
Getting to Know You,
Getting to Know All About You…
QUESTIONS TO ASK 

When two people meet for their first date, have you ever noticed how many questions are asked by both?  Asking questions gives you the information that is important to you.  But you are probably not getting the information that the other person thinks is important.  
Most people start with the safe questions: “What do you like to do?  Do you like to dance?  Have you ever been married?  What kind of food do you like?  Do you have any children?  Do you go to church?”  There is nothing wrong in asking questions that will get you the information that you need to decide if you want a second date.  
But, have you learned what is important in that person’s life?  Do you have any idea how that person deals with conflict?  Are they a “peace at any price” person or are they “a yeller?”  What do they need when it comes to personal space?  What makes them feel loved?  What makes them feel not loved?  (See the Five Languages of Love).
The beginning of a relationship is the time to find out what is really important to the other person.  You do not want to wait until you are emotionally involved before starting to discover the “red flags.” 
QUESTIONS NOT TO ASK: Before learning what to ask, it will be important to know what questions not to ask.  Starting with questions that are General or Very Broad, these are the questions I would suggest you not ask:  How are you?  How was your day?  How was school?  Did you have a good day?  Broad or General Questions tend to get back one word answers that are vague or general, such as: “Fine.” “Okay.” “Yes.” “No.”  These kinds of questions leave both the questioner and responder frustrated. Whenever you find yourself getting frustrated at the other person for not responding and giving you the information that you’re looking for, I would strongly suggest that you look at the questions that you are asking.
There is another category of questions that you should avoid as much as possible. Those are the why questions. Why did you do that?  Why didn’t you tell someone?  Why don’t you want to go to school?  Why don’t you want to talk to me?  Why didn’t you come over to the house last Sunday? Why doesn’t the boss like you?  Why do you fight so much? Why don’t you lose weight? Why do you smoke?  NOT one of these “questions” is a question!  They are camouflaged “Should” statements.	  
Yes, once in a while you might be able to use a why question and get away with it.  However, in the court system, “whys” are referred to as “accusatory why,” because they are usually an attempt to lead the defendant.  “Should” statements, whether camouflaged or not, tend to make people defensive and they will shut down and not talk.  They also divert you from getting at the core issues that are keeping people stuck.  Why’s get lies.  For example: 
Why do you smoke?  
“Because it tastes good.”  
“Does every cigarette that you smoke taste good?” 
“No.”
“Do you keep smoking it anyway?”
“Yes.”
“Then it is a lie.  If you were smoking because it tastes good and it didn’t taste good you would have put it out.” 
“So, why do you smoke?”
“Because it relaxes me.”
“Does every cigarette you smoke relax you?”
“No.” 

AND so it goes, each new why question gets another rationalization/lie. Is there a way to get the information that would be helpful and not ask why? Note what happens when you change the question to, "What does smoking do for you?"
“It burns holes in my clothes. It makes me smell like an ashtray,  shortens my life, and gets me to spend money that could be spent in better ways.”
Now that is the truth!  
The only question left is “How long do you want to keep burning holes in your clothes and smelling like an ashtray?” 
	Since all behavior has purpose (at least in that person’s mind) another way to get good information without asking why is to ask the person, “What was your purpose in running away?”  Or, “What were you hoping to achieve by having an affair?” Or, “What do you believe would have happened if you had told someone?” 

It is bad enough to ask others “why” questions; it is worse to ask yourself why questions.  So the rule is, Do NOT ask yourself why questions: “Why don’t I ask for a raise?”  “Why didn’t I stand up for myself?”  “Why did I have an affair?”  “Why did I yell at my children?”   Again, notice that in every one of the why questions above, you could substitute “I should” or “I shouldn’t” for the “why.” Again, why questions are often camouflaged should statements. 
Here are more examples of the consequences of asking yourself “why.” This time, listen to your answers:
· "Why did I do/say that?" Because I'm stupid
· "Why am I crying?" Because I'm weak.  If I were strong I wouldn't be crying.
· "Why am I angry?" Because so and so made me angry.
· "Why didn't Jane email me yet?" Because I'm nothing.
· “Why don’t I finish the projects that I start?” But, I’ve too much to do.
· “Why would he/she say such a thing about me?” Because. . .. 
Almost all your lies/rationalizations to Why Questions will be begin with a “Because” or a “But!”  However, if you must use why questions, then listen for the “Buts and Becauses,” so you will know when they are lying.  

    	The more “why” questions (should statements) that you string together, the more defensive the person will become and the less willing they will be to talk.
Not all accusatory questions will be camouflaged as a why question. Sometimes, you will become more direct in your accusatory questions. For instance, “What is the matter with me?” “I should have seen what a louse he was.  All the signs were there.” Or, “How could I have been so stupid?” Most people will tend to be more judgmental of themselves than of others.  
To receive answers with depth and insight, 
you need to ask the right questions.
The problem with all these questions, whether direct or indirect, is that they do not give answers that will help the person to change or give insight about how to do it differently next time. To receive answers with depth and insight, you need to ask the right questions and be able to understand the full significance of what is said.  
The way you interpret the responses to your questions will depend on your life experiences (your biases) AND your belief about language. For instance, if you believe that words have specific, set meanings, you will hear what the person is saying very differently from the person who believes that the meaning of words is dependent on the person talking, NOT on what you think it means.  Or, if you believe that feelings are not important, just the dictionary definition is meaningful, then you will again hear it differently than the person who believes that a person’s feelings determine their behaviors.  
	When I was first running my Company and we were starting to grow, I made a statement in one of our staff meetings, “I would like to see us thinking of ourselves as one large family, working together and growing together.” Everybody agreed. Within two months, I started seeing all sorts of problems developing. 
The problem was that everyone was raised in very different families. Some had families that were very strict with harsh consequences.  Others were raised in more laissez-faire families, and still others came from abusive backgrounds. Each person had chosen the picture of their family, as what the “family” at work would be like. Very quickly, I changed the analogy to us working as a team. It was amazing how simply changing that one word made such a difference in how people treated themselves and others. In my experience, words have no meanings, only people have meanings that they put onto words.
You might want to take a few minutes to figure out what you believe about words and their meanings. Being able to ask the right questions without understanding what you’re hearing will not be very helpful to your relationship and can lead to more conflict.

With that being said, here are some of my favorite questions. 
· What was the best or happiest thing that happened to you as a child?
· What was the worse or unhappiest thing that that happened to you as a child? 
· Have you ever seen your parents fight?  Who usually won? 
· When people were angry in your family, what happened?
· I hear that you have a secret that is so awful that you cannot tell anyone.  So, I do not want you to tell me.  Instead, tell me what would happen if you did tell me?  BUT, don’t tell me the secret, just what would happen if you did tell.  (Invariably, they will end up telling you their secret.)
· In your last relationship (the one that failed) 1) What did she/he do wrong? 2) What did you do wrong? 3) What did you do right? 4) What did she/he do right?  
· Nothing is a failure if you learn from it, so what did you learn from your last relationship?  This way you will be able to say, “My present relationship is a success because my last one was a failure.”
· How would you stop or sabotage yourself from achieving this goal? 
·  If you had a magic wand and you could change anybody including yourself, who would you change and how would you change them?  
· What was the happiest or funniest thing that happened at school (work) today?
· What was the saddest or angriest thing that happened at work (school) today?

  	There are a lot more great questions that could be asked, but let’s break down a few of these questions to see what you can learn from them. Starting with two questions from the top of the list, what will these questions tell you about the person answering? 
Early life experiences can have profound influence on us as adults. Let me give you an example. I had a young couple in their early 20s come to see me and I asked him the first question. He said that he was the captain of both the basketball and the football teams, and then he was elected king of the senior prom. She said that in her high school, she was valedictorian and head cheerleader for three years and queen of the senior prom.  
As the listener, what problems can you foresee for this couple and for them as individuals and as they contemplate being married? Try to imagine yourself as one of them. How do you expect life to be now, based on how it was in high school? How do you expect your mate to treat you? What conflicts do you see that they might encounter as a couple? Do you see them as open to feedback about how they might change their expectations of each other and the world?
Now, take the question about seeing your parents fight. As a child, you assumed that all families were just like yours. If your parents never fought, what is your expectation of your mate? If your family was yellers and screamers, but there was no physical abuse, then what is your expectation of your mate? However, if there was a lot of yelling and screaming plus physical abuse, then what are your expectations when someone starts yelling?  
Learn to look at behaviors as symptoms. For the teenager who runs away from home, that is not a problem. Their parent may think it’s the problem, but it is the child’s solution to the situation in which they find themselves. As an adult, the same person may handle conflict by either running or shutting down. Physical and verbal violence are solutions, maladaptive solutions, but nevertheless they are solutions. All violence comes from feelings of powerlessness. Violence is an attempt by the person who feels powerless to try to regain some kind of control in their life.
Most people are not conscious of these connections in their lives and, as a consequence, tend to get into many conflicts with people at work and with their mates. Most divorces are the result of your mate not living up to your expectations. But, who said that others should live up to your expectations? People talk about bringing “baggage” into the relationship. The “baggage” that is being referred to is not what has happened to you in the past, but your expectations of it happening again.	

Now, go back to the questions and imagine what kind of responses that you might get from each question. What inferences could you draw from different responses? If you have a close friend who you trust and they trust you, practice asking the questions to each other and see what you can learn from listening to more than just the words.

        Myron Doc Downing PhD
	Specializing in Relationships, Depression, 
Anger Management & Anxiety Disorders.
Email: DocDowning103@gmail.com
Website: DocDPhD.com
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