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To my mentors.


My greatest hope is that this book can channel, amplify, and pay forward the most important wisdom and love that I have been so fortunate to receive from you.
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Who is wise?


One who learns from every person,


as it is said:


From all who taught me, I have gained understanding.


—Pirkei Avot 4:1















AUTHOR’S NOTE



THE NAMES AND STORIES MENTIONED THROUGHOUT THE BOOK vary in whether they are real or disguised. When first and last names are used, the stories appear either with the permission of those referenced or are already in the public domain. When first names only are used, I have adjusted the stories by changing names and key details to protect anonymity, and in some cases I have aggregated multiple examples into one composite story to optimally bring out the point being made.













FOREWORD



I AM DELIGHTED TO PROVIDE A FEW OPENING THOUGHTS FOR THIS remarkable new book about the challenge of learning what we most need to know from the people around us. I believe that the future success of today’s organizations—public and private sector alike—will depend upon our willingness to tackle this challenge, both individually and collectively. In sum, this book is about why this challenge matters, why it persists, and how we can do better.


In my research and teaching at Harvard Business School, I have discovered that countless executive and MBA students are stuck in ways of communicating that prevent them from achieving the goals they care about most. The majority of them have succeeded in the past by knowing the right answers. Unfortunately, this has trained them in a habit of thinking that is deeply incurious, which in turn shapes their interactions with others in subtle but problematic ways. To move forward, they must renew their innate curiosity and focus it on new questions, while also learning how to listen deeply to the answers their questions generate. In short, they, and all of us, need to understand how to really learn from the people with whom we work and live. In this readable, compassionate, intelligent, and useful book, Jeff Wetzler teaches us how to do just that.


In the pages ahead, you will be introduced to a practical, learnable skill set that will help you practice the humble, inquiry-based leadership that you and your organization desperately need. Where I’ve emphasized academic research over the past three decades, in a remarkably similar domain, Jeff has devoted his considerable talents to discovering the best ways to help people master the art of learning with and from others. I am very glad that he has done this. The resulting work, captured in the pages that lie ahead, manages to be both timeless and timely.


Let’s start with timeless. Both Jeff and I had the benefit of studying from master thinkers and practitioners, most notably one of my Harvard PhD advisers, Chris Argyris, who—in a long and productive intellectual journey that began over six decades ago—first uncovered and analyzed the thinking patterns and skills elucidated in this book. Jeff and I also each had the pleasure of learning from Chris’s most dogged student, my longtime friend and onetime coauthor Diana Smith, whose work has brilliantly explicated the persistence of the individual and team non-learning dynamics that get us in trouble, while also simplifying the ideas and skills we need to get unstuck. This tutelage gave Jeff (and me) the confidence to say that interpersonal learning in teams and organizations has always determined the extent to which people cooperate, problem solve, and accomplish impressive goals together. And yet, as Argyris documented, our social conditioning gets in the way of practicing the learning we need to do to thrive in this way. These robust discoveries make for timeless challenges.


Why is it timely, then? Because the problems we are encountering today—in companies, schools, nonprofits, and politics—have never been thornier, nor more consequential. We live in uncertain times, with competing—often polarizing—views found everywhere. The modern world—with its ever-increasing speed, its overwhelming information density, and the sheer complexity of our organizations and the environments in which they operate—presents unique challenges to communication.


It comes down to this: Our ability to make the best-possible decisions in the face of conflict, with a lack of easy answers, depends on whether we engage in high-quality conversations—conversations driven by a genuine intent to learn and problem solve together. To replace mindsets and habits of unilateral control with those of mutual discovery. In my experience, the mindsets and habits of mutual discovery are excruciatingly rare, but fortunately these skills can be learned. And that is why this book is both important and timely.


Finally, my own research has explored how psychologically safe environments enable learning, experimentation, teamwork, and innovation in organizations. One thing is clear from this body of research: psychological safety at work is by no means the norm. The instinct for self-protection can overwhelm the instinct to learn, grow, and contribute. But when people practice curiosity, caring, and commitment to making a difference, they do help build psychologically safe environments that foster candor and mutual learning. This is why I agree so strongly with Jeff that leaders, teams, and organizations who commit to practicing the art of asking will have a competitive advantage over those who remain closed off to this type of learning. This book can help you learn how to learn from those who matter most in your life and your work, and in so doing learn to solve problems together.


Ask does a remarkable job in bridging the often-wide chasm between the theory in this domain (captured in a half century of research ideas and data on interpersonal learning that people like me have played a role in developing) and practice. The value of the knowledge that comes out of business schools like mine depends on the extent to which it can be translated into concrete actions that all of us can practice. Jeff’s gift lies in translating important research insights into concrete, learnable steps. And learning how to ask others what they truly think, know, and feel has never been more important.


Enjoy reading about it.


Amy Edmondson


Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management


Harvard Business School


Author of Right Kind of Wrong: The Science of Failing Well1
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IF YOU COULD HAVE ANY SUPERPOWER YOU WANTED, WHAT WOULD you pick?


When pollsters asked Americans this question, two answers tied for the number one spot: reading other people’s minds1 and time travel.2


You can probably guess that this book isn’t about time travel. It is a book about our desire to find out what other people really think, feel, and know, and a road map for how to build this superpower that so many of us—including me and, presumably, you, since you bought this book—long to have.


You sense that there’s a wealth of knowledge all around you. You might have a gut sense that there are things people aren’t telling you, or that they are sugarcoating what they really think (hint: you’re probably right). Maybe you feel stuck, repeating the same mistakes or the same frustrating relationship patterns again and again. You may suspect, correctly, that discovering what people are holding back from sharing would unlock valuable growth, learning, and connection for both of you. You want to gain critical perspective, improve your relationships, come up with smarter solutions, and make better, faster decisions, all while lightening the burden of having to make them by yourself. If any of the above describes you, you are far from alone. It’s why so many of us, myself included, want the ability to learn what’s in others’ hearts and minds.


Why might some respondents to the poll not have prioritized mind reading as their superpower of choice? Perhaps they think they’re already great at “reading” people. Chances are, they’re not as good at it as they think. Research by Nick Epley, a professor of behavioral science at the University of Chicago, has consistently shown that people overestimate their ability to make accurate inferences about what others around them are really feeling or thinking at a given moment.3 Whatever we tell ourselves, the proven fact is that in the vast majority of situations, our ability to guess correctly is only barely more accurate than a coin flip, regardless of how well we think we know the other person.4


Epley points out that the most common advice on how to peer into other people’s minds just doesn’t work. Read their body language. Nope—turns out people are pretty bad at that.5 Try walking in their shoes. Nope—as Epley, along with his colleagues Tal Eyal and Mary Steffel, discovered through a series of twenty-five experiments—trying to take someone else’s perspective does little to improve our accuracy in reading others.6


In fact, there’s only one thing research has shown consistently and accurately allows us to discover what others know, think, and feel: asking them. “The only thing that we’ve ever found in our research that allows you to understand what’s on another person’s mind better is just asking them,” says Epley.7


But “just asking them” is easier said than done, particularly when the stakes are high. In those situations, asking can feel as out of reach as mind reading or time travel or turning invisible (also high on the list of Americans’ most desired superpowers). Many of us fear that asking a question will somehow discomfit us or the other person. That fear might be readily overcome if it weren’t due to the unfortunate fact that few of us are ever taught the art and science of asking. While many books exist to encourage and teach us to better share what we know, think, and feel with others—great books like Radical Candor and Brené Brown’s fantastic body of work—less has been written about how we can best draw out what others know, think, and feel. Couple this dearth of knowledge with social norms that emphasize self-reliance, competition, and conflict avoidance, and you begin to understand why so many of us avoid asking.


With this book, I want to change that. I want to offer the number one desired superpower to anyone who’s willing to learn: not just to ask the best questions, but to engage in such a way that your questions are welcomed and the answers you get are honest and rewarding for everyone involved.


I fundamentally, passionately believe three things:



1. When we all have this superpower, we’ll be more informed, more creative, and more connected. The world will be a better place.


2. This is a learnable kind of superpower—not like shooting spider webs from your fingers or flying over buildings. You just have to master some specific practices.


3. Most people haven’t learned these practices. And herein lies an incredible opportunity.




I’ve spent the past twenty-five years helping people work and learn together in all sorts of environments. I’ve consulted to top executives at Fortune 500 companies around the world, overseen the training of thousands of teachers, managed teams of people with diverse backgrounds and skill sets, even built a thriving organization from the ground up. Throughout it all, I’ve seen the same pattern show up over and over again. No matter the context, no matter the role, people too often fail to learn vitally important information from others who are right around them.


MY PATH TO ASK



This book probably wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t met Chris Argyris, a renowned Harvard Business School professor. Chris was simultaneously a director at the business consulting firm Monitor Group, which I joined right out of college. A brilliant Greek American man with receding white hair, thick dark eyebrows, and a curious smile, Chris spent most days at Monitor tucked away in his windowless office, reading and writing. Since his reputation as one of the world’s leading experts on organizational learning and communication was the reason I had joined the firm, one day I mustered up the courage to knock on his door and introduce myself. This kicked off an ongoing dialogue that would turn out to be life-changing. The fruits of Chris’s lifelong pursuit to discover why people don’t learn more from one another have become imprinted in my understanding of myself and those around me. Starting in Chapter 1, you’ll get a deeper dive into Chris’s most compelling methods.


Entranced by Chris’s theories, I quickly started applying them in my own work as a manager and consultant. My early efforts were, at best, a bit awkward. The first time I remember putting Chris’s ideas into practice was with a direct report named James. After giving him some guidance, I took a deep breath and said, “James, what’s your reaction to what I just shared?” He replied, “Um, actually… I found it extremely demotivating.” I was shocked. He had shown no outward sign of this reaction. If I hadn’t asked him that simple question, I would have walked away not realizing I had just weakened our relationship and left him questioning his future working with me on this project. Further, we would not have had the subsequent conversation about the project, which revealed some information that each of us held but hadn’t shared with the other—a miscommunication that could have really been damaging to the project, not to mention our relationship. I left the interaction thinking, Wow, that was awkward and uncomfortable—but ultimately awesome learning, for both of us. Who’s next?


With time and continued practice, my initially awkward attempts began to feel more natural. I was given more responsibility at the firm to ensure that Monitor’s consultants around the world—as well as key clients—learned and applied the methods that Chris had pioneered. This gave me the opportunity to work with leaders from New York to LA, Milan to Munich, Seoul to Tokyo, at organizations ranging from Fortune 500 companies to major NGOs like the World Bank. Over the years, I evolved my tool kit substantially through working with incredible mentors at Monitor, including two other legends in the fields of family systems and organizational dynamics: David Kantor and Diana Smith.


I consistently observed three patterns in the leaders I worked with, regardless of the kind of organization or the continent on which it sat. First, people again and again reported with amazement that this was the most powerful material they’d ever learned professionally. Deceptively hard, but worth every drop of effort. Second, they became aware, often for the first time, of how their own actions blocked the results they most wanted, stunted their relationships, and cut off learning. But the most important pattern I observed was the third: once they started working with these concepts, they got better very quickly and immediately opened new possibilities for themselves and those around them. These experiences confirmed what I had suspected as a young college graduate: I had stumbled upon pure gold, a simple set of ideas and tools that could unlock learning, better decisions, and stronger relationships all around the world.


When I left business consulting to join the educational nonprofit Teach For America (TFA), I arrived as a fish out of water. I was the “corporate guy,” brought in to help the organization develop thousands of new teachers across the country, while improving the quality of their performance. It was a wild transition, and I had plenty of colleagues who were initially skeptical of a business wonk with little background in the education industry. Suffice it to say, the experience was humbling, with many lessons learned the hard way. If I hadn’t spent the prior decade learning the practices put forth in this book, I undoubtedly would have crashed and burned. Instead, I stayed for ten rewarding years, during which I was able to help TFA grow, innovate, and affect the education of millions of students nationwide.


Which brings us to my present. Since 2015, I have been the co-founder and co-CEO of Transcend, alongside a close colleague and friend, Aylon Samouha. Transcend is dedicated to reinventing and modernizing every facet of K–12 education. As a cornerstone of our work, we listen to and learn from students, teachers, parents, and employers in designing schools of the future. This is an organization and a model that would not exist without the superpowers of Ask. They have enabled me to recruit, lead, and retain top, diverse talent; to raise tens of millions of dollars from investors; to support the most visionary leaders and cutting-edge communities across the country; and to constantly learn and grow as a leader. But most important, they enable me to connect at a human level with people—often across many lines of difference—by better understanding where they’re coming, who they are, and what matters to them in life.



THE SHARED REWARDS OF ASKING


As you’ll see throughout the book, people don’t always give you the whole story right up front. There’s almost always a backstory, which won’t come out unless you ask in the right ways. And that deeper story is even more interesting and important than the first one you get.


What’s the deeper story behind why I became so drawn to asking and listening?


It goes back to my childhood, and how it shaped the way I engage with the world. In my town while I was growing up, I was one of very few Jewish kids. Explicit actions and subtle cues around me left me feeling like an outsider who was not safe. I thought that staying safe meant staying quiet, so I learned to observe and listen. A lot. And when I did engage, asking questions felt safer than announcing my own opinion; luckily, I was a curious kid, with plenty of questions. When you draw upon a survival strategy day in and day out, it starts to become the way you operate.


By high school I had become less shy—by performing onstage, as a magician, which was a serious hobby in my family’s lineage for many generations. But magic is also a discipline that trains you to hold your cards close to your chest; that’s what makes the illusion work. I carried that tendency into adulthood, in the form of a default instinct to hold back.


What all this meant was that, for much of my life, I was a person bursting with ideas and knowledge and opinions—even secrets—that stayed inside my head. I dreamed of being asked by someone—a friend, colleague, or party guest—“What do you think, Jeff?” If I’m really honest, I’m sometimes still that person, sitting quietly until someone gives me “permission” to speak. Maybe you can relate.


All that to say: I grew up knowing firsthand how much great stuff others could be finding out from me if only they’d ask me more questions. At some point of maturation, that lonely yearning transformed into a much more meaningful insight: if I’m holding back so much, maybe others are too. Multiplied across the many thousands of people I had crossed paths with in my life, how much had I missed? How many insights, stories, and solutions were bobbing silently along in other people’s heads, lost forever because the world had conspired to make them feel that their thoughts didn’t have value, or that the value would be unrecognized by others?


These days, I’m even more aware of how true this is, and how it disproportionately affects some groups and individuals more than others. For example, American history continues to demonstrate that speaking candidly while Black is a riskier business than it is for white people. Many underrepresented groups confront this painful reality in some form or another—and suffer further because self-silencing is a heavy burden. Data from one famous study, the Framingham Offspring Study, showed that women who silenced themselves in their marriages were four times more likely to die in the ten years following the initial study, even after controlling for other known risk factors, such as smoking, blood pressure, and age.8


Framing the issue in terms of life and death may seem extreme, but the fact is that carrying the burden of constantly withholding can take a real toll on people’s mental and physical health. Further, when people silence themselves, they deprive their colleagues, teams, and communities of the tremendous value of their point of view. Both as a consultant and a leader of my own teams and organizations, I’ve seen firsthand how much hidden wisdom lies dormant inside the heads of colleagues, staff, customers, even bosses.


The good news is that, when you truly adopt the approaches in this book, it doesn’t just help you, it benefits the people you seek to learn from. Those who felt wary to speak learn that when they’re with you, they’re in a safe harbor. They can express what they know, feel, and believe. In this way, asking is more than just a tool for learning; it’s an act of caring that connects us deeply to those around us.


In other cases, your questions can awaken someone to their own wisdom. Not everyone has had the empowering experience of being recognized as an expert, or as a valued teacher. When you can do that for someone, you’re apt to see them step into their own potential and contribute in ways neither of you may have seen coming.


When we give others the chance to share openly and honestly, we are offering them a gift. An invitation to authenticity. And in fact, research shows that when people share more honestly, it has all kinds of benefits for them, including improved mental and physical health and more rewarding personal relationships.9


And the benefits don’t stop with you and the other person. Imagine what could become possible if we could fully unlock the collective genius that resides in each of our teams and organizations. What would it look like to raise a generation of kids connected by a shared desire to learn from one another? How might this help to heal the growing polarization all around us? What could become possible in the world if we approached everyone we met—even those with whom we vehemently disagree—as if we could learn something from them?


THE ASK APPROACH™


Now, over a quarter century after walking into Chris’s office at Monitor, I have synthesized everything I learned, taught, and experienced into the Ask Approach: a research-based, practice-tested methodology that can be mastered and applied step-by-step.


Your education in asking begins in Section I, where you’ll learn why people don’t share—the specific barriers that lead them to clamp down and stay silent. You’ll also learn what kinds of information people are least likely to share with you. (Hint: It’s the stuff you most need to know!)


In Section II, you’ll learn the five-step Ask Approach that you can use to unlock learning, growth, and connection in any area of your life:


Step 1: Choose curiosity. I’ll guide you through a powerful mindset shift that will prevent you from making the quick assumptions that limit learning and damage our relationships.


Step 2: Make it safe. Lots of people withhold, even if you do ask them questions. This is a seminar on how you can support others to open up and say what they’re afraid or unwilling to say by making it more comfortable, easy, and appealing to share.


Step 3: Pose quality questions. Discover the highest-impact questions you should be asking, but aren’t—complete with scripts, work-arounds, and follow-up ideas.


Step 4: Listen to learn. We all know it’s important to listen to what people are saying, but this practice triples the information you’ll be able to hear and ensures you’ve got the right takeaways.


Step 5: Reflect and reconnect. You’ll learn how to evaluate which insights have real value—and then you’ll translate that value into action and take steps to keep the learning momentum going and deepen your relationships along the way.


Finally, in Section III, you’ll learn how to build your newfound skills into your entire life: at work, home, and in the world.


This book is meant to be dog-eared, highlighted, and read together with friends and colleagues. Then I hope you’ll pull it back off your shelf whenever you encounter situations where learning from others around you really matters. When you come across exercises, I encourage you to take the time to really engage with them, as these will make the difference between knowing the content and actually being able to implement it. For easy access to the core tools and frameworks of the book all in one place, go to www.AskApproach.com.


A WORTHWHILE RISK


Learning a deeper, more humble way of interacting with the important people in your world isn’t without risk. It takes hard work and bravery on your part, along with a fair share of emotional investment. It is almost impossible to open yourself to learning without sometimes feeling vulnerable and exposed. That’s one reason so few people take this work on—but the more of us who do, the easier it becomes. This is an opportunity to lead, wherever you are in life.


Having seen so many people succeed using these practices, I know anyone can do it—and here’s why it’s worth the effort. You will see at least three benefits when you use the Ask Approach:




1. You’ll create better results. You’ll make smarter decisions based on a more full and accurate range of insights that you’ll discover. You’ll co-create more innovative solutions. You’ll also get unstuck from conflicts more quickly and spend more of your time being productive and creative.


2. You’ll forge stronger relationships. You’ll connect more deeply with people, whether or not they look like you, talk like you, or think like you. You and others around you will be rewarded by unblocking the flow of information. Greater trust and connection will flourish.


3. You’ll grow and improve faster. You’ll hear more honest feedback, you’ll get helpful suggestions, and you’ll become aware of your blind spots. When learning becomes your way of operating, it feels much safer to experiment and even falter. Relieve yourself of the burden of pretending you have all the answers, and you’ll grow in profound, even unexpected, ways.




As I write this book, the world has awakened to the immense power of artificial intelligence through the advent of chatbots powered by large language models. While AI is changing so many aspects of life, it seems unlikely that it will ever fully replace the uniquely human skill of connecting with other human beings in ways that produce deep, mutual learning. Said otherwise, technology alone will never be sufficient to produce these benefits. However, as you’ll see from the sidebars in Chapters 3, 5, and 6, there are some exciting new ways that technology may be able to enhance your efforts to learn and apply the Ask Approach.


Whether you get support from AI or just do it the old-fashioned way, here are some more “real-life” benefits I’ve personally experienced—and seen others gain—through using the Ask Approach. Are any of these results you’d like to see in your own work or life?




[image: image] Discover where you really stand in a critical relationship… and what you need to do to make things right


[image: image] Break out of a persistent conflict through finding better, more mutually satisfying outcomes than either of you could have imagined


[image: image] Identify the fatal flaws in your plan before you waste a ton of time and resources implementing it


[image: image] Gain insight into why people treat you the way they do… and how you are affecting them


[image: image] Help and support others you care about (teammates, family, friends) in whatever ways that they really need, even if they’re hesitant to ask for it


[image: image] Unite people with diverse perspectives, to create deeper connections, accomplish amazing things, and draw strength from everyone’s differences




LET’S GO


I hope, by now, you are starting to see why I believe asking is nothing short of a superpower. While Ask is full of practical tips—even specific phrases—you can use to discover what you most need to find out from others, more important, it’s a set of practices for lifetime learning. By asking more and better questions—of ourselves and of those around us—we set ourselves up for continuous growth and renewal.


Toni Morrison once said, “If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.”10 Well, this is a book that I myself need to read, and reread. As you’ll see in the chapters that follow, I still have experiences where I discover that people knew or believed important things that I didn’t find out until too late. I continue to have moments when I jump to conclusions and forget to be curious. I have many blind spots that get in the way of learning from others across various kinds of differences. The act of researching and writing this book helped me remind myself of the importance of curiosity and asking questions, especially in my all-too-human moments of feeling certain, judgmental, and righteous. I haven’t shied away from sharing those moments here, because I believe you’ll take away as much from my shortcomings, gaps, and failures as you will from my skills and successes.


My greatest hope is that this book will open all our minds to the power and possibility of learning from all those we encounter—to change our relationships, our organizations, and our communities for the better.















SECTION I


The Invisible Problem That Plagues Relationships Everywhere


IN SECTION I, WE’LL DIVE INTO A PHENOMENON I CALL “THE UNSPOKEN.” This refers to the thoughts, feelings, and ideas that others around us hold but too often don’t share.
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In Chapter 1, we’ll explore the most important things people keep in their heads and hearts but never tell us, and we’ll examine the consequences of our not finding out.


In Chapter 2, we’ll look at the reasons people withhold, including the four biggest barriers to their sharing.
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Essential question: What do you most need to know that people are least likely to tell you?


HAVE YOU EVER HAD AN EXPERIENCE WHERE YOU WERE THE LAST to learn something vital in a situation that was important to you—and did you further discover that there were people who could have clued you in, but didn’t? I’ve seen this happen to people I’ve coached more times than I can count—but was still completely gobsmacked when it happened to me.


Teach For America is a nationwide nonprofit that recruits and trains recent college graduates to teach in low-income schools while building a movement of leaders who work for educational equity. After nearly a decade in management consulting, I was the organization’s chief learning officer, charged with helping them scale and improve the training and performance of teachers across the country. My tenure there had a regrettably rocky start.


Less than a year into the job, I received an urgent phone call. Jade, a key leader on my team, was calling to inform me that our Northwest Summer Institute—one of our five summer training sites—was facing major challenges, just a few months before it was scheduled to begin. These institutes provided our newly minted college graduates with much of the training they’d get before they were face-to-face with students. In other words, if we couldn’t fix things, a fifth of our teachers would not be ready to teach in the fall.


Each institute had a team in place whose full-time job was to make sure that every detail was lined up perfectly during the twelve months before each summer institute began. These teams were responsible for securing classroom and dormitory facilities at a host university, partnering with local school systems for summer school teaching practicums, and hiring and training a hundred local staff tasked with everything from instruction and coaching to serving meals to transporting our teachers to and from the various activities. And who was ultimately in charge of these teams? Me. I’d been in contact with them and their leaders consistently throughout the year and believed I had done everything possible to ensure their success.


And yet, here was Jade, calling to tell me that major elements of one entire summer institute were not in place. The classrooms at the host university were not available at the times when we were scheduled to teach in them. Local schools that had agreed to let our teachers train within their summer school program had decided at the last minute not to hold summer school, and the schools that were holding it were now using a totally different curriculum than we’d expected. Key members of the summer staff responsible for supervising and instructing our new teachers did not have the experience or skill needed to carry out the high caliber of training we required, and some of them had already quit.


My pulse raced as I disconnected the call. I stared down at the screen in my hands in stunned silence, a new reality slowly sinking in. I pictured five hundred new teachers at the Northwest Institute rising up in protest. More important, I pictured five hundred classrooms in the fall without the well-trained teachers that their students deserved.


After my moment of panic, I became mystified as to why all year long, I’d remained so unaware of the problems brewing, despite the many conversations I’d had with my team all along the way. According to what Jade uncovered, things had been unraveling for months. Why was I just learning about it now, when it might be too late to turn the ship around?


Thankfully, Jade stepped up in a heroic way. She relocated across the country to the local training site and worked intensively with the team on the ground, who sprinted day and night to rectify every problem in the weeks before the program began. In the end, the Institute ran smoothly, and thankfully, the teachers were prepared. But had Jade not been able to perform this minor miracle, redoing months of planning in a few short weeks, the program would have totally failed.


How could I have been so blindsided? All along the way, I had checked in on how things were going and what help the team needed, and I consistently left with the impression that, despite some minor hiccups, things were generally on track. It turns out, the team was scrambling to fix things as best they could, but they didn’t let me in on the full extent of the challenges, nor did they request my help. Bottom line, I was unaware of what multiple people on the team knew about how bad things were but never told me. And while I’m sure I had asked a number of questions during our meetings, the approach I’d taken clearly hadn’t encouraged my colleagues to feel safe giving me “real talk” about the challenging but absolutely critical information I needed to know before the point of crisis.


Up until that moment, I had believed that we had strong working relationships where we could speak openly and directly. But clearly there was something that stopped people from speaking up in a moment when it really mattered.


What’s worse, I started to wonder: If they didn’t share information this time, despite the stakes, what other thoughts, beliefs, and feelings might they, or others for that matter, be withholding?


THE LEFT-HAND COLUMN


Earlier in my career, I learned a name for this painful and pervasive pattern of withholding. It was during my first job out of college, at Monitor Group. As a consulting firm, Monitor’s success hinged on our ability to find information and insights that produced the best solutions for our client organizations. To develop quality recommendations, information of all kinds needed to flow continuously throughout the organization, to our clients, and from our clients back to us.


Because of this, Monitor invested heavily in understanding what might block people’s ability to learn from one another and what they could do about it. Chris Argyris, the professor you met in the Introduction, provided the driving intellectual leadership required to set the effort into motion. With a joint appointment to Harvard’s Business School and Graduate School of Education, Chris’s life mission was to understand and overcome the obstacles to people learning in organizations.


Chris’s work with leaders of companies all around the world often started the same way, with the two-column case. He would ask someone to draw a vertical line down the middle of a blank sheet of paper. The right-hand column would contain lines from the actual dialogue of a recent challenging interaction, as best as the case writer could recall. In the left-hand column, the case writer would write the unspoken thoughts and feelings they experienced throughout the interaction.


To give you a sense of what this looked like, here’s a simple example. The “case writer” was a new project manager within the consulting firm, interacting with a client they found to be difficult:






	CONSULTANT’S UNSPOKEN THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

	ACTUAL DIALOGUE






	You’ve got to be kidding! We met three times last week alone! Every time we have to prep for a meeting with you, it stops the research process, creating delays.

	Client: I’d like to set up a meeting with you to discuss the research your team is doing.






	Let me see if I can hold her off so we can actually get some work done.

	Me (Consultant): Okay, we’re always happy to meet. The team is in the midst of gathering the data right now. It might be best if we meet once we’ve crunched the numbers.






	I know you’re concerned about the timeline. Me too! We’re delayed because YOU keep changing the direction every time we meet. If I make any more changes, this project will run way over budget and we’ll miss our deadline. Then the team members will get pulled off this project and we’ll both be stuck.

	Client: Actually, I’d rather meet sooner because I’m getting concerned about the timeline, and I have a presentation to our board where I need some data. I also have some new ideas and information for you.






	

	Me (Consultant): Sure, we’re happy to squeeze in a meeting at your convenience.







Notice how much the case writer is holding back from sharing with the client and the dissonance between the message that gets across and what this consultant really thinks.


At the end of this chapter, you’ll get a chance to try this exercise yourself by writing your own two-column case. If you’re like most people—myself included—your left-hand column might turn out to be pretty colorful. You might be thinking (but not voicing) things like,




Why doesn’t she get that this is a terrible idea?


or


You have no idea where your team is coming from. Why don’t you be quiet and listen to us?


or


I feel so let down by you.


or


Does he really think this is my fault? Doesn’t he realize all that went wrong before I got involved?





Whatever you’re thinking or feeling and not saying, one thing is true: because it’s in your left-hand column, it’s unspoken. That means the other person doesn’t get access to it. And that’s a problem, because behind any colorful language or harsh judgments you may be making is often a treasure trove of important thoughts and feelings and information that the other person never finds out.


Guess what else is true? The other person you’re interacting with also has a left-hand column. That means they have a gold mine of insights, experiences, feelings, and ideas that you are not getting access to.


Now, I should note that not everything in another person’s left-hand column is useful or necessary for us to know. Some of what we might find in there is the result of their own inner dialogue, insecurities, or petty judgments (we all have them!). For example, we definitely do not need to know if they think our new haircut makes our forehead look too big or how they rate our intelligence. But buried within the muck of others’ left-hand columns are often gems of wisdom waiting to be discovered. By practicing the approach in this book, you will learn how to invite other people to share their most useful, relevant insights and experiences and to distinguish which information is useful for you to integrate into your own understanding.


Throughout my time at Monitor and in subsequent leadership roles, I’ve used this two-column-case format to help myself and others—whether consultants, clients, senior leaders, employees, or colleagues—reflect on their interactions and grow their skills at communicating more productively.1 Reading the left-hand columns of their two-column cases is like looking through a secret window into a gold mine of important information, views, and feelings that live locked away in the heads and hearts of other people. The people interacting with them never get access to this priceless information.


Seeing the breakdown of learning in the people I work with—and in the day-to-day lives of friends and family—is heartbreaking. It’s like watching avoidable train wrecks in slow motion, waiting for what often feels like an inevitable collision. And despite seeing this in the people I was working to help and studying the pattern closely over the course of my career, I myself can still fall into the very same traps in my interactions, in my roles as a leader, a parent, a community member.


When we fail to recognize and overcome the barriers that lead the people around us to hold back, we miss out on enormous learning and insights, which are right there in front of our noses! And when we remain in the dark about this valuable information, we suffer the consequences. We make worse decisions. We miss out on creative solutions to pressing problems. Our relationships stay surface level or even deteriorate. Our professional and personal growth stagnates. We fail to reach our potential and to nurture it in others. Everyone suffers.


The Ask Approach, as you’ll see throughout this book, is how we help the people around us shift more of the useful but unspoken stuff that’s in their left-hand column over to the right, where they can voice it for the benefit of everyone.


THE GOLD MINE IN OTHERS’ LEFT-HAND COLUMNS


One of the things I’ve learned in observing this phenomenon across many different contexts is that there are predictable patterns to what kinds of information people tend to keep locked away. By knowing what hidden gems to look for, we can begin to open the door to learning. Based on the hundreds of two-column cases that I have read over the years, my lived experience and coaching of others, and the social science research, I’ve identified the four most important things that people around you tend to withhold:
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I want to share a story to illustrate how this pattern of withholding plays out.


Allison, a hard-charging and successful manager in a midsize marketing company, prides herself on getting things done and exceeding her goals while also caring for all the people who work for her. When she recently hired Dahlia to be a project manager supporting her and others across the organization, she was sure she had found the perfect fit. Dahlia had thrived in her previous job, where she had earned a reputation as an expert in project management.


During the first three months, everything seemed to be going well. Dahlia quickly built up her company knowledge, asked great questions, and fit right into the culture. As time went on, however, Dahlia began missing deadlines and dropping balls, a real problem for a project manager. At first, Allison didn’t think much of it. Dahlia’s son had recently gotten strep throat; perhaps she was just catching up on things. But over time, the pattern persisted, then worsened. She kept missing deadlines and failed to appear in several meetings with no explanation. Soon, colleagues across the organization were calling Allison, complaining that Dahlia was failing to follow through.


Allison’s heart sank. Was this new hire that she’d been so excited about not going to work out after all?


Feeling anxious, Allison messaged Dahlia and asked for a meeting the next day.


As Allison approached the small conference room where they would meet, Dahlia was already there, shifting nervously in her chair. Her shoulders were rigid. Allison could see bags under Dahlia’s eyes from what surely was a long night—probably a combination of work and taking care of her family. Allison felt for her. She had a family of her own and understood firsthand how stressful and disruptive it was when a child was sick. She didn’t want to create stress for Dahlia, but she also knew that for the sake of the business and her own sanity, she couldn’t let this go on any longer. So, after some awkward pleasantries, she took a deep breath and started in.


“Dahlia,” Allison began, trying her best to meet Dahlia’s eyes, “I’d like to share some observations and concerns I have. I see you dropping balls, and I’m worried that we are really starting to fall behind on the work.”


“I know,” Dahlia replied quickly; “I really apologize. It’s been a hard time with my son getting sick. But I am in the process of catching up and should be back on track soon.”


This was what Allison expected her to say and so Allison was already prepared with a response. “I’m sorry your son has been sick. I really am. But as I think about it, we were falling behind even before that happened.”


At this point Allison noticed a slight shift in Dahlia. Her jaw set a bit harder, she sat up a bit straighter. Was she going to get defensive? In case she needed to supply more evidence to drive home the point, Allison mentally ran through some concrete examples of Dahlia’s dropped balls that she had prepared earlier.


“It’s true. There’s a lot to do, but I know I can get it done,” Dahlia replied. “Two weeks, tops.” She opened her mouth to say more but appeared to stop herself. Allison thought Dahlia was about to make excuses, but when Dahlia closed her mouth, Allison didn’t push.


“I’m glad to hear that,” Allison jumped in, “because others on the team are counting on you.”


When Allison left the room, she felt relieved. She’d had the hard conversation, and Dahlia had agreed to step up. She was cautiously optimistic that things would get back on track now. One more problem off her overcrowded plate, she hoped.


Dahlia, however, walked away feeling dismissed and deflated, and with a totally different perspective. A panic rose in her chest as she realized that she’d agreed to something she couldn’t possibly achieve. What was she going to do? She feared disappointing Allison again, but also felt resentful at Allison’s seeming disinterest in hearing why she had gotten so behind. The biggest problem wasn’t that her son had been sick, although that had certainly made things more difficult. In Dahlia’s view, the real problem was how workflow was structured in the organization. Allison had no idea how disorganized and overwhelming things were, nor did she seem to care.


While Dahlia outwardly apologized for falling behind and agreed to do better, she kept unspoken a wealth of useful information. If we were reading a two-column case written by Dahlia, we would see the following unspoken thoughts and feelings in Dahlia’s left-hand column:






	DAHLIA’S UNSPOKEN THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

	WHAT EACH PERSON SAID






	Allison seems really stressed. I know she’s a hard-charger and never lets balls drop.

	Allison: Dahlia, I’d like to share some observations and concerns I have. I see you dropping balls, and I’m worried that we are really starting to fall behind on the work.






	It’s clear I have no choice but to just say I’ll do it. That’s what she wants to hear. I don’t want her to think I’m incompetent.

	Dahlia: I know. I really apologize. It’s been a hard time with my son getting sick. But I am in the process of catching up and should be back on track soon.






	I’ve done project management for over a decade! I know in my bones that it’s literally impossible for me, or anyone, to complete all that’s on my plate. Allison is clueless about all the things that people from other divisions are asking me to do. And of course, I’ll say yes because I’m new and want to make a good impression. I don’t want to lose this job.

	Allison: I’m sorry your son has been sick. I really am. But as I think about it, we were falling behind even before that happened.






	And another thing Allison is clueless about: there are a ton of inefficiencies in this company. The requests I get from across three different divisions are all for slightly different versions of the same exact work. People are duplicating one another’s efforts, but they don’t even know it. What a waste of time and money—and she’s making such a big deal about being a couple weeks behind?!?

	Dahlia: It’s true. There’s a lot to do, but I know I can get it done. Two weeks, tops.






	If Allison would let me, I could come up with a project-tracking system just like what I built in my last organization—it would help us prioritize projects and save the company time and money. And it would actually let Allison and her VP look across all the projects and see what I see, not just the redundancies but also that some projects seem pretty misaligned to our strategy, at least in my opinion. Too bad all she cares about is that my stupid to-do list is up to date.

	Allison: I’m glad to hear that because others on the team are counting on you.







As we saw when we listened in on their dialogue, none of Dahlia’s left-hand column came through in the conversation with Allison. It all stayed unspoken. Allison walked away thinking she had done the hard work of “managing” the problem. Instead, the way she led the meeting cut her off from the very expertise that she had been so excited to get by hiring Dahlia. She left the room knowing no more than when she entered. Allison also had no idea how Dahlia experienced her—as a hard-charging manager to whom the only acceptable answer is “I got it, boss.”


All of this would have been extremely useful for Allison to know. She could have gained critical insight into the dysfunction in her organization, information she could address together with the division’s president. Further, she could have enlisted Dahlia’s expertise to improve the workflow design and project management systems, all while making Dahlia’s role actually manageable. Learning about the impact of her hard-driving style might have led to Allison taking measures to help people feel more comfortable to open up. All of this could have made Allison more successful as a leader and made her relationship with Dahlia far more productive, trusting, and honest. Without this information, the conversation became a bandage over an infected wound instead of a remedy to a deeper set of issues within the relationship and organization.


Even though we only looked at Dahlia’s left-hand column, Allison, of course, had her own set of unspoken thoughts and feelings. Her left-hand column was filled with concerns about the pressures she felt to deliver on time, her hopes for how Dahlia would have ultimately brought her ideas about improving the workflow systems, and observations she’d been hearing from others across the organization about how Dahlia was showing up. Imagine how Dahlia—and their relationship—could have benefited if she’d gotten access to Allison’s unspoken thoughts and feelings. In every interaction, both people have left-hand columns, and when important insights get withheld, everyone suffers.


WITHHOLDING IS INVISIBLE BUT ALL AROUND US


The unspoken gulf between Allison and Dahlia is all too common. The pervasiveness of the pattern is well documented in studies of organizations around the world. In one study of managers from industries that ranged from pharmaceuticals to advertising to financial services, over 85 percent of people interviewed admitted to remaining silent with their bosses about a concern on at least one occasion, even though they felt the issue was important. What’s more, nearly three-quarters (74%) of those people said that their colleagues were also aware of the issue and also felt uncomfortable speaking up.2 And when asked if they felt comfortable speaking up in general about issues of concern, nearly half (49%) of employees said that they did not.3 Imagine the cost to an organization when half the people don’t share information or opinions about what concerns them!


It’s also not limited to interactions that happen inside organizations or “vertical” relationships between managers and the staff who work for them. While the examples in this book focus more on interactions that occur in the workplace, the phenomenon exists in every area of our lives. Every human being has a left-hand column running in every interaction they have throughout their day. That means these same patterns of unspoken thoughts and feelings—and therefore missed opportunities to learn and connect—can happen in any kind of relationship. Imagine the doctor who fails to discover that her patient wasn’t taking the prescribed medicine because the patient didn’t want to disclose her underlying fears of the side effects. Or the father who doesn’t find out that his teenage daughter is suffering from anxiety but doesn’t want to talk about it because she doesn’t want to be judged. Or the adult sibling who doesn’t realize that her estranged brother no longer talks to her because of a resentment from long ago that he harbors but never shared. As you read through the following chapters, I encourage you to consider the ways in which this phenomenon plays out across a range of relationships in your life. I’d wager that you’ll find more examples than you’d initially imagined. As we’ll explore in the next chapter, dynamics of difference—whether power, culture, gender, race, operating style, or many others—exacerbate the problem of people missing out on learning from one another.


Despite how pervasive and costly this problem is, I have found that we can overcome it. It is possible to consistently learn from those around us in a way that is effective, transformative, and, perhaps most important, mutually beneficial. When the many people I’ve worked with begin to take the right steps, a whole world of possibilities opens up. What they learn from their clients, colleagues, friends, and family members transforms their decisions, teams, and relationships. It radically reduces the fear, anxiety, and awkwardness so many people experience heading into otherwise-tense conversations. It puts them on the same side of the table instead of seeing the other person as a potential adversary. It leads them to discover and co-create amazing new ideas. The benefits can be immediate and lasting.


All of this is possible, and the bulk of this book (starting in Section II) is dedicated to outlining the concrete steps of the Ask Approach, so you can find out what you most need to learn from the people around you. But before you can learn how to reap these rewards, you need to understand the answer to one deceptively simple question:


Why don’t people tell you what’s most important for you to learn?


This is the essential question we’ll tackle in Chapter 2. To get the most out of it, and to deepen your learning from this chapter, try the exercises below before you go further.




SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS


Essential question: What do you most need to know that people are least likely to tell you?




1. In every interaction, people keep much of what they really think and feel hidden away in their left-hand column—a gold mine of information and insights. This includes:




ᵒ What they struggle with… and what help they need


ᵒ What they really think or feel about an issue… and where their views come from


ᵒ Their honest feedback for you… and suggestions for how you can improve


ᵒ Their most audacious ideas and dreams… which they fear might sound crazy





2. Unfortunately, more often than not, people fail to learn this information from one another. This comes at a great cost to decisions, solutions, relationships, and effectiveness.


3. This invisible problem is everywhere—in our organizations, families, communities, and close relationships.









EXERCISES


1A. Identify two important relationships in your life—whether with your boss, colleagues, employees, friends, community members, clients, family, and so on. For each relationship, ask yourself how confident you are that you are truly learning each of the following kinds of insights from the other person. In each cell of the following table, write: “high” if you’re very confident, “low” if you’re not, and “medium” in between (or “N/A” if it doesn’t apply). You can use this as a “heatmap” of sorts, to help you see where you might have more to learn.






	How confident are you that you are truly learning…

	Relationship #1: [image: image]


	Relationship #2: [image: image]







	What they struggle with… and what help they need?

	 

	 






	What they really believe or feel about an issue… and where that comes from?

	 

	 






	Their honest feedback for you… and suggestions for how you can improve?

	 

	 






	Their most audacious ideas and dreams… which they fear might sound crazy?

	 

	 







1B. The next time you have a challenging interaction, write your own two-column case about it soon after it’s over. You can use the following format, or find a more detailed template at AskApproach.com.






	MY UNSPOKEN THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

	WHAT WE EACH SAID






	 

	 






	 

	 






	 

	 






	 

	 







Examine your left-hand column, and consider: What did the other person miss out on learning from you? Now, imagine if the other person were writing a two-column case about the very same interaction. What might their left-hand column look like? What might they have been thinking and feeling that they didn’t share with you?
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