big and overall vision. Some of us need to write our intention
down in order to have it well defined. For others, discovering intention is asking
ourselves a question that allows for an internal dialogue that leads to a sharp and
focused vision, such as, “What am I aiming to achieve here, and what about that
is important?” After posing a question to yourself, simply sit with your answer in
silence and ask, “What else is there?” Often, there is something else—another
buried answer or motivation—and then something deeper still. This exercise is
especially useful for me if my first response is all about me or about a need to be
right. That is fear in disguise. Often a clear (and useful) intention statement
contains the needs of the other person, as well as my own needs.

Getting clear about intent is not always easy, and when the pressure is on,
I can feel lost about where to begin. Sometimes, it is useful to have more
direction when it comes to gaining clarity. I have found that intention can be
focused in three ways (though I’m sure there are more than three, these have
been the most useful):

Future-Focused: Your intention is about how you want the world to
exist. (“I want to work in a place in which we all get along and can still
challenge each other to do our best work.”)

Outcome-Focused: Your intention is dictated by the intended results.
(“When this meeting is over, I want to understand the challenges you
have been facing with this project and what we can do to make it work
for all of us.”)

Commitment-Focused: Your intention is about promises you are making
now or have made in the past. (“I love you; I want you to know that and
want to understand what is getting in the way of us having a loving
relationship.”)

When I cannot pinpoint my intention, or I need to do so quickly (i.e., ’'m in a
room filled with folks who expect an immediate response from me), I use one of
these three lenses to get moving in a direction. In the end, I might come up with
an intent that does not clearly fit into one of these lenses, and that is okay.

I might ask myself one of these guiding questions, based on the focus I
choose:



e Future: How do I want the world to exist?

e Qutcome: What result am I expecting from this meeting that would be
useful for everyone involved?

e Commitment: What promise have I made that I want to live fully in this
moment?

Use these questions and others specific to your circumstance to discover what
your true intent is. Once you determine what your intention is (and maybe even
the motivation behind it) and can state it in a sentence (or maybe two), then you
need to share it. And how do you know when to share? At the beginning of each
endeavor—at the start of a meeting, for example. Did you notice that I shared
my intention for this book in the very first line of the overview?

Another instance in which it’s useful to state (or restate) your intention is
anytime things are tough, ugly, or sensitive. When things get tough, it’s easy for
emotional wounds to form and for people to assume what the other’s intent is.
By restating your intention, it often acts as a dialogue “reset.” For a moment,
people can zoom out and see the big picture or the grander vision and connect
the current tension that created the “tough” spot to the overall intention.

The tension does not go away, but its context gets shifted enough that the
conversation is able to move forward in a productive way.

Trap: Intention based on fear
A common place where people get stuck while attempting to get clear about their
intention is when they name an intention based on fear (or an intention that is
focused on oneself). If your intention is to find a way to feel safe because you
feel threatened or finding a way to make yourself look good, I invite you to
examine this closely. Is your intention based on fear? Do you catch yourself
thinking there’s not enough love or opportunities or like some force will come
and slap you down if you attempt to stray from your path of safety? If that is the
case, your intention isn’t useful to you or those around you. In order to make
meaningful connections and ask powerful questions, your desire must be to
thrive rather than survive. Fear-based intentions might be perfect if you actually
are in survival mode; however, if you have time to read this book, that’s
probably a good indication that most of your survival needs are taken care of.
Choose to thrive rather than merely survive, and create an intention that is
uplifting, an intention that inspires you and those around you. Intentions that
move the world are intentions that enliven, rejuvenate, and exhilarate.



Antidote: Intention based on love
Be honest about what your intention is. Get to the core of it. What is it that you
are aiming to achieve for the whole? “The whole” includes everyone and
everything that you are connected to. Even if fear is present, there is usually
something deeper motivating you—though hidden by fear, it is likely coming
from a place of love. Like Grandma yanking the youngster away from the hot
stove, both fear and love are present.

Tool: Ask clarifying “we” questions
Answering some of the following questions might help you find the love in your
intention:

e What is it we are trying to understand that we’re unable to grasp?
e What are we trying to create?
e What will it look like if we achieve our purpose?

Answering these types of questions honestly before (and sometimes while)
working with people gives us the possibility to create something worthwhile that
everyone can be invested in. Did you notice the words “we” in the questions
above? Often great intentions that enliven, rejuvenate, and exhilarate those
around you include “we” language. Using inclusive language will encourage you
to be accountable for the whole (not just your needs, but also include the needs
of those around you). In this way, you will discourage yourself from holding an
intention based upon your own fear.

For example, a fear-based intention might be: “I want to fix my financial



situation at work.” Flipping it into “we” language might be: “I intend to create a
workplace that is supportive of all our needs, be it related to finances, health, or
wellbeing.”

“I intend to find a partner because I don’t want to be alone” might become “I
intend to create moments worth remembering in which everyone belongs.”

Trap: Manipulation
Sometimes when we first try to be clear about our intentions we fake it or decide
not to share an intention at all. This leaves us in a place of manipulation.
Manipulation is making someone do something without ever telling them what it
is you want them to do. You ask questions with a secretly expected outcome that
only you are aware of. The manipulative intent is to get something from that
person without directly telling them what you want. Here is an example of
manipulation from one of my workshops:

I say: “When we are done at six p.m. there is a group of old ladies who
need to come in to use this space. I don’t know how I will get the room
set up in time for their meeting.” Almost without fail someone says, “I
can stay and help,” and then others jump in, offering to help as well.

I have gotten people to set up the room without explicitly asking
them to do so. Score one for me—or so I used to think. I was never
aware that I had just manipulated a group of people to do my bidding.
Even adding “old ladies” and other language for the perfect “effect”
contributed to the manipulation.

Now that I have a better understanding of intention, I can offer a
clear request. “Folks, I intend to maximize the time we have together.
Another group is scheduled to use this room at six p.m. I have agreed
that the room would be reset to their liking. Who would be willing to
help me do that at 5:50 so we can be done by six p.m. and they can start
their meeting? The other option is we finish earlier and I reset the
room.” Looking around the room, if I see a number of hands I can say,
“Great, that looks like enough people, so we won't have to end any
earlier then 5:50. Thank you.”

If, on the other hand, I look around the room and see no hands,

I need to be okay with that. In that case, I might say, “Looks like we will
need to end at 5:40 so I will have time to move the tables.”

Antidote: Be clear, true, and complete



The antidote to a world of manipulation is to have a clear intention and share it.
When everyone understands your intent, manipulation no longer exists. In order
for others to understand your intention, though, you must avoid faking it by
making something up that you think they would like to hear and omitting the
truth, in part or in whole. A hidden agenda will only create more space between
you and others. On some level, they will know you’re holding back. Being clear
opens up the possibility for the relationship to be transparent rather than opaque.
Opaqueness continues the cycle of the “guessing game” and does not lead to
connection.

Tool: Take the risk and share
Being clear about your intention forces you to be vulnerable, as you are now
placing all your cards on the table. This may feel like a significant risk. This is
scary for some of us.

In the room setup anecdote I shared above, I needed to ask for help.
Asking for help does not come naturally for me; it is hard and still can
be scary, even after years of practice. It is much easier to go about my
business and “hope” that others will follow my lead. However, the
payoff for vulnerability is always worth the risk. It is real and it creates
more realness. I’'m not saying it is easy. I’m saying that it pays a
dividend that, with reflection, makes me say, “That was worth it.” When
I ask for help to get the room set up, it can happen so much faster than
by doing it myself or by manipulating a few into the process. People
actually want to help when given the choice; they just need to be asked
or given clear directions.

When being clear about your intention you may find yourself being vulnerable
because you are stating your purpose, your aim, and your plan with such rawness
that you might be concerned about how people could judge it (and therefore
judge you). It is a risk. I have found that it is worth the risk because now I have
people around me who are agreeing to play the same game or make a difference
in a similar enough way that we are on the same team. The intention unites us.
Those who choose not to play are free to go and find another game that is more
worthwhile for them. As a result, I don’t spend my time trying to convince, sell,
or defend the game I say is worthy. When you are vulnerable, you invite others
to be vulnerable.

How does intention relate to asking questions? When you need to ask a



tough question, it can be helpful to restate your intention so you can remind
people of the game that’s being played and the ultimate shared goal. The
assumption that you hold a hidden agenda by posing the question is now
addressed directly and with clarity.

Let’s say you’re in a meeting and Abby says, “I’'m confused, what is the
purpose of this additional project? Our clients have not asked for this.” Can you
see that if someone says this, they might be unclear about the intention or
purpose of the meeting or project? Restating your intention at this moment can
create clearness for everyone in the room. “Abby, I would like to ask you a
question. My intention in asking is to bring some clarity to everyone about the
purpose of this project. Can you tell us more about what might be contributing to
your confusion? I think it might give us all an opportunity to see a gap we might
be missing.”

If instead you say, “Why are you confused, Abby?” you will be going back
in time and she will need to defend her statement. If you ask, “What has our
client asked for then, Abby?” everyone will listen to Abby’s view, which may
not contribute to the dialogue. However, by kindly asking a question to
understand her perspective, while expressing your own intention, you allow her
to share in a way that is not simply her defending her views or those of the
client. It allows for the possibility that she can share from a perspective
beneficial to all the stakeholders and permit others to do the same. Not only have
you sought to understand and express your own intention clearly, but you have
also focused on the whole—the group’s intention—Dby seeking to understand
what Abby’s motivation is for asking her question.

Another coaching scenario where clear intention comes in handy is when I
work with executives. Inevitably, there’s a place we get stuck and it usually
happens right after a question is posed that they don’t have an immediate answer
for. The question forces them to think newly about a problem that has existed for
years. This new thinking can be scary, so a common response is to tell stories
about why the problem exists. This is a moment in which I can pause the story
and say, “My intention here is to invite you to think about this in a new and fresh
way, leaving behind this stuck place we are in right now. We agreed earlier that
this would require some work and maybe discomfort. This is one of those
moments. Take time to think about my question in silence before responding.
Would you like me to repeat the question?” Repeating my intention brings
clarity to the present moment and gets us right back on track. It also allows me
to work powerfully with people who have lots of power. It’s clear I’m not trying
to “take” or “use” their power, just have them maximize their own.



Tool: Create an initial intent
One last tool before we leave intention. It is helpful if you can create an Initial
Intent that can give you direction in your life when the unexpected moments
show up. I was working with a new CEO of a large organization, Chris, who was
feeling lost. He was getting overwhelmed with all that he had to do, and his
ability to build relationships was suffering.

Chris was a “doer” and his task list was long, causing him to work twelve- to
fourteen-hour days, seven days a week. In fact, he was so task-oriented that it
was difficult for people to approach him out of fear they’d be “interrupting” him.
After striking up a conversation with an employee in the hallway on the way to
the restroom one day, Chris realized how little he actually knew about the people
he was leading and realized he wanted to make more of an effort to get to know
them. He wanted to change that. Together we created an Initial Intent statement
that he could lean on in moments like this. His intention was: “Empowering
those I lead, by knowing those I lead.” Now, every time he has a surprise
encounter, he has a reason to learn about what motivates those he serves. Over
time, Chris got better at turning those little surprise moments into moments of
connection, even though that was not his natural inclination.

Your Initial Intent could be something as simple as, “I’m curious to know
what makes people tick.” It does not need to be complicated. It does need to be
something that you can lean on regardless of the situation. Here are a few
examples:

e [ intend to shift my conversations so that I’m not listening to win, to
interject, or to prove something but to listen to understand.

¢ [ intend to create a peaceful community.

e [ intend to live in a world where everyone belongs.

Your statement should reflect what drives you, no matter what you are doing.
Create a statement that you can lean on even when you are surprised at what
shows up. You’ll be able to cultivate more serendipitous moments that benefit
everyone.



How Intention Can Be Applied in Groups

Being clear about your intent is valuable whether you’re in a group or one-on-
one. In a large group, it is more likely someone will not understand your intent
or think you have alternative motives. I have found that it is useful to restate my
intent several times in different ways. It is also useful to restate your intent
before you ask the group to do something.

A second important quality is to have alignment with your actions and your
intent. Merely stating your intent might not be enough for people to get it. You
will need to show them as well.

I was one of several leaders in a group recently meeting in a room where
we have met a half a dozen times. One of the leaders made it clear that
she wanted folks to be comfortable in the space. She noticed that one of
the participants was rubbing her eyes. She asked about it and the
participant responded, “It is nothing, my eyes hurt from working too
hard and staring at a screen all day.” Without missing a beat, the leader
got up and dimmed the fluorescent lights in the room and asked, “Does
this help?” The participant responded, “Wow, I did not know you could
do that. Thank you.” Her actions matched her stated intent and as a
result she built trust with everyone in the room.

Examples of group intentions:

e [ intend to create a space in which all of us can find meaning in our work
and make a make a difference by contributing to the whole.

¢ [ intend that while we are working together we can support each other in
such a way that lifts each of us up to be the best we can be.

You may find it useful to revisit your intention from time to time while working
with a group. You’ll be able to evaluate whether you are achieving your goal or
are communicating your motivation adequately. Ask yourself, “What am I doing
to contribute to the group’s dynamic?” The group’s actions and interactions will
reveal whether or not you have expressed your intention well enough.

This question will also be useful for you to ask as you journey through the
tools in this book. You will discover more and more ways you can positively
contribute to your group’s dynamic (and diagnose places where you may have



contributed in unwanted ways).

You can also communicate intention to the group you’re working with by
addressing their experience while they're in the room with you. Ask yourself
before you arrive: “What can I do to make people feel comfortable?” Food and
water are simple elements that can help you create a comfortable atmosphere.
Generally speaking, for most events lasting longer than two hours, participants
have an expectation that beverages will be available (at least water). If you are
running a program lasting more than four hours, it helps if people have access to
food. Take care of whatever participant needs you can. Giving them good food is
an easy way to show you care.

You might take a few minutes to center yourself before participants arrive,
so that you have a moment to rejuvenate and refocus on the intention—yours
and the group’s—for the meeting or event. Take a few minutes to relax and do
something that energizes you.

If I can, I take that time outside and do a little wandering and moving
around without purpose. I look for beautiful things and walk toward
them: a leaf that moves to its own drum during the slightest breeze,
sunlight glimmering on a drop of water, a tree standing alone amongst
the craziness of the human world of movement. The beauty helps me
define my purpose and reminds me of the good in the world. This is a
little booster shot, especially if I will be doing some intense work (e.g.,
conflict resolution).

Stay in the present moment. Greet each person as if they matter, because they do.
These small details will show people that you are willing to know them and
allow them into your intention. To follow through, finish your session by letting
participants know what you’ve learned from them. Aim to create a positive
experience with a group in which they feel safe enough to be themselves. You’ll
be able to witness how your actions contribute to the way the group functions
together.



Summary of Intention

Being clear about what you intend, and sharing it, is a simple yet powerful way
to be fully present in the relationships in your life. Be clear, true, whole,
complete, and based in love. The result will be fewer guessing games, and you
will get more done and make deeper connections.



Self-Work for Intention

Before your next meeting or conversation, spend some time discovering what
your intention is: your personal intention and your group’s intention. You might
ask yourself:

e What are we aiming to achieve and what about that is important for
everyone?

e What is the overall picture that needs to be clear for us to fully leverage our
time in this meeting?

e How can I be accountable for the whole?

When you arrive at the meeting or start the conversation, state what your
intention is. Destroy the assumption that they know what your intention is by
simply saying it. If the focus becomes unclear, or if things get heated at any
point during the meeting, pause the conversation and return to stating the
intention (maybe try using different words this time). After applying these tactics
in three separate meetings, reflect upon those meetings and conversations—see
if you notice a difference in how they went compared to how they usually go.









Chapter 2



Rapport

I define connection as the energy that exists between people
when they feel seen, heard, and valued; when they can give and
receive without judgment; and when they derive sustenance and

strength from the relationship.

— Brené Brown? —



The Power of Being Present
What is Rapport?

rapport | ra’ por; ro- | noun
a close and harmonious relationship in which the people or groups concerned understand each
other’s feelings or ideas and communicate well: she was able to establish a good rapport with

the children | there was little rapport between them.

ORIGIN mid-17th cent.: French, from rapporter “bring back”
From the New Oxford American Dictionary

Can you remember a time when you met someone new and “hit it off” right
away or felt like you had known this person for a long time? The two of you just
clicked.

It happens at the most unexpected places for me: on the train, on the bus, on
the plane, at a party, while waiting in line. About twenty years ago, I received an
unexpected invitation to connect while in a flight.

I had just settled into my seat when a woman twenty years my senior
said, “Hello.” I was surprised at her willingness to connect. We began a
conversation that flowed as if we were old friends. I discovered that her
passion was pottery, and I became so absorbed in the conversation that
the hours flew by. I was full of wonder about the process of making clay
into pots, and I learned about a unique glazing that no one else was
using that created interesting textures and colors. It was like I was “in”
on a family secret. Her passion was contagious. When the flight was
over, I was left with a desire to see what was unique about how she
created her pots. As we were disembarking she called out, “You have my
card. Come and visit while you are in town. Really!” And later that week
I did just that. The shapes and textures of the hand-thrown pottery in her
studio were something I’d never seen before, and I was impressed. So
impressed that I figured out how to send one to my mom through
international mail. What happened between the potter and me was
effortless, fun, and fully engaging. In hindsight, I can see that what
connected us was our natural, genuine curiosity about who this other
person was in the world.



How do moments like this happen? This book is designed to help us find ways
that we can contribute to a world in which these connections happen more often.
What makes connecting with others so hard and yet so delicious when it
happens? I know some people who make connecting with others look easy. What
is it about them that makes it appear effortless? For me, connecting with others is

a choice and it is work. It’s rare that it happens without any effort on my part.
Honestly, I could be in a room full of people and remain disconnected unless I
make such a choice. I’'m constantly generating reasons why I shouldn’t connect
with this person or why that person would not want to connect with me.

It is easy for me to come to work and focus on what needs to be done and
allow all the relationships and people present to get “in the way” of getting my
work done. It’s also easy for me to justify my choice, saying to myself, “I have
important work to do and I can connect with them later.”

Yet often, I cannot “really” get my work done without these people. I can
move some things in the right direction, I can set things up for success, but
ultimately, the people around me are part of my work in some way. When I
connect with them, the work flows with much more ease than when I don’t
connect. They offer a suggestion I could not see, or they offer me support with a
simple head nod.

This brings us to the delicious part. When I am connected with those around
me, I am connected with something much bigger than myself. Their fears and
desires are equal to mine, and yet, in some way, I am not burdened by them but
actually uplifted. Knowing their fears, knowing their desires, and “getting them”
results in moving our work forward in meaningful ways that lift all of us to the
greater good. Like a great meal, it becomes a full-body experience. Something
that you smell, taste, touch, see, and hear. Something that is so present that it
exists only in the now.

The endeavor of asking meaningful questions starts with intention and
connection. Connecting with people is fundamental to asking a powerful
question. Connecting arises before you even ask a question and continues
throughout your time with a client, student, parishioner, coworker, etc. It is my
belief and experience that if you establish a connection with someone, then they
will respond to your powerful questions more honestly and freely. Even other
communications will be better received if you have established an authentic
connection.

What is the process of how you connect with other people, including
strangers? We have now come to the second level of the Pyramid, Rapport. For
some of you, the word “rapport” might have some bad juju associated with it. If
you do a Google search on “rapport building,” you will get many hits on



manipulative tricks for increasing your odds of having sex or increasing your
sales success. I learned (and taught others) those tricks because I thought that
they would help me start relationships. However, I ultimately came to know that
these “tricks” built relationships that were fake. When there was real work to be
done, the relationships failed to have enough substance to create collaboratively.
In this book, the goal is to avoid these sneaky tactics disguised as shortcuts to
successful relationships.

Here, the intention is to build connections that matter so that each of us can
do the work we were meant to do. It will require us to take risks and to be
vulnerable, and the reward will be new and fulfilling conversations.

I would suggest that rapport means building a relationship of trust or moving
toward trust. Although rapport is a noun, Rapport Building takes a certain
amount of work. It takes action. We will examine steps you can consciously take
to create rapport.

But there’s another element to rapport that is harder to describe. It is in those
moments when we see the other person as they are. Somehow, we are open to
their humanity, their fears, and their dreams.

The person is NOT:

¢ in the way or someone who you need to work around
¢ a key player to get something from
e someone that we’re trying to impress

They just are. When you experience a moment of rapport with another person,
you each feel safe in being yourselves. This allows you both to be fully present.
When that occurs, it brings me joy that this person is present with me in that
moment. Their eyes have that “shining” (a little extra gloss that happens to eyes
when you are experiencing something that is real and heartfelt) that you see
when you are truly connected. My intention is clear of any needs or desires other
than the desire to connect with another person. It’s not coming from a place of
loneliness but a place of sheer curiosity. What would your work be like if that
could happen more regularly?

What happens during those magic moments (like the one I experienced with
the potter) to make people feel connected—moments in which trust is present?
Each person makes a choice to be totally present with the other person and does
not allow their fears to control the conversation.

Trap: The fears



Our objective is to remove all the barriers to establishing rapport. Most barriers
to human connection are based in fear. People commonly name two fears that are
barriers in the way of connecting with others. First is the Fear of Being
Unloved, also referred to as the Fear of Being Rejected. It is often camouflaged
as not being accepted or unliked. People in my classes will frequently say things
like, “I’m afraid that if I take a step toward connection, the other person may not
take that step.” Then thoughts arise, like, “I’m not going to be accepted,” or “I
am not going to be liked.”

The second named fear is closely related to the first: Fear of Looking
Stupid. By attempting to make a connection, people fear being judged. They say
things like, “I may do something that is abnormal and then I will look stupid to
the person that I’m trying to connect with.” I’'m sure we could list hundreds of
additional fears here, but it’s possible they are all offspring of these two. They
are all real fears, and we could be in therapy for years addressing all of them—or
we could simply do two things: first name the fear and then find an antidote.

Allow yourself to be brave and name the fear (however you want to refer to
it). This will give you the ability to face it head-on and the opportunity to begin
understanding it. So often, we let fear steer us, as if we have a nameless,
invisible companion whose hands are on our shoulders, whose job it is to steer
us away from the very things that we really want to do. Once you name the fear,
you can acknowledge it, be thankful for its counsel, and then you can make a
choice to lean into it by using the antidote.

Antidote: Follow your curiosity
Whatever happens, follow your natural, genuine curiosity! In whichever form
fear shows up for you, your natural, genuine curiosity is a doorway, an invitation



to get to know someone. Be full of wonder. Ask the questions that naturally
occur for you from this place of wonderment rather than allowing fear to bury
them. Your curiosity is rarely wrong, though we may tell ourselves that it is. If it
is natural, genuine curiosity and you act on it, you take a step toward knowing
another person. If you try to fake it, others will know and you will not be in a
place of connection. It is important to act on natural, genuine curiosity. This
bears repeating. Make it a mantra.

Natural, genuine curiosity is a skill you can develop by:

1. Being present.
o Slow down the desire to rush.
o Engage with what “is.”

2. Paying attention to what is happening right now.
o Notice color, shape, texture. Notice tone, tempo, speed.
o Let go of what you would like it (or she/or he) to be or even what

could be or should be.
o As best you can, suspend judgment or your idea of how it is.

3. Listening with your heart and your mind to what you are drawn toward.
o Let yourself be drawn toward it or them. Release the thoughts that pull
you away.

4. Engaging with whatever thing or person you are curious about and
discovering if there is more to be curious about.

Trap: Finding commonalities
When we meet new people, we believe we need to find things in common. We
are taught to believe that if we find things in common, we can build a
relationship of trust. I believe this is false. We all know people who are similar to
us but with whom we don’t necessarily jive.

When my wife was pregnant with our first child, she was introduced to
another woman who was also pregnant. On paper, these two should have
hit it off. My wife and this other woman were both yoga instructors, they
both liked to cook, and they both had an interest in natural birthing. The
reality was that despite how much they learned about their



commonalities, they were not able to connect.

We all know people who are quite different from us, as well, with whom we do
connect. Some of my best friends are from different cultures: we seemingly have
nothing in common, and yet we are kindred spirits.

Often when I use the word “connections,” people seem to think I mean
“commonalities.” It is as if our nature is to find commonalties in order to be
connected. I think this assumption is false. There are lots of ways that we can be
connected and have very little in common. There can be connections around a
topic, idea, or thought, and people may stand on opposing sides. That is still a
connection. One person may feel that gas drilling (fracking) is wrong, while
someone else may feel it is the only way toward energy independence. In a
dialogue, there is a connection point around fracking, even if people think about
it differently. What the connection point is, however, will be unclear till both
make a choice to connect and explore possibilities together.

In general, when searching for commonalities with another person, we start
broadly to find things we have in common and then we try to hone in.

I met someone recently who asked, “Where are you from?” When I told
her, she searched her mental database to find a connection with that
place and told me about a long-lost friend who now lives there. I was left
thinking: How should I proceed? I have been taught that I should listen
for a connection I might have with this friend of hers and then name
another connection. If I don’t have one, I should try to ask questions to
find a connection. If it is a dead end, then we have to start again, stay in
the awkward moment, or leave.

There is nothing inherently wrong with this approach, other than that it can take
a long time (even as long as a lifetime) to really connect and find enough in
common to have rapport. Yes, sometimes it can happen quickly. If that is true for
you, then go ahead, use it. It can be one tool in the toolbox.

One challenge is connecting with someone with whom you do not have
many obvious things in common. Another challenge is not having much time to
connect with someone before you need to work together. The key is to find your
natural, genuine curiosity, even when someone seems different from you. Be full
of wonder:

e How did she get this way?



e How is she living that life that is so different from mine?

Act as if you are exploring unknown territory and are expecting the unexpected.
Who knows what will happen next? Who knows who this person is? I can
guarantee they are not who you “think” they are. They are not all the
assumptions that you’ve made about them. They are full of dreams, hopes, and
ideas.

e How did they form these?
e What experiences influenced who they are?

Let’s suppose you have a meeting with someone you don’t know, and she comes
through the door wearing a large purple hat. It makes you smile. Your first
thought is, “How do people respond to her with that hat?” You say, “Hello” and
introduce yourself. You want to ask about the hat but decide not to, fearing that
you will be perceived as being too forward. You tell yourself it would be much

too personal and you know that you would NEVER wear a purple hat, so you

assume that this is something you do not have in common. Instead, you choose
to talk about something “safe” like the weather. I suggest that, on an underlying
level, you’ve just succeeded in telling this person, “I don’t see you.” Your desire
to find something “safe” to talk about resulted in building a relationship that is
less real. You allowed a barrier to establishing rapport (Fear of Looking Stupid
perhaps) to get in the way of making a true connection. You played it safe, and
as a result, you did not create rapport with this person. You allowed your fears to
decide how this relationship is going to be, and this will have an effect on how
she interacts with you. Later, when you need to ask a tough question, she may
not be as receptive. You have made a choice to base your relationship on fear,
making it easier for her to make that same choice as well.

Let’s look at how this could play out differently if you took the antidote and
followed your natural, genuine curiosity. When you saw the hat, it made you
smile. A quick question came to you: “How do people respond to her with that
hat?” You say, “Hello” and introduce yourself. This is the point where you “pick
up the antidote,” make a choice to move toward trust, and follow your natural,
genuine curiosity. You feel the risk in that choice and yet you decide that the risk
is worthwhile. You choose to go for it. You say, “I’m curious about your hat.
How does the world respond to you when you wear that hat?” Now that you
made a choice for closeness, she can choose to do the same (or not), but you
have invited her to be real and present with you. You have also demonstrated a



willingness to be honest, vulnerable, and genuine. This sets a huge precedent
early on in your relationship. It lays the groundwork for her to reciprocate and
tells her that it is okay to have a real and meaningful relationship with you. You
are telling her on a deep level that you “see” her and are willing to engage in a
way that is real. It is possible that she might not reciprocate, but you are only in
charge of you. You have extended the invitation and have done what you can to
invite authenticity into the relationship.

Tool: Ask your curiosity
Find something the person is wearing, carrying, or sharing that you are
genuinely curious about and ask an open-ended question, just like in the purple
hat story above. Let your wonder fill the room and follow your curiosity.
Let’s say you are about to meet this man for the first time. You know his
name is Jake and you are going to do some work together. As you walk closer,
this is who you see.

What are you curious about? Quick, without lots of thinking, just look closely
and what comes up for you? Unfiltered—we can filter later. What do you notice
that you wonder about? Can you turn that into a question that you could ask
him?

Give it a go. You will find it useful to practice before you read below. No



one will know but you. Give yourself permission to be completely curious with
the man in this photo. It will be useful for you to see your thoughts.

“Hello. You must be Jake. I’'m Will. Good to finally meet you face to
face.”

The first thing that jumps at me is his smile. So I could ask:
“What is it that makes you smile so big, Jake?”
“What’s bringing you joy, Jake?”
“Seems like you are happy about something. What’s that?”

And his glasses. I’'m curious about those, so I could ask:

“I’m new to glasses and don’t love these that I’'m wearing. I look in the
space between the lenses and my cheek because they raise up too high.
How do those work for you?”

And his beard.

“Growing it (while pointing to my beard) or going for the shadow
look?”

And the plant.

While pointing to the plant, “Got a bit of a green thumb do ya?”
And his shirt looks like it’s really comfortable:

“What’s the story with that comfy shirt?”

Trap: Your invisible list
When people first start using this tool, it can be easy to fall into the trap of
simply asking an open-ended question about something that the other person is
wearing, carrying, or sharing. They forget an important key. Did you catch it?

They have NOT followed their natural, genuine curiosity. They believe that they



have made an attempt to establish rapport, but in reality, they have just checked
something off their “invisible list.”
An example of some people’s list of important to-dos to connect:

Say, “Hello!”
Ask question
Get what I want
Leave

Looking at the photo above, I noticed his haircut and how it goes up in the back.
I was going to give you an example around his haircut but I noticed that I was
not really curious about it. I was just trying to provide an example. Like
checking it off my list. I noticed his hair and I’m not curious about it. Therefore,
any question I would ask would fall flat. It would be fake. The un-realness could
place more space between us rather than make us closer. Now, you might be a
hairstylist or love to talk about hair, or just wonder how people choose to get
their hair cut. Not me. Although I am often curious what compels people to color
their hair. If you are curious, what could you ask that would bring you closer to
connection?

I suggest that not following your natural, genuine curiosity more closely
aligns with manipulation than connection. It is tricky for me to explain what
manipulation is for you, because this “place inside where only you are the
master” is different for each of us. The self-work in this book helps you
understand this place inside yourself. One important way to learn about this
“place” inside of you is to be clear about your intent, as we discussed in the
previous chapter.

When your process of connecting with someone is mechanical, then the
genuine curiosity that can create the connection is gone—as if just because you
asked a question, you have fulfilled the requisite for establishing rapport. When
a cook first learns to cook, they follow recipes, doing their best to do all the steps
perfectly. It is mechanical, a process that lacks new inspiration. As cooks
become chefs, they begin to change recipes, adding little bits of something new,
curious to know how it will turn out. Here, you are the chef, and it’s your job to
add something new to the process each time. Your spice cabinet contains a big
glass jar of natural, genuine curiosity. Your job is to add a pinch to the
relationship from moment to moment. Perhaps some of the stories below will
help you find the place where curiosity rules within you.



Antidote: Develop deeper curiosity

Finding the spark within yourself to be curious about other people could be the
most challenging piece for you. I believe that following your natural, genuine
curiosity is a skill that we all have but may have forgotten. Watch children. They
are naturally curious about the world and people and ask great questions until we
teach them not to. For instance, in her blog titled “The Teacher is Talking: Kids
Say the Darndest Things,” Leslie Lindsay quotes a four-year-old named Rio as
having said: “If the day I came out of your belly is called my birthday, what is

the day I went in called?”>

Can you imagine Rio’s parents dodging the question, or worse, making it
unacceptable for him to even ask? We just need to remember what it is like not
to suppress our natural, genuine curiosity. We need to unlearn the things that
prevent us from being and expressing our natural curious selves. Instead, I
encourage you to relearn what it requires of you to be your natural, genuine, and
curious self.

Students will often ask, “What if I'm not curious about anything they are
wearing?” If you are truly not curious and you cannot find that curious place

within you, then DON’T ask. If there is something else that you are curious

about, then follow that. Do they have something they are carrying or sharing (or
even a hope, an aspiration, a pain) that you are curious about? Follow that
curiosity.

Recently, I was meeting someone new, and I could not find anything he
was wearing that I was curious about. However, he did have a small
scar on his forehead. Even though asking about his scar in some way
seemed taboo, I went ahead and asked—I discovered a great story from
it and we began to build a relationship of trust. He knew that I wanted to
be real and present with him.

I will offer a word of caution here: following your natural, genuine curiosity is a skill that needs
to be developed (or relearned). I have noticed that some have never lost it. However, most of us
left curiosity behind as we grew older. If you are finding that you are not experiencing natural,
genuine curiosity on a regular basis, check to see if you have a pulse. If you are dead, then stop
reading this book; you have more important things to attend to. If you are alive, check to make
sure that you are not part of the walking dead: those of us who have killed our awareness and are
blind to the beauty around us. My guess is you are not part of the walking dead if you are reading
this book because you are curious about how to ask better questions. (Or you may be really bored
and this was the book sitting closest to you.)



Joking aside, if you are finding that you are not frequently curious, then maybe
this is an opportunity to deeply explore what it is that inhibits your curiosity.
Three questions that have helped me be more open to what is around me are:

e What is this moment teaching me?
e What is happening here that I am curious about?
e How does this person see the world from their perspective?

Let’s look at the first question as an example: “What is this moment teaching
me?” It seems like a simple question, but it’s full of depth and can never be fully
answered. The question invites you to be taught, to turn on your desire to be
taught, and to be open to being taught. It invites those who are thirsty for
knowledge to explore. Curiosity leaves me the moment I enter the space of “Oh,
I got this figured out.” My wife dislikes it when I have her figured out and loves
it when I’m still curious about who she is and how she sees the world. Actually,
when I have her “figured out,” I no longer see her. I see who she was, not who
she is or who she could be. When I’m curious, it takes us back to the time when
we were falling in love. Full of discovery, exploring in a place of awe. Your
curiosity gives a person the choice to be who they want to be, rather than what
you want them or assume them to be!

Try it right now. Look around you. Pick anything or anyone. What is that
thing or person teaching you? As I do this right now, the first three things I see
are things that I made: a very unusual set of three-sided bookshelves that appear
to be floating and wrap around a square brick chimney, a metal banister above a
spiral staircase, and tiny wood shelves that I was inspired to create after seeing
something similar at an art exhibition.

So, what is that teaching me? I like to be surrounded by things I made . . .
no. When I really sit with the question of, “What is this moment teaching me?”
I see that there is more to the story. I like to know where things come from . . .
yes. Yet, there are other things in the room that I don’t know the origin of. Their
beauty is far greater than anything I could make, especially if they are made with
glass and metal, two materials I have lots of experience working with. I love to
be around things that are beautiful and handmade, with a preference for a story

of where they came from. Deeper still is that I LOVE to know how things are

made, so much so that I want to explore if I can make them, and if I have not
learned to work with that material yet, I want to be surrounded with the potential
to learn. I did not have this clarity until I asked myself the question, “What is
this moment teaching me?” and stayed with answers long enough to write it



down here just now.
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Your turn. What is this moment teaching you? Ask this question from
moment to moment and see what occurs for you. Do it especially when emotions
are high. You may be surprised by the answers that show up. Then ask yourself
the same question again and answer more deeply this time. Develop a habit of
fierce, relentless curiosity and the world will reveal its secrets.

I am sometimes surprised by what stirs my curiosity. What seems to catch
me off-guard the most is when I discover the way individuals view themselves in
the world, or how they’ve come to settle on their belief system. The way people
dress or what they carry around with them offers clues about how they see
themselves. If you can ask a question around an “item,” you might just find a
belief that is buried that could be insightful for both of you.

While writing this, I reflected on what I carry. I asked myself, “What do I
carry with me that would be a doorway into my beliefs and how I see the
world?” The first and obvious answer is the small flashlight hanging on my
computer bag. It seems I always have a flashlight within an arm’s reach. There is
one in each car, several in the house. Not really big flashlights, but small, “easy-



to-carry-with-you” flashlights. I don’t know anyone else who has so many small
flashlights—unless all of us small flashlight users are hiding in the closet (that
might be why we need a flashlight). I may use mine only once a month, if that,
but when I need it, it’s the perfect tool, and I’m thankful one is readily available.
These flashlights, one of which is usually hanging from my bag, are a doorway
into my world. I feel the need to be prepared for moments when times are tough
and I find myself in the dark. During those instances, I will be ready to shine the

light on the subject. EEK! As I type this, I am learning that this light might be a

symbol of who I want to be in the world.
What do you carry that might be a reflection of who you are?
Here is part of my list:

I am almost always wearing wool.

I wear shoes built for long distance walking.

My briefcase is a backpack so I can walk long distances.

I almost always have one more layer of clothing on than I need.

When it is sunny, I’'m often wearing a hat with a bill but not a baseball hat.
I carry a small rubber ball with me at all times—the super bouncy kind you
get from gumball machines—and am always ready for immediate play.

¢ [ have a multiplier tool with me most of the time.

Also notable are the things you won’t see when we meet:

e a wallet
¢ a wedding ring (and my wife doesn’t mind)
¢ bodily ornaments of any kind

This first list illustrates my desire to be outdoors and keep warm while
exploring. What about the second list? I'm still trying to figure that out, but I
think it most likely points to the fact that I like to keep things simple.

Look at the people close to you through a new lens and see what you
discover. Maybe they are like my mom, whose purse is so big that you can ask
for almost anything and she will fish out something that works (my flashlight
seems small in comparison to her ability to clean, cut, or sew at a moment’s
notice). On the other hand, maybe the person you’re observing sees themselves
as a minimalist—like my wife, whose small blue purse has a red wallet and a
yellow date book. She loves color! What do these purse preferences suggest? My



guess would be that the minimalist is comfortable asking for what she needs
when she is out in the world. Someone like my mom is either uncomfortable
asking for help or enjoys being the one to provide for those who do ask. I should
ask her about that!

Once you come up with a theory about how someone close to you is
experiencing the world, ask for their thoughts on the topic. Follow your natural
curiosity and enjoy a meaningful conversation. Then, try extending this exercise
to strangers you encounter. See what happens.

A student once asked how to remain curious. She recognized that she
used to be curious but felt she no longer was. In her case, it seemed to
boil down to fear. Something scared the curiosity out of her. In response,
I shared a thought that I learned from Marianne Williamson’s Return to
Love: “There are only two emotions; Love and Fear. We can interpret
fear as a call for love.”

Somewhere along the way, this student may have made so many
choices out of fear that she forgot what it was like to make a choice out
of love.

Choosing curiosity closely aligns with love. It is hard to be curious when making
choices based in fear. Examine your own life and see what is true for you. When
you brush your teeth, do you do it for love of self and good health? Or do you
brush out of fear of your next dental appointment? What choices have you made
today? Were those choices inspired by fear or love?

On the other hand, it’s possible this student may be so well educated that she
has learned the power of figuring things out. “Figuring it out,” however, is
different than being curious, being full of wonder. Traditional schooling has
taught us to provide answers—the “right” answers—for which we all are
rewarded. I’m suggesting that you ask questions to which there are no “right”
answers and see what you learn. Become the teacher in the drama of your life,
and learn what the characters tell you about the world. Curiosity and wonder are
about being open to all kinds of possibilities.

Notice what happens in your mind when you look at the following word
scramble puzzle.

What word can you spell by unscrambling the letters IAANTOOEOMOP?
Time is ticking.

Got it yet?



What is happening to your brain as you focus? What do you notice about your thoughts as you
narrow in for a particular answer?

Compare that to this puzzle.

How many words can you make using only the following letters: IAANTOOEOMOP?

Now you are allowed to look for anything and see if it fits. Your thought process is closer to
wonderment, although wonder is bigger yet. With wonderment, there is no one answer, but
somehow it all connects in some grander scheme more closely resembling awe. Wonderment
invites exploring the world around us without knowing all the right answers. Perhaps there are
many answers instead of just one. What contributes to human happiness? How does a tree make
a leaf? How does a loving family turn hateful in such a short period of time? How does the sky
turn so many different shades of color so quickly at sunrise?

For those who just need to know, the anagram of IAANTOOEOMOP is . . . okay, clue first.
A word of words—a word that can be used if you were talking about sizzle, buzz, zip . . .
onomatopoeia. Now you can relax and wonder about the word’s origin.

Ever noticed that the best way to kill a question is with an answer? When a juicy
question has been asked and someone gives a definitive answer, the question
dies. The puzzle is over. The wonderment is gone. Exploring is finished. The
most obvious illustration of this point in modern times is the fact that people are
more likely to pull out a cell phone and default to web browsing rather than
allow conversational exploration to continue.

Tool: Stay present
An important key to making a connection is to be present in the moment. It is a
sure cure to checking things off your invisible list. Ask yourself:

“What is this moment teaching me right NOW?”

Your only teacher can be found right now, in this moment. Sure, you can reflect
on past moments, but learning only happens in the here and now. Our minds like
to run to two places: the future and the past, both of which are entirely
comprised of stories (that we made up) about what we think already happened
(usually from one perspective) and what we think will happen. One way to
escape these one-sided stories is to return to the reality happenings of the
present. There is nothing more authentic than what is happening right now.

The importance of “being present” played out for me just before the
beginning of a class where I had worked with students for several weeks.



A woman named Ping sat next to me in the circle as class began, settling
in by placing her coat on the back of the chair. It took her a second to
notice me sitting next to her. After a few moments, she looked up at me
and said, “No offense. I am going to move over a few seats.” She then
moved her coat over to her new seat and sat back down.

What was I to do? How could I stay present? What would you do?

Staying present requires noticing the things that are happening now.
When you find something that someone is wearing, carrying, or sharing
in order to create a connection, it is in the present. It is right there in
front of you.

So, was I brave enough to be present? Ping was presenting
something that triggered my curiosity. I wanted to know what that seat
switching was about. I couldn’t help but wonder about the choices she
was making right now. So, I dove in to connect.

I responded with “None taken. What makes you want to move? I’m
curious.”

She said, “I’m afraid of you.” After hearing herself, she quickly
added, “Not just you, but all teachers.”

I smiled. What do you say when one of your students says they are
afraid of you, especially when you have worked hard to connect and
have made a concerted attempt to remove all barriers that the teacher-
student dynamic position can create? I could have let it go. I was
certainly tempted to because class was about to begin and I was not sure
I had time. Moreover, I was afraid it was too much, too fast at the start
of class. But I knew that if I let it go, I would be adding to the circle of
fear that existed for both us because I wasn’t choosing to see all of her.
This was not how I wanted my class to move forward, so I said, “What
have I done to contribute to this fear? Help me understand.”

This time she smiled and said, “Nothing. It is just who I am when it
comes to teachers.”

“Okay, Ping. What can we do to move toward connection rather
than separateness? Would you rather be just a number in this class?”
Still very curious about her choices.

She was quick to say, “No!” Then there was a long pause as she
considered her options. “Well, I guess I could sit in that seat next to
you?”

I smiled, patted the seat next to me, and said, “Thank you for
sharing and naming your fear. I promise I will not bite!”

She smiled and then moved back to the seat next to me.



As she settled in with her coat for the third time, I said, “I will also
promise to ask you for permission before I challenge you hard. Would
that be okay, Ping?”

I wanted her to know that she still had choice.

She nodded.

“And know that my job is to see all of you and to push you to be the
best you can be. Are you willing?”

I made my intent clear and still acknowledged her choice.

She responded with a big smile: “Yes, that is why I took this class,
but old habits are hard to break.”

“Yep, that is why you need the muscles of all these people to help
you focus on the habits you want to break. Let’s have fun working on
what you want to work on. You have made a great step forward and class
has not even started yet.”

I wanted to acknowledge the choices she has made.

This moment was a turning point for her. She was able to be much
more present in class and answer some tough questions she wasn'’t able
to before. Prior to our exchange, she had been very reserved, but now
she was a different person. She knew that I heard her and that I saw a
piece of her that she was not sure she understood. She could now
leverage that knowledge and explore more deeply, simply because she
named her fear, acknowledged it, and choose not to let it control her.
Fear was now just a wise counsel that she could listen to but was no
longer her dictator.

Being present to what is, rather than what I would like it to be, was critical for
me in seeing Ping. By being clear with my intent, I was able to be with her, and
she could make her own choices without feeling pressed to do so.

It is important to note that there’s something to be said for setting aside
judgment and allowing ourselves to feel playful and delight in who people are.
Even if they are radically different from you. Rather than judging, naming, and
placing this person into a “box,” find amusement in their place in the world. It’s
a skill anyone can cultivate. It is human nature to attach a label to things that are
new to us and to fear what is new. Can we train ourselves to say, “Oh, well this is
different—I wonder what this is about?” Transform fear into curiosity, and play
with other perspectives. Even in the most serious of situations, the beauty comes
from enjoying the process of discovery for the sake of discovery rather than
trying to check a few things off our list. There’s not a right answer, and it is



important for us be okay with that.

After my successful encounter with Ping, I had another experience several
weeks later that reminded me I still had (and still have) a lot to learn about being
present.

Similar to Ping, a woman named Ling sat next to me, moved to another
seat, and said, “Sorry, I don'’t like to sit next to the teacher.” I smiled,
and then my interaction with Ping flashed in my head. Suddenly, a big
part of me was in the past. I jumped to the fear that was present several
weeks ago and expected it was the same now in the present moment.
I asked, “Ling, are you afraid of me?” I could have done much better to
be present to her concerns right now, but because I was in the past,
I brought that past (and the feelings associated with it) into the present
moment. It totally flopped.

Ling’s response was, “No!”

I said, “Really?” with a tone that made the question mark huge.

Now she was in a place where she needed to defend herself. She
quickly replied, “I don’t like to turn my head so much to listen to the
speaker. I assume you are going to talk a lot so I would need to turn my
head a lot.” What does one say to that? The best I could muster was,
“Well, actually, I won't be saying much today. I hope you will.” We were
not closer. We were further apart. She did not trust me to see her. She
trusted me to project unfounded feelings onto her. That was no way to
build a connection. I had lost the connection to the present moment.

Staying in the present can be difficult because the past and future are such
tempting places to go. They seem so much more predictable than the present—or
so we tell ourselves. Nevertheless, the power of connecting is in the present.

When you use the tool of observing what someone is wearing, carrying, or
sharing, it is in the present. It is right there in front of you. All you need to do is
ask about it. There is no need to bring in the past or even the future (unless they
do that). Do whatever you can to stay in the present moment. If you ask, “How
was your weekend?” then where did you suddenly go? Directly into the past.

If you want to connect quickly, identify something taking place at that very
moment or turn your attention to something in the room. If the person you are
trying to connect with has brought something into the room from their past, then
it becomes part of the present because they are thinking about that object right
then and there. It is an invitation to meet them. Join them there. For instance, if



someone walks into the room chatting about last weekend, then meet them there
if you think this topic peaks your curiosity.

On the other hand, if you take someone who is in the room into the past, you
are taking them somewhere they currently are not. In this case, it will normally
take longer to connect as there may be unconscious resistance, and they will
need to decide if they are moving toward you. In addition, you will both need to
navigate to the same location in the past. Although this can potentially establish
rapport, it’s a slow journey. If it works for you—great. It is a tool in your
toolbox.

Remember, the tool is to find something the person is wearing, carrying, or
sharing that you are naturally genuinely curious about and to ask an open-ended
question. What makes it work? Think about what happens when you get up in
the morning. You make choices about how the world is going to see you by
selecting what to wear. Some accessories are important to you (e.g., a ring) or
have a story attached to them (“I got this hat on a trip to New York City”). By
asking someone a question about an item they are wearing or carrying, you are
likely to strike a personal chord. You are connecting to a choice that they made
as recently as that morning. If you are also following your own genuine
curiosity, then it is highly possible that you will both be slightly vulnerable.
They will be vulnerable in telling their story, and you will be vulnerable by
asking and by deeply listening. That vulnerability begins to build a bridge of
trust between the two of you.

Some of you may be wondering if this tactic is too personal. Yes, it is more
personal than asking about the weather, sports, or general topics, but no, I don’t
believe it is too personal of an approach if you are making an earnest attempt to
connect. After all, connecting with people is about getting personal. You are
telling folks on a deep level that you are able to be real, and you are inviting
them to do the same. Your intention and your actions line up.

Take into account that the other person has a choice. They can choose how
to respond to your invitation.

At the start of a recent workshop, a participant strolled into the room
wearing a New York Yankees hat. Based on his gait and the way his
clothes hung, I guessed he was from the city. I introduced myself and
asked, “Are you a fan?” and pointed to his ball cap. “Yep!” he replied
curtly then sat down, pulled out his phone, and started typing away.

His response encouraged me to think about my approach. I realized
that it failed for two reasons. First, I had asked a closed question, which



encouraged a short reply. Second, I had no interest in sports. I was not
following my own genuine curiosity. I did not care to know if the Yankees
won or who was playing well. I was faking it. Moreover, he knew it, thus
his phone was more interesting. I never found out if he was from the city
or learned much about him at all. I failed in my attempt to build a
rapport with him.

Lesson learned. Or so I thought, until several workshops later,
another participant arrived wearing a Yankees ball cap.

It was the first thing that I noticed; he was a head taller than
everyone else. The first ball cap encounter flashed through my mind, and
I smiled as I thought, “Don’t ask about the hat, silly.” A funny thing
happened: as he moved closer, I noticed that his coat, his backpack, his
pants, and his shoes all had the team’s logo on them. When he took off
his jacket, he was wearing a Yankees jersey.

This was just too much, yet, I was telling myself, “Don’t ask. You are
not curious about sports. Don’t ask.” Looking back on this moment,

I can see the fear of failure pulling me away, creating more distance
between him and me. I was so caught up in the failure of the past rather

than being present to NOW, that I almost skipped saying hello to him

completely. Luckily, I paused and heard this voice in my head, “You’re
curious here! What are you curious about?” I responded to myself,
“How did he become such a fanatic?” The voice in my head responded,
“Then ask that!”

Still, T was slow to ask anything. I was nervous about failing again.
Fanatic seemed like strong language and loaded with judgment. How
could I soften it? And then I remembered that fan is short for fanatic—so
I went for it.

“How is it that you became a Yankees fan?”

He told me an intriguing story about how his father took him to his
first game when he was six years old, then mentioned his memories of
his father at the game and that his father had since passed away. This
story was so powerful I could see why he was such a fanatic. I almost
wanted to become a fan, too. I then had to ask if he considered himself to
be a fanatic, and the conversation flowed with ease.

Later, when it came time to ask him a tough question during the
workshop, it was easy for me to ask and it was easy for him to respond.
He knew that I had made an attempt to understand him and was willing
to share more in order to continue building on that trust.



But what if everyone in a room is wearing the same thing, as is often the case in
the business world, where wearing suits is a virtual requirement. You have to
work harder to find unique elements, but if you look closely, you can typically
find something. If there is a strong culture of uniform compliance, there is also
often a little rebel inside many folks that encourages them to set themselves
apart with a subtle accessory that says, “This is me.” Find it and, if you are
genuinely curious about it, see what happens when you ask about it. A rebellious
touch can be quite revealing.

Trap: Giving compliments
Another common trap that people fall into is giving compliments. There are
several potential pitfalls in this approach. I ask people to look for something they
are genuinely curious about, and they look for something they like. Somehow,
they equate genuine curiosity with something requiring a compliment. I know
this because I have witnessed many students open a conversation with
statements such as, “I like your . . . purple hat,” and then follow up with a
question.

This is not an opportunity for you to judge fashion sense. Your job is to
notice what you are curious about, to notice what choices the other person has
made, and to ask about those choices. Sometimes people offer weak or insincere
compliments in hopes of connecting, but others will always know when you’re
genuine and when you’re faking it. So, if you genuinely love it, go ahead and
extend the compliment. However, actively looking for something to compliment
is not what we are talking about here.

On the flip side, I have seen people succeed in making a connection over
something that wasn’t necessarily to their taste but which made them curious
nonetheless. Don’t believe me? Try it out and see what happens. Is it possible for
you to be curious about things that you do not like?

A compliment is a judging statement, which generally creates distance rather
than closeness. Compliments are tricky because it’s difficult to understand the
intention behind them. For example, at times a compliment is used as a way to
butter someone up before asking for something.

When I worked as a cook at a bar, I always knew when the waitresses
needed something special. First, their tone was all lovey-dovey. “Oh
Willlllll.” Then the compliment would come: “You’re the best cook
ever.” I would smile and wonder what would come out of their mouths
next. Inevitably, it was something like, “We got a live one out here, and



they don'’t care about cost. They want us to take everything you would
normally put in a burrito and make a pizza with it. Like a Mexican meets
an Italian. Can you take care of that for me?”

Sound familiar? We tend to get a little guarded when someone pays us a
compliment, especially when we know it’s not true (I’'m not the best cook ever,
ask my wife). We assume they want something from us. When the waitresses
were throwing compliments my way, I felt I braced myself for what was coming
next, fully expecting a difficult request.

Another problem with paying a compliment is that the other person may feel
compelled to return a compliment, which may or may not be genuine. “Thanks,
I like your hat, too!” Nobody knows where he or she stands in such an exchange.

Finally, compliments can be used in a manipulative way. Some people give
compliments in order to ingratiate themselves to others, or with the belief that
flattery is a way to get what they want from the other person. The subtext of “I
like your hat” could be: “You intimidate me, so I’m just going to compliment
you rather than try to engage with you.”

I once had a class in which I asked students to practice using this
curiosity with three strangers. This was their self-work for the week. As
the students shared what they’d experienced over the course of the week,
an interesting learning moment arose. One student, Bob, went to a local
market and, as he was preparing to check out, he decided that he would
try to connect with the cashier for his “self-work.” As Bob was relaying
his story, I could see he was visibly nervous. He broke out of his story,
looked up at me, and said, “I don’t understand why you asked us to do
self-work with strangers, Will! It does not work!”

I smiled and asked him to tell us what happened. He said he’d
noticed a tattoo that covered the cashier’s entire chest. He saw this as an
opportunity and said to her, “Nice tattoo! Where did you get it?”

Her response shocked him. In a cold voice she said, “I don't talk
about it! Paper or plastic?”

I was about to ask Bob some questions to help him understand the
trap that he’d unknowingly fallen into. Fortunately, I did not need to. As
is often the case, the teacher was another student.

Steven chimed in and said, “Are you talking about the cashier at
Conifer’s Convenience?”

“Uh-huh,” said Bob. He sounded unsure if he was excited about



someone knowing who he was talking about.

Steven said, “I saw her, too, and I decided to ask her about her
tattoo, too!”

This came as a surprise to the majority of the class, myself included,
and some of us even laughed. “What are the chances . .. ?” I heard
someone ask.

Steven continued: “I also wondered about the tattoo, but before I
asked her, I thought about how hard it must be to have a tattoo like that
when you are a cashier. Before I could come up with a good question, it
was my turn and all I could muster was, ‘You must get comments about
your tattoo all the time!’

She responded with a laugh and said, ‘Like you wouldn’t believe! It
is rare for people to see me; they just see the tattoo. It is a rare
individual that can see past the tattoo and see me.’

The conversation continued as she bagged my groceries, and we
talked about how people don'’t see each other and just expect things to
happen for them.”

Steven felt like he understood a little bit about how this cashier saw
the world in just a few moments.

There were some obvious differences between Bob’s and Steven’s
efforts, even though Steven could not form a perfect question.

e Steven found his genuine curiosity by wondering what it was like to
live her life in that small store with such a tattoo.

e He found that curiosity by seeing the cashier as a person, knowing
she had feelings much like his own. He accomplished this not by
adding her to a “To-Do List” or turning her into a project.

e He did not give a compliment like “Nice tattoo” but went right for
what mattered.

Though Steven did not ask the perfect question, the heart of what he was asking
came across positively and affected their interaction. He offered his ears and
received an unexpected outcome.

Antidote: Prioritize rapport
Some people tell me that they don’t have time to establish rapport or that it is
difficult to prioritize. They often give compliments as a way of connecting and
then rush to try to get to the heart of the matter (which is manipulation). If you



desire to do deep and meaningful work, you must use the time you have with
people efficiently and effectively; this will strengthen your relationships. If you
invest your time in building a relationship of trust, you will save time and
energy. People will want to engage. Recently I observed a striking situation
where someone did not take the time or make any effort to connect with those
she was going to work with, and it showed.

I was a participant at a diversity workshop in which the presenter never
looked at or connected with any of the participants before she began.
The workshop was scheduled to start at 10 a.m. People began to arrive
at 9:45. When the participants arrived, they found seats and sat in
silence. Meanwhile, the presenter sat behind the podium, punching keys
on the computer (it seemed like she was checking her email). Rarely did
she look up or acknowledge anyone in the room. We all followed her
lead and began to do the same with our electronic devices. A room full
of people, and no one was talking. The silence was all-consuming. Some
of the folks who arrived closer to ten noticed the room was quiet and
stepped out to double-check the room number and confirm they had the
right room. At 10:01 the presenter looked up, noticed how many open
seats there still were, and said, “Let’s give them a few more minutes. We
will start in five minutes,” and then went back to punching keys.

How did that make the people in the room feel? Did they feel
honored for being on time? Did they feel honored for being present at
all? A magic moment was lost. She’d been given the opportunity to use
her time effectively and connect with her audience. Instead, she chose to
spend time with the computer.

I assumed she was going to ask some hard questions—diversity is
not an easy topic for most. Later in the workshop, she did ask a few
profound questions, but each question fell flat. No one in the audience
responded, and silence filled the room. No one wanted to answer her
questions out loud. No one was invested in the process or the
relationship. It was as if we were watching TV with a broken remote and
couldn’t change the channel. She needed to answer her own questions in
order to keep the dialogue moving forward. To get her message across,
she had to work harder and use more and more material. It also took
more time (the workshop went longer than planned) and was much less
dynamic than if she would have invested in building a relationship of
trust from the get-go. Many participants left the room uninspired.



I heard folks loading up in the elevator sarcastically saying, “Well, it
was not a complete waste of time. We get diversity points even if it
sucked, right?” Things could have rolled out much differently.

Have you had similar experiences where you were invisible? People want to be
seen. See them and watch what happens.

I recognized what was happening, because a few weeks before, I had done a
similarly poor job of establishing rapport.

I was running a series of workshops on diversity. The audiences for each
workshop were a similar population, but each four-hour workshop had
different folks in it. When I got to the fourth workshop on day two,

I thought I had the material down and knew how I was going to roll out
the program, so I skipped all the rapport building steps. I just jumped in
and started, even as the look on their faces was saying, “Who is this
guy?”

The workshop went horribly. Each time I asked a powerful question,
it fell flat. I would pose what I believed to be a compelling question and
wait a long time for someone to respond. Each time, the response was
superficial or an attempt to avoid the heart of the issue. No one wanted
to engage with this presenter who did not engage with them. It was a
long four hours and I could not get back to a good starting point once [
had made this mistake.

As the day progressed, I couldn’t figure out why the workshop went
so poorly, so I defaulted to placing blame on the participants. I told
myself, “They did not want to be here; they were so unmotivated.” As
the participants were leaving, one of them said, “Hey, thanks for trying
anyway.” The way he said it sliced to the heart of the issue like a
scalpel.

For me, trying has an element of failure in it, and I knew that I had
failed, not the participants, and at the time I was unsure what I had
done.

Like Yoda once said in Star Wars: “Do or do not. There is no TRY.”



How Rapport Can Be Applied in Groups

If you are working with a group and you want the group to work well together,
take on the responsibility of reducing social risk as much possible.

Several days after my failed diversity workshop experience and still
carrying around a taste of failure, I attended another workshop in which
the presenter, Jack, truly saw each person as he or she came into the
room, taking the time to engage with each of them in some way.
Sometimes he used body language (a smile, a nod, an inviting wave),
sometimes he said just a few words (“Welcome!” or “Glad you’re here”
or “Make yourself comfy!”), but most of the time he engaged with them
in some more meaningful way. In addition, for each person, his
approach was different. Let’s see how Jack applied what we have been
learning to groups.

Here are some of the things I saw him say or do:

e He introduced himself to each person: “Hello, I'm Jack.”

e When a participant responded with their name, he would look into
their eyes and say the name a couple of times like it was a new word
for him. Sometimes, he would ask about the story of their name, or
where it came from, or how their parents chose it. Once, he briefly
talked about the responsibility of naming his own kids, and how he
felt like these were the most important decisions he would ever make
for someone else.

e After asking their name, he would then ask about something they
had with them that he was curious about. Then he would ask a
follow-up question, such as where they got it.

e When someone else in the room responded to the exchange he was
having with an incoming participant—usually with body language—
he would ask them a question, prompting them to also engage in the
conversation: “You have a question you want to ask her about her
bag? Go ahead. The point of today is to get us to talk with each
other.” And they always would. After he got the two parties talking,
he would “be distracted,” usually by someone new coming into the
room.



e Once, he even got a new arrival included into the conversation
almost immediately, and it seemed effortless. He just said, “I’m
Jack.” She responded with her name, then he said, “These kind
folks are talking about the best place to buy bags, you look like you
might have something to say about that,” and he gestured to her
bag, and then moved over to talk with someone else who was
coming in.

“Oh, that was smooth,” I thought. I was impressed by how he saw each
of them, honored their choices (i.e., acknowledging the bag), and then
invited them to talk with folks in the room. It appeared that each person
knew they were seen by Jack and they all felt welcomed. I was also
amazed at how he instigated so many little conversations and
connections. It was not a quiet room of people pretending to ignore each
other, as we have all experienced upon entering a room full of strangers.
It sounded like a group of friends.

Looking around the room, it was evident that Jack had come early to
set the room up so it would work for what he was trying to achieve. He
had his materials spread out and easy to access, as he needed them.

I later discovered that he had come an hour early to be sure he was set
up and ready to engage people as they arrived early.

Jack’s actions encouraged me to think about my own actions a few
days before. I did not take the time to connect to everyone in the group.
Truth be told, I did not connect with anyone at all. They had become
objects, and I felt like I needed to get through the day rather than be
present to what was happening in the moment. I started the group at full
speed. I was doing all the right actions (or so I thought) but did not
connect with a single person. Why would they take one of my questions
seriously when I wasn't taking them seriously?

Jack supported the group in working well together by taking the social risk
himself. He made it okay for people to start talking to him and, more
importantly, to each other. Not one person stepped back out of the room to check
to see if they got the right place, because he welcomed them as soon as he could.
He was able to build on those connections through our time working together
and continue to build rapport that existed in the room. He made sure that each
participant was seen and knew it.



Trap: Feeling the need to connect to each person
You might assume that you need to connect deeply with each person before
starting the gathering. Although that might be an ideal goal to strive for, it’s
usually not possible when you have a large number of people arriving in a small
time frame. If this ideal is causing you stress, it is not serving you or the group.
(I have seen practiced leaders connect with up to twenty people when they arrive
within a fifteen-minute window before the program starts. As you practice, you
will find your own rhythm.)

Antidote: “See” them and get them connected to each other
The goal here is to make each person feel like he or she has been “seen.” Some
small acknowledgment like “Hello,” “Welcome,” or “Glad you are here” goes a
long way toward putting people at ease. Even smaller acknowledgments like a
head nod or gesturing to an empty seat can be effective, particularly if they are
arriving after you have started.

Tool: Connect first!
As soon as you can, get people connected to each other. There are numerous
ways to do this. I like how Peter Block, famous author and consultant, breaks it
down: he calls it “Connection before Content.” Get everyone in the room
connected to each other before you give them content to wrestle with. Your job
will be to develop a question that everyone can answer and that connects to the
purpose of being together. It is useful if the question allows for vulnerability and
authenticity to show up in people’s answers.

Two questions I recently created, based on the groups I was working with,

are:

e What compelled you to say “yes” to the invitation to be here, and what
about that is important?
e What are you aiming to achieve at work, and what about that is important?

Next, write your question so everyone can see it. Invite everyone to form groups
of three or four with people they know the least about and have them discuss
their answers. With some groups, it is helpful to suggest they try to fully listen to
other participants’ answers, without trying to fix it, make it better, or prepare to
give an answer that is better than what they just heard. Just listen. Give them ten
or fifteen minutes to work together. Once time is up, give them a thirty-second
warning. After thirty seconds, stop the discussion (they will likely want to keep



going) and ask the room: What struck you about what you heard in your group?

Allow one person at a time to answer. Your job is not to fix it, but just listen
or reflect upon what you are hearing. After a number of people have shared, you
will notice that most people in the room feel connected, even to those they have
not spoken with. They will be ready to do deep work and will be ready for
powerful questions.

Another way to connect first is to use We! Connect Cards™, a pack of sixty
questions we designed to create conversations that matter. Among the cards, you
find activities like Question Swap, in which people trade and answer questions
for fifteen minutes before the meeting. They can create a space where everyone
is connected and ready to get to work. You can find them at www.weand.me in

our online store. You might have noticed samples of the cards sprinkled
throughout the book.



https://weand.me/

Summary of Rapport

e Connect first!

e Follow your natural, genuine curiosity and ask about it.

¢ Find something they are wearing, carrying, or sharing that you are curious
about and ask open-ended questions about it.

¢ Avoid traps associated with finding commonalities, faking it, or giving
insincere compliments.

Another way to summarize this chapter is with three simple words: Notice,
Wonder, and Inquire.



Self-Work for Rapport

Are you ready for the challenge? When we begin this type of work, some
people are excited for the adventure of discovering the unknown; others may feel
as if there is a real emotional risk involved. There is indeed some risk. You are
pushing on a palpable boundary that has been set by both you and society. It is
easier for people to connect with silence (or play with their phones) than to
connect with a stranger. There is an awkwardness that the first person to speak
has to push aside their fear to make something new happen. It can be challenging
to take emotional risks in order to connect with others and to bring mindfulness
to the process.

Your self-work, if you choose to accept the challenge, is to establish rapport
with three strangers in the next week. I know that your mother taught you not to
talk to strangers, but in this case, it’s okay. Obviously, do what you can to
manage the risk but also challenge yourself. There are all kinds of places to
practice: on the bus, while standing in line, with the cashier (look for more than
the tattoos), with the waiter, with the toll ticket attendant, in an elevator (yes, that



one is challenging and I have heard many successful stories). Only you know
where the strangers are in your life. Talk to them and see what happens. Then
share your experiences at www.askpowerfulquestions.com.

If you learn how to establish rapport with people with whom you have no
agenda (e.g., strangers), then you will more likely and more effortlessly connect
with the folks that you are working with. This is the point. Connecting quickly
will allow you then to ask powerful questions seamlessly.

One more note here. With all this being said, I’m not suggesting that your
current methods for establishing rapport are wrong. Actually, it is best if you
understand the ways you establish rapport now so you can leverage that
knowledge and build upon those skills to establish even greater rapport with
those around you. The tools presented here will help you establish rapport
quickly so you can connect with folks immediately and do more of your work in
making the world a better place.

Wherever you go, go with all of your heart.

— Confucius —


http://www.askpowerfulquestions.com




Chapter 3



Openness

You can tell whether a man is clever by his answers. You can tell
whether a man is wise by his questions.

— Naguib Mahfouz, Nobel Prize Winner® —



The Power of Being Open

Imagine that a group of friends chooses to go to dinner at a nice new restaurant.
The hostess tells them it is going to be forty-five minutes before a table will be
ready. They look at each other as their smiles fade, and one says, “What should
we do?”

Just then, another set of smiling friends walks in, again being told it will be
forty-five minutes before they can be seated. These friends look at each other
and one of them asks, “What could we do?”

Which set of friends do you think created possibilities for themselves? The
friends who asked, “What should we do?” or the ones who asked, “What could
we do?”

The statements by each set of friends point to what is going on inside them.
The first group, like in school, is looking for the “correct” answer. What is the
“right” thing to do right now? The word should in their dialogue implies that
there is an expectation for how the friends respond to this unexpected wait. The
second set of friends took what was coming at them. Rather than problem-
solving by looking for a correct answer, they created an evening of possibilities.

The second set of friends is already ordering appetizers at the bar, laughing,
and having a good time. The first group is sitting on the bench with a look of
resignation on their faces. What made the difference? Being open inside. How
did that openness show up in the world? The “shoulds” were not in a place to see
any other possibility. The “coulds” would allow for, or even create, other
possibilities. By being observers, hearing should or could, we experience the
difference in their language. No matter what we do on the outside (the words we
say or the motions we make), we need to be open in order to ask a truly open
question. I strongly believe, and have seen it often enough with my students, that
if you are not open inside then you cannot ask a truly open question, no matter
how good the mechanics of your question are.

For instance, you could ask, “What is your view on climate change?” That
question would appear to be open. The topic is loaded. People will prepare to see
a fight and expect to experience judgment. If you are not open to what will
happen after the question is asked, then it is not an open question. If you are not
available to all responses—any response—then you are not open. Believing so
resolutely in absolute statements, such as “We should not have a plan to stop
using fossil fuels because the market forces will take care of it” or “The only
solution is wind power,” that you cannot hear a different viewpoint indicates you
are not open. If you are expecting a particular response rather than being “open



to surprise,” then you are not open.

A friend asks questions that I initially found to be effectively open but
have now started to refer to as “the hook.” Recently he asked me, “So,
what do you think about the presidential campaigns?” Seems open
enough, right? Yet, when I started sharing, he cut me off. “That’s
outrageous! Let me tell you . . .” and off he went for twenty-five minutes,
barely stopping to catch a breath. I can summarize the twenty-five-
minute speech for you in two words: “You’re wrong!” No matter what I
said to try to enter into the conversation, it was quickly dismissed
because it did not fit into his worldview.

Maybe there’s someone in your life like this, too. They ask you a thought-
provoking question, and then even before you finish your answer, they have
begun to tell you why you are wrong.

This dynamic can also occur when you both agree. Have you ever noticed
that sometimes you stop listening when someone’s ideas begin to sound just like
yours?

What does it look like when you are being open? How about when you are
not being open? Oh, that’s where this conversation gets tricky.

Let’s start by exploring this question: What is the opposite of open? I have
intentionally used the phrase “not open” in the paragraphs above. Some would
say the opposite of open is closed, and I partially agree with that. However, if 1
say the opposite of open is “closed,” there is little I can do about it. Closed is a
label that does not allow me to get inside and open things up. The door is closed,
locked, and the key is thrown away.

What would allow me to open the door when I’'m in this place where I’'m not
open? What would make me take notice and offer a key to opening up?

When it comes to connection, the opposite of open is the need to be right. A
burning need. For some, it is more important than almost anything else, except
for maybe the need to be loved or admired, and yet we all know people who
have given up on love to satisfy the need to be right. If I'm feeling the need to be
right, I’m closed to what you are saying, and I’m also not listening to what you
are saying. I’m not open to who you are in the world or your desires.

For instance, if you asked, “What is your view on abortion?” and your own
viewpoint is so resolute or absolute that you’ll use any response as fodder to
prove you are right, then you are not open.

When you ask questions for the sole purpose of proving to others why



you’re right, or when you try to push the conversation in a direction that
supports your agenda, the other person will know (even if they don’t verbalize
that they do). They will sense that you are in the “prove” place and they will
either prepare to prove you wrong (“Let the debate begin) or clam up (by
literally going silent or replaying the same old tape). Replaying the tape,
especially in the workplace, is often about spitting out the answer they think you
want to hear—one that’s worked in the past, or one they know will make you
happy by playing to your ego or values. Asking powerful questions creates a
new possibility—not a forced outcome—that creates something new. Letting go

of your need to be right and being open to what is possible is a HUGE shift in
creating new possibilities for yourself and those around you.

Trap: Unknown triggers
The first step in opening up inside is being aware of what your triggers are,
which cause you to no longer be open and limit your ability to listen. Your
triggers are manifestations of your fears revealing themselves. If you look
closely at a trigger, you can also find a fear vying for control. Understanding the
fear allows you to react in a way you choose, rather than how the fear wants you
to. A trigger is the activation of an emotional response. Once a trigger has been
activated, the next action is often not a choice. It is a reaction. We have a habit of
reacting to the emotional response rather than making a choice about how to
respond. A bit of a warning here—this is deep work. If it is a journey you choose
to explore, you will have the ability to move the world in ways that you never
before experienced.

For me, the things that drive my need to be right are still becoming clear to
me, even after many years of exploring. One example is when I make a mistake,
I need to justify to anyone who will listen, including myself, why I was actually
right and that my actions fit the circumstances in that moment of time. Once |
begin to have a handle on what moved me out of the open space, I can begin to
take control and move back to being open. Are you aware of what moves you
from openness?

What are your indicators that you are not listening and not being open to
what is new? Do you have enough awareness of your moments in which you are
not truly listening? Answer these questions honestly:

e What is it that I do when I have a need to be right?
e What is the story I’m telling myself when I have a need to be right?
e What is the story I’m telling myself when I am not really listening?



If you don’t know the answers to these questions, ask those who you work and
live with. They know.

When a colleague of mine asked us to identify what he does when he needs
to be right, he was shocked that the group was able to tell him quite quickly that
he exhales a long, loud breath and crosses his arms. Upon hearing this, he
became quiet for a long time. He was unaware of this habit and was surprised
that it was so obvious to others. He was now able to analyze those moments and
identify his triggers.

Personally, my need to be right shows up anytime any of the following
beliefs are threatened:

¢ [ have made the right choice.
e I’'m right.
e I’m better than those folks.

Once a trigger is activated, I can no longer listen. I don’t even care what
someone else has to say. My only desire is to either prove them wrong or leave.
Another colleague was stuck in a place for a long time because he had

stories that he told himself with the following themes:

¢ [ made a wrong choice.
e [ did that poorly.
e Those folks are much better than me.

His responses centered around these thoughts and he had little forward action.
Now that he’s become aware of what triggers those responses in him, he is able
to see the internal dialogue and make choices for how he wants to be in the
world. When ideas show up that are different than his own worldview, he is able
to be open.

Being open means being open to the unscripted, to the unknown.

Without knowing what our triggers are, we operate in the world in such a
way that the fear is standing behind us, cloaked in invisibility, gripping our
shoulders, and guiding us through life. We let the fear choose for us.

Tool: Name your triggers
Identifying your triggers begins the process of revealing the fear. If you can
name it out loud with a group of people who can listen, that is helpful. Ask
yourself, “What is driving this reaction?” and write down the answer. You will



start to see trends pointing to a fear that is ruling you. The fear is real and valid,
yet it does not need to be the dictator of your kingdom. Acknowledging fear
makes the invisible visible.

One extremely powerful way to move from the need to be right to being
open is saying it out loud to the other person. For example, “Sorry, I just noticed
that I was not really listening. I got hung up on a need to be right, and I know
that is not helping us. Can you say that again? This time I am really going to
listen to what you are trying to say. Thanks.” A statement like that will change
the conversation. The vulnerability expressed in this example is scary, and yet it
is extremely useful in creating conversations that matter. You are naming your
weakness and as you do, it shows up as strength. Authenticity in its truest form.

To ask open questions consistently, you have to be open and be ready to
listen.



Open-Ended Questions

After you’ve clarified your intent and begun to practice establishing rapport and
being open, your next challenge is to ask open-ended questions. Rapport is a
great foundation for this. People will be willing to receive and think about your
question if you have established a relationship of trust. The next step is forming
questions that allow the other person to think in new and fresh ways.

Before we begin to explore open-ended questions, it is valuable to define
what closed-ended questions are. What type of answers do closed-ended
questions provide? A closed-ended question is not merely a question answered
with the words “yes” or “no.” Closed questions could also be answered by
numbers, locations, or facts. Common closed questions include: “How old are
you?” “How much did that cost?” “Where are you from?” “Where did you go on
vacation?” “What color did you paint your house?” and even, “How are you?”
Closed-ended questions have an expected answer.

Closed-ended questions often start with the words Is, Do, Does, Where,
When, or Who. Notice how, when you start a question with one of those words,
the other person generally gives you a short answer.

Which professions come to mind when you think of someone who uses
closed-ended questions? Common responses are police officers, reporters, and
trial lawyers. We often use closed-ended questions when we are trying to find
quick facts or narrow a bunch of data.

There is nothing inherently wrong with asking closed-ended questions.
There are times when using them is the best approach, like when someone has a
strong emotional response to something you’ve said and you need to know if
they are comfortable continuing the dialogue. The problem with closed-ended
questions is that, in general, they are expected and will not elicit responses that
are new, fresh, and powerful. We often are controlling the conversation when we
use them. We are comfortable asking questions that are closed. That is a skill
most of us have.

Now, let’s look closely at open-ended questions.

Effective open-ended questions generate responses that are unrehearsed and
unscripted, almost story-like in quality (they often are mini-stories), and the
answers often invite more questions.

The key to asking open-ended questions is to be aware of what your
questions start with. Open-ended questions generally start with Why, What, and
How. In some cases, Where and When can also form open-ended questions,
while closed-ended questions begin with Is, Do, Does, Where, When, or Who.



The Power of How and What and the
Weakness of Why Questions

Recently, I found myself sitting in a fancy corner office, leading an
energetic coaching session with an executive who had just shared that
he’d said something to his boss and was now wondering if his words had
been a mistake. I responded: “Why did you say that?” The conversation
screeched to a halt as he looked at me with puzzlement, his forehead a
mountain range of ridges.

Oops. I just made a mistake. Was it fixable? We had just been hitting
a productive flow, but now it seemed like my client was getting defensive.
He was about to exhale, lean back in his chair, and cross his arms (I had
seen him do this before). “Wait just a moment, that was not a great
question,” I said; “Let me rephrase. What compelled you to say that to
him?”

His response was a complete shift. He exhaled, placed his hands on
the table, and said, “I feel like someone should share with him the
fallacy of his thinking.” Then he shared more. We were back in the flow.

How did one question cause him to nearly shut down? What happened with the
next question that began to open him up again? Let’s look at which trap I fell
into.

Trap: Asking Why questions thinking they are open
What is the question we ask most often when we believe we are asking an open-
ended question?

Why?

While Why is considered an open-ended question, it does not elicit powerful and
fresh answers. Why questions actually create defensive and scripted responses.
Think about times when someone asked you questions like these:

e Why were you late?
e Why did you do that?
e Why are you wearing that?



What did you feel like? Most often, people feel defensive. When you have been
asked these kinds of questions, do you feel the need to defend why you are late,
explain your reason for doing something, or justify your choice in clothes? Do
you think about anything new or just give the responses you have already
considered giving? (Did you notice the number of closed questions present here,
including this one?)

If you ask someone why they were late, they already have an answer for you.
They’ve been thinking about it the whole time they’ve known they were going to
be late. If you ask a question that the other person needs to defend against, you
are not going to achieve something new and fresh but rather prompt them to
answer in a way that protects how they see themselves in the world. Notice in
the following example how the need to defend can be so strong that we work
hard to add things to our arsenal.

When I am rushing to get to an appointment that I’m late for, or my
desire to protect an image of myself forces me to focus purely on
defending my choices, I protect myself from the inevitable onslaught by
mentally preparing my defense in advance. I was running late to work
one time and still needed to stop to get supplies at a store on my way in.
As I drove into the parking lot, I saw a man with an open car hood and
jumper cables. I was excited—not to help him, but that his predicament
provided me with an easy excuse for being late, and it would even make
me look like a hero.

What does defensiveness look like? What do you do when you are feeling
defensive? What do you notice about what those around you do when they are
feeling defensive?

There is the obvious body language of defensiveness: crossing the arms over
the chest and looking down, for instance. (Remember too, they could be cold, or
their belly makes a convenient place to store their arms.) Really, think about it.
What do you do when you feel like you need to defend your point of view? Use
your own body as a vehicle for learning. When I become defensive, I do one of
two things. I will go very quiet, not say anything, avoid eye contact, and pull my
shoulders forward (thus making myself appear smaller). Alternatively, I raise my
voice, my face gets red, I make fierce eye contact, and I pull my shoulders back
(and make myself appear bigger). Either way, I have disengaged from the
conversation, mostly because I have a need to be right. As a result, I’'m no longer
interested in listening or being open. In the first scenario, I’'m usually needing



more time to get my thoughts gathered; in the second, I’'m ready to pounce to
prove I’m right.
How is your defensive dynamic similar or different?

¥
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We cannot be open and have a need to be right at the same time. You may
have seen people make a fist, hide their hands (in their armpits or under their
thighs when sitting), use their hands to do something else (fuss with a watch or
other accessories, hold a drink with two hands), or turn their shoulders so they
are no longer “square” to you.

When you observe these defensive postures, a question to ask yourself is,
“How did I contribute to this?” You may have asked a question or made some
kind of statement that is loaded with judgment. Sometimes it is obvious, such as
when you ask, “Why did you do that?” In the workplace, especially when you’re
the leader, the receiver of that question knows that they are being judged for
doing something “wrong.” Although this question is sometimes not a judgment
but genuine curiosity, the other person may still hear it as judgment. We will
explore this as we go through more of the traps in the chapter.



Antidote: Drop the Why from your questions
If you find that people are responding to your questions with defensiveness or
non-engagement, they may be reacting to your judgment. Although it is true that
you can ask questions full of judgment that create defensiveness, that do not
begin with “why”—especially when using a certain tone—a good place to begin
the process of asking powerful questions is to drop the Why in your questions
and see how people respond. Examine the following tool to replace the Why in
your questions.

Tool: Powerful questions begin with How and What
Dropping the Why in our questions requires us to use something different to fill
the void. Use How and What instead. Chances are, the heart of your Why
question has some good material in it. So, drop the Why; use a How or What
instead, and then do whatever is required to make the question make sense.
For example:

“Why ... ?” becomes “What...?”
“Why did you go to the market when you had what we needed?”
becomes “What compelled you to go to the market?”
“Why are you wearing that?” becomes “What do you like about
wearing that hat?” or “What is appealing about wearing that hat?”
“Why were you late?” becomes “What happened?” or “What
happened that made it difficult to get to work?”

“Why ... ?” becomes “How ... ?”
“Why did you do this?” becomes “How did this happen?”

“Why do you charge so much?” becomes “How was this pricing
structure decided?”

“Why do you think like that?” becomes “How is it that you learned
that?” or “How did you come to that understanding?”

You will notice that in the examples above, the words in the original sentence
changed in order to make the question clear. You will do this naturally as you try
to find ways not to sound judgmental. When you create questions for which
people will not feel the need to defend themselves, you will notice something
else happening to your questions. The word “you” will show up less. The word
“you” in a sentence may be perceived as a direct attack on the person (or
persons) you are talking to, rather than what you are talking about. “Are we



talking about ‘me’ or this thing around me?” Your posed question might be about
something that they have done, but that is different than who they are. Remind
yourself when asking a question that your intention is to critique the situation or
the behavior rather than the person themselves.

One of my early teachers once said, “I love each and every one of you. The
core of who you are is completely loveable, good, and pure. That does not mean
that I may always like your behavior, actions, choices, or sense of humor.” In a
moment, she was able to separate who we were from what we were doing. As a
result, she was able to give clear discipline that did not attack our self-worth.

If you can begin to make conscious choices around using “you,” you will
notice questions that are more powerful in your life.

For instance, let’s look at a question in three iterations:

First, “Why did you complete that so fast?”

This question is filled with judgment and the person will need to defend
themselves, proving both the outcome and the process of how they got there.

Second, compare the first question to “How did you complete that so
fast?”

Here the question is being asked with curiosity, about an observation you’ve
made. The person can answer by simply explaining what they did (maybe they
developed a shortcut!). They still may need to defend, depending on your
rapport, because the presence of the word “you” might confuse and lead them to
believe that they are being attacked.

Third, compare the second question to “How was that completed so
fast?”

Now the question is about the process and not about the person. There is less to
personally defend against. There is much more to talk about now, and the focus
can be on the process and how it was different than before. This will happen
naturally, as you drop the Why and attempt to create less defensiveness. I suggest
not focusing on the “you” component at first. That is a lot to think about. First,
work on dropping the Why. That is enough of a mind workout to start with.
Dropping the Why from our questions requires us to think differently. We



need to translate our Why questions into How or What questions. If your mind is
anything like mine, this will give your brain a real workout. It is not easy
because we have many years of practice in Whys, but the payoff is great. It is
worth your time and effort. However, if you don’t believe me, go practice and
see for yourself.

Trap: Not being open inside while asking How and What
One thing that gets in the way of asking good How and What questions is when
we neglect to be open inside. An example that demonstrates “being open inside”
is this: You are at work and a big problem is being discussed. You ask, “How did
we get here?” Again, it appears as if the question is open, and it is better than,
“Why did you do this?” However, it’s not open if you are thinking:

Who is to blame?

Who is wrong?

Jake needs to admit he made a mistake.
Your view is the best.

For many who take on the task of dropping the Why, the need to be right is still
very much present. They learn to drop the Why, but their questions are still
loaded with judgment, creating defensiveness. When I have explored this
challenge together with my clients, they notice that they are not open-minded
about the content being discussed and they are trying to prove something.
Alternatively, they are judging others in their heads: “I can’t believe they are



saying that! They are so wrong!” They have forgotten the needs of the other.
Focus on connection.

Trap: “But I already said why”
Your first awareness might begin with how often you ask Why. It is common for
people to feel overwhelmed after they notice how often they use Why questions,
and so they give up on this tool. No worries; this frustration is a normal part of
changing your habits.

Using How and What in your questions is like learning a new language: it
takes practice to develop the pathways in your brain that will make the How and
What questions easier. When I was first learning Nepali, a thought would arrive
in English, and I would translate that to a simple sentence in my brain before
then translating the thought into Nepali, using the words I was learning and
checking to see if the words made sense. Sometimes they did and sometimes
they did not. Like a muscle that needs to be built, you need to exercise the
language center of your brain in order to make How and Why questions habitual.
My experience has been that those who have learned to speak a foreign language
find this transition to How and What questions easier, because they have
developed an awareness of how their brain works in formulating new sentences.

To drop the Why questions, a willingness is required—a willingness to
practice and change how our mind works. This begins to build new pathways to
form better questions (when you learn something new or change a habit, your
brain physically changes itself to accommodate that newness). When you begin
to practice this skill, you will find that your Why questions will flow almost
automatically. Observe them. Before they come out of your mouth, catch them
and drop the Why. Pick How or What. Add it to the beginning of the questions.
Then move words or add words so the sentences flow as they should.

Some feel that once they’ve asked a Why question, it is too late to make an
adjustment. I disagree. If you have noticed that you just used a Why question,
that is your awareness growing. This is the first big push forward. Sure, you said
it and you cannot take that back, but what you can do is use this as a moment of
practice and fix it. (Oh, by the way, check your tone, too. Were you being
judgmental? No amount of sentence changing will fix that. Check it.)

Tool: Ask it again with How and What
Say something like, “Wait! Let me rephrase that question.” (Optionally add “I’'m
working on asking better questions” if you want to be clear about your
intention.) Then, rephrase your question. Of course, it will not be as good as if



you catch it before it flies, but this will shorten the time it takes for you to create
new questions and will be useful in the long run. It will also develop the
pathways in your brain to ask more powerful questions faster and easier. (You
don’t want to develop pathways of “That was stupid” or “I wish I would have
said . . .”) The majority of the time, the receiver will let go of the first question
quickly and answer your new question. Really. It will also help the receiver of
the question to think in new and fresh ways. Go explore with it and see what
happens.

Dropping Why from your questions is hard, and the word still regularly
appears in my own conversations, unplanned. It is amazing how often we are
unaware; even after learning about the value of How and What questions, we
don’t catch ourselves asking Why questions.

When I first began this work, and I was thinking I was doing a good job,
I was shocked at how much I asked Why questions. Once I had
awareness of how I was contributing to the conversation, I was unhappy
with the results.

There are still times when asking Why might be useful, but using How and What
more often and more regularly will be much more powerful, create less
defensiveness, and allow the other person to contemplate the situation anew.

It is useful to have someone help you keep track. Asking others to point out
when Why shows up in your exchanges can be turned into a fun game. Rather
than being hard on each other, we can all laugh together about how the Why just
snuck its way into the room, without being invited. Many of us have been using
Why for so long we don’t notice when it shows up. The support of others can
bring your awareness into sharper focus.

Trap: Using “How come. .. ?” and “What made you. .. ?”
It is common that when people drop Why questions, they will replace it with two
other questions that are not powerful. When I work with people deeply in this
material, I wait to introduce this next trap till they have a chance to practice
dropping Why on their own. I have found that it is too much to introduce this
next trap without some practice of dropping the Why questions. It is as if it short-
circuits the system somehow. So, if you can manage, put the book down and
practice some. If you need to keep reading before you get a chance to practice,
then you have been warned.

Now that you have had a chance to practice, I will let you in on a little



secret. You might have noticed two questions that you have started leaning on
when you drop the “Why.”

e How come...?
e What made you...?

Can you see that these questions create the same dynamic as Why questions?
Yes, they start with How or What, but both of these questions are really Why
questions in disguise.

Tool: Drop the “How come. .. ?” and “What made you. .. ?”
Yep. Drop the “How come . . . ?” and “What made you . . . ?” questions too. You
will notice that your questions will get even better. These questions often tempt
you to place the “you” in your questions, resulting in people needing to
personally defend against something, as we discussed in Tool: Powerful
questions begin with What and How.

If you notice that you have been using “How come . . . ?” or “What made
you . .. ?” it might be an indicator that you are not being open-minded. If you
hear these questions come out of your mouth, check to see if you are open to
surprise, open to an outcome that would be unexpected, open to an idea that you
have not heard before. Ask yourself:

e Are you asking those around you to justify their choices?
e Do you want them to take a stance of defense?

If you answer yes, then chances are you are not being open. When I answer yes
to either of these questions, I’'m not open and I’m not doing a great job of
listening, either.

Trap: How does that make you feel?
One result of creating conversations that matter is that a fuller picture of the
people involved develops. You will notice how feelings have an impact on those
around you and you might be tempted to explore those feelings. When you start
dropping Why, you may fall into a trap of asking, “How does that make you
feel?” questions, thinking that you are doing a good job. Generally, this question
has limited success as well. Let’s explore that.
“How does that make you feel?” This is a common question, and some



would argue it is even powerful. That is the reason it is used so much. When
people practice asking powerful questions, some will go through a cycle where
they fall back on this question frequently. People will notice your heavy use of
this question and may try to find ways to skirt around answering it. When you
begin to expand your toolbox of questions, you will notice that “How they feel”
will show up in their responses more and more without the need for you to
specifically ask, “How are you feeling?” (see Chapter 5 on Empathy). You can
then reflect those feelings back to them (see Chapter 4 on Listening) and help
them expand their own understanding of their feelings without ever asking,
“How does that make you feel?”

This question does have a place in your toolbox, but should not be the
primary tool to use each time you see an opportunity. To a hammer, everything is
a nail. To this question, everything is a feeling (and little else), and that feeling
must be discussed now (which might turn some people off). Although you might
be ready to talk about their feelings, some people will be more willing to talk
about feelings naturally in conversation rather than feeling as if they are at a
therapy session. When you learn to listen with your eyes by keying in on body
language, you will be better prepared to bring feelings into the conversation in
multiple ways, rather than asking, “How does that make you feel?”

Tool: Use feeling- and thinking-based questions
When we get to the chapter on Empathy, we will explore listening with your
eyes and holding a mirror, so people can decide how to navigate their feelings.
Until then, try rephrasing “How does that make you feel?” into feeling-based
questions like:

e What feelings are associated with that experience?
e What did that feel like?
e How did your feelings get in the way?

Some people operate from a place of feelings and others tend to filter their lives
though their thoughts. Asking, “How do you feel?” or any question rooted in
feelings will exclude the thinkers. Try thinking-based questions like:

What do you think about that?

What are your thoughts about this?

What are some of your thoughts about how that came to be?
What thoughts are dictating your choices?



e How did your thoughts get in the way?

Even better than asking just a feelings-based question or just a thinking-based
question is to ask questions that allow someone to respond as a “feeler” or as a
“thinker,” as it suits him or her.

Thinking- and feeling-based questions:

So how are you taking the news?

How are you adjusting to the news?
How did you react when you heard that?
What stood out to you?

What resonated with you about . . . ?
What struck you?

These questions allow someone to respond in a variety of ways. Some answers
may be thinking-based rather than feeling-based. This might catch you off guard
if you were expecting an answer loaded with feelings. Know that this is okay
since a fair number of people like to “think things through” rather than “feel
their way” through their lives. Therefore, these questions allow for people to
respond in a way that is more natural for them. It is especially useful to employ
these questions when addressing a group, allowing someone to respond with
either thoughts or feelings.

Now that we have explored How and What, some of you might be
wondering about the other question words: When, Where, and Who. Normally
they are used in a way that is closed; however, they can be powerful questions.
Let’s explore that briefly.

When, Where, and Who Questions

When, Where, and Who questions may be considered open or closed. When the
answers to these questions are a specific time, location, or person, they are
closed. For example:

e When did you go to the hospital?
e Where were you born?
e Who are your parents?



However, in rare cases, and with skill, When, Where, and Who questions can be
very powerful, open questions—Iike when the questions are asked in such a way
that the answer does not fit a specific time, location, or is attached to a particular
person.

For example, questions related to feelings:

e Where does that feeling come from?
e When do feelings like that come up for you?
e Who (or What type of person) makes you feel like that?

How about these examples:

e Where did you learn that truth?
e When did you begin to believe that was true?
e Who taught you right and wrong?

In the workplace, they might sound like this:

e When did we begin to notice this dynamic with our staff?
e Where could we find solutions?
e Who have we not included that could contribute in a meaningful way?

Though each of these examples could have a short answer, when you have good
rapport with the other person, these questions will lead to more meaningful
places in the conversation. Using When, Where, and Who as a starter to open-
ended questions is a difficult skill to master. If you need to pick between
dropping Why questions and using these types of questions, I would suggest
starting with eliminating the Whys. This tactic develops your skills rapidly,
garnering results more readily, and you can practice it more often. Once you are
on the path to consistently asking How and What questions, then open your
practice to include When, Where, and Who. These moments will be rare but
useful in your conversation.

Tool: Tell me. ..
There is one statement that functions like a powerful question and can work
wonders if you are being open. It is not a How or What. It is not a When, Where,
or Who. It is a Tell me.



“Tell me about . . .”
It is more of a directive. However, if you can say “Tell me . . .” from

e a place of curiosity,
e when your intention is about rapport and connection,
¢ and you are being open,

then something magical can happen. With its simplicity, it can be as
powerful as a question.

Also, when someone has shared something that stirs your curiosity, it can be
incredibly powerful to say, “Tell me more.” This simple phrase informs them
that you want to hear more, that you are curious about something they just said,
that you want to see them. Often, they are happy to share more.

Trap: Creating hypothetical questions
Early in my facilitation career, I wanted my questions to get to the heart of what
mattered, but I wasn’t always successful. I started leaning on creating questions
that started with “What if . . .” The answers would often be surprising or
insightful (or so I thought). One of my mentors kindly pointed out that these
hypothetical questions are great if you want to learn about a “dream world”
rather than the real world. I was not sure what she meant until the following
week when I was interviewing someone new to be part of our team.

I said, “Imagine you are leading an expedition in a cave. You hear a loud
crack. A student is down and holding his leg. What do you do?” I thought it was
a great question and had great success with it in the past (or so I thought). I saw
a look come over their face that resembled the faraway expression that takes
over a child’s face when they’re playing make-believe. I had invited this person,
who had never been in a cave, to play a game of make-believe with me,
ultimately encouraging them to create an ending they thought I wanted to hear. If
I learned anything from their response, it was that they are good at playing
make-believe.

Later, one of the people I hired left the scene of a crisis. They could not
handle it. The dreamer in them could play, when they were answering a question
in a safe room. When the moment arrived for them to step up, they stepped
down.

Tool: Explore truth



Rather than using hypothetical questions to explore, use questions that open to
someplace real. A place based on truth. This can require some fast thinking if
you’re already in the habit of asking hypothetical questions. Return to your
intention. In the above hiring story, my intention was to explore how the
candidate reacted when faced with stressful leadership situations in which there
is no clear-cut answer. When your intention is clear, it is easier to create a
question that will strike home. What questions might have been more effective?
Here are some possibilities:

¢ Tell me about a time when you had to deal with a stressful situation in
which there were no clear answers and you took the lead.

¢ How do you deal with stressful situations when you are leading?

e What does your leadership look like when you are stressed and there are no
“correct” choices?

Finding what is real (rather than make-believe) will also be valuable in other
conversations outside of interviews. It is true that sometimes a hypothetical
question can be useful when you want to open a new space and see what is
possible. However, often the place it leads you does not give you firm enough
ground to build from. In a hypothetical world, people can change the rules or the
meaning behind what they said (“I did not mean it that way”). If you are about to
ask a question that has a “What if . . .” style to it (even if you don’t say those
words), pause, check your intention, and see if you can ask it in such a way that
gets to something real. Explore the truth.

In a dialogue around race, a white woman said, “I think interracial dating is
wrong!”

I was tempted to ask, “What would your parents say if you brought home a
Mexican man for them to meet?” Totally hypothetical. Not only would I be
asking her to fit into a role that disagrees with her view, but I'd be asking her to
guess what her parents’ reaction would be. We would be creating a world of
make-believe. I have found that I have better luck asking, “How have your
parents influenced this idea?” or “How have you come to have this
understanding?” or “What have you experienced that tells you interracial dating
is wrong?” This might encourage her to begin telling stories, and yet these
stories are backed on actual experience rather than imagining how the world
might occur. We are getting someplace real, based on truth. Their truth.



From Interrogator to Conversationalist

Let’s take a look at how changing the questions you ask can transform a
conversation. If you ask lots of closed-ended questions, the experience will feel
more like an interrogation, while using open-ended questions creates a more
conversational experience.

Imagine that your teenage child is going to take your car out on a Friday
night, and you ask:

e When will you be home?
e Where are you going?
e Who are you going to see?

You might have even asked similar questions of an employee at work:

e When will you be back?
e Where are you going?
e Who are you going to meet?

These questions will sound like an interrogation to your child or employee, and
they invite short responses. The other person will feel the need to defend their
thoughts and their actions. They will also try to figure out what you are
“searching for.” Your teenager may say the minimum required to answer your
questions and receive the keys from you (or get you to leave so you will stop
asking questions). However, you can take some time to connect with them and
establish rapport (this skill needs to be continually practiced). You might have
more luck getting complete thoughts by asking:

So it’s Friday; what do you hope to do tonight?

What are you excited about?

What concerns do you have?

How will the people coming with you affect your evening?

Or with an employee:

¢ How will you use your time?
e What are some possible outcomes of your meeting?



e How will the people you will be meeting affect the outcomes?

Dropping the Why from your questions and instead using How and What will
move you from a place of interrogation to a place of conversation. With your
questions framed by How and What, you will find that people will want to share
stories and give fuller answers. We tend to utilize closed-ended questions when
we want facts.

Notice the difference between “When will you return?” and “How will you
use your time?” If you only need to know what time they will return, then the
first question is perfect. Consider the second question; will this get you what you
want? More often than not, it will give you more than what you expected. It will
give you connection!

Another subtle way that your questions can feel like an interrogation is when
they’re based on the negative. In other words, when your questions are based on
what is wrong, what is lacking, or what is broken. When your questions are
based on the negative, it’s easy for the recipient to take your questions
personally. If your question needs to focus on a problem, then make it clear that
you are asking about the problem and not the person. Often it will be
advantageous for everyone involved if you can take the core of your question
and ask it in the positive.

There are simple ways that your choice of words unintentionally contributes
to negative feelings. Even the words “problem” and “issue” are looking at what
is wrong, compared to “topic,” “theme,” or “talking point.” Noticing the
language you use and how it contributes to the dynamic is powerful because you
can control it. If someone is speaking and you cut them with “But . . .” or “Yeah,
but . ..” you have already told them that they are wrong and you don’t really
care what they are saying. You might as well place them in a dark room, shine a
bright light in their eyes, and ask, “Where were you last Saturday night?” If you
have an underlying assumption that they are wrong, or that they are the problem,
then you are not being open, and no matter what you say, they will understand
that you think they are wrong. If, on the other hand, you can shift your mindset
to a place of mystery, as an explorer embracing the unknown, real powerful
questions (and connections) will be more commonplace for you. (See Self-Work
for Openness for a way to practice.)



How Openness Can Be Applied in Groups

Most people find that asking a group of people open-ended questions is scary.
People are afraid they will not be able to control the conversation or that it might
travel down a path that is unpredictable. It is true that when you open a dialogue
exploring the mystery of another human being, it is exciting and its very nature
invites surprise. If you want simple, basic, or quick answers to your questions,
then closed-ended questions might be the best solution. However, if you want to
explore something new, bring new data to the surface, or learn the full truth, then
opening up is the way to go.

In a group setting, it is useful to take a solo moment to make sure you’re
clear about your intention and open to unexpected outcomes. When you start the
group, share your intention honestly and concisely. Take the risk to be real,
acknowledge you don’t have all the answers, and invite others to go on a journey
with you, emphasizing that you can create something together that would not be
possible to do alone.

The greatest value in being open and asking open-ended questions in a group
is that everyone is now engaged in a way that was not possible before. If your
question is a good one and people are connecting, everyone can choose to think,
feel, and allow the new answers in the room to influence their thought process.
Together, everyone creates something new.



Summary of Openness

Open Mindset

Having an open mindset requires you to be open to surprise and willing to
explore the unknown around you. If you find yourself knowing how people are
going to respond, or if you find that you are seeking an answer to support your
own view, then you are not being open to those receiving your questions. A lack
of openness creates a dynamic where people become cautious about sharing and
maybe only give you what they think you are looking for. The need to be right
might be so strong that it makes it impossible to be open to what is.

Open-Ended Questions

Closed-Ended Questions Open-Ended Questions

Begin With

Do
Does
Is

Where/When/Who (generally
closed)

And various others

What
How

Why (may be attack, defense, judgment,
accusatory)

Where/When/Who (used in rare cases)

Answers Look
Like

Yes/No

One word

I don’t know
Maybe/Sure

Location, Fact, or Number

Unscripted
Story-like

Invite more questions

Others’ Talk at you Talk with you
Perspectives

Feelings Interview/Interrogation Sharing

Style Interrogator Conversationalist

Open-ended questions allow people to connect and build relationships. They
allow people to respond in a way that is most fitting for them. These questions
give them a choice about how to engage. If you honor that choice with listening
and following up with more open-ended questions and reflective listening (see



Chapter 4 on Listening), you will move toward connection and build
relationships of trust.

The tool is to drop the Why from your questions and ask How and What
instead. Make sure you do not fall into the “How do you feel” trap and don’t beat
yourself up if a Why question falls out. Just pick it up, rephrase it, and give it
again. It will be okay. Really, it will.



Self-Work for Openness

Open Mindset

Learn your triggers. Ask those around you to help you name the moments that
you become no longer open as suggested in Trap: Unknown triggers.

If that’s not possible, there is a way for you to open the door of self-
understanding. Find someone in your life (anyone, really—even a complete
stranger), and find a topic about which you have opposing views. Engage in
dialogue. Notice what happens as you engage in conversation—especially in the
moments when you no longer are open to surprise or open to learning. Answer
the following questions for yourself:

e What happens when you are trying to prove that you are right?
e What happens when you notice that you are just going to let the other
person “have their way”?

If you look closely, you might see some of your triggers buried in the dialogue.
One place that your triggers are hiding is where you are using the word “but” in
your language. “But” points at a limited view you have of the world or a trigger
that you have not come to terms with. The word “but” negates whatever comes
before it.

Take, for example, “I love you, but it drives me crazy when you . . .” Are
they going to feel the love? Or consider this example: “What you did here was
great, but this part is going to cause a problem.” What is the receiver going to
hear? They are only going to hear the problem and not the great work they did.

This is true as well when you use “but” as a way of starting a sentence. If
Ruby says, “We work in a trusting environment,” and your response is “But all
the office supplies are under lock and key,” you are clearly saying that you don’t
believe in her view. The “but” or “Yes, but” at the front a sentence or a clause
makes whatever they just said null and void.

Your next challenge: For a week, eliminate the word “but” from your
vocabulary. You will find that you need a word to fill the void as you learn to
speak in this new way. When the word “but” shows up, use the word “and.” It
will work most of the time: “I love you, bttt and you drive me crazy,” or “What
you did here was great, but and this part is going to cause a problem.” As you
eliminate the “but,” look to see what limiting beliefs and triggers it reveals for
you.



Open-Ended Questions

Your self-work for open-ended questions is to establish rapport with three more
strangers, find something that you are naturally curious about, and ask an open-
ended question (dropping the Why). Listen. Notice how the other person
responds. Find your genuine curiosity and ask another open-ended question
based on what they have said. Are their answers similar to answers you’ve
gotten in the past, or did you hear new things in these conversations? Notice
where the conversation goes and enjoy the ride.






Chapter 4



Listening

Listening is a rare happening among human beings. You cannot
listen to the word another is speaking if you are preoccupied
with your appearance, or with impressing the other, or are trying
to decide what you are going to say when the other stops talking,
or are debating about whether what is being said is true or
relevant or agreeable. Such matters have their place, but only
after listening to the word as the word is being uttered. Listening
is a primitive act of love in which a person gives himself to
another’s word, making himself accessible and vulnerable to

that word.

— William Stringfellow’ —



The Power of Reflective Listening

An important indicator of your openness is how you are listening.

Thus, we travel to the next level of the Pyramid, building on Intention,
Rapport, and Openness.

In order to ask powerful questions, you need to listen, confirm you are
listening correctly, and then show that you understand to the best of your ability.
You can ask a question that sounds powerful, but if your intention is not aligned,
you have not built rapport, or if you are listening only to be right, the question
will lose its power. In order for a question to be truly powerful, it requires you to
listen deeply and completely. Only then can you ask a question that offers the
power to create something new.

How do we teach listening? How do we really learn to listen? There is no
way to close your ears like you can your mouth—and yet they seem to have an
on/off switch. Baltasar Gracian said, “We have eyelids but not earlids, for the

ears are the portals of learning, and Nature wanted to keep them wide open.”®
Because we cannot close our ears, we tend to think that we can listen passively
(and maybe some of us can).

But I believe in order to ask truly powerful questions, you need to take
action. Listening is a verb, after all. To be able to truly understand what someone
is saying, we are each required to engage the part of our mind that wants to
connect to others. Sure, sound waves are bouncing around us all the time and
they will hit our eardrums, but it is our duty to march to that drumbeat in a way
that engages our whole being. Each of our senses gets engaged in the process.

I thought I knew something about the power of listening but a recent
failure taught me that I still have a lot to learn. While this book was
undergoing the editing process, my company, We!™, had an inbound
request for some consulting work. A woman left a voicemail saying she
was calling from the “IACP” (no further explanation of the acronym)
and was looking for an interactive keynote speaker for a Sunday event in
October in Philly. Before returning her call, I went to the IACP website
and discovered that the event expected to draw one hundred thousand
attendees and that the International Association for Chiefs of Police

(IACP) has a LONG history of conferences going back to the 1800s, not

to mention seven hundred vendors offering everything from guns to
massage therapists. It sounded like it might be useful for them to have a



connection-based keynote. I quickly returned the call. After three rings,
a woman answered and said, “Oh, thanks for calling. I have a loose end
I need to wrap up. Can I call you back in a few minutes?”

“Sure!” I say, and then immediately get sucked into my next project
without giving the IACP much further thought.

The next thing I know, the phone is ringing and even though I am not
quite prepared to offer my full attention to the woman on the other end, I
answer and dive in with run-of-the-mill niceties: “So you must be busy

getting ready for this. This is a BIG deal. I know because I once was the

Director of Development for the largest sustainable conference on the
east coast. I bet you are really busy.”

“Yeah, really busy getting everything organized and it’s lots of fun,”
she says.

“So tell me what we can do to help you,” I reply while reaching for
my pen to take notes.

“Okay,” she says. “One of our board members suggested you might
be able to help us with our IACP conference in Philly in October with
about five hundred attendees. We would like to do an interactive keynote
to help teams to associate with each other on Sunday morning. We are a
membership-based organization with lawyers . . .”

After that, I couldn’t hear or understand anything else she was
saying. It was like my brain had shut off. I was completely focused on
five hundred attendees not equalling the one hundred thousand I’d read
about on their website and lawyers not being police chiefs. The cover of
this book pops into my head. Somehow, I focused in and told myself to
just listen. “Whatever she is saying is way more important than what
you think she should be saying,” I reminded myself in my head.

“. .. and financial people,” she said as I tuned back in, my pen once
again moving across paper. “We are focused on collaborative divorce
cases. Our goal is to keep the process family focused and settle cases out
of court whenever possible. Our team members come from all across the
world. They love community and connecting to each other. They are
rule-breakers who love to challenge the status quo to make the world a
better place.”

Fortunately, at that point, she paused, giving me a chance to take a
deep breath. I was very confused. I double-checked the incoming
message and my notes. Something was not adding up.

“So...umm. .. do you have more you want to say, or ...umm. . .



is this a good time for me to ask questions?” I said, the words stumbling
from my mouth as I attempted to gather my thoughts.

“I’m good,” she said. “Your turn.”

“Okay, who was the board member who recommended us?” I said.

She told me, and we talked about how full of life and supportive this
mutual acquaintance was. So far, that information matched with the data
I had in my mind for IACP. Then I told her I’d missed something
somewhere dfter lawyers but before financial folks.

“Oh, that was mental health professionals and child therapists,” she
said. My pen barely moved because there was still no mention of police
chiefs.

At this point I was really puzzled and wondering how police chiefs fit
in with lawyers and divorce cases.

“Um . .. I thought this is IACP?” I said.

“Oh, it is,” she said.

“But where are the police chiefs?” I said. “Sounds like you are the
rule-breakers.”

“Oh, do you mean the other IACP?” I could hear the smile in her
voice as she said this. “Yes, the police chiefs are having a conference the
same weekend in the same building. We are also IACP—The
International Association for Collaborative Practice.”

“Hold on,” I said, looking at my inbound emails. “We!™ has two
different inbound requests: One for your IACP and one for the other. The
subject line of this email says ‘Chiefs of Police.’ Same letters, same time,
same location and both asking for help.”

“Were we first?” she says. “Can we be first, please?”

Then we both break into laughter. What are the chances?

And it was then that I realized where I’d fallen down on the job of
exercising my listening skills. I had such strong “listening for” data in
my head based on my research for IACP that I couldn’t hear any of the
words she said once they didn’t match up with what I expected to hear.

When you are listening, do you search for the next thing someone will say based
on what you are expecting them to say? Most of us are not even aware that we’re
doing this when it’s happening. The eight-pound microprocessors resting
between our ears do the searching so rapidly that it’s effortless. I wasn’t even
aware that my listening process wasn’t allowing any more data to come through.
It was as if my brain wasn’t even allowing for the possibility that the IACP that



she was referring to existed, simply because I hadn’t yet read about it. I could
have lost an important client.

Do you sometimes listen in hopes that the person you’re chatting with will
agree with you? Are you hoping they will say something to compliment you? Do
you listen for them to say something that is true, wrong, worthy, etc.? In all of
these cases, you’re listening for what you expect to hear rather than what is
actually being said.

The largest hindrance to our open listening is that we often listen for what
we want to hear. Have you ever noticed that the people around you tend to
experience the same problems over and over, or that every time a loved one
shares something with you, you hear a similar story?

I have a friend who only comes around when she is having problems
with her latest boyfriend. It has gotten so bad that when she shows up at
my door, I don’t even say, “Hi.” I just skip to something like, “What is
his name and what did he do this time?”

Do you have anybody in your life with whom you have a similar relationship? A
similar way of listening is this:

I often listen for how people are wrong and how I would fix them.

I know, it is such a limited view, and I’'m not proud of it. Yet, I’'m
learning that if I'm listening for how I am right, then I’'m only getting
part of the story. A very small part. I am missing a huge part of what is
being shared with me. My friend can never show up at my door with a
story about how things are going well with her latest boyfriend, for 1
won'’t even hear it. I will keep listening and digging around for what is
wrong. I must choose to open my listening and understand fully all that
is being presented to me. It is a choice that offers a more complete
understanding of what is happening around me. As I’m writing this, I’'m
realizing she has not stopped by in six months. My first thought is,
“Must be going okay with her current boyfriend.” However, what is
more realistic is, who would want to stop by if all they get is, “What’s
wrong with you?”

What is something that you listen for? When someone talks to you, how do you
give him or her your attention?
It is useful to generate a list of what you are listening for. Just ask yourself,



“What do I listen for?” and see what shows up. Write as fast as you can,
unfiltered. When you are done, think about what your loved ones listen for, and
see which of theirs could be on your list, too. You might be surprised. If you sit
with this question for a while, other answers will come to you while in the
shower, eating your next meal, and during your next conversation.

I love fixing problems and might even be addicted to it, for the payoff is
usually gratifying. I’'m not the only one who listens for problems they can fix.
Have you noticed how leaders within organizations love fixing problems? They
tend to have a knack for coming up with solutions and have been promoted in
order to solve bigger and bigger problems. They get an endorphin rush putting
out fires. Some even go looking for the next fire they can put out just so they can
continually “save the day.” They feel needed and useful.

This is true for Bob, a CEO whose staff I was coaching and training as
he was leading a cultural shift in hopes of reducing fear within the
organization. Like many in his position, he focused on fixing the current
problems and, as a result, missed the bigger picture. Since being
promoted to CEO, Bob had lost the ability to see and listen to what the
true problem was. He’d become so far removed from the front line that
he no longer had all the information needed to address a problem. In
turn, those who were on the front line were becoming increasingly
frustrated that they had not been heard and were afraid to pass data up
the “authority” chain. As soon as one fire was put out, another ignited,
because no one was addressing the core of the problem. Rather than
listening for root causes, they were only listening for information about
the current fire.

Part of our brain, the reticular activating system (RAS), learns to focus on small
bits of data that we deem important. Have you ever noticed upon buying a new
car that suddenly there are many more of that make and model on the road than
you ever saw before? It is not as if your local dealer sold one hundred more cars
overnight. You did not need that data before, so it went unnoticed. Your choice
activated something in your RAS that now makes this bit of data important.
There is an important piece of data my wife can see that I’'m blind to, even
after she points it out. When we go to the beach, she can find half a dozen shark
teeth within minutes. I think it is the coolest thing. I want to find them too. I can
walk the same beach right next to her and not find a single one—even when my
wife makes a one-foot circle in the sand and tells me there is a shark tooth in the



circle. I can sit and stare within the circle for twenty minutes and not find it. My
wife grew up with boys, and I’d bet her ability to see shark teeth had lots of
value in the currency of play.

Henry David Thoreau was once asked how it was that he was able to find so
many arrowheads. Just then, he stooped and picked up an arrowhead from
between his feet. He said, “We cannot see anything until we are possessed with

the idea of it, take it into our heads—and then we can hardly see anything else.”?
We can train ourselves to notice certain things around us. When we listen,
RAS is focused on finding examples in our world to prove we’re right and
therefore the other person is wrong. Do you think that this makes us good
listeners?
How many of the following are true for you? I listen for . . .

e What I know (so what I know is confirmed), and I say, “I know that
already!”

e Approval (so I know that I am liked), and it answers, “Do I fit in here?” or
“Am I valued?”

e Next action (so I can know where to go next), and I say, “I can do that!”

e What is wrong (so I can fix it), and say, “You know, what you need to do
is...”

Once when I asked a CEO to be aware of the things he’s listening for, he listed
things like fairness, accusation, dishonesty, hidden messages, manipulation,
winning, being right, and blame. He thought these were the “correct” things to
listen for. After exploring deeply what might be going on for him when he
listens, he added, “I listen for how people defer to me, how they see me as
something successful, and whether or not they got excited when I was speaking.
I am listening for fans.” He said he wanted to create a team of strong leaders to
take his business to the next level. This exercise helped him understand why the
leaders he trained always left when they were ready to take the reins themselves.
He realized he never created an environment for them to thrive; he had created
an environment for them to be his greatest fans. When he left them alone to lead,
they left. Now he was in a place where he could name what he was listening for
and create an opportunity to listen for more. He was able to listen bigger and
deeper and hear more of what his employees needed in order to be great leaders,
whether or not he was present.

When you practice deep listening, your mind shifts to the needs of those
around you. Your focus is on the person sharing instead of your need to be right.



When you’re in this space, you hear what’s really important. No longer is there a
need to prove anything. The need is for them to fully express themselves and for
you to receive that.

When this type of listening occurs, there is also a shift in the world of the
speaker. When we listen as if someone’s life depends on it, something radical
can happen. We can listen them into being. We listen them into a new space—a
space where they can recreate themselves in the current moment. Like a kid with
Lego blocks, they can make choices about what they want to build because they
are being listened to.

So, listen as if lives depend on it. In a real sense, they do, in much the same
way my life was altered by my encounter with the Amish man on the bus that
fateful day. His listening and his ability to connect created an opportunity for me
to choose a whole new life, one in which my focus was no longer on me and my
victimhood. (“Poor me . . . I did not know my parents . .. I was left. . .
abandoned.”) I could now shift my story and shift my past. I had a new self-
understanding that was immediately affirmed, that encouraged me to dedicate
myself to serving others. He listened to me without any expectations and was not
listening for anything in particular. What would shift in your life, if you were
able to listen without listening for anything specific?

Deep listening also contributes to building trust and respect. People want to
be heard and understood. It may be the highest calling of our humanity. When
we are deeply listened to, we become the most alive. Your compassionate
listening is a deep service to those around you, and it may be the greatest gift
you can give. If you want to build trust with those around you and within your
organization, then learn to practice listening deeply. Let go of the judgment and
serve the needs of others by showing up and listening,.

Reflective listening is a skill that will allow you to open the door to this deep
kind of listening in your life and give you the ability to ask powerful questions.
In its truest sense, it is a skill of being able to hold a “mirror” for the other
person in such a way that they can listen to and evaluate what they are saying, in
much the same way that a physical mirror reflects what is visual. When done
right, it allows all of your stories to get out of the way and allows you to get
closer to the person who is sharing their story.

You can do that by “mirroring” what the other person says is true for them.
They see the world with a particular view, and if you can show that view back to
them, both of you might have a greater understanding of who each of you are.
With this greater understanding, the other person can now make choices that
they did not have access to a moment ago. You can access this space through
reflective listening. This chapter provides strategies for using the subtleties of



this skill in powerful ways.

The basic approach here is to use Reflective Listening Statements, also
sometimes called mirror statements. The listener can choose to reflect the other
person’s words cleanly or in other styles that allow for different nuances.

Elements of Reflective Listening Statements

Reflective Listening Statements have two major parts: what they begin with and
what they end with. They usually need some kind of transition between the other
person saying their words and you reflecting what they are saying.

Reflective Listening Statements begin with words like:

So...
So, you are saying . . .
I’m hearing . . .

You then get to make some choices about how the statement ends, based on
which form of Reflective Listening Statement you choose to use. There are four
forms of Reflective Listening Statements:

e Verbatim: This is the simplest form. You can reflect exactly what the other
person is saying, using many of the same words as they did. This is
especially useful for clarification, if a particular word surprised you, or if
there is a lot of emotion in what they are saying.

e Translation: You can reflect what you are hearing the other person say
using your own words. Simple Translation uses synonyms for their words.
Far Out Translation uses words with different meanings.

e Unstated Feelings: You can reflect your sense of the other person’s
feelings, even if they are not being said directly.

e Connecting the Dots: You can connect the different ideas that the other
person is sharing.

The following tables may help you identify and create each of the reflective
listening styles. Then, let’s explore each of these types of Reflective Listening
Statements in detail.



Reflective Listening Statements begin with:

And end with:

A Transition Phrase Like

So, you are wondering . . .

You believe . . .

So, you are thinking about . . .

I hear you saying . . .

So, what you are saying is . . .
So...

You seem . . .

I’m getting . . .

You think. ..

It is important to you . . .

It feels like you are . . .

What I’m understanding is . . .

It sounds to me like. . .

You sound as if you are . . .
Sounds like . . .

From your perspective . . .

I’'m picking up . . .

It seems as though . . .

You are feeling . . .

It sounds like you really value . . .
It’s interesting that . . .

So, what I’'m hearing . . .

I believe what you’re saying is that . . .
I’m noticing . . .

It’s almost like you said . . .

I’m observing . . .

Isense. ..

Are you saying . . .

So, your opinion is . . .

Your experience has been . . .

I’m getting the impression . . .
I’m getting the sense that . . .
When you say this . . . I’'m hearing that . . .
This is what I’m hearing you say . . .

Verbatim
Using many of their words

Translation

Simple—in your own words
using synonyms of their
words

Far Out—using your own
words with expanded
meanings

Unstated Feelings

Giving their feelings back to
them even if they did not say
them, by paying attention to
body language and tone

Connecting the Dots

Tying together ideas and
thoughts they have shared
over time into one reflection




Verbatim Reflective Listening Statements

Your goal is simply to give the speaker back what they are putting out into the
world. As the mirror is for the visual world, you become the reflector of their
words. Use this when:

you don’t understand what they are trying to get across

you are surprised by the words they are using

you’re not sure of the actual words they are using (due to accent)

repeating the words would be useful for others in the room

you’re unsure why they are sharing this bit of information

you want them to know that you heard them (but maybe did not understand
them)

e it would be useful for them to clarify

For example:

Jose is saying, “I don’t understand why people are so inconsiderate.
They are supposed to be professionals and yet they don’t care what I

»

say.

First, you need a starting transition phrase. Let’s use “I hear you
saying . ..”

Now you add what you heard Jose say, using his words.

“So, Jose, I hear you saying these professionals are inconsiderate
and they don’t care.”

Or “You’re saying that professionals don’t care what you say.”

Or “You’re wondering why professionals can be inconsiderate and
don’t care what you say.”

Translation Reflective Listening Statements



Translation is basically asking, “I am understanding XYZ, do I have that right?”
by taking the other person’s words, digesting them as your own, and giving them
back to the other person.

A Simple Translation is giving the other person’s words back to them after
you have digested them and understood them. In Simple Translation, you may
use synonyms. For example:

Jose says, “I don’t understand why people are so inconsiderate. They are
supposed to be professionals and yet they don’t care what I say.”

The word “inconsiderate” jumps out for you. Some other words that
have similar meaning are unsympathetic, rude, disrespectful, and
thoughtless. Therefore, you pick one that seems to be close to what he is
saying and give it back to him.

“So, Jose, you feel like you get an unsympathetic ear?”
Or “It sounds like the professionals were rude to you.”

Or, it might be a little bit more of a stretch, but you could say “So
Jose, I’m hearing that you have been mistreated.”

If the words “don’t care” struck you, you then might proceed with:

“You’re saying that people who get paid to do a job should also be
able to listen to your concerns.”

Or “You wish these folks would be a little more attentive to your
needs.”

With a Far Out Translation, you’re stepping out on a limb to see how far their

world extends with the words they are saying and how BIG the truth is of their

statement. How far out does their statement extend to other parts of their world?
For example:



“I’m getting the impression that the company has some bad hiring
practices.”

Or “I’m hearing you say that they should fire all the customer
service reps.”

Another way to think about Far Out Translation is to take an arrow (their
translated words) and try to hit the target (the core or heart of their message).
Often, we try to hit the bull’s eye of the target dead center (with Verbatim or
Simple Translation reflections), but with Far Out Translation, we deliberately try
to hit somewhere outside of the center of the target—maybe closer to the edge,
maybe just a ring or two out from the center of the bull’s eye, or maybe off the
edge of the target completely. You become an explorer trying to find the edge of
their message, exploring what is true and not true for them with as little
judgment as possible. You’re just exploring and seeing how the world occurs for
them. What is a story they are telling themselves that they believe to be true?

Using a Far Out Translation might venture into territory that is not true for
them. That is okay, and they will help you clear it up. In the example, you might
think that Jose values politeness.

A Far Out Translation might be:

“It sounds like you really value politeness and that no one who gets paid
for what they are doing should be so rude.”

Jose might respond: “It’s not politeness that I’'m concerned about. I want
directness! When they say they can fix it, and yet send me on a run-
around that only makes it worse, it drives me crazy. Why can’t they just
be honest and say they cannot fix it or have never dealt with this
problem before?”

I often use this type of reflective listening when I’m trying to see how the
speaker’s words fit into their whole worldview. I might know (or think I know)
something about their worldview and I’m trying to find out if their words match
with that world. Far Out reflective listening is not something that I do often, and
a few arrows (reflections) might fall short of the target or even miss completely.
However, I include this type of reflective listening here because when I do use it,
it seems like the most perfect tool for the moment. When it works, it can help the
conversation move to a deeper and more meaningful place quickly, and bring a



crisp clarity to what we are talking about, especially if I have established good
rapport.

Unstated Feelings: Reflective Listening Statements

Reflecting Unstated Feelings allows the other person to know they have been
heard on a deeper level. Reflective listening at this level unveils unsaid emotions
in the speaker that may even be unknown to them. In order to reflect Unstated
Feelings, you must be listening with your whole being.

You are listening with your ears for change in tone of voice, as well as a
change in tempo or speed. A higher tone with a quick tempo might suggest
excitement. A lower tone with slower tempo might suggest confusion or
uncertainty about what they are sharing.

You are listening with your eyes. What is the person doing with their body
that might be an indication of some underlying feeling that has not been stated
yet? The message expressed with their body language can tell you more than
their words can.

Your other senses might be useful, too, for listening at this level. We will
cover this in more detail in the section on empathy.

For example:

What do you notice while Jose is speaking? “I don’t understand why
people are so inconsiderate. They are supposed to be professionals and
yet they don’t care what I say.”

Let’s say you notice that he has clenched his fist and his jaw muscles
have tightened. You know from your own experience that when you do
these things you are feeling frustrated or maybe disrespected, so you
assume that he’s feeling that way as well. You check that assumption by
saying,

“So you are feeling really frustrated in the way you were treated.”

Or “You feel that people should be treated with dignity and heard.
And you were not.”

Notice that Jose did not say “frustrated” or “dignity.” You are taking a risk by
adding your deeper understanding of what is not being expressed in words. If
you have done a good job with establishing rapport, he can accept or deny what



you are saying. Most likely, he will appreciate that you are listening to all of
him.

Connecting the Dots

Connecting the Dots could also be called Connecting the Ideas, although
Connecting the Dots is more accurate because you might be connecting more
than just ideas. Connecting the Dots requires you to listen to all of the data that
you are receiving and share any connections that you are making. You are
listening for more than just the other person’s words. You are listening for how
their ideas, concepts, and body language are congruent or incongruent with what
is being said. What connections are you making based on what they are saying?
With Connecting the Dots, you will share those connections as you see them.
For example, you might say the following to Jose:

“Earlier you said that these folks were ‘cheap’ and now you’re
saying they are ‘inconsiderate.’ You want to make sure you don’t
work with them again.”

Or “Based on all that you have said, you are ‘done’ with them. And
you want to make sure this does not happen to you again.”

Or, in an incongruent way: “Earlier you were talking about how
much you love these people and now you are saying that they are so
‘inconsiderate.’” (You could follow this reflecting with “What
happened?” Just pointing out the two different dots might be enough
for them to reflect.)

Listening in this way can be so profound for the other person that sometimes you
need to ask for permission before sharing. You might say, “I am making some
connections with what you are saying. Would you mind if I share?” If they say,
“Okay,” then go ahead and share. If they indicate they would prefer you not
share, then move on.

When you are Connecting the Dots, you can provide a great service for
someone. You have offered another brain to examine their perspective in a way
that they aren’t able to. By sharing your perspective, you give them a new
vantage point from which to see their lives.

So, what is the advantage of reflective listening? The largest advantage of



reflective listening is that it helps the other person engage with you in a way that
advances the conversation in much the same way a gear connects with another
gear to propel a machine forward.

When two or more people come together, one person can begin to spin gears
without engaging with anyone else. Sure, they might be talking, but nothing is
being shared because they have not engaged with anyone. They have not
connected. When a listener uses reflective listening, they engage themselves so
that deeper and more complete understanding can happen for all parties. This is
done by giving the speaker their own words or ideas back to them to ask
subconsciously, “Is this what we are talking about? Did I get it right?” If the
response is “yes,” then more information can be added to the conversation. If the

answer is “no,” then WONDERFUL! The speaker can clarify immediately, and

the conversation can move from a place of disconnection to a place of
connection, from a place of confusion to a place of clarity, from a place of
ignorance to a place of understanding. Therefore, as a result of using reflective
listening, you have made a movement toward understanding, which creates room
for empathy (we’ll get to that more in the next chapter). Due to reflective
listening, one person can see how the other sees the world in that moment.
Remember, in true reflective listening, your goal is not to seek understanding to
get your point across. It is the antithesis of that. Using reflective listening allows
the listener to see the world as the speaker sees the world, with the added benefit
of gaining insight into themselves as well.

Another way to think about this is to see a map of a city. You likely want to
know where you are on the map. If there is not a “You are here” dot, then you
need to do some work. First, you need to find landmarks around you in the real
world and see if they exist on the map. In the same way, reflective listening can
allow others to know, “Ah, that road is over there, and that park is here, so we
must be here!” or “She thinks race is the primary factor we all use to judge
people’s ability, and he believes race is irrelevant.” The conversation to have is
the one where those two ideas intersect.

Trap: Repeating the reflection style
When people pick up reflective listening as a tool to ask better questions, I
commonly see this Trap. Either they use the same transition phrase again and
again, or they use the same form of reflective statements, when something else
would better suit the speaker. The two most common forms people use when
learning are Verbatim and Simple Translation. This is a result of doing what is
comfortable and easy or a fear of reflecting the wrong thing.



Tool: Change it up and take a risk
The simple Tool for this Trap is to continue to change up your reflective
listening style. Focus on listening and really absorbing what is being said. When
it’s your turn to reflect, take the time to breathe and give back exactly what you
heard. Take a chance to explore the unknown territory and do a Far Out
Translation, Unstated Feelings, or Connecting the Dots style of reflection. For
some, it feels very risky. Students who are slow to use reflective listening often
say things like, “I don’t want to put words in their mouth” or “If I reflect wrong
they will think I’'m not a good listener.” Fear is holding them back from
connecting and fully understanding what the speaker is expressing.

If you keep using the same transition phrase—“I am hearing you say . . .” for
example—you will sound like a robot. People will notice and be less receptive to
your words. Although only a few are listed above, there are hundreds of ways to
start a reflective statement. Sure, you might have some phrases that you lean on
and use more often. That is okay, but it is important to be well-versed in other
starting phrases so that you can be fluid in your transition. Try using new ones
even if you are unsure how they will work. Take a risk. What will it sound like if
you say, “So you’re wondering if . . .”

Also, take a risk in moving between all the different forms of reflective
statements. If you only use Verbatim and Simple Translation, then people will
feel like they are talking to a parrot. The reason I have taken the time to break
down these different forms of reflective statements is to give my students the
ability to move between the different forms with ease. Using Verbatim may be
perfect in a particular moment, and at other times, it might be more useful to
Connect the Dots or share what Unstated Feelings you are picking up on. None
of these forms are better than the other. There are times when one form will be
the most appropriate choice for that particular moment. You won’t know when
that moment is unless you practice moving between all the different forms.

Each of the reflective listening styles allows you to access the speaker’s truth
from different directions. For example, I have found that when emotions are
really high, it is best to give the person exactly what they have said back to them
(Verbatim). However, when they are in a place of self-reflection and are ready to
explore some yet unknown truth about themselves, Connecting the Dots can be a
tool that opens up a whole new room inside of them.

Tool: Ask permission
For some, the following three forms of reflective statements can feel risky: Far
Out Translation, Unstated Feelings, and Connecting the Dots. These three forms



tend to move the conversation to a new place. (In contrast, Verbatim and Simple
Translation tend to keep the conversation where it is.) This is true if the
conversation is one-on-one or in a group. For the person getting ready to reflect,
it can feel risky and scary to move to this new place. One thing you can do to
“check in” with yourself is to ask, “Is this risk in alignment with the group’s
intentions?” If yes, you can then ask for permission. Permission might sound
like, “I would like to reflect back something that I’'m hearing, but it feels a bit
risky; would it be okay with you if I reflect back what I’m hearing from you?”
You need to be okay with them saying no, and if they say yes, then give them
what you been hearing: “Okay, so what I’'m understanding is . . .”

Trap: Failure to confirm when you know it will be useful
Reflective listening can be powerful when done well but can be limiting when
poorly executed or when you miss the mark by not getting the whole story.
When using Reflective Listening Statements, it’s important to pay attention to
the feedback the speaker is giving you about your statement. You used reflective
listening to offer what you think you heard, and sometimes your reflection
doesn’t match what the person meant to say. Let me share an experience where I
failed to confirm that I got the reflection right.

During a three-day intensive course, a student became the teacher. In a
dialogue about being impeccable with your words and the power of
words, a young man, Bryan, was sharing a story about being abused as
a child and told he was worthless. It became obvious to the group that
he had a dysfunctional and violent family life. Later in the dialogue, he
shared that when he grew older, people told him that his thoughts or
ideas did not matter. I got a clear picture of what his life must have been
like in these stories and was impressed by how he was able to be so
vulnerable (something new for him) in this new group of people.
Although the conversation was flowing, I felt a strong need to tell him
that I understood and to affirm his ability to share. I paused the group
for a moment, told the person who was then speaking that she would be
able to continue in just a moment, and looked deeply in Bryan’s eyes.

I could feel his pain and felt tears forming on the bottom of my eyes.

I wanted to reflect back what he was placing in the dialogue so he would
know that someone understood. “Bryan, I get it. You have been told your
whole life that you are wrong, that you do not matter, and that your
thoughts are not worth sharing. I got it.” I sent it with all the love 1



could muster in the moment and asked the last speaker to continue. As I
sat back to listen to the next speaker, I felt a small tightness in my chest
and wondered, “Did he get that I got it?” but pushed the thought away
and focused on facilitating the group. I was more concerned about
moving the conversation along than confirming if my reflection landed
where I intended it to land. I failed to confirm if my reflection was
accurate even though my chest tightened and I felt uneasy about how I
had reflected Bryan’s words. I pushed those feelings aside for the sake of
the flow of the conversation and invited the conversation to move
forward. I now wonder how things might have been different if I had
opted to confirm with Bryan what I had heard by saying something
along the lines of, “Am I understanding you correctly?”

The next day, after the class had covered reflective listening in
detail, Bryan came to me with a question. I answered it, and before he
turned to leave I said, “It’s my turn, I have a question.” I started to say
what I was trying to send him in that moment the day prior, but could
not, as my words got all tangled up. Then I asked, “Remember that
moment yesterday when I was reflecting about your life? What was I
trying to say to you?” He said flippantly, “Oh, you were telling me that I
was being too vulnerable and sharing too much. That is why I did not
share for the rest of the dialogue.”

My chin dropped to the floor. “I knew something in that moment was
not right. That is why you did not share anymore?”

“Yep!”

“Do you know what was going on for me? Did you see my face? Did
you see the tears in my eyes?”

“Nope.”

“I am glad we are talking about this. In that moment, I was sending
you all the love I could muster, for you have been told your whole life
that you are wrong. I was trying to say I got that. That it must be hard
living a life in which all that you encounter tells you that you are
wrong.”

He smiled as learning settled in. I continued: “However, do you see
that you are so attuned to listen for ‘I am wrong,’ that when the total
opposite is stated, still all you can hear is, ‘I am wrong?’”

His face lit up. He understood that his whole past came into the
present in such a way that he had made the present look just like the
past. When love came to him in the present he translated it as “I’m
wrong,” in the same way he’d grown accustomed to doing his entire life.



When I referred back to the moment the previous day, he responded by
being flippant as if he was saying, “Ya I know . . . I was wrong . . . but
you see . . . I fixed it by not sharing for the rest of the dialogue.”

What is most sad to me about this story is that he lost a day in the
retreat to be truly himself based on my inaction. My reflection was
interpreted as discipline and he clammed right up. He could have had
more useful time in the workshop if I had slowed down just a bit more
and listened more deeply to the tightening of my chest.

The next day during a group dialogue, Bryan was able to open up
again. He shared what it was like for people to call him horrible names
related to his sexual orientation. “I hate it when people call me a ----.”
He was able to be vulnerable because he knew that I was on his team,
which in turn allowed the entire group to do meaningful work and
contribute to making a difference.

Antidote: Confirm when you’re thinking “I know”
If you sense your reflection did not land correctly, it can be useful to confirm
that you have, indeed, hit the mark. There are lots of ways to confirm but the
most direct is the following tool.

Tool: Ask, “Did I get it right?”
After delivering your Reflective Listening Statement, pause for a moment and
ask if your reflection is accurate. There are many ways you can do this, such as
“Did I get it right?” or “I’m not sure I completely got what you are saying.
Would you tell me more so I can make sure I’'m clear on what you’re saying?”

Trap: “I have to get it right”
When people start using reflective listening, they sometimes get so caught up in
getting the reflection “right” that they don’t do it at all or they stick to what is
safe. In this case, “right” might mean feeling like you need to hit the target
squarely in the center. You don’t have to get it “right.” You just need to be
heading in that direction.

Tool: Trust your rapport
If your intention is clear and you have established rapport, most of the time
people will correct you if you don’t have the reflection right. Alternatively, they
will add more to their story because you did get it right and they feel like they
were heard. Either way contributes to greater understanding. So trust your



rapport and reflect back what you heard, even if you are not sure you got it right.
The conversation will be better because you did.



How Listening Can Be Applied in Groups

Another advantage of reflective listening in group dialogue is that it gives the
facilitator a tool for pushing the conversation forward or keeping the
conversation in the same place for a while, if need be. Often, we think a
facilitator’s job is to get the conversation to a deep and meaningful place.
Though that might be true, it is also a facilitator’s job to stall the conversation to
prevent it from going astray or moving too quickly, if that is what is most useful
for the group. This might be necessary if emotions are running high, if people
are skirting around an issue that needs to be addressed, or if it is obvious that not
everyone in the room is understanding what is being said. Reflective listening
early on can help determine that everyone is starting in the same place.

If it is early in a dialogue and the facilitator has a meaningful question, it is
beneficial for the group to hear as many individual answers as possible before
delving into any one response. You want to make sure everyone is on the train
before leaving the station. If you ask a question and one or two people answer
and you immediately move the conversation to a deeper place (maybe by asking
those people deeper open-ended questions), then the train might leave without
everyone on board. However, if you use reflective statements (especially
Verbatim or Simple Translation), and then ask for others to answer the question
as well, everyone gets to see (or contribute) before the train takes off.

It is also useful if the facilitator can reflect to the group as a whole, using
reflective statements such as Simple Translation or Connecting the Dots. Then
the group can collectively see and understand the world which they are about to
traverse.






Summary of Listening
Reflective listening allows for:

the listener to engage actively with the speaker

better understanding between all parties

building empathy

clarification of ideas so that all parties have a clearer idea of what is being
said



Self-Work for Listening

Use reflective listening in a relationship in which you feel you know the other
person well and think you know how the person sees the world. When I
practiced this with my mom, I gained a greater understanding of how she sees
the world. This would not have been possible before.

You might enjoy having questions prepared that you can use at a moment’s
notice, so that you can reflect their answers. You can use the Notice, Wonder,
and Inquire model as shared in a previous chapter on Rapport, to pick something
they are wearing, carrying, or sharing, and ask about it. On the other hand, you
could just ask a question spontaneously. You are already collecting and creating
powerful questions that invite authenticity, vulnerability, and openness. These
types of questions often will not have a correct answer—just an answer that will
invite more curiosity.

Here are a few of mine. You can borrow one if you like:

What brings you joy?

What is this moment (or life) teaching you, right now?
What are you curious about?

What is your biggest challenge?

Using reflective statements with the strangers who show up in your life can be
fun too. You will quickly gain a deeper understanding of who they are. Go see
for yourself.

Create your own list of things that you listen for. Keep a little journal or
make a note in your phone. When you hear or see something that you can
identify as a “listening for,” make a note of it. Watch your list grow.

The power comes later when you’re in a conversation. You can simply ask,
“What am I listening for?” and you will have access to listening to more of what
is being shared and not be trapped by the veil of only what you are listening for.

It is important to note that it will not serve you to judge what you are
listening for as either good or bad. They just are—Ilet them be. They have served
you up to this point in your life. The value of paying attention to what you are
listening for is to expand what you are able to listen to so you can listen more
fully.






Chapter 5



Empathy

Self-absorption in all its forms kills empathy, let alone
compassion. When we focus on ourselves, our world contracts
as our problems and preoccupations loom large. But when we
focus on others, our world expands. Our own problems drift to

the periphery of the mind and so seem smaller, and we increase
our capacity for connection—or compassionate action.

— Daniel Goleman, Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationshipsm —



The Power of Connection

Empathy is a powerful place from which to ask questions. Let’s travel up to the
final layer of the Pyramid and explore what it might look like to ask a question
from a place of Empathy. How we look at empathy might surprise you, for it
might not be what you expect. In order to understand how powerful empathy can
be, we need to understand what happens when we ask questions from two other
common places: Apathy and Sympathy. First, here is a story that will illustrate

the difference between apathy, sympathy, and empathy (adapted from Mike

Bagshawil).

Imagine that you and a friend have been given a two-night stay at a remote
cabin in upstate New York in December. You are excited to explore the Finger
Lakes region and as you arrive at the cabin, you want to have a cup of tea before
exploring. Your friend, however, is ready to explore now and heads outside to
put on his snowshoes. You sit down at the huge picture window to enjoy the
view of the fields, lake, and forest.

As you’re looking out the window, you notice your friend snowshoeing
across the field and playing in the snow. He walks across the frozen lake and
suddenly disappears. He has fallen through the ice.

What do you do? Do you go to his aid, do you run, do you grab something,
do you call for help? What is it that you would do? Think about it for a moment
before you read on—the answer might surprise you.

For the sake of this story, let’s say there are three alternatives.

The first option is to continue to sit and enjoy your tea. This seems like an
unfeeling choice if he is your friend—but can you agree that it is a possibility?
Maybe this is not a choice you would make, but it’s an option nonetheless. You
would stay right where you are, enjoy your tea, and observe what is happening.
“What is happening now? I see some water splashing . . . ah, it looks like his
head’s going underwater . . . it appears as if he is trying to take his snowshoes
off . . .” The whole time, you are only observing what is happening from the
comfort of your chair.

The second option is to jump out of the chair, maybe drop your tea in the
process, and bolt out the door. This sounds like a good idea, right? Let’s see how
it plays out. You run across the field, onto the ice, and as you get close enough to
help him, you, too, fall in. You are now in the ice-cold water and you begin to
feel the cold chill your bones. You are now feeling the same as your friend;
although he has felt it for some minutes longer, you are quickly catching up. The
chill factor is increasing quickly. You and your friend are feeling the same thing.



The third option is to jump out of your seat, call for help if possible, grab
something that you could use to rescue him with (rope, perhaps) and a blanket,
and then head out the door. When you get to the lake, you stop where the ice is
still solid or maybe even stay on the bank. Then you stretch out and offer what
you brought to rescue your friend. You encourage him to pull himself out of the
water while you continue to stand on solid ground. When your friend gets out of
the water, you offer him the warmth of the blanket and celebrate the presence of
terra firma.

Each of these options is a real possibility. A few things might be different in
real life, but let’s allow the story to teach us how we might ask questions. Each
scenario represents either Apathy, Sympathy, or Empathy.

Apathy

In the first option, you were noticing just the facts. You witnessed what was
happening with no emotion and simply observed, making a mental list of what
happened. You were not part of the story but just watching the story as it
occurred around you. The picture window in front of you is more like a TV
depicting your friend’s world. You are watching and you are unengaged.

Apathy-searching questions are commonplace—they are asked with the
expectation of garnering factual answers. When we think of people like
detectives, journalists, and lawyers, it brings to mind an image of someone who
wants “just the facts, ma’am”—no other information or additional interpretation
is needed. Asking fact-searching questions is limiting.

Examples of fact-gathering questions are:

e Where did this happen?
¢ Who was involved?
¢ How long did it take?

When we ask questions like this, we are asking them from a place of apathy. We
are interested in the facts, and little else.

Sometimes we need a few facts to give context to the story the other person
is sharing. However, more often than not, asking a powerful question will
prompt the person to include the facts that you need to paint a full picture.

It is important to note that asking fact-searching questions can be useful to
clear up confusion. For instance, did others in the room exhibit body language or
make a statement that suggests they do not understand? If so, you can ask a



clear, short, fact-searching question to alleviate misunderstanding. Fact-
searching questions can also be useful early in a conversation or connection
because they may bring some data into the conversation that allows for deeper
understanding (usually with follow-up questions). However, get away from fact-
searching questions as quickly as possible. They are tools in your toolbox but
should not be used as often as we tend to use them.

Apathetic questions will elicit an expected response. This is especially true
when the person who is asking the question is making a judgment or if they are
not connected to the issue or person. When we are in a place of judgment, there’s
a rift between the people involved in the conversation. This chasm will not be
closed by asking more fact-searching questions. However, asking empathetic
questions (those without judgment) will help you close the divide and
understand the whole story.

Sympathy

Let’s explore the second option in the story. In this case, in an attempt to be
useful, you, too, have fallen through the ice and you feel the cold just as your
friend does. We are going to call that sympathy. When sympathy appears in a
conversation, you find yourself feeling the same as the person telling you their
story, and you may lose your own footing. Perhaps their story sounds so much
like yours that you become unaware of what the other person is feeling, and
instead you are feeling what the story reminds you of in your own story. You are
now in an illusion. You think you are listening to the other person, but really, you
are listening to yourself. While they tell their story, you are hearing your own.
You have become lost in the story and can often no longer separate your own
story from the story of the person you are listening to.

For many years, I asked questions from a place of sympathy, and
thought that I was doing a service as I listened. I still interact from this
place from time to time—it happens. However, I have found that
sympathy is frequently a trap. In that sympathetic place, I can never ask
truly great questions for anyone else but myself. This is a place where
powerful questions are generated for myself but not for the other person.

With sympathetic questions, you get lost in emotions. Between what you’re
feeling and what they’re feeling, emotions become so entangled that you are no
longer able to facilitate any kind of self-realization. In extreme cases, you are



crying, and you think you are crying for them, but the tears derive from your
own pain. Your questions come from what would be best for you, not what
would be best for them.

It feels good to commiserate with someone, to show them that you are
capable of the same feelings they are and want to bear their pain. We often fall
into this place of sympathy because we believe this is how to be good listeners.
Here, we are already in the icy water, shivering with the friend, instead of being
in a position to pull them out.

Empathy

If you exercise the third option in the ice story, you know that your friend is cold
and struggling, and you know that you are on solid ground. From that solid
ground, you can be more helpful than if you also fall into the frigid water. You
throw a line (of connection) from that solid ground and help your friend save
himself. In asking powerful questions, you are able to hold two places in your
mind and heart at once: both the importance of the solid ground (firmly rooted in
the truth with the big picture in mind) and the effects of the cold water (the
emotional storm that the other is in). You can feel their pain (or joy) without
getting lost in it. You are informed by your prior experience of being cold and
understand what that feels like, and yet you do not have to physically feel it in
order to convey that you comprehend what it means to be cold. Knowledge of
the solid ground gives you leverage. From that place, you can have two vantage
points: your own and theirs. Often just seeing their perspective is enough for the
connection to be real and useful for all involved. There is no need to fix it or
make it right. The solid ground offers a place that allows you to ask questions
that help shed light on their situation.

Choosing empathy allows the relationship to move toward connection,
allowing for compassionate action. Apathy and sympathy can have the opposite
effect and actually pull people apart. Apathy moves the relationship to a dry
wasteland in which only part of the person is invited to show up. With sympathy,
everyone is so awash in their own feelings that they are not able to take on
anyone’s perspective but their own.

Asking questions from a place of empathy is truly an art. It is difficult to
describe in words alone and can only be refined with practice. Below are some
hints to make the practice easier.

Colloquially speaking, we speak of empathy as walking in someone else’s
shoes. Using the icy pond story, this definition does not quite match.



So, then, what is empathy? In short, it is being grounded in what you know
to be true and understanding what is not just true for you, but also true for them.
It would be more accurate to say, “I walk in one of your shoes while also
walking in one of mine.” You have an understanding (or a shared experienced)
of their world, while maintaining an understanding of your own.

This is the real, true power of empathy. Instead of sitting across from
someone, you sit beside them and look out from the same perspective they do.
Sometimes you might do this physically, but you must move in this way
mentally if you desire to be empathic.

In relation to reflective listening, if you desire to be empathic, strive to
reflect back the world as they see it, with as little judgment as possible. You’re a
clean mirror, allowing them to see themselves through their own words—
regardless of whether you agree with them or not. This is the hard part—
mirroring back their image exactly as they express it without polluting that
image with any of your ideas.

Once, I was sharing a story with a woman who was a near stranger
about a dynamic that I was having with my mother. I knew I was heard
in an empathic way when the woman said to me, “You are wondering if
your mom is crazy” (Far Out Translation Reflective Listening
Statement). That response was shocking to me. Not because the
statement was untrue but because of how very true it was in that
moment. There was nothing I had said that would make it easy for her to
see that. I did not use the words “crazy” or “wondering.” All I had said
was, “My mom was cold about going on this trip before she went, and as
soon as she left on the trip, she gave me a call and was super excited.”
How did the woman come up with “So you are wondering if your mom is
crazy?” without me saying so? She was able to listen to me in an
empathic way. She also reflected to confirm she was understanding

my story.

In relation to open-ended questions, you can build on the reflection you’ve

provided and then ask an open question that gives both you and the other person

more clarity of their world—again, with as little judgment as possible.
Summary of Apathy, Sympathy, and Empathy:

Apathy focus on facts




Sympathy focus on feelings and the “music behind the words”

Empathy focus on:

the whole story

their personality

how they see the world

their background

what they fear

what they aspire to

what story they are telling themselves about who they are

Tool: Describe their world
What can you do if you find it difficult to be empathetic? It can be exhausting,
and sometimes we convince ourselves that we are unable to stand in the place of
empathy in order to make things easier on ourselves. If you feel lost (or you feel
that it is difficult to be empathetic) and seemingly cannot find an empathetic
place within yourself from which to ask powerful questions, I suggest, Describe
the world as they see it.

Share with them a description of how they see the world. It is as if you’ve
become the narrator, standing offstage, sharing with them and the audience how
their life is occurring to them in this present moment. Your focus is on them.
Combined with your desire to ask powerful, affecting questions, this Tool is a
doorway to an empathetic world.

Asking yourself these questions might help you streamline your description:

How do they see the world?

How do they see themselves in that world?

How does the world push on them?

How do they define themselves in this world?

Who are they willing to be and who are they not willing to be?

Reflect back their description of their world. If you need an easy way to do it, it
might be best to use Verbatim style. If you think you can reflect without
judgment, then do a Simple Translation. If you feel confused about what they’ve
said, feel lost about what to say to them, or are having a strong emotional
response yourself, this might not be the best time to do the other styles (Far Out
Translation, Connecting the Dots, or Unstated Feelings). When you are feeling
this way, your own judgments might sneak into your statement and it will be less
about them and more about you.



Trap: You find yourself saying, “They are wrong”
You think they are wrong. “I cannot describe the world as they see it if they are
wrong!”

If you are thinking the other person is wrong, who are you thinking about?
Yourself! Rather than listening openly, you are listening to satisfy your own need
to be right. In that moment, you are no longer being empathic. You have found
the judgment and you are basking in it. If you find that your inner dialogue or
your spoken words are loaded with judgment, or you find that you’re telling
yourself the speaker is wrong (or that your view is right), then you have fallen
into a trap. This might seem like you’re offering a Far Out Translation and
saying something they did not say just so you can prove a point. For example:

Sam says, “I think we should move all our staff out of the offices, let
them work from home, and meet digitally. That way, we won’t have to
worry about office space.”

Lynne thinks to herself that this is a ridiculous idea and asks, “Are you
saying that you want to quit?”



Can you hear that Lynne is trying to prove a point or trying to prove that is Sam
is wrong? She is not really listening for what is underneath what Sam is saying.
She is not reflecting the challenge that Sam is up against. She might even be a
bit sarcastic to prove her point.

A note about sarcasm: Sometimes when I feel the other person is wrong, I will begin to use
sarcastic comments rather than actually confronting what is really happening. I used to love to
use sarcasm, and it was pointed out to me that it is off-putting to people, except those who also
love sarcasm. My response was, “Everyone loves sarcasm.” That response was a window into
how I saw the world, for I grew up with abundant sarcasm. A childhood friend of my brother’s
has told me that he would come to our house just to watch sarcastic comments zing around the
room. It was entertaining to him. The word sarcasm comes from the Greek sarkazein, which
means to “tear flesh.” When you look sarcasm up in a thesaurus, you see words like mockery,
ridicule, and scorn. Those words don’t sound very welcoming to me. So now, I avoid using
sarcasm as a way of connecting with people, or when deep work is needed, unless it is clear that
I’'m being sarcastic toward an object and not a person. Sometimes I still slip up and when I do,

I try to say something to them that acknowledges the pain, even if it was funny. “Oops, that was
hurtful. I’'m sorry. I’m trying to be less sarcastic and I was taught at a young age to rip others
apart. Sorry.” I think it is no coincidence that my dyslexic brain always tries to spell sarcasm
with a “scar” in it, scarasm. I’m learning that my sarcastic comments can leave a scar of some
sort, and I’m working on letting that go. The benefits have been worth it.

Antidote: They are the expert of their experience
Let the speaker be the expert. They have knowledge about something you do not
—specifically, how they came to understand the world.

Often when you find yourself being judgmental (and not empathic), it is
because you “know” or “have it all figured out (and that poor soul has not).” You
have learned something and know better than they do. However, there is always
one thing they are the expert in that you will never understand unless you open
your eyes, ears, and your heart: they are the sage in their life! They are the
expert and the authority in how they came to be in the world. They show up
every day in a way that you do not, and they have the greatest understanding of
that. Be humble for a moment and see if you can learn from them. Let them be
the teacher and ask questions (or listen reflectively), which will give both of you
a better understanding of their world. This is a good time to let your natural,
genuine curiosity rule and discover how they see themselves in this great big
world. Allow yourself to learn something new.

In summary, the antidote has two parts:

1. Know that they are right (from their own perspective).
2. Find something in what they are sharing that you are curious about and
follow it.



I often get hung up on being right, and it is hard for me to know the other person
is also right. However, they are. They are right in how they see the world,
regardless of my own convictions. It can be hard to follow my curiosity in those
moments. However, I have often asked myself, “How does that worldview get
created?” or “How did they create that worldview?” when someone does
something that is outside of how I see the world. For instance, when I hear about
suicide bombers I often wonder, “How does that happen?” How do they feel so
strongly about something that they are willing to give their lives (and take
others’ lives) for it? I will never be able to have that conversation with anyone
(on this planet, anyway), for they will already be gone by the time they live their
convictions to the fullest extent possible. Nevertheless, how interesting would it
be to discover how they see the world and to really listen? How much would my
world be expanded by the process? It would be easy for me to see that they are
wrong. It would be more fruitful for me to challenge my own worldview by
remembering that they think they are right and see it as an opportunity for
discovery. Even if my intention or desire is to fix a broken person, I will have
much more success if I can fully discover the brokenness first.

Closer to home, one of my students was a victim of a hate crime. He was
called some nasty names and hit over the head with a bottle while he
was leaving his apartment. I feel for him. His life is forever, majorly
changed as a result of the physical and mental injuries. My first
response toward the attackers is anger. However, if I can pause and think
about them, I can find that place where I feel for them as well. I would
love to sit with them and discover how it is that they see the world. How
do they feel so strongly about something—very different from the things
for which I feel strongly—that they are willing to do violence against
someone?

Judgment and empathy live in two different houses. Living in judgment rarely
allows me to learn or see anything new. If I want to leave the house of judgment,
a place I can go is the house of empathy, and curiosity will be what gets me
there, even when I disagree with what I see when I arrive.

Tool: Ask so that they describe their world
Once you have reflected back what you understand about their worldview, you
might ask an empathic question. Ask a question that helps both of you describe
the world as they see it.



Asking empathic questions can be quite difficult (this is where the art is).
Practice is key. One way to begin that practice is to ask questions that allow the
other person to tell you more about how they see the world from their own
perspective. At this point, you are not trying to lead them anywhere. You are
only asking, “Where are you on this map of yours?” and maybe, “Where are you
going on this map?” or even more simply, “Show me your map; how was it
created?”

Questions can often be asked from an empathic place if they address what
the other person fears, what they aspire to, what their history is, or how what is
happening now fits into the bigger picture of who they are. If you can clearly see
the story they are telling themselves about who they are in the world, you are on
the right path. Your job is to help them capture how they see the world, how the
world impacts them, and all that they believe to be true. Suddenly, you have
become a coauthor to their autobiography.

Imagine someone calls into a customer service center:

cAaLLER “I’m eighty-seven years old and I’m having a difficult time
using my computer.”

CUSTOMER SERVICE REPRESENTATIVE “Go to our website and watch the
how-to videos.”

Can you imagine the response of the caller? They were just told to do more of
the thing they cannot do. How often do we listen to our friends, family, and
coworkers in this way? We offer something that was helpful for us at some point
but do not make a point to listen to what the other’s needs are. We dismiss their
fear, because it was unfounded (at least from our own perspective), and we don’t
hear what is really going on for them. We can rarely offer anything helpful if we
don’t have an understanding of where they are in this moment.

How would the conversation be different if the customer service
representative took a moment to really understand—empathically understand—
the caller’s comfort level with technology?

cAaLLER “I’m eighty-seven years old and I’m having a difficult time
using my computer.”

CUSTOMER SERVICE REPRESENTATIVE “You are feeling lost and unsure
what to do.”



CALLER “Yes, exactly, and I need help so I can email my grandson
who’s in the Peace Corps.”

CUSTOMER SERVICE REPRESENTATIVE “Sounds like communicating with
him is important. Let’s see if we can discover what the problem is. What
are you having a difficult time with?”

A scripted response will not work. The customer service representative cannot
respond to each caller with the same language and simultaneously be empathic.
Being empathic requires the representative to be open to the caller and respond
to them in a unique way—a way that is particular for who the person is in that
specific moment.

Trap: How does that make you feel?
When people are learning to respond to others in an empathic way, they often
begin to sound like a therapist and ask, “How does that make you feel?” This is
potentially a useful question, and it is also very limited. It narrows the possible
reaction to an experience based only on feelings. Moreover, if people feel like
you are practicing pop psychology, they often clam up (see Chapter 3 on
Openness).

Instead of asking, “How does that make you feel?” try questions like:

What is it like for you to experience . .. ?
What struck you?

What was that like for you?

What was your response?

Tool: Use other senses to listen
Listen with your ears, eyes, heart, smell, and touch.

Deep listening requires you to listen with all of yourself. It requires you to
stay present to what is happening as best you can. There are no “time outs” to
get your argument together or to daydream about what they are saying and how
it fits into your own life. (If you are creating a response in your head, you are not
listening to what is being said in that moment.) It is simply listening. Deep
listening.

Listening with Your Eyes



In my early twenties, while teaching in an outdoor setting, I was impressed with
my own ability to read minds. One of the boys was standing before me trying to
listen but squirming in his pants. I told him he could run behind a big tree and go
pee. He flew off like a shot. None of the other kids was impressed with my
ability to read his mind. I was shocked by this, and was for many years. To me, it
felt like a magic trick. Why was no one else impressed? Now that I’m a parent,

I can see this skill is one that every parent quickly learns, and young children
seem to expect adults to know how full their bladder is at all times. I impressed
myself then because I employed the tactic of listening—not with my ears, but
with my eyes. It is not really all that impressive. We do it all the time.

One way to listen with all of yourself is to listen with each of your senses.
Lots of good listening happens with your eyes. Watching what they do with their
body is a huge clue about who they are in the world.

Watching another person’s body language is natural and part of who we are.
If you watch small children, even those under two, you can see how they begin
to match the body language of those close to them. Somehow, as we grow up, we
forget to pay attention. Relearning to listen with your eyes might require you to
engage your brain. Some questions to ask yourself when you’re trying to listen
with your eyes are:

e How does what this person is saying (with words) match what their body is
doing?
e How does what this person is saying not match what their body is doing?

One note here: The body can be a direct translation of the heart and mind, but it
is silly to suggest that we will know exactly what someone is feeling or thinking
based on body language alone. However, we can allow it to add to what we ask
of others.

Often, we are making an assumption when we read body language. Making
assumptions can get you into trouble. However, taking your assumption and
turning it into a question is a great way to explore whether you and the other
person are on the same page. Once confirmed, you can ask a powerful question
that will explore new territory rather than move forward on false assumptions.

A powerful question can almost always be discovered if you notice
incongruence between someone’s body language and his or her words. If they
are saying one thing, but their body language isn’t aligned with their words, then
gently ask a question that explores that difference. I say “gently” because it is a
risky place to go, and it’s easy to create a situation in which they feel they need



to defend themselves (as the example below would suggest). That is why the
“People-watching/People-being” exercise in the self-work section is so
powerful. It helps you develop a skill in which you have a deeper understanding
of where others might be.

For instance, you notice that Maria is sitting in a confined and limited
way. Both her arms and legs are close to her body with very little
movement. Her spine is rounded forward with the shoulders crunched.
This is different from what you normally notice about her; she normally
speaks with her hands and has a more open stance. Her words, however,
don’t seem to match her limited posture. She is saying, “Mom and I have
a special relationship that is open. We tell each other everything that is
going on. I know what is going on before her best friends know what is
happening. We are best friends.”

In your mind, these words do not match what you see. You make an
assumption that either her mom is keeping something from her or she is
afraid to tell her mom something.

So what do you do?

I recommend NOT saying the following if you want to avoid the world of
judging:

e [ don’t believe you.
¢ Your words don’t match your body.
¢ [ notice that you are closed off as you say that.

Sometimes the statements above will work to open the conversation further,
especially if you have really good rapport. However, they are mostly limited
responses.

It is best to be more exploratory—be a stranger in a new land where things
don’t make sense. Ask questions to get a lay of the land. Allow them to be an
expert in what they know to be true and let them express that to you. You have a
clue that something is amiss and you can use it but not as a sword that cuts deep.
Your opportunity is more like a detective’s magnifying glass, a place to focus.
Give them the opportunity to share their view of what they think isn’t lining up
and why.

So, what DO you do? Questions you might ask:



What is going on right now with your mom?

What has your mom taught you about being yourself?

How did your mom foster such an open relationship with you?
What experiences have you had with your mom lately?

You could use reflective statements like:

e You are best friends. (Verbatim.)

e Sounds like being open with your mom is important to you. (Verbatim and
Simple Translation.)

e Being real and open with mom is your normal. (Simple Translation that allows them
to say that something is not normal at present.)

¢ Your relationship with your mom is unique and something is not right about
it I‘ight NOW. (Far Out that allows her to say more about what, if anything, is wrong.)

¢ You value your relationship with your mom and being best friends with her.
You have told me stories before about how she has been keeping secrets—
like that time you told me about her dating website profile and that you did
not know about it. ¢ Connecting the Dots opens the door to see if this time is like what
happened before.)

What you have done here is pointed to a moment and said, “I want to explore
this piece before we go on, for something is a bit curious here,” without actually
coming right out and saying it. The challenge here is not to judge (or sound
judgmental) because their body language does not match their words but to be
curious about the story behind the inconsistent language. It is a way to go deeper
into what is real for them and to explore something that may not even have
occurred to them yet.

Listening with Your Other Senses

Some people say that real listening happens with your eyes. We have explored
that in relationship to body language. Now, we will explore what your other
senses might tell you. Can real listening happen with your nose? How about your
skin? Maybe even your taste buds? (Okay, that one might be really weird.) Let
me give a few examples of what I’'m talking about.

Once, I was facilitating a group on the topic of race. A member of the
group was having a difficult time engaging and always seemed to be a



bit off-topic or a bit late in the conversation. When he spoke, his eyes
seemed to take a moment to focus on those he was talking to and would
roll away soon dfter initial eye contact. I was confused about how to
address this, so I paused and took a deep breath, trying to decide how to
proceed. It was then I noticed the smell: lots of alcohol coming through
his skin. I don’t think he was drunk in that moment, but I think he had
drunk enough the day before that it made it difficult for him to be present
with the group.

It was hard for me to be empathic that day—really hard, actually,
because I don't drink. I have been sick with a headache to the point
where bright light and loud noises were not welcomed events, but never
as the result of a hangover. I also had a sense that this was not a first-
time event for him because the group had already had difficulty with him
in the past.

Therefore, I decided when he was off-topic or delayed that it was
best for me to affirm him, usually with reflective listening. I kept the
group conversation moving forward by quickly following the reflection
with a question to the group. I also decided to keep my eyes open for a
moment to explore his impact on the group. Sometime later, he said
something that was so off-base that a few group members looked at me
like, “Are you going to really let that slide?” So I said, “Luke, let’s leave
this topic for just a second and talk about you. What is making it difficult
for you to be present with this group?” He apologized and said he was
trying and that he did not feel good. The group laughed, and some
people said, “We know.” He got the message. We moved back to the
topic, he was more authentic later (rather than faking it), and he said
how he appreciated the group and promised to be more present next
time.

So, did I listen with my nose? My nose definitely informed me of his current
state. Deep listening requires listening with our whole selves. All of the senses
are tuned in to what is present in this moment. It might be funny to say that
listening can happen with anything but the ears, and yet the great listeners I
know have a way of listening with their whole body. They are completely
invested in what is present with no distractions. They are able to suspend
judgment and hear what is present as it is.

When you listen with your whole self, you become aware of aspects of the
conversation that have always been there, but you may not have been able to be



fully aware of them. On the other hand, maybe you’ve have had some awareness
but weren’t quite able to pinpoint exactly what was “missing.”

Once you listen with your whole self, you will be able to access parts of the
conversation that are almost inaccessible, unless you are listening with your
whole self. This can have a huge positive impact on how the dialogue moves
forward and how people contribute. Remember, people want to be heard.
Listening with your whole self allows you to have access to dealing with the part
of the conversation that is sometime called resistance, defiance, contempt, or
even backtalk. This might be someone not willing to share or someone having an
emotional response they feel like they can’t control.

I was once asked to facilitate a retreat for a leadership team of twelve
people for the largest organization of its kind in the nation. The CEO
was new to the organization and asked me to help her leadership team
deal with some huge obstacles that she saw on the horizon. Early in the
morning, dfter getting connected and sharing a few laughs, I asked
everyone to sit in a circle with no desks or tables. After I gave an
overview of the day, shared some ground rules, invited people to fully
participate, and dealt with some logistics, we started moving forward in
our first important dialogue.

My first question was, “What would it require from each of us to be
in full trust with each other?” A few people started sharing answers that
were moving us forward in understanding. One woman was of particular
interest to me. She had not spoken to the whole group yet and she was
sitting with her arms crossed, her hands in fists, and her feet planted flat
on the floor as if she was prepared to fight. When others spoke, she
sighed heavily or rolled her eyes. When the CEO shared her vision, the
muscles on this woman’s arms and face flexed. Whatever was going on
for her, it appeared to me as resistance, and it needed to come into the
room in order for us to fully experience a conversation around trust.
There had to be room for her in this conversation, even if she was
cynical about what was happening. Finally, I took advantage of a lull in
conversation and invited her to share by looking at her and smiling. Off
she went! To paraphrase: “I don’t understand why we’re here. We didn't
get an agenda, you’ve been using lots of jargon, and now we’re talking
about trust. What did we do wrong?”

I could have seen this as a personal attack. Instead, I smiled.

I quickly thought through the points she was making in her attack.



e [ wasn't sure why the CEO hadn’t shared an agenda.

e [ was not aware of any jargon that I used (other than maybe “lean
into the fear”).

e Trust is foundational to an effective leadership team.

I could have easily been tempted to push upon that resistance. Instead,

I used some of the tools below to invite her into the conversation. I
reflected, “You’re unsure why you are here?” As the conversation
continued, she became pivotal in helping the group really explore what
trust would look like for them. When the resistance is held and accepted,
rather than pushed or ignored, something magical can happen. Often,
we deal with this resistance by pushing back harder or completely
ignoring it.

What is
~ one crucial
Ingredient for

true happiness?

Trap: Pushing upon the resistance
If you find that you are pushing on the resistance, it might be an indicator that
you are not being empathic and that you are thinking about your own needs and
desires. Pushing might look like throwing blame on the person who is expressing
resistance, telling them what they need to do (as in giving them a directive), or it
might be trying to tell them they are wrong. Conveying your own perspective
has become more important than clearly seeing the perspective of the other.
Often what happens when you push is that the other begins to push harder. That
might look like a raised voice, justifying their stance, or repeating themselves
because they assume you aren’t clear on what they’re saying. Most of us attempt
to counteract this greater resistance when we sense it. This pushback turns into a



cycle in which the power of wills between facilitator and the speaker become the
most important task at hand.

Antidote: Find the resistance and let it be named
Rather than standing defiant against the resistance you encounter, step aside and
allow the full force of the resistance to be present, but not pushing upon you.
Like an Aikido master, who takes a small step to allow an attacker to fall to his
feet rather than pushing with an equal force back. Find a way in which the
resistance can be named, can be seen, and usually it will dissolve (e.g., “You are
unsure why you are here” or “You are wondering if you did something wrong”).
One way to do this effectively in conversation is to understand the difference
between content and process.

Tool: Leave content and go to process
Another way to use empathy in forming a question is to leave the Content (what
you are talking about) completely and go to a place that we call Process (how
you are talking about it).
In thinking about a conversation, making choices about how to proceed, and
asking your next powerful question, there are two parts to consider:

¢ Content may be the most obvious and where we spend the majority of our
effort when trying to form the next powerful question. Content is the words
we are actually using. It is the subject matter or the what you are talking
about.

¢ Process, on the other hand, is how you are talking about the content. It
could be said that process is all other communication besides the words

being used.
CONTENT PROCESS
What We Are Talking About How We Are Talking About the Content
The words Examples include:
The subject Lecture
The topic Dialogue
The themes Speaking with excitement or monotone

Listening to win like in a debate

ALL other communication while we talk about the thing we
are talking about (body language, tone, inflection, rhythm,




silence, who we are being)

Let’s look at part of a conversation as an example:

Jose “I don’t understand how Americans have forgotten so quickly that
they live in a country that was all immigrants, except for the few Native
Americans. It frustrates me that Americans can support stupid
immigration laws.”

saLLy “Don’t you understand that we are not what we once were? There
are no jobs left for the people who currently live here. How can we
allow more to come in if we can’t employ the ones who are here? It is
really an issue of overpopulation worldwide.”

What is the content?

CONTENT PROCESS
What We Are Talking About How We Are Talking About the Content

American history

Current immigration laws

Unemployment

Not understanding

Overpopulation

What is the process? That is harder to understand with the example as it has been
given, so far. It needs some more detail, much in the same way a play might
show notes for the actors. So, let’s try that.

JOSE (His face is getting red, he spits and crosses his arms.) “1 don’t understand how
Americans have forgotten so quickly that they live in a country that was
all immigrants (he is raising his voice), except for the few Native Americans
(suddenly he is speaking softer). It frustrates me that Americans can support
stupid immigration laws.”



SALLY (Raising her voice, yet is almost pleading as she changes the subject.) “Don’t you
understand that we are not what we once were? There are no jobs left for
the people who currently live here (shifting her body so she is looking away from
him). How can we allow more to come in if we can’t employ the ones
who are here? It is really an issue of overpopulation worldwide.”

Now can we describe the process? Here we are going to create a list of process
moments alongside the content to represent how content and process are
happening at the same time. The process may be a result of the words being said
or, more often, they may be a reaction to other process moments in the room.
The content and process may or may not be related to each other.

CONTENT PROCESS
What We Are Talking About How We Are Talking About the Content
American history Red-faced
Current immigration laws Raised voice
Unemployment Spitting, crossing arms
Not understanding Raised voice, pleading in response to him crossing his arms
Unemployment Shifting body, looking away from Jose
Overpopulation Changing the subject

All the things now listed under Process, plus many more not listed, are subtle
bits of communication that are contributing to the conversation in some way.
Each of these cues is communicating something to the other person, and that
person is responding in some way.

Process can be really broad, too. Are we talking about a subject in a lecture
format or face to face with equal exchange on each side? Are we sitting so our
shoulders are squared, facing each other, or side-by-side as if on a park bench?

Tool: Ask a process question
Anytime the content is not working for everyone involved, leave it for a
moment. You can almost always ask a powerful question or provide a reflective
statement, from the place of process. Leave the content, and ask some questions
about how you are talking about the content. Who are they being while they are
talking about that what? This will usually catch people off guard for a minute,



but it will give you something meaningful, especially if you can do it in a way
that does not create defensiveness. It is equally useful to do this in a group
setting or one-on-one. The way that you leave the content and go to process is
the same individually and in groups.

If you were observing the above example with Jose and Sally, you could say:

“It’s obvious that you both feel strongly about something here. Where
did these views come from?” (Mild process question with some content.)

“Wait a moment. Let’s leave this topic for just a moment and let’s talk
about what has us so worked up right now.” (Wholly process.)

“Hold on a second. Let’s pause! What is making it hard to listen right

Nnow?” (Wholly process and risky—it would be easy for them to say, “I am listening, and she is
nuts.”)

If it were just Sally and Jose talking, Sally could say:

“Jose, I want to talk about this some more after I understand what got

you so worked up. What makes you feel the need to spit for emphasis?”
(Mild process question that may provide an understanding of the content—history of immigration
laws in the US—or more process—family member got arrested for working illegally.)

Sally says, “Jose, hold on a moment. What is really going on?” Jose
says, “What do you mean?” Sally, “Come on, Jose, you just spit. You
only do that when you are really angry. What really happened to get you
so worked Up?” (Wholly process.)

Jose could influence the conversation by moving to process by asking:

“Sally, hold on a sec. We could talk about population dynamics if you
want to, but it seems like there is something going on for you right now.
What has happened that you are feeling so strongly about employment
rates?”

Trap: “But I can’t stop the conversation”



Yes, this requires pausing the conversation (content) and addressing something
(process) that is influencing the conversation but is not being talked about. That
“something” might be resistance. It might be any number of things. Often my
students get very worried about stopping a conversation, especially one that has
gotten heated and intense or one that gets people worked up. Moreover, some
facilitators actually get excited when things become emotionally intense: “Now
we are getting somewhere!” However, if it’s really hot, then more often than not,
few are really listening—or if they are, they are listening to win or listening to
get their ideas across. “Heated” usually means that listening to understand is no
longer present, no longer possible, and that participants have become so worked
up or invested in the content that they do not see what impact all the other forms
of communication (process) are having on the conversation. If you ignore this,
then you are ignoring the humans sitting with you. The process part of the
conversation is them. Asking questions from a place of process acknowledges
that you see them. It will make the conversation more impactful. People might
be able to really listen to others in a way that they could not before because you
have just humanized everyone.

How enriching would this conversation be if you could get both Sally and
Jose to share why their views about immigration are so strong? What if they
learn they both have a story about their fathers that is the same and different?
(He is sad because his father is getting deported, and she is sad because hers is
losing a job.) From this place, they would be able to see the story from the other
side, in a more humanizing way, and there would be more empathy in the room
as a whole.

Tool: Give yourself permission to pause the conversation
When do you pause a conversation and go to process? The first rule is
experience. Learn from both failure and success to gain experience.

That may not be very helpful right now, so here are two guidelines to help
you as you gain experience. I’m calling them “rules,” although they are perhaps
better explained as “rules of thumb.” Use them to help guide you, and give
yourself permission to leave the content of the conversation to dig into what
might be influencing the conversation by exploring the process. The two rules
are called “Rule of Three” and “The Big One.”

The Rule of Three



When you’re in a conversation, you can use the Rule of Three to explore
whether there is something unknown to you that is influencing the conversation.

Simply stated: The Rule of Three is useful when there are three interruptions
in the content of the conversation which you can clearly identify (without
judgment), coming from some unknown emotional response. When this occurs,
pause the conversation and ask about the process. In other words, choose
connection rather than content.

You are about to have a conversation with your usually timely boss,
Heather, about an idea you are excited about. You walk into her office at
the agreed time.

you “Hey, Boss, thanks for agreeing to meet with me to explore the
possibility about . . .”

HEATHER “Hold on!” She never looks up from her computer. “I need
about five more minutes.”

vyou “Okay, Boss.” You sit outside her office and wait. After about eight
minutes, you hear . . .

HEATHER “Okay, come on in. What is it that you want to talk about?”

vyou “Thanks. We are here to talk about this new possibility for
improving customer relationships.” (Being clear about the intent.)

HEATHER “Oh, right, you have a harebrained scheme that will make
customers fly in the door.” (Oh, yes, that was sarcasm.)

you “I don’t know if they will fly in, but they will be more
connected . . .”

HEATHER “Hold on!” Picks up the phone and makes a call.

vou “Sure.”



HEATHER Hangs up the phone and says, “Sorry, I had to do that before I
forgot.”

vyou “No worries.”
HEATHER “What were you saying?”

you “Improving customer relations is important as we move into this
next phase of . . .” You stop talking as you see Heather looking
everywhere as if she has misplaced something.

HEATHER “Keep going! I need to find my pen to take some notes.”
you “There is one right there in your pen cup.”

HEATHER “Not that one, I got this new one I’m excited about. It floats
across the page. You should get one.”

How many times did Heather do something that might suggest she is not
invested in the conversation? Count them.
What do you do now?

1. Do you plOW ahead? (This generally gets you a bunch of wasted time.)

2. Do you call her out on it? “You don’t care about this idea, do you?”
(Potentially detrimental to your employment.)

3. Do you do something else?

If you can identify the moments that she was pulled from the conversation
(observing without judgment), then you might try your luck at using the Rule of
Three. Let’s see how many moments you can identify. It is best not to name
things that are done “wrong” but purely things you can see, without the filter of
what they might mean. It may be tempting to pass judgment on Heather’s
actions, so I have included what those judgments might look like in the
following chart. I have listed more than three to make the examples clear, but
you only need three to use this tool effectively.

Heather did the following:



Observation Turned into Judgment

She needed to start later than She does not have time to meet with me. (It appears that is the
planned. case, but you are jumping to judgment.)

She asked for five more minutes She is stressed.

but needed eight.

She never greeted me or looked up | She does not care about me.
to make eye contact.

She used sarcasm. She does not like my idea and thinks it is childish.

She made a phone call during our | She has more important things to do than talk to me. She does not
meeting. care about me.

She forgot what I was talking She does not like this idea.
about.
She is looking for something. Whatever she is looking for is more important than I am. She is

not listening.

She changes the subject (to her new | “Pens are more important than our customers! You dumb jerk.”
pen).

How quickly we jump from observation (something we can see and/or hear) to
making a judgment about it.

To use the Rule of Three well, especially from the place of empathy, one
needs to clearly state what you observe (as purely an observation). One way to
think about doing this is how you would draw what you see: the large hand of a
clock eight minutes past the top of the hour or someone looking for a pen. To
make an observation, more description is sometimes necessary to stave off
judgment.

In this example, you have more than three indicators of some kind of
emotional response that is affecting the conversation. After three clear
observations that there is some kind of emotional response, you have an open
invite to leave the content and explore what it might be that is distracting from
the conversation at hand.

You also have one big problem. You and your boss never connected. Ideas
do not really get shared (and especially are never built upon) with people unless
they are connected. Ideas might get stolen, they might get killed, but they will
not get planted and grow unless people are connected.

How often have you seen or been part of a dynamic like this in the
workplace? You could leave this meeting thinking that your boss is a jerk and



that you have lots of data to support this.
One way to connect with your boss is to pause the content, name your
observations, and ask about them.

vou “Heather, may I pause this conversation before we go any further?
Since I walked into your office, you started this meeting late, you’ve
made a phone call, and now we are talking about pens. What is going
on?” (Notice you did not say: “Heather, it is obvious that you don’t have
time for my idea. I’m leaving.”)

Then you wait. Just wait in silence. Let the situation be as it is and don’t try to
fix it, make it better, or make it go away. Wait, make eye contact, and be ready to
listen. The answer will often surprise you. The other person might be shocked
that you have pointed out their lack of presence in the conversation so clearly
without any judgment. Handled with judgment applied, their natural inclination
might be to defend or to attack you back. However, when you have stated your
observation with no judgment, there is little need for them to feel defensive, and
there is nothing to attack. It is as if you held a mirror up to their actions and they
can see how they have not been present (or present to something else more
important for them).

HEATHER “Oh, it’s true, something else is going on. I cannot talk about it
much, but my boss is not happy with some numbers that I have given
him and I feel like I'm in the hot seat.”

you “That sounds like a difficult place to be. How do you want to
proceed?” (It is important to give the other person a choice about how to
move forward, because you are not going to be productive anyway
unless they are fully engaged. Moreover, don’t give them a way out by
trying to fix the situation for them: e.g., “Would you like to reschedule
or cancel or . ..”)

HEATHER “Do you think your idea will help with the bottom line?” (She is
moving back to content. Sometimes you might need to listen for a while before moving the
conversation back to content.)

vou “I know it will.”



HEATHER “Then let’s proceed, and I will be a better listener. It could be
the best thing that happens all day. What’s your idea?” (She can now choose to

be connected and engaged, whereas before, she was a prisoner of her emotions and did not know

it.)

You can also leave the content and go to process in the middle of a conversation
—or anytime, for that matter. For instance, “Can I pause you for a moment?
Since we began talking about this, you have gone silent, pulled your chair back,
and checked your watch several times. What is going on?”

Once they have shared, you may find it useful to reflect what you heard.
Give them some choice about how to proceed (without trying to fix it for them
or be the “therapist”). It is important for them to choose so they can be fully
present. If you choose for them or attempt to fix the situation for them, they will
often stay right where they are. When appropriate, bring the conversation back to
content (usually within a moment or two).

The Rule of Three in short:
Leave content when you see three actions that might be indicators that
something is interrupting the conversation.

e Pause the conversation.

e State what actions you’ve observed (without judgment)—things that may
be pointing to an emotional response.

e Quickly follow up by asking something like, “What is going on?” and wait
in silence.

¢ Once the other person responds, give a Reflective Listening Statement or
ask, “Is there any more you need/want to say?”

e When they are finished speaking, ask, “How do you want to proceed?”
Make sure they have some choice in the matter.

e Return to content, if appropriate.

The Big One

There will be times when you will not need to wait until you get three
observations. In rare cases, all you need to do is count to one, but the one is so
BIG that you get it immediately. It will often be shocking and is best if tended to
right away.

There are many ways in which this could appear. Here are just a few to give



you an idea:

¢ shouted profanities coming from someone who does not normally swear
¢ slamming a fist on a table
e walking or storming out of the room

The steps are the same as in the Rule of Three:

1. Name what you see without judgment. (“You are hitting the table,” not
“You’re so angry you’re not even listening.”)

2. Ask about it. (“What is going on for you right now?”)

3. Wait for a response, in silence, with eye contact and while maintaining
openness inside yourself

4. Listen, and reflect if needed. (“You are coming up against a tough place,
and you don’t know what to do.”)

5. Ask how they want to proceed. (“Thanks for sharing. How would you like
to proceed now?”)

6. Direct them back to the topic. (“Okay, we were sharing how this might
impact . ..”)

If The Big One appears, you have enough data to leave the content as soon as
possible and go directly to process to see what is influencing the conversation.
This is a tool in your toolbox that you will rarely use, and when it is time to use
it, it will be the perfect tool.

Both The Big One and the Rule of Three give you ways to access the part of
the conversation (process) that seemed unavailable before. I’'m suggesting that
the process should be accessed anytime it could have a positive impact on the
conversation. In the world of process, we are communicating loads of stuff that
people are seeing as truth and that is not being verbalized. In having the wisdom
to call forth what you are observing as pure observation, everyone can get a
handle on what is really going on. As a result, everyone can choose to step into a
world in which empathy is present, rather than apathy.



How Empathy Can Be Applied in Groups

The Rule of Three and The Big One are useful in a large group, as well as one-
on-one. For example, let’s say you are in a board meeting and you are talking
about a new initiative that you believe will have a better impact on the customers
than the current model. As you are talking, one person checks their phone,
another looks out the window, and another asks you questions about an unrelated
topic.

In these moments, a natural response is to plow through and get the work
done (or attempt to, anyway). In my case, plowing though often looks like
talking faster, louder, or more animatedly. My hands start talking, too, as if
things will get done if I wave them around as much as possible. Whatever
resistance is present I push hard against to move in the “correct” direction.
However, I don’t get any real work done in these moments, for the group is not
connected. Something unbeknownst to me has come between us. I see the
actions of those I’m with telling me there is something between us, in the same
way I can see the ripples on a smooth lake when the water has been disturbed.
Often, I jump to assumptions and suddenly “know” what has created the ripples.
“Ah, a rock has been thrown in” or “They are nervous about what their boss is
going to think about this.” Yet, in reality, I know nothing. I’m only guessing and,
as a result, have placed one more thing between us—my assumption about what
is going on for them. If I take a step toward connection, rather than continue my
own judgment of the situation, the whole conversation can shift.

By using the Rule of Three, everyone has been invited to play a different
game. A game of realness. I draw a line and state with my words and actions
something like, “What we’ve been doing up to this point has been on the surface.
I want to see all of you. Who is really here with me and what is going on?” The
odd thing is that I sometimes opt not to take this step because I’m afraid it will
take more time. The reality is that most often it takes far less time than
neglecting to connect. As soon as people are seen, and we move toward
connection, the junk that is in the space between us gets cleared, and in that
space fully engaged humans show up, ready to make a difference.

The Rule of Three allows you to look at people’s emotional responses that
are showing up in the room and yet invisible. In making them visible, you are
creating an atmosphere that says, “Being fake is not worth our time; being real
is.” If you have stated that you value the people you work with, your authentic
self has just arrived. This authenticity invites others to move toward authenticity.
Finally, you are communicating that you don’t want to waste your time or



anyone else’s.

It takes courage to stop plowing the infertile soil during a lifeless meeting
(for you feel like you are doing something) and move toward connection. Take a
breath and leave the content for a moment to ask about what is really going on.
You might say, “Seems like I might be missing something. Since we have
started, I see people checking their phones, looking out the window, and asking
questions about other topics. What is going on that I’'m missing?”

They now know that you see them and you are making a step toward
connection. You have made your intention clear and have invited others into an
empathic space. Your job then will be to be a silent listener, and you might be
surprised. Once you understand where people’s emotional responses are coming
from, ask them how they want to proceed. You can then direct them back to the
content, if appropriate, once the emotional response has been revealed.



Summary of Empathy

I have given you several models in this section, intended to help you move more
easily in the realm of empathy. From a place of empathy, we can ask truly
powerful questions.

When you notice you are asking questions that are only chasing after facts,
go to a place that seeks deeper understanding.

When you notice you are asking questions that are heavily in the feeling
department, what are you missing? People are more than just what they feel. You
are missing their whole story—what they fear, what they aspire to, how they see
the world. You are missing the story of how they got to this moment
(background), or you are missing the story of who they are—and the stories they
believe about who they are! If you are noticing that your story is becoming the
focus of your thoughts or words (“That reminds me of the time . . .”), you have
lost their story. Ask questions so that their story becomes the focus.

When you are having a difficult time being empathic, a place to start is
simply to describe the world as they see it. “It sounds like you believe . . .”

If the content of conversation is not working for whatever reason, you can
often go to process to explore what is really happening.

Use the Rule of Three anytime you need to give yourself permission to
interrupt and look at process or a hidden emotional response.



Self-Work for Empathy

People-Watching, People-Being

One way to practice this is to go to a public place and watch people from a
distance. As you are watching someone, try to understand what is going through
their heart and head. Then place yourself in that same position. If they are sitting
with crossed legs leaning forward with shoulders slightly crunched, then you try
to place yourself in a similar position. What do you notice about your own
thoughts and feelings? Does anything surprise you? If the space allows, after the
person leaves, try going to the same spot and placing yourself in the position you
saw them in. Even shift your body weight to the same side they had it. Now look
where they were looking. Notice your thoughts and feelings. You will never
know (unless you ask to confirm) what is truly going through their heart and
mind, but this activity allows you to sharpen your knowledge of what their body
language might mean. When you increase your ability to read the body language
of others, you can use that information to inform your powerful questions.
Experience it for yourself and see what occurs for you.







Chapter 6



Advanced Skills

This chapter offers six additional skills that will support you in moving into the
art of asking powerful questions. I recommend cultivating these skills after you
have practiced Intention, Rapport, Openness, Listening, and Empathy. You will
find that the Pyramid will support you as you work on these skills.

e Debate and Dialogue: What distinguishes Debate from Dialogue, and how
to expertly move between the two as needed.

e Silence: How to use silence for the benefit of all.

e Web-Building: How to build connections between people in a group setting.

e Defining Words: A trap that often shows up when people spend too much
time defining the words they are using.

e Overtalking: What to do when someone is dominating the group
conversation.

e Steering into the Curve: How to face the difficult moments.

e Working with Co-Facilitators: Tools to lead with another facilitator.



Debate and Dialogue

Don’t Make Assumptions. Find the courage to ask questions and
express what you really want.

— Don Miguel Ruiz!? —

This tool delves into what dialogue is and how it is different from debate. We
will also examine how you can move a conversation from where people see each
other as “someone to defeat” to a place in which all at the table are seen as
equals.

Distinguishing debate and dialogue is another model to understand where
conversations might go and what you can do to manage them, as a facilitator, so
that you are able to generate powerful questions that are the most useful to the
moment.

When participants walk in the room and you are doing your best to establish
rapport, most often the group will be at the place called casual conversation. In
order to get the conversation to move to a place of dialogue, you can use all the
tools given to you in this book, creating a space where people can choose to trust
and take risks. Don’t forget to clearly state your intention in being together.

How will you know that the group is in dialogue? Here are some indicators
you can explore:

e People are listening for understanding.

e There are multiple perspectives being shared (often with no clear answers).

e You are hearing personal stories or reflections (if appropriate to intention or
group’s goals).

e People are open and reflective to what is being said in the room.

e People are seeing others as equals and are open to their humanity.

e People are able to be empathic.

Sometimes, the conversation can move from dialogue to debate. The following
list might help you discern when the conversation turned into debate:

e People are listening for (and responding to) the flaw in what the other
person is saying.
e There are usually only two perspectives in the room. The issue has become



polarized.
e Sometimes people are sharing facts or statistics to prove their point.

e People only want to WIN and prove their point (and are not open or
reflective). Convincing, selling, or persuading may be present.

e Usually, they do not see their fellow participants as equals but as opponents
to be defeated.

e People are focused on themselves and do not consider others.

e There is a feeling of argument in the room. Someone might be offended.

So, how did you get from a place of dialogue to debate? There are a number of
small actions that potentially contribute to this dynamic.
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One way is that you asked a leading question to which you expected a specific
outcome or answer. For example, “What is the right choice, then?” Some of the
group’s members, sensing this push, resist it, and suddenly two camps are in the
room. Perhaps you created a situation in which the people who are competitive
feel the need to win. For example, “Who can tell us the correct answer to our
problem?”

In some cases, someone’s trigger might have been activated. When this
happens, there is a strong emotional response in the room and a sense that there’s
a great injustice that needs to be fixed. It might be your own trigger, or it might
be one of the other participant’s. For example, I recently heard a woman loudly
say, “I should be able to wear what I want to wear, when I want to wear it,
without fearing how men are going to respond!” She moved to the edge of her
seat and began to stare down the woman who was speaking before her (whose
words she’d cut off). Soon, the conversation was a full-blown debate, with
people taking a firm stand and unable to hear a different viewpoint from their
own. Anyone who didn’t share their view was wrong.

How did we get to debate so quickly? It is true that someone’s need to win
has appeared, or someone’s trigger might have been hit. When we look more
closely, there is almost always something that is influencing the conversation
that seems elusive or invisible. If you can find it, you can steer the conversation
in a more productive direction. The path from dialogue to debate is often filled
with assumptions and judgment. Somewhere, there is an assumption in the room
that is influencing the dynamic. Directly connected to that assumption is
judgment. This assumption is now influencing the way people are seeing each
other, leading to judgments about each other’s level of intelligence that prevents
them from fully seeing each other. Each one is now only looking for the fatal
flaw in what others are saying and opportunities to prove they are wrong. The
What you are talking about (content) has become more important than the How
you are talking about it (process). The assumptions and judgments beget more
assumption and judgment, encouraging challenges and attacks.

Let me be clear: I am not saying that debate is bad. It might be useful for the
group, actually. Oftentimes when a debate is instigated, there is more energy and
people are more engaged. Being in that space for a limited time can be useful.
However, it is important to note that it creates a dynamic in the room in which
multiple perspectives are not allowed to be present. Do complex issues really
only have two sides, as appears to be the case during a debate? This will affect
your group outcomes. A person who leaves the room feeling like the loser—or
the winner for that matter—will be a different person when they show up next
time.



How do you get a group to move from a place of debate to the place of
dialogue?

Tool: Stop the process
How do you travel from a place of debate to a place of dialogue once you deem
it appropriate to do so? With questions, of course. As well as a few other tools.

First of all, you need to STOP what is happening as soon as possible (or
immediately). Refer back to the section on content and process in Chapter 5 on

Empathy and find a way to really STOP things.

One powerful leader I encountered was leading a group sitting in a
circle. She got up on her feet and spun around slowly with her arms out
like a cop who needed to manage traffic coming from all directions.

Repeatedly she said, “Hold on! STOP!” She used her words and her

body to stop everyone. They were all so worked up that they did not see
what was happening in the room, and it even took a few moments for
everyone to notice she was standing. If anyone spoke, she would look
directly at them, say, “Hold on,” with her palm facing them, and maybe
a smile. Once everyone was quiet, she ever so slowly backed up to her
chair, sat down, took a large inhale of breath, and a big exhale. She used
her entire being to stop the process and got the group to look at the
process, too. They all knew nothing of value was going to come out of
staying in that debate space, and they could see how engrossed they
were in it by how much effort it took her to get them back on track.

Now that you have stopped the process, how do you proceed? You can use all
the tools available in the Content and Process section. You can also note what
got you to debate and use that to get you back to dialogue. For example, you
noticed that people are making some assumptions, and that’s how you got to
debate; exploring those assumptions can get you back. Let’s see what that looks
like.

Tool: Question your assumptions
Assumptions can be a real tool for you if you can use them appropriately.
Assumptions will inhibit you from being a successful facilitator, especially if the
assumptions aren’t named. In his book The Four Agreements, the textbook I use



for my facilitation class, author Don Miguel Ruiz suggests that we should not
make assumptions. Even after reading his book, I’m not sure how to do that.
What we can do is question our assumptions one they are identified. If we can
identify what our assumptions are, we can see them as a gift. We can look at that
assumption with clarity by opening the gift and turning the assumption into a
question. Instead of operating in the background, it takes center stage.

Here are some examples of assumptions turned into questions.

Assumption Assumption Turned into a Question
They are wrong. How did we learn these things we feel strongly about?
He did that because he What compelled him to do that?
wanted . . .
We must do X so that Y What are other ways we could approach this?
can happen.

There are two sides to this | What perspective, that is not present, could be useful to add to this mix?
story.

Everyone seems to So, are we all agreeing that this is true? What else might also be true that
think . . . we have not discussed?

Tool: Share the other side
I have seen expert facilitators return the group to dialogue and stay in the content
by asking individuals to share what the other side is saying (reflective
listening?).

“Bob, I hear you saying that you think . . . Could you also please
share what you think Sally is trying to say, without agreeing or
disproving what she is trying to say?”

Or “Centrice, I hear that you believe in . . . What does Khay believe
in?”

We just covered four tools because they fit so well together that it’s hard to take
them apart.

e Notice Debate has happened.
e Stop the process.



e (Question your assumptions.
e Share the other side.

Yes, there are lots of traps here. Most of them are connected to awareness.

Trap: Drama caught ya
One possible snafu is not being aware that you are caught up in the drama of the
debate. You might be rooting consciously or unconsciously for a particular
“side” of the debate. You might find that you are “cheering for” one perspective,
hoping for it to “win.” If you find yourself saying, “It is about time we are
talking about this, now we can get something done,” that might be an indicator
that you are caught up in the drama.

Antidote: Take all sides
Being a great facilitator or leader often means remaining neutral, or not taking a
specific stance, so a wide variety of perspectives can come forward. I suggest,
however, that you will be more impactful if you take a stance. In fact, take the
stance on all sides. Be quick and nimble, and you’ll move toward a variety of
perspectives, allowing new insights to flow through the room.

Therefore, if you notice that you are caught up in the drama, investigate
which sides of the story are missing.

Make sure that as the facilitator, you are able to move freely from all
perspectives and allow all perspectives to come in the room. It is like playing a
pickup basketball game in the neighborhood. There is an odd number of people
who want to play, and no one wants to sit out. One solution is that one person
does not take any allegiance to either side. Her job is to score for whichever
team has the ball currently, and she switches quickly whenever the ball changes
teams. That would be your job as facilitator—ready to switch sides at a

moment’s notice to be most useful to ALL players, not just one team. Truth be

told, this analogy does not quite work, for it assumes there are only two teams.
In reality, the number of teams can be infinite.

Tool: Ask for other perspectives
The antidote, then, is to get other perspectives in the room when you see that the
conversation is only revealing a single viewpoint. Ask questions that allow more
flavors to be present:



Who have we not heard from that could add a different perspective?
What are we not saying?

Which views are not present?

How would this conversation be different if we say more about . . . ? Can
we?

Often it can be powerful for the facilitator to state assumptions out loud in a non-
judgmental, neutral way. “I am about to ask a question that has an assumption in
it. I am assuming we are talking about X and I’'m going to ask us to explore how
that relates to Y.”

Trap: Missing assumptions
Sometimes you may notice that you are caught up in the drama and cannot find
an assumption that got you there. You are blind to it. Most likely this is because
you made the assumption so quickly you did not see it happen within yourself.

Antidote: Get help seeking the assumption
Sometimes when we get caught up in the drama and have missed the
assumption, we feel like we must know the way out. Sometimes the best way out
is to ask for help and let the group’s wisdom lead.

Tool: What is the assumption?
Simply question out loud and let the power of the group come forward. For
example:

e “What assumptions have we made that got us here?”
e “Who can name some assumptions that they are making right now?”
e “What are some of us agreeing to as true but have not discussed as true?”

Questions to ask yourself, when a debate is happening in front of you, are:

e What is it that is really happening here?
e How might it be useful for the group?

If you can get clear answers to these two questions, you have the ability to make
some choices for the group. Often this means going through the process of
noticing the debate, stopping the process, asking questions that explore



assumptions, and getting folks to share the other side.



Silence

The word LISTEN contains the same letters as the
word SILENT.

— Alfred Brendel, classical musiciant® —

Silence is a gift. It is a gift that, once you master giving it, will bring much value
to the world and those whom you are serving. Creating silence is a wonderful
way to invite people to look deeply in themselves for answers that are beyond
regurgitated information. Silence can open the doors to greater understanding.
This section examines embracing the power of silence and using it to effectively
create a space in which others are invited to share touchy subjects or be more
collaborative. It is ironic that I’'m writing a book on how to ask powerful
questions, because the more I learn and the more I do this work well, the less I
actually say.

Silence is needed more often in conversation than we allow for. It can be an
invaluable tool when you work up the nerve for it. It does require a certain
courage and goes against what is considered “normal.” One of the basic tenets of
science states that nature abhors a vacuum, and nature is always working to fill a
vacuum. People in dialogue also do whatever they can do to fill the vacuum, to
fill the silence. When you ask a powerful question, there is an opportunity for
silence to exist as people are thinking. Your job is not to break that silence with
words. Contribute to it with a smile, with patience, with love, and let the quiet
thinking be present.

When you know that you have asked a powerful question, then let it sit. Just
let it be. Try not to fix the quiet that follows or make it better; instead, just be.

If you have asked a question and the other person is silent, then it is likely
that it is a powerful question and they might be thinking it through—this is safe
to assume (we will explore this assumption below: front-loading silence). Be
inviting and allow time to pass before expecting a response. Allowing someone,
or a group, to be thoughtful is a precious gift. Look at the second hand of your
watch, because time will feel like it is standing still for you. You might be
thinking, “Oh my gosh, they are not responding. It was such a stupid question.

I have to do something.”

Often when we ask a question and someone quickly responds, we might

think, “That was a powerful question.” Looking at the answer, though, you will



often find that it is full of information, not full of fresh thinking. Sure, you might
need to think a little about where you want to go next, but spend most of your
time being in the question, too.

Tool: Reading silence
If you have posed what you believe to be a compelling great question and the
person or group remains silent or non-responsive, you have a couple of options.

First, notice if their eyes have traveled up or to the side. Do their faces look
like they are thinking? If so, be in the silence and let them think.

Secondly, if you cannot read their silence, then let them know that. Simply
state, “I don’t know how to read your silence.” Then let the silence sit some
more. They will answer your question eventually. Don’t fall into the trap of
trying to fix it by immediately rephrasing, filling the space with more words, or
suggesting answers they should pick from (like a multiple-choice exam). Let
them be in the statement.

Saying “I don’t know how to read your silence” is a process-based statement
because the facilitator is not talking about the content but referring to their lack
of response to the content. I admit that holding this space can be hard, and it is
what makes the difference between a good facilitator or leader and a great one.
Silent thinking means that something new is happening right now. Let it happen.
Let it be created. Let it be shared.

Tool: Front-loading silence
If you expect that the question will make the group think, then you can front-
load the silence. Front-loading a question for silence before you ask it invites
people to think before they respond. It could sound like this: “I have a question
and I would love for us to think about it for minute (yep, a full minute!), in
silence, before we respond. At the end of that minute, I will say, Go, and then
someone can start us off. Here is my question: In what ways do we not put our
customers first?

It does not need to be a full minute, but it can be. You can suggest any length
of time, perhaps fifteen or thirty seconds. Just insert whatever time you think
would be most valuable to the group. You could even have them jot ideas down
if that would serve them. People can do lots of thinking in fifteen seconds.
Moreover, it will serve the timid folks well to think about their own answer
before being introduced to others’ ideas and responses. Your conversation will
have some power of individual thought and be less likely to be full of
groupthink.



One way that we as leaders can contribute to group thinking is to ask a
powerful question and let someone answer immediately, without any thinking
time. As soon as the first person thinks out loud, everyone tends to jump on that
bandwagon. If you want more ideas and less consensus, granting time for
thinking will allow people to formulate their own ideas.

Trap: Continue to commit to silence
Be sure you are true to your word. Let the silence be a place for thinking. If you
promise to dedicate a full minute for this process, then allow a full 60 seconds to
expire before moving on. If you say fifteen seconds, honor that amount of time
before saying, “Go.”

Two things tend to happen when people first use this tool. First, they cut the
time shorter than what they said it would be. The silence is too much for them to
bear, and they start thinking that more time is not useful. This is especially true
for facilitators and leaders whose own style is to think out loud. Don’t fall into
this trap! Give the group time to think!

The second thing that can happen is that the facilitator lets someone start
before they say, “Go.” Someone thinks they’ve got an answer and they are done
thinking. They are ready, forgetting for a moment that other people might still be
thinking. Your job as a facilitator is to provide feedback (a gesture or a few
whispered words) that invites them to honor the quiet space for a while longer.
Stopping a person in the group sometimes elicits a chuckle from the groups. That
is okay. They will see you as someone who is being true to your word, and that
will pay big dividends toward building trust.

Silence is BIG and powerful. Only highly skilled facilitators use it

effectively to the group’s full advantage. Introverts and extroverts converse
differently, especially when new thinking needs to happen. Giving some space
for introverts to think allows for more thoughts and ideas. Time will not be
wasted; it will be used for thinking. You will have a lot to gain by using this tool.

Tool: Listen first, SPEAK first

If you are really ready to flip things around and you’ve practiced the above tool
and become comfortable with silence, then try this.

“I have a question and I would love for us to think about it for a minute
in silence before we respond. At the end of that minute, I will give some
more instructions.”



Then state your question slowly and clearly, twice. After your minute of silence,
say:

“Okay, here is the invite: I invite those who tend to speak first to listen
first, and those who tend to listen first to speak first.”

More silence will follow. That is okay. Everyone will have to adjust to this new
paradigm. You may also get some odd responses. If a Talker (and you know they
are a Talker) goes first, quickly pause them and say, “You are invited to listen to
those who tend to listen first.”

This can be tricky to manage. This is one reason to first practice being in the
silence. This tool can have a profound impact by creating trust that you want to
hear from everyone and that each person’s ideas matter.

Notice one thing about this statement: “I invite those who tend to speak first
to listen first, and those who tend to listen first to speak first.” I could have said,
“Those who talk first please wait for those who talk second to go first.” The
people who tend to talk first are not people who like to wait. Therefore, waiting
is not an option for them, really. However, most people understand on some level
the value of listening, so asking them to listen gives them something to do.

I have also noticed with some groups it is useful to write the invitation large
so everyone can see it. For many, this can be such a new paradigm that it takes
them a few moments to wrap their minds around what you are asking, and if they
can read the invitation, it is helpful for them to process it.

Most people who talk a lot know they are Talkers. Moreover, they know they
tend to go first. Don’t be shy about cutting them off. They know that others need
to share. They are just wired to go and then go some more. It is your job to
remind them of that. They are not going to manage that themselves or may not
be able to. They want to contribute, and the way they know how to do that is by
talking. So giving them space to listen, which most Talkers are willing to do
when reminded to, is a way for them to contribute to the group, too.

Tool: Inviting silence and rapid responses
Another valuable tool is simply inviting silence by presenting a question and
then asking that people not answer immediately. There will be some in your
group who will appreciate this time to think.
Say something like this:



Step A: “I’m going to ask a question.” Take a quick pause to help them
see you are about to go slow.

Step B: “After I ask the question, we will take some time to ponder
answers in silence before we continue. When I say ‘go,’ that is the invite
answer.”

Step C: “You’ll each be invited to give a quick answer to the question.
We will try to get as many answers from as many of you as possible.
Popcorn style. Super quick.” Know that when the time comes, some may
respond with one word and others with a few sentences.

Step D: “Here’s the question: . . .” Then state the question that you
would like them to ponder, such as, “What struck you about . . . ?”

Step E: Then do what you said you would do. Wait in silence. Fifteen
seconds is not too long; neither is a full minute.

Step F: Say, “Go,” and use your body language as an invitation for
people to respond.

Step G: Once one person responds, say, “Thank you,” and go quickly to
the next person.

Let people share openly for the popcorn round but don’t dig deep. Reflect back
to the individual or group when needed but make it clear that you are trying to
get lots of ideas in the room quickly.

You may need to reflect many times while the popcorn is popping. You are
trying to affirm those who threw something into the room and reflect them back
while also listening for two things:

1. any theme or idea that connects many of the thoughts
2. any reaction that incites multiple reactions (group exhale, chuckles, words
of support), indicating that it is a hot topic worthy of exploring more deeply

One word of caution: Do not immediately go the topic that created the most
reaction. Allow for more responses so as many people as possible can participate



right off the bat, and test if the reaction was just a fluke or actually the way this
group responds.

When you use the tool and go through these steps, it is important that you
have a clear transition between the popcorn round and the start of the dialogue,
so that people understand you have moved away from the quick pace. Do it
clearly with your words and your body language. You might even move your
hands more slowly. When you pause the group, reflect back on themes you heard
come up repeatedly, or think about how their comments might be connected.
(You can also ask them if they noticed any themes themselves.) Then ask a
question, which at the core has the theme you heard during the earlier popcorn
session. Notice how they respond as you go forward.

Those steps would continue like this:

Step H: Avoid the temptation to dive deeply into any one person’s
response.

Step I: When everyone has responded (ideally) or you get enough
responses to see a theme with connections between what people have
said, stop the popcorn and reflect that theme.

Step J: Ask a powerful question on that theme, and make your intention
clear that we are now diving deep into deeper answers (no longer
popcorn).

Managing silence by utilizing the above tools invites a fresh dialogue to happen.
In this way, silence is a powerful tool of contemplation. It is rare. Oftentimes if
we’ve got fifteen seconds of silence, we engage with someone or—more
commonly now—with a small electronic device that affirms our presence (and
maybe love) in the world. The brain works amazingly quickly, so allowing for a
fifteen-second break can be rewarding. Rather than focusing on new information
coming in, you invite the brain to focus on what is present. Once given
permission and a chance to “reset,” the brain will create original thoughts instead
of recirculating and regurgitating the thoughts others have expressed verbally.

On the other hand, the first person who speaks may begin the process of
thinking out loud because they are comfortable and have a lot of practice
verbalizing their thoughts. However, a consequence of letting them think out
loud is that their ramblings will have a direct impact on the brains of others in
the room. Rather than giving other folks time to think, their brains are now



connecting to these new thoughts and making choices about what to share
(oftentimes based on your or others’ reactions). How people react in the room
often has a powerful and immediate influence on people’s unformulated and
incomplete thoughts. It also allows them to get attached enough to these
thoughts that they may be less inclined to dismiss them as they see how people
react to someone immediately thinking out loud.

This is a simple tool to counteract groupthink. If you notice that people are
all saying the same thing, you might be contributing to this dynamic. Without
even noticing, you might be giving too much power to the first people who
speak.

If you notice groupthink happening, you can simply ask, “What thoughts are
contrary to what we have heard so far?” This will allow someone to go back to
where they were and share those thoughts.

If you have asked a powerful question that automatically leads to silence
with no prompt from you, that is okay. You might start squirming, but remember
they’re just thinking. Let them think.

Rather than squirm, I have seen talented facilitators do the following things:

e Wait in the silence, too. Just be in it with them.

e Smile and make lots of eye contact with the group members.

e Say something like, “I appreciate the silence and assume it means you’re
seriously thinking about the question. Let’s take some more silence to
wrestle with these thoughts in our minds before we wrestle with them as a
group.”

e Say, “Thanks for thinking.”

Tool: Unreadable silence
There is one tool I pull out in rare moments when the silence is really heavy.
“Heavy” silence is when people start to exhibit avoiding body language (i.e.,
looking away, looking at other things outside the circle, excessive shifting of
weight). If this is the case, I’ve found that making the following statement helps
—of course, followed by silence:

“I don’t know how to read your silence,” or “I don’t know how to
respond to your silence.”

Trap: Fixing silence



The trap involves fixing it or trying to make it better. If you know your question
is a worthwhile question to explore, and you know it’s something that the group
needs to talk about, then stay present. Try not to hide or let the group hide.
Hiding occurs commonly in these three ways:

1. The facilitator tries to fix the silence with more words—more words that
are often not needed.

2. The facilitator allows the group members to change the topic rather than
truly answer the question.

3. Someone in the group throws a question back at the facilitator: “What do
you mean by that question?” It sounds as if they are making an assumption
that you are making an implication.

Antidote: Be silent and restate intention
Resist the urge to fill the silence. This is a skill that takes time and practice. If
you feel you must fill the silence, try, “I don’t know how to respond to your
silence,” and then just wait.

You might also establish what your intent is. For instance, “My intent in
asking this question is to explore the impact that X has on us as a group.” Then
wait in silence. Look at a second hand or count slowly (one one thousand, two
one thousand, . . .), get to at least fifteen, but thirty or even sixty seconds are
even better. Do anything you can to keep from breaking the silence again, even if
that means you have to sit on your hands to keep from breaking the silence.

By stating your intention, you will help alleviate reluctance stemming from a
lack of clarity. They might not want to answer due to who is in the room—a
boss, for example—and stating your intent can help address the bigger “why”
and its importance, allowing their purpose to rule over any fear that is arising.

What else could I say that would help you understand the value of silence? If
silence scares you, then think of it as “thinking time.” A result of asking a
powerful question is the magic that happens once that question has been asked.
If it is a truly powerful question, then people will be thinking, and they will be
thinking about new things or old things in new ways. Let them think. It is
powerful. If you have done a good job of establishing rapport, then most people
will appreciate some time with you to think. This will be doubly so if you want
to hear how people respond to your question. They will sense desire. People love
to be heard. Give them space to share some new thoughts.

Sitting in silence is a way of honoring the presence of the others, even if they
are really busy. Slowing down to think fresh and new is a real treat that most



people will appreciate. However, in this fast-paced world, some will need a
reminder of the value of slowing down. Most often, being clear about your intent
will be a great reminder for them, and for some, you might need to be really
blunt: “Let’s slow down and think this though. What could this mean for you?”

MORE about silence: Silence may feel awkward. I even hear people calling

silence out by using words like “awkward” or, now, “awkward turtle.” How the
turtle ever got involved with awkward I don’t know, but it is a shame. In his
book The Broken Truth, children’s author Douglas Wood makes the turtle a
character of wisdom. Silence can be the place of wisdom if we own it and let
people step into it.

Tools: Stepping into silence
Ways that I step into the silence:

I say, “We are going to take a moment to consider our thoughts on this
matter before speaking so we are in touch with our own thoughts before
we are influenced by the thoughts of others.”

When silence happens without me suggesting it in a more formal way,
I will own it if it’s useful for the group. I might say, “I’m guessing,
based on the silence, that people are thinking. Great. Let’s take some
more time to think in silence, and when someone is ready to share, feel
free to do so.” Or, I might say, “Based on the silence, I’m guessing that
people are thinking. Great. Let’s take another thirty seconds and



continue to really settle into the silence and your thinking. When I say,
Go, anyone can share when they are ready.”

I might also just smile, nod, and wait in silence. People tend not to let
silence go for too long before speaking.

Along the way, our public school system has led us to believe that silence
equates to being stupid or ignorant. Students who could answer the teacher’s
question most quickly were rewarded, while those of us who could not answer
immediately endured the wrath of “stupid” jokes from peers and teachers alike.
Let’s create space where people are encouraged to think individually and then
collectively.

Silence is the house in which wisdom lives. Invite yourself over, sit down,
have a cup of tea, and learn something new.



Web Building

We don’t accomplish anything in this world alone . . . and
whatever happens is the result of the whole tapestry of one’s life
and all the weavings of individual threads from one to another
that creates something.

— Sandra Day O’Connorl? —

This next strategy for asking powerful questions allows for direct connection
among members of the group. We will call this web building, for it is as if a
spiderweb is connecting the different people in the room. We could define web
building as doing anything that gets people to talk to each other directly, that gets
them connected to each other. As a leader or a facilitator, you can make lots of
magic happen, if people are talking directly with each other and being real.
Participants talking directly to each other is much more powerful than people
getting up on their soapboxes and preaching what they think or know. When
each person is actually responding—as well as connecting—to the person and
what has been said, something real happens and new ideas and thoughts can be
created.

The spiderweb analogy can go further. Have you ever noticed, while walking
across a grassy field early in the morning, that there are little spiderwebs that
were not there yesterday? I would guess those spiderwebs were there yesterday
but one could not see them. The morning dew brings the spiderweb into view. In
the same way, when a group of people walk into a room, there are invisible
connections between them. These connections won’t be visible to the different
people until the “dew” can capture the light and make the connections visible.
What can you do to make those connections visible to all in the room? Create the
dew.

Trap: Focus is all on the leader or facilitator

Early in the process of managing groups, sometimes the leader will
unconsciously turn the room’s attention to themselves. They are not aware that
in doing so, they are stealing a valuable asset. That asset is the connection that
exists between other people in the room. It is so easy to do this that we are
unaware that it is even happening.

It’s easy to steal connections and hold the group’s focus directly by saying
things like:



e “Okay folks, I'm here to ask you some questions. Please respond to my
questions with honest answers.”

e “My job here is to find a solution to this important problem. Let’s talk about
it and maybe I can hear a solution that I can take up the ladder.”

Can you hear where the focus is? In these examples, the focus is on the leader,
even if that is not their intent. When the focus is on the leader, there is a great
chance that a dialogue will become a Q&A session.

Antidote: Let the focus be on the people
The job of the leader is to focus the group’s attention on the individuals that
comprise the group and, if attention becomes directed toward the leader, to shift
the focus back to the group. This requires first developing clarity around the
intention, sharing the intention, and then steering the ship with firm hands. The
following tools show examples of ways to Ask, Tell, Show, Reflect, and Hold as
a way to get people to talk with each other rather than with you as the leader.
The result is that they may be more honest and open, sharing with a member of
the group or with the leader listening in, as compared to sharing directly with the
leader and being put “on the spot.”

Tool: Creating the dew—making connections visible
Here are some things I do and have seen others do to make connections visible
in the room, with a fair amount of success:

Ask: The first option may be obvious, but it’s rarely done and relatively easy.
Say something like, “Can you respond directly to Jackie?” or “Would you please
respond to what you hear Jackie saying?” You are asking them to speak directly
to each other. Sometimes in a group setting, especially when the topic is intense,
this is difficult for people to do unless they are asked. They need an invitation in
order to address the fear of directly talking to each other. Once invited, this
suddenly seems completely natural.

Tell: Sometimes it’s valuable to be more directive: “Please talk directly to Jackie;
she is right here to listen.” I tend to do this most often when members of the
group are looking at me each time they talk, rather than looking at others in the
room. By giving a clear directive to one, or to the whole group, it sends a clear
message of “Remember we can talk to each other because we are all present in
the room.”



Show: Sometimes the best thing is to do something but say nothing. “Doing the
dew” is what I call it. The “something” I do uses lots of body language and lets
the group explore the connections.

I was facilitating a group around the topic of race in which a black
female stated that she could not see any “light at the end of tunnel.” She
felt the world was stacked against her. She could not see how she was
going to pay her bills and do all that was expected of her. A few moments
later, a white male described his strategy for how he makes the light
come closer, adding it was not a big deal to feel lost for a moment.
“When that happens, I just need to focus.”

In response to these two comments being in the room, I wanted these
two to speak directly to each other. I was making connections in my mind
and I was confident that the black female thought, “just focus would be
easy if you were white.” Rather than suggest a connection myself, I just
looked at the two of them, said, “Black female,” looking toward her,
then looked at him and said, “White male,” then held out each of my
hands in an inviting way to each of them (palms facing out, fingertips
pointed at them). I took my hands, turned them into pointing fingers, and
pointed them at the other. I was basically saying, “you two talk directly
to each other,” but I did it without verbally speaking.

It worked. She went on to say that, in her world, “no light at the end of the
tunnel is more the norm.” He went on to say how in his world it is not. Every
day, she is focused and working really hard just to get by: “How am I going to
pay my bills?” For him, life offered itself on a silver platter if he only asked for
it. Meaningful dialogue happened because they were able to make the
connection to each other.

As this example demonstrates, the connections are not always similarities
between people, but can be differences, too. If two people stand on different ends
of a spectrum of thought, there is a connection between them in the same way
that a spiderweb connects two different blades of grass. I “did the dew” by
encouraging them to string that web, not forcing the connection by telling them
what I saw.

Reflect: When wanting to connect different people in the room and get them to
talk directly to each other, it is a good time to use reflective listening. In this
instance, the reflective listening method will most commonly be Connecting the



Dots, but in this case, you are not connecting different points within one person.
You are connecting different ideas, thoughts, and/or stories and helping the
individuals in the room relate to them as a theme. You then hold that theme for
the group and you find ways to connect that theme to individuals in the room.

For example, you have been hearing different experiences in the room
but are not sure that people see how they related. You help the group by
saying, “I am hearing Jackie say . . . and Jose say . . . and Julie say . . .
What is the connection between these experiences, and in what ways
might that be true for others in the room?”

Remember that making connections is not just getting people to respond to
others’ ideas but getting them to engage with the persons in the room by talking
directly to them. Deep connection is people responding directly and naturally by
listening. In a true dialogue, you don’t want people to prescribe or give advice
on how to “fix” whatever has come forward.

Hold: Related to reflecting is something that I call holding. When you hear
someone say something that is powerful or profound or just hits you in some
kind of way, your job is to grab it and hold it up for the world to see or feel. This
would be easy if words were objects and you could actually hold them up, but
instead, you have to do everything you can to make it seem as if you could
actually pick up the words.

I was facilitating a group one time when a black woman said that she
felt like she could not talk the way she was taught to talk as a child—
language punctuated with the heavy urban slang and abbreviated
diction common in inner-city ghettos. I asked her if she would take a risk
and talk with us in that way, so we would have an understanding of what
it would sound like. She agreed, with reluctance. When she spoke, she
picked up the collar of her shirt as if trying to hide. In response, some in
the group chuckled and others were beginning to take the humor and go
somewhere else with it, chatting amongst themselves. Meanwhile under
her breath, she said she felt like an idiot talking that way, but her words
got lost in the chuckles in the room.

I responded by saying in a big, serious voice, “Did you all hear
that?” (with a big pause) “That was huge!” I paused again and made
eye contact with everyone, then fixed my eyes on her: “Would you mind



saying again what you just said? For I believe it’s truly important for all
of us to really hear you.”

The room became dead quiet and everyone looked at her. She looked
at me and I gave a little head nod of encouragement. I was letting her
know, “I got your back, sister,” as best as I could with my eyes. Fully
aware that I was asking her to admit to “feeling like an idiot” one more
time, and trusting that holding that word for everyone would serve the
group.

Quietly, holding up the collar of her shirt to cover her mouth she
said, “I feel like an idiot talking like that. Like you won't understand
me.” Then she twisted in her seat, so she was no longer facing the
group.

I took it from there. I let the silence sit for moment and said, “Did
you hear that?” I paused and took a long loud exhale. “She feels like an
idiot if she talks the way she was taught. She feels like an idiot if she
talks ‘black.’ Imagine what that would be like, not able to be fully
yourself. Feel that!”

I was silent for some time and it was in that silence that a white man
looked at me and then at her, then back at me. I gave him a brief head
nod, encouraging him to explore his curiosity.

“What does it require of you to speak ‘white’?” he said softly. Then
dfter taking a quick glance my way, as if to ask, “Was that okay?” he
turned back to her and said a little louder, “What parts of yourself have
been sacrificed to ‘fit in’ with society?”

She looked at him with penetrating eyes and he held her gaze. He
whispered, “I really want to know.”

She twisted back toward the group, let out a loud exhale, looked at
the group as if checking to see if this was real and said, “No one has
ever asked me that before.” She dropped her collar, her hands moving as
rapidly as the words coming out of her mouth, openly sharing the
thoughts that had been kicking around in her head but never expressed
out loud. “I’m not really sure because I never was able to think clearly
about it but . . .” Engagement then was real and present.

Holding can be a powerful way to help members of the group engage. It is your

job to remind the group why they are gathered and then invite them to step fully
into that commitment. I often hold by asking someone to repeat their sentiments,
by reflecting powerful words, asking for silence, stating the intended objectives,



or by returning to important subject matter that might have gotten lost as the
conversation moved forward.

Use Names: One of the simplest ways to get people to talk directly to each other
is to use their names and ask others in the room to use names, too. Depending on
what kind of gathering it is, ask yourself if it’s okay for them to wear nametags.
In groups that you work with often, you might ask them to wear nametags well
past the point at which everyone should know each other’s names. This
technique gives them no excuse for not using names. Often when things are
tough and dicey, when emotions are high, the person who is speaking will do a
quick glance at a nametag before they say someone’s name. They know the
name, but it’s easy to forget when things are tense, when emotions rule. With
nametags, participants don’t need to worry about making a mistake, and the
focus can be on the connection or content.

You can use participants’ names in several ways.

When reflective listening to a person directly:

“Beth, you are saying . . .”
When taking someone’s comments and giving them to the group:
“So Beth said . . . And that leads me to ask you all . . .”

When someone reflects on comments from the group but uses pronouns or vague
words like “someone said,” you can ask, “Who said that?” The subtle and small
interjections will often help the group use each other’s names more often, even if
you don’t directly say, “Use each other’s names.”

Use the participant’s names as much as possible and ask them to do so as
well—then the connections will happen.

As the leader, if someone’s name is odd to you, don’t be shy—ask for the
correct pronunciation. Chances are, you won’t be the only one struggling to get it
right. The fact that you are interested in knowing the correct pronunciation
shows people that you care enough to get it right and really want get to know
someone. This will be helpful to others and give them the encouragement to try
different names, too.

Other Useful Ways to Web Build



All of the skills we have been practicing as we have travelled up the Pyramid
have a way of coming together at the top. If you are having a difficult time
getting people to connect and have real dialogue with each other, all you need to
do is travel down the Pyramid. Sometimes if things have been going well, you
might only need to go one level down. Other times you might find that you need
to “reset” or “restart” by going to the base and working back up. Some questions
you might ask yourself are:

How could I, as a facilitator, have contributed to this group dynamic?
Have I been clear about your intention?

Have I established rapport and helped others to connect?

Am I open and asking questions that are open-ended and inviting people to
explore together?

Am I listening and reflecting cleanly or with judgment?

e Am I being empathic? Am I encouraging others to be empathic?



Defining Words

How, when and what you perceive—defines your life!

— Ramana PernrnarajuE —

When in conversation, it is common for someone to want a word to be defined.
If you’re facilitating, asking people to define words is not as useful as it might
seem. Any person in the group can ask for a word to be defined, but when the
facilitator does it, it creates a power dynamic that becomes sticky—the facilitator
has become “the expert” looking for a correct answer. On the other hand, when a
member of the group asks for something to be defined, it creates an opportunity
to work together deeply. Here is one way that I play with it.

In a group, a black man used the word “whitewash” to describe how he
defaults to speaking like his classmates, rather than speaking like he
would in the city that he is from. Another classmate asked him what
whitewashing meant. Rather than let him define it, I said, “Rather than
Trent defining the word ‘whitewashing’ right now, I would like to first
ask something of all of you. Something came to your mind when he used
the word. What was that? Also, earlier Diamond used the term ‘acting
white’ to describe her experience of being here as a black woman. Let’s
share what we understand by those words and then we will go back and
ask them to define what they meant by them.”

As a result, something funny happened. Many of the white people
spoke, saying what they thought about it or what that experience must be
like. No other people of color spoke till nearly all the white people
spoke. Than the people of color (other than black) spoke with an
intensity rarely seen before. Their experience with whitewash was quite
different. Finally, I asked Trent and Diamond to speak about what they
meant by whitewash, and their definitions were yet again quite different
from anyone else’s. We had so much diversity of definition in the room by
that point, that a fruitful conversation ensued.

What I might have done was allow the black man to define the word
as he used it, supporting the other participant’s question. However,
asking the group to speak about their perception of whitewashing
encouraged their curiosity and allowed them to wrestle with the topic of
race in the room (and not some theory just in their heads). Race was



then not something “out there” and separate, but alive and present. By
bringing in Diamond’s language, “acting white,” and combining it with
the term “whitewashing,” I helped ensure that our group dynamic was
not about individual thoughts. It was about an experience that multiple
people in the room were enduring in their daily lives.



Managing the Overtalkers

Relentless rain, like a non-stop talker.

— Marty Rubinl® —

We all have been to meetings in which there is someone who has lots to say, and
others are not saying much. No one knows what to do. It’s not that this person is
trying to be dominating; they are just talking or thinking out loud, or they don’t
have their thoughts together.

The dominant talkers know that they talk a lot. They know that they often go
first and most of them know that there is value in letting others share. They are
simply well practiced at talking. So help them and help others in the room.
Remedy the situation by following these steps.

Step 1: Stop them. You will need to interrupt them. This can be the hardest part.
Less experienced facilitators might wait until there is a lull or a thought is
completed. That could take a long time if the person is on a tangent or thinking
out loud. If you have been able to remain in a neutral position and found yourself
thinking, “I wish this person would stop talking,” you are not the only one in the
room thinking that. When it’s valuable to the group for a person to stop talking,
then you must find a way to stop them sooner rather than later.

When I’m leading, I will often use the word “pause.” A colleague of mine
uses the word “stop.” You can also use some kind of body language, like in the
earlier story where a colleague acted as a traffic cop in order to redirect
emotions.

“Can I pause you right there?” or “Let me pause you.”

“Hold on. Stop right there.” (Be attentive to your tone—it will have a huge impact.)
Step 2: Affirm them if you can do it genuinely. Faking is not allowed.

“Thank you for sharing.”
“Thank you for being so forthright with your thoughts.”
“Jake, I love how you can think so quickly about new material.”



Step 3: Reflect what you heard, using the tools of reflective listening. If you
want to be sure they don’t keep going, use a short Verbatim reflection.

“I heard you say . ..”
Step 4 (optional): Invite the group to respond to what the speaker said.

“Let’s see how others respond to what you are saying.”
“What do others think about what Jake is saying?”

Sometimes with very chatty folks, you need to introduce Step 4 before you
actually do Step 3. That might sound like this with all the steps:

JAKE “I think that American history clearly says why we are here. You
must know what has happened in the past to be able to predict the
present. In addition, what it says is . . . We should have known this was
going to happen. There has always been some group of people that we
oppressed: the Native Americans, the Blacks, the Mexicans, the Jews.
And yet...”

you “Hold on, Jake. Thank you for sharing. I want to also see what
others are thinking about what you said and the original question. You
are saying that American history could easily predict this present
moment. Okay, folks: what are your thoughts?”

In addition, if acronyms are helpful for you to be able to do this, use SARR:
Stop, Affirm, Redirect, Respond. When fear arises over stopping someone, it has
been helpful for me to remember two things:

1. The talker is okay with it.
2. The rest of the group will be grateful for your actions.

If you feel like they have talked too long, the rest of the group feels it, too. The
health of the whole group is at risk if you let them continue. It is all right to
interrupt them from a loving space.



Steering into the Curve

Slowly it dawned on me that steering into the curve, in this
instance, is about seeing opportunities hidden in what at first
may appear to be problems!

— Christopher Uhl —

There comes a point at which the skills you have been learning start to sink in
and more powerful questions show up in your life. If you really want to take
your ability to the next level, there is a skill that needs to be added. Some of my
colleagues call this “Steering into the Curve,” and it works best after you have
been practicing what you have learned so far and have confidence in these skills.
As you began to do this work, you might have noticed your curiosity became
heightened. This curiosity might make you aware of things that you are scared to
touch or confront. This new skill requires you to face your demons and the
demons of many in the room. It requires you to lean into the fear rather than run
away from it. It requires you to be fully present to what is, rather than dreaming
about what could be. It requires you to look for, grab, and hold the very thing
that is so scary that most people will not even acknowledge that it exists. Finally,
it requires that you hold that fear (whatever it is) in such a way that others can
talk about it, bringing meaning to everyone.

It is a huge challenge. If you have been working your way up the Pyramid,
you are ready. You might have already done it and not be aware that you have
done so.

What is it? It is grasping hold of the very thing that is underneath the content
of the conversation, that is influencing the conversation, and bringing it forth so
that we all can talk about it in a heathy way. These questions will help you:

e What is the unspoken thing that is driving us in this conversation (or in
life)?
e What factors are influencing us that make this topic challenging?

My father, who was a racecar driver, taught me how to Steer into the
Curve. When your car begins to skid and lose traction, firmly grasp the
wheel and turn the wheel in the direction of the skid, even if it means you
are now pointing your wheel directly into the mountain wall, and do this
until you get traction back. Even then, continue to correct. Although this



practice is counterintuitive, it has prevented me from spinning out of
control while driving on icy roads in the dead of winter. Once while
driving on a tight off-ramp leaving the highway, I found my back end
going to the left. Now, under my tires I had an invisible ice patch. Had I
continued to keep my front tires turned right to go around the curve,

I would have spun around 360 degrees until I hit something or my
momentum was used up. Instead, Dad’s teaching showed up and I turned
my wheel to the left, pointing right at the guardrail, “steering into the
curve.” My back end was no longer skidding to the left, and I turned my
wheel to the right slowly to finish going around the curve.

Often, we steer conversations along the road we assume is smooth. We are going
along peacefully when something happens that impacts the conversation, like
black ice on the highway. Our tendency is to pretend nothing happened, to push
through with the agenda, to get the work done. However, more often than not,
the black ice is where the real work is. If we pretend the black ice does not exist,
the conversation or project will spin out of control until the momentum is all
used up. More useful is to steer into the curve and authentically name what you
see, or ask a question about the thing that is influencing the conversation. This
may mean leaving the content for a moment and asking a process-based
question.

Once I was working with a CEO who’d been in place for about two
months following several other managers who had been in the same
position, all for brief periods of time. In his mind, he thought working
seven a.m. to eleven p.m. would prove to his team that he was the one
CEO who would be sticking around. As he continued to tell me about
projects he was working on that were not going so well, I paused him
and asked, “Do your employees know that you have a wife and two
kids?” He was shocked that I'd inserted this personal question into a
conversation about innovation and workflow.

Reluctantly, with a quizzical look on his face, he said, “Yes.”

I continued: “And do they know that your family lives two thousand-
plus miles away?”

“Yes.”

“And that they have not moved here?”

“Yes.”

“What might that mean to your team? What conclusions might they



jump to regarding how committed you are to remaining with this
organization and projects you’re initiating here?”

“They all know I'm committed,” he said, raising his voice.

“Ah, hold on here for a second. I’m asking you to answer a question
that might shift how you see your new company and employees. What
might it mean to your team that your family is still not here?”

With a breath, he realized that his employees might not view his long
days as a commitment to the team, but rather as an attempt to get the
results as quickly as possible so he could quickly move on to the next
position in a new city, like his predecessors had done. Steering into the
curve helped him see one reason he was not getting any traction with the
new projects he was trying to implement.

If the Steering into the Curve analogy does not work for you, try Leaning into
the Fear, or Holding the Taboo, or Naming the Elephant. The point is to address
the underlying assumptions that are driving the dialogue and that people are not
brave enough to address alone. Your role in Steering into the Curve is to help
others be brave enough to confront the unspoken fear. In the space between the
“fear of addressing it” and “courage to do something about it” is you and one
breath. Authentically take a dive in, be clear about your intention at every point
that it seems useful, and ask.



Working with Co-Facilitators

We live by each other and for each other. Alone we can do so
little. Together we can do so much.

— Helen Kellert® —

Frequently, when we think of “leading,” we think of one person leading. I
suggest that two people who are adept at the skills presented in this book can do
much more service to a group than one person alone. Two people can create
something that neither could do by themselves.

e Some results of collaborating with another facilitator: When one
facilitator’s triggers get hit, the other facilitator might be able to move
ahead with ease to bypass the emotional response of his or her co-
facilitator.

e Every facilitator has a listening style that focuses on particular things. By
having two facilitators, one of them will catch something the other has
missed.

e Questions become clearer to the group. If one facilitator asks a question and
the second facilitator can see it caused some confusion, they can state the
question in a different way that will dispel that confusion.

This can be done best if co-facilitators connect before working with each other.
Often this means taking time before each dialogue to talk about what is
important for them in that moment. It might be what they are working on to
become better. What is discussed is less important than actually connecting. It is
also useful for them to share after each dialogue what they were thinking during
critical moments so that they can become better at understanding how they may
have contributed to group dynamics.

One thing that can scare new facilitators who are working together is talking
to each other live in front of the group. What that might look like is one
facilitator saying directly to the other, “Let me pause this conversation for a
moment, folks. Sam [your co-facilitator], I’'m curious about where we are going
right now. It looks like we are headed down this path . . . (say a bit of what you
see). I wonder if it would be more useful for the group to head down this other
path . . . (say a bit about what you envision). What are you thinking?” This live
dialogue is useful for everyone in the room. It does not need to be whispered



while the group is doing something else. Ideally, your co-facilitator is sitting on
the other side of the circle so you can each see things the other cannot. (Yes, it is
best to get your knights to show up to the round table, but, lacking a carpenter to
build the table, just getting people to sit in a circle without a table is far better
than sitting in lecture format. The point is the roundness, not the table, so that
each person knows by the room setup that they have an equal voice. Often, I
prefer no table at all.)



Summary

A human being is a part of the whole, called by us “Universe,”
a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his
thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest,

a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is

a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and

to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to

free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of
compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of
nature in its beauty.

— Albert Einstein!2 —

Here is the point in the book where it all comes together. The reality, however, is
that this is a journey in which the destination is always out there in front of you.
Asking powerful questions is a skill that you get to work on for the rest of your
life. Asking yourself and others questions that make a difference will transform
how you see the world.

Each layer of the Pyramid has two ways to describe what is happening in
that layer. These sentences in themselves summarize the book well.

EMPATHY: | feel with you

LISTENING: I get you

OPENNESS: | hear you

RAPPORT: [ see you

INTENTION: I am willing to know you

Starting at the base of the Pyramid: People want to know that there are others
willing to know them. They want to be seen. They want to be heard. They want
for people to “get” them and be really understood. They want to know that
others feel what they feel. By asking powerful questions to those around you,
you can start exploring worlds other than just your own. Your world will open up



and you will see things you did not see before. People will feel connected.
Moreover, from that place we can begin to make a difference.

So you might be asking, “Why does the top of the Pyramid have a ‘We!’?”
Maybe you caught yourself and rephrased it to, “What is the meaning of the
“We!” at the top?” What do you think it might mean?

You might have noticed that as you traveled down this journey, a mind shift
has occurred. Have you noticed it? How has your thinking shifted? There have
been tools along the way that supported you on your journey. Consider these, for
example:

e creating intentions that stretch you to include the needs of others
following your natural, genuine curiosity when connecting

shifting from judgment to openness by dropping why-based questions
listening for anything, rather than listening to how you might be right
describing how they see the world

Each of these tools invites us to shift our mindset from “me” to “We!”

A We!™ mindset considers and values the needs of the others, allowing them
to fully express their own humanity. This journey has been an invite to step into
a place of mastery. Not a mastery over others, but a mastery of being with others
in such a way that everyone is enriched and supported by the experience.

Imagine a board meeting in which a transformative idea comes forth. Once
brought to light, everyone in the room takes turns offering input and contributes
something that adds to the idea, giving it more and more traction as
brainstorming takes over the room. In the end, the only true author then
becomes, “We!” No one person can honestly claim that they were the author, for
the idea was brought to life by every individual in the room. You are now invited
to become a master of the We!™ mindset. To be present to the possibility of
what We!™ can create together. Become a Weologist and be connected to all that
surrounds you.

This We!™ mindset takes practice to develop. And yet, we all have the
ability to be in a We!™ mindset simply by choosing to be so. We all have
reasons to jump into our me mindset, fear being be the driver who takes us there,
often without us being aware. Now you can choose to become the master.
Simply name the fear, ask it to sit in the passenger seat, and drive like it matters.
Like a mastery archer who becomes the target, the bow, the arrow, and breathe,
all in one moment. The We!™ mindset allows you to connect with, “to become,”
all the characters in the drama of your own life.



So often we spend our lives trying to separate ourselves from those around
us. Choose to be a Weologist. Practice these tools present here.

You will find as you master them that there will be exceptions to each of the
rules, otherwise known as traps. For example, there will be times when a closed
question will be perfect (like when emotions are intense). Your ability to discern
whether the timing is perfect will come with practice. The top of the Pyramid is
where you masterfully apply the skills and make them your own.

Successful students all have one thing in common—they showed up with a
spirit of playfulness. I’m not meaning they showed up in clown shoes, though
sometimes that might help. I mean that they moved into a world in which right
and wrong are less important than curiosity, where looking good is less
important than helping someone else look good, where rules are less important
than being present to what shows up now in the moment. You have the skills
now to create the conversations that matter by asking powerful questions that
arise in the present moment. There is no one size fits all.

Asking a complete stranger a question that dives deep into a place of
curiosity is similar to a child on the playground asking a potential new friend if
he wants to play a game of “Let’s Pretend.” Asking those questions is outside the
norms of the day-to-day where we pretend to be dead to what is alive around us.
When we ask powerful questions, we awaken deep connections in which right
and wrong are no longer the house rules. It is a game changer. The boredom, the
humdrum of life, is awakened to something new and fresh. Children are adept at
taking what is available to them in the present and making it part of a fun game.
We can learn to do the same in our own lives. To learn from the children of the
world. To remember what it was like to play, where you were not focused on
making mistakes. Go out and play with the concepts and skills presented here,
and watch new possibilities appear. Bring forth a spirit of playfulness. Play with
questions.

The best way to kill a question is with an answer. Arm yourself with
powerful questions that have no immediate answer and just sit with them for a
while. Chew on them. Ask them of others before you begin your next meal.
Delight in the unknown. Be an explorer of the unknown that surrounds us.
Create conversations that matter.

Share your stories at www.askpowerfulquestions.com.



http://www.askpowerfulquestions.com
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About We!™

Hi!
Will Wise and Chad Littlefield here to share a bit about our company, We!™ Our mission and passion is to
create conversations that matter.

We are mildly obsessed with relationships, group dynamics, learning and development, connection,
and team performance. We design and deliver trainings, programs, and keynotes that actually work. And
we’ve got the data to prove it. We’d be happy to share our success stories, whether helping tech startups like
Typeform.com or Fortune 500 companies like JetBlue.

We believe . . .

Leaders accomplish more by asking powerful questions than by commanding and controlling.

Deeper human connection fosters more engagement and better performance.

People, purpose, and planet are just as important as profit.

Interactive experiences have more impact than PowerPoint slides because people learn by
doing.

Not only do we believe these things, but we are genuinely excited about making them a reality for each
organization we work with.
View our services on the next page and get in touch to explore working with Will Wise and We!™



Let us help get your team working better together.
Invite us to . . .

Speak at your conference
or large-audience event.

» Create deeper connections
and meaning-filled
interactions, resulting in
communities rather than
fragmented groups.

Run a custom company
retreat and dive deep.

»  Build relationships that
|n5pire Ernpln:]:,-rees to stay,

v Strengthen the culture for
YOUr warkplace,

Run on-site workshops at
your place of work, with
a facus on developing your
leaders.

b Learn skills and leave with
concrete tools to ﬁauigate
difficult conversations.

Contact us to explore availability,
pricing, and working together.

www.weand.me hello@weand.me



http://www.weand.me
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