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Ask Me Another: The Power of an Indirect Question 

By Karen Mathieson 

 

“Want to know the secret of my success?” 

Taken aback, I simply nodded. We had met at the party a few minutes before. Now the mechanical 
engineer loomed over me, forefinger punctuating every word. 

“I never ask a question that can't be answered ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’” 

As a radio broadcaster and print journalist at the time, my interviews would have been brief indeed had 
I followed the advice of that human flow chart. As a person, my life would be barren. 

Long ago, in an advice book for couples, I read that people in a relationship ask questions for two 
reasons: To confirm an opinion or to learn. If we ask the first kind exclusively, we lead others into a maze 
to which only we hold the solution. If we know how to ask the second, we follow them into the heart of 
a labyrinth. 

“But I just want to make a sale, or serve a new client, or get along with my co-worker,” you may be 
thinking. Exercise patience, remain open to learning, and your attentive listening might make all the 
difference in whether an individual trusts you with his or her business, or a project flourishes. 

(Note: After this, “they,” “their” and “them” will be used as gender-neutral singular pronouns. Peace, 
grammar police.) 

Some of the best questions we can ask carry no lifted inflection at the end. These are the un-pointed 
fingers that can unpack a suitcase of meaning. These are queries that connect us with another person, 
so that we come to understand how we can help them meet a need. 

The following indirect questions and my suggestions for their application appear in progressive order of 
their difficulty to execute with skill. Practice them over the course of weeks, months or even years to 
build your repertoire of responsive, indirect inquiry. 
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Tell me about . . .  
Something struck you about how your partner in conversation spoke on a particular subject. It may have 
been a strong emphasis on certain words, the animation in their face, or the way they suddenly sat up 
straight. You may simply feel curious about the topic, but this invitation demonstrates you’ve been 
listening. If you also lean forward a bit and smile, you’ve just signaled a definite interest in learning 
more. Be prepared to hear content that holds a key to this person’s values, fascinations and concerns. 

LǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛng that you mention . . . 
Again, you show that you’ve been listening. This time, though, you make a comment on something to 
which you have an authentic connection. State what it is very briefly, and then stop talking. Into that 
receptive silence, your conversation partner will probably take the next step by acknowledging what 
you’ve said and then expanding on their own experience. You’re now well on the path to rapport. 
People like people with whom they have something in common. It’s that simple. 

Looking back on it now, what would you say . . . 
Someone has just told you about a significant aspect of their past. Perhaps they’ve been speaking in a 
way that shows they are a bit stuck—which may keep them from being open to what you have to offer 
as a friend, a colleague or a service provider. So, you encourage them fairly directly to share what 
helped them to move on, or what they learned from the experience. The trick is to use a tone of voice 
that doesn’t smack of the Grand Inquisitor. 

I hear you saying . . .  
This exercise has low and high bar options. The easier way is to use the introductory words and then to 
paraphrase—not to parrot—exactly what you think the other has said. Oddly enough, a restatement 
with vocabulary particular to yourself helps another person feel heard. It demonstrates solid 
understanding. You can tell you’ve hit the mark when your conversation partner sighs with relief, and 
replies, “That’s exactly what I meant.” If the answer turns out to be, “Oh, no, that isn’t what I meant,” 
then you’ve learned something valuable. Now you’ll hear what you missed. 

The high bar version? Don’t use the lead-in phrase. Time your words carefully, during a silence that 
shows the other person is reflecting on what they’ve said and not just taking a breath before continuing. 
Then offer the paraphrase in a quiet, non-insistent style. As with gymnastics, it might be better to 
observe this maneuver before trying it for yourself. Hang out with a sensitive communicator long 
enough and you’ll probably have a chance. 

LΩm wondering whether . . .  
Now you’re really getting out there with the leading un-questions: You’ve observed a possible 
connection between what you know about your conversation partner’s past experience and a certain 
negative tone in what they’re saying now. You think drawing attention to that could be helpful in some 
way. 

This doesn’t mean analyzing another person’s tortured childhood. It simply means picking up on what 
might be a cause and effect behind a core of resistance to your great idea, whether that’s where to take 
a camping trip or how to make the best of an Internet presence. As if musing to yourself, say “I’m 
wondering whether that night a bear checked out our campsite is making you nervous about sleeping on 
the ground again.” Or, “I’m wondering whether your bad experience with pay-per-click advertising has 
made you leery of investing in online marketing.” 
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No, it wasn’t a direct question. But the other person is now freed to say, “You’re darn right I’m nervous. 
I’ll never set foot in Yellowstone again.” Or, “Well, it’s not so much that I’m leery, as that my budget is 
really tight right now.” Either way, you have valid information. 

And yes, the next question is up to you. 
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