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To my best friend and the love of my life, Stacy: I am forever thankful you said “Yes!” to the biggest question I have ever asked.


And to our little ones, Ty, Chase, and Josie: may your ceaseless questions never end.




Always the beautiful answer who asks a more beautiful question.


—E. E. Cummings





introduction


WHY ASK QUESTIONS?


Sweat beaded on my brow as I flipped through a stack of index cards, each scribbled with a single question. I was preparing to interview Duke University’s head coach, Mike Krzyzewski. “Coach K,” as fans affectionately call him, is a legend. He’d led the Blue Devils to four national championships and was elected to the Basketball Hall of Fame. There I was, a twenty-nine-year-old kid sitting on the home team’s bench in Cameron Indoor Stadium, Duke University’s storied basketball arena. For a Blue Devils fan like me, I was in Shangri-La.


I’d first encountered Duke basketball in 1986 while watching the team play the University of Louisville in the national championship. Sitting next to my dad, I was mesmerized by Duke’s guards, Johnny Dawkins and Tommy Amaker. I could feel Coach K’s intensity through the television as he worked the sideline. Duke lost 72 to 69 that night, but it won me over as a fan for life.


Two decades later, I sat on Coach K Court in a fit of nervousness—not just because I was about to interview my hero and one of the most successful coaches in the history of sport but also because it was my very first interview. Ever.


Originally, the seasoned Fox Sports commentator Bob Rathbun had been scheduled to do the interview, but he’d had to cancel at the last minute. I was the copy editor tasked with doing Bob’s prep work for the segment, and that made me the only other person who knew enough to conduct the interview. The producer called my number.


The interview was scheduled for 10 A.M., and at 9:59 a door swung open. The arena’s lights had been turned off for the interview, so I could barely make out the silhouette of a figure and hear the clip-clop of approaching shoes. Standing up, I reached out, shook Coach K’s hand, and thanked him for giving us some of his time. He sat down, clipped on his mic, and it was go time.


I can’t remember asking the first question. It was an icebreaker, and I must have been in an anxiety-induced trance. But I remember that, a few questions in, I finally settled down and the blood began to flow freely again. I transitioned naturally from question to question, surprising myself with a quick follow-up question every now and again when I wanted to know more.


I’d read his book, Leading with the Heart, prior to the interview, and many of the questions addressed the themes covered within. One idea from the book that intrigued me was when Coach K commented that he treats all his players “fair but not equal.” He hadn’t said much about it in the book, and I assumed he wanted it that way. I felt there was more to learn from that statement, so I asked him to paint a picture of what this meant.


He said he creates certain rules for the team and administers them fairly. But he doesn’t treat everyone the same way. He began looking into the darkness of the arena, searching for the right example.


If a freshman was late for a bus departure, he said, he’d probably leave without him. But if a senior who had built up trust and rapport with the team was late, he’d probably wait on him. Then he brought up two of Duke’s greatest point guards, Tommy Amaker and Bobby Hurley. Coach K said he would often draw up plays during a time-out for Tommy, and Tommy would run the play exactly as he’d been instructed. But Bobby was different. Bobby often changed the coach’s play on the court. And Coach K gave Hurley that freedom because, he said, Bobby was built differently from Tommy. He was more instinctive, and even though he’d end up running a different play, it was always the right play.


“I treated both of them fairly,” Coach K said, “but I didn’t treat them equally.”


Like a camera flash in a dark room, I suddenly realized the power of a single question. What had been a fairly mundane passage in this man’s book had now taken on new life. When it came to Coach K, I was a walking Wikipedia page, but I now understood the power of his instincts, the scale of his leadership, and one of the keys to his legendary success.


Albert Einstein once said, “To raise new questions, new possibilities, to regard old problems from a new angle, requires creative imagination and marks real advance in science.” What is true of science, I’m convinced, is true in all of life. Great questions are often the keys that unlock possibilities for human advancement. That truth has been proven again and again throughout human history, as great interviewers from Bob Costas to Barbara Walters have captivated audiences and ignited imaginations.


QUESTIONS REVEAL IMPORTANT THINGS


In a world where the messages of public figures and politicians are carefully crafted by publicists and media consultants, we often receive only partial pictures and manipulated facts. The right questions uncover truths we might not otherwise know. They pull back the curtain on the wizard and give us a more accurate view of reality.


Who can forget Katie Couric’s interviews with vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin during the 2008 election? Until those interviews aired, Palin was trending positively among the American public. Though new to the national stage, many Americans found her to be likable. Then she sat down with Couric on the CBS Evening News:


COURIC: And when it comes to establishing your worldview, I was curious, what newspapers and magazines did you regularly read before you were tapped for this—to stay informed and to understand the world?


PALIN: I’ve read most of them again with a great appreciation for the press, for the media—


COURIC: But which ones specifically? I’m curious.


PALIN: Um, all of them, any of them that have been in front of me over all these years.


COURIC: Can you name any of them?


PALIN: I have a vast variety of sources where we get our news. Alaska isn’t a foreign country, where, it’s kind of suggested and it seems like, “Wow, how could you keep in touch with what the rest of Washington, D.C., may be thinking and doing when you live up there in Alaska?” Believe me, Alaska is like a microcosm of America.1


The mainstream media attacked the interview with ferocity. They criticized Palin’s inability to offer an example of John McCain pushing for greater regulation, and they attacked her failure to name any Supreme Court decisions with which she disagreed. Many conservatives responded with criticisms of Couric and what was labeled “Gotcha journalism,” but the media continued to chip away at Palin.


Regardless, that question in particular proved damaging, revealing what some perceived to be a lack of preparedness. Palin’s answer spawned all the wrong sorts of headlines and marred her public image. Many political experts now cite that series of interviews as the turning point of the election.


QUESTIONS GET TO THE HEART OF A MATTER


Other people often tell us only what they want us to know or perhaps what they think we want to know, but not what we really need to know. Great leaders, in their memoirs, often share the stories they want to offer rather than the ones you’d like to hear. When you hear speeches by political candidates, they might disclose their answers to the problems they want to address but not the ones you care about. A great question is a surgeon’s scalpel that cuts deep below the surface to tap into the issues behind the issues.


By 1974, former President Richard Nixon had spent more than two years away from public life. The public had been betrayed by the Watergate scandal, and most people felt that the way Nixon had addressed the subject had failed to deliver what Americans wanted to hear: either an admission of guilt or a public apology. But in 1977, Sir David Frost requested a series of interviews and Nixon accepted.


Both the public and the former president assumed that the interviews were nothing more than checkbook journalism. Nixon’s slick responses rebuffed every attempt to get to the heart of the matter, but Frost continued to push with a sampling of great questions. Finally, Nixon cracked: “I let down my friends. I let down the country. I let down our system of government, and the dreams of all those young people that ought to get into government but now think it too corrupt. . . . I let the American people down, and I have to carry that burden with me the rest of my life.”2


David Frost got the answer he’d been looking for, and the American people got exactly what they needed. Today, this interview is largely considered to be one of the greatest of the twentieth century.


QUESTIONS TRANSFORM


Occasionally, someone asks the right person the right question at the right time in the right way and magic happens: the person being interviewed moves beyond the mere facts to something deeper, something that flips a switch inside. The question produces an answer that inspires the interviewee, encourages him or makes him want to be a better person. It is in such moments that we discover a powerful maxim: good questions inform, but great questions transform.


Perhaps the greatest model we have for questions that transform is not a modern journalist but an ancient rabbi. Jesus Christ was obsessed with asking questions, and, like many ancient rabbis, he would often answer questions with questions. But what set Jesus apart from other Jewish teachers is that he was able to do more than instruct; he was able to induce change. His questions didn’t just reveal hidden truths or get to the heart of a matter; they also transformed all those who witnessed these encounters.


When religious leaders asked Jesus if they should pay taxes to the Roman government, he didn’t respond with a simple yes or no. He held up a coin and asked, “Whose portrait is on this?” (Matt. 22:17–20). When he reportedly broke religious laws and healed a man on the Jewish holy day, he was asked, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” He responded with a single question: “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out?” (Matt. 12:9–12).


At first blush, contemporary observers may think that Jesus wasn’t taking their questions seriously. But the opposite is true. He was validating the questions themselves, illustrating how probing rather than proving, and asking rather than arguing, often cuts a better path forward. With each query, he brought his audience’s assumptions to the surface and forced them to wrestle with them. He challenged those around him to consider their thinking, presuppositions, and behaviors. The effect was so profound that people of faith have continued to wrestle with his questions for the last millennia, and many have walked away different from where they came.


Revealing, transformative answers to life’s most important questions surge with power. Their wisdom can shape us, improve us, and carry us through every stage of life. When we are beginning our journey to success, they will help us discover who we are and unearth the calling that only we can fulfill. When the storms of life rage, they will sustain us like a levee. And once we find success—in our professional lives, home lives, and spiritual voyages—those answers will ensure that we hang on tight and finish well.


• • •


Back in Cameron Indoor Stadium, I sat knee to knee with Coach K as the camera crew took a break to change tapes. I began to realize that his profound answer to my singular question about being fair but not equal had done all three things every great question can do: It revealed what a great and thoughtful leader he was, even off the basketball court. It moved beyond the shallowness of his impressive win-loss record to get to the heart of why he’s been so successful. And, perhaps most important, it changed me. I couldn’t shake his words from my consciousness. In the years since, I’ve even incorporated his wisdom into the way I parent my children.


We sat in silence for a moment until he finally spoke. “I’m really enjoying this interview. This is one of the most enjoyable interviews I’ve ever done,” he said. “You know, you really remind me of one of my best friends, Charlie Rose.”


He went on to say that, like Charlie, I had an “uncanny ability to shoot the bull.” But, he said, he meant that in a good way: we were both able to ask insightful questions in the natural flow of conversation.


I was slack-jawed at Coach K’s comment—not just that he would make such a generous comparison but because he was validating a part of me I was just beginning to awaken to. Only minutes into the interview, I began realizing how much the experience was energizing me. “Maybe this is what I should be doing with my life,” I thought.


After the interview concluded, he shook my hand and disappeared much as he’d entered. Standing in the arena that so many champions had called home, and having just spent time with one of my heroes, I was elated. Just before the crew had finished packing up our equipment, his assistant entered to tell us how much the coach had enjoyed his time with us. We responded that the pleasure was all ours.


Then she revealed a basketball and bounced it into my hands. “Before you go,” she said, “why don’t you take a shot?”


I was like a kid on Christmas morning! All smiles, I dribbled to the three-point line, eyed the rim, and released my shot into the air. As my feet touched back down, I knew the ball was on line and then heard the glorious swish as I watched the ball fall through the rim. I didn’t even attempt to hold in my shout of joy. With my arms lifted high in triumph as I acknowledged the crew’s applause and turned to walk off the court, I knew I’d found my life’s calling.


Since that day, I’ve had the privilege of conducting hundreds of interviews with business leaders, celebrities, religious figures, bestselling authors, and music icons. I’ve been constantly astounded at how the right question—just one solitary question—can yield an unforgettable answer cram-packed with insight, wisdom, and encouragement for every stage of life. Many of those questions can be found in the pages that follow. A few are best kept in my heart for now. My hope is that they’ll inspire you as much as they’ve inspired me, and perhaps they’ll encourage you to answer your own nagging questions. After all, the secret of a killer interview is not just in the asking; it’s also in the answer.





SUCCEEDING






one: Niche



John Maxwell


New York Times Bestselling Author


Agatha Christie’s unique ability to weave intrigue and suspense into a web of excitement explains why she is the bestselling novelist of all time. Though she has been dead more than three decades, she has sold more than four billion copies of her books to date. I first experienced Christie’s work when my high school drama teacher, Joy Bryant, chose The Mousetrap as our spring play my junior year. The murder mystery holds the honor of being the longest-running show of the modern era.


When the announcement was made, I determined that I would audition for the lead role, Detective Sergeant Trotter. I wanted to be a star, and it seemed the best way for my seventeen-year-old self to realize it. When I arrived for the audition, however, Ms. Bryant threw me a curveball. She asked me also to read for the part of Christopher Wren. Confused and feeling slighted, I reluctantly agreed.


My anticipation mounted for the next two days as I waited for the announcement to be made. When the list was posted, I rushed down the hall and ran my finger down the paper. There it was for all to see: “Ken Coleman—Christopher Wren.” My disappointment was difficult to hide.


After class, I waited around to confront Ms. Bryant on her poor casting ability.


“I know you wanted the lead role,” she said. “But you are perfect for Wren. No one in this school can play him like you can, and you will notice, if you read the script, that he steals the show. Just trust me.”


The Oscar-nominated actress Diane Lane answers a question on breaking into acting. 
(www.onequestionbook.com/lane)


Christopher Wren is the mad character that Christie added for comedic relief. I recognized the prominence given to him in the script, but I didn’t care what he was. I was only concerned with what he wasn’t: the lead. After sulking and mulling for several days, I decided to give the role my best.


No one perhaps has spoken more about playing the role you were meant to play than John Maxwell. He is a New York Times bestselling author of cornerstone leadership books, including Developing the Leader Within You, Make Today Count, and The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership. His mission in life is to equip people to identify their strengths and maximize their effectiveness as influencers. When I had the opportunity to ask him one question, I decided to frame it around the subject of niche.


KC: My father said to me over and over as a kid, “Find your niche and fill it.” We all have unique talents and strengths, yet so many never find their niche. How do we find it?


JM: My father helped us a lot too. He was very committed to his gifts and used them well. As we grew up, he basically told us the same thing: “Find the one thing you do well, and do it. You are not able to do twenty things well, so find the one thing that you do well.” So when people come to me about their niche, I always ask them two questions. One is “What are you passionate about?” And number two is “What are you good at?”


I have known a lot of people who are very passionate about things they are not good at. So the good news is they really loved what they were doing, and the bad news was that they were not any good at it.


I have known people who were very good at something, but they were not passionate about it. So the good news was that they were really good at it, and the bad news is they could not stick with it. They could not even stay in their sweet spot, because they did not have the passion for it. So it is not either/or, it is both/and.


Once you can answer, “What am I passionate about?” and “What am I good at?” you can marry those two things. Then you have the energy to take you over the long haul to be the person that you really want to be. When people are doing one thing but would like to go do something else, my whole advice is then “Quit but-ing and start going.”


My advice to a lot of people when they come to me and say, “What do you think I ought to do? I am getting worn out with this” is “Quit.” And then they will say, “What do you mean, quit?” I say again, “Quit. You have to stop doing what you are doing today if it is not effective, or you do not enjoy it, to be able to start doing what you want to do, tomorrow.” That takes a little bit of security, but I do think that is the key.


You really have to love what you do. I cannot imagine anybody, every day, going to work just because he has to go to work, and just kind of filling in the day with something he does not love. People who do not love what they are doing are Cape Canaveral people: ten, nine, eight, seven, six. . . . They are counting down before they can quit work. They are counting down before they can stop that relationship. I say, “You ought to be counting up, not counting down. You ought to be going up.” So put your passions and your gifts together, and then you have found something.


Maxwell gives us a simple but profound equation: passions + gifts = niche. Some people label this “calling,” but the moniker doesn’t matter as much as the principle. Too many people live lives of desperation and dissatisfaction, but we all possess the road map for the way out of that gloomy town.


When you operate outside your niche, you’ll end up being one of two types of people. First, you may become a person who is good at his job but not passionate about it. This is, for example, the corporate marketing executive who is talented at crafting a message and knows the company’s needs well. He makes a great living and has a beautiful office atop a tall tower. But he is wasting away.


My friend was a lead Web designer for a large corporation, making hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. He was great at his job, but he needed a client he could believe in. One day, he simply quit his job and moved to Maui, where he now designs small websites for nonprofits. You may be working a nine-to-five in accounting or customer care or insurance sales, but your heart desires to go work with special-needs kids. Like Maxwell, I’d tell you, “Go work with special-needs children.”


The second type of person is passionate about his job but not good at it. You see him on reality talent shows every day. He loves to sing, but he doesn’t have the talent to carry it. You wince when confusion washes over his face after he’s told he is “pitchy.” Lack of talent is only a symptom; the real problem is a failure to identify his niche. You won’t be your happiest or most effective until you can find a place where you are both passionate and talented.


I’d add another subcategory to Maxwell’s list. This is a person who has identified both his passions and his gifts but lacks the backbone to make a change. Once we locate our niche, we need the courage and discipline to pursue it. If you find and fill your niche, you’ll never “work” another day in your life.


Flashback to opening night of The Mousetrap. The cast is pacing backstage, driven by our collective nervousness. We have two back-to-back shows, and both are sold out. When I take the stage, I feel a surge of another person in my veins. I deliver my lines, not as Ken but as Christopher Wren. As Ms. Bryant predicted, I steal the show and earn a roar of applause at the end of each performance.


Driving home that night, I realized that Ms. Bryant had been teaching me about more than just acting. She was instructing me on niche: you need to know who you are, and you need to play your role to the best of your ability. My drama teacher knew me better than I knew myself, and she handed me a valuable life lesson that I will teach my three kids.


The spotlight now turns to you. Have you found your niche, and are you filling it? If not, what are you going to do about it?


Play the role that only you can, the one you were born for. If you marry your passions and gifts, when the curtain closes and you wait for a response, you’ll find you’ve done more for the audience than you ever imagined you could.





two: Strengths



Marcus Buckingham


New York Times Bestselling Author


Shortly after my wife, Stacy, and I welcomed our second child, we realized that every child is different. Each one is custom designed, filled with unique gifts, talents, strengths, and passions. We have three children: Ty (seven), Chase (five), and Josie (four). All three are exceptional human beings in their own way.


I’ve always believed that parenting is more than guiding kids into adulthood; it’s getting them ready to launch. One day my children will shed tears from their first broken heart and know the frustration of a significant failure. My role as their father is to partner with my wife in preparing them for those moments so when the troubles of life strike, they’ll know who they are and why they were placed on this earth.


Marcus Buckingham is a leading voice on the subjects of strengths and succeeding. He came barreling into the public eye when his 1999 book, First, Break All the Rules, conquered the bestseller lists. He then went on to help create StrengthsFinder, a personal assessment tool that gave millions of individuals a new vocabulary to positively describe their ingrained talents. In addition to refining and reinforcing his message in subsequent books, he founded the Marcus Buckingham Company in 2007 to assist managers and organizations in accessing the untapped potential of their people’s strengths.


As a personal-growth junkie, I have come to admire Buckingham’s counterintuitive message of focusing on our strengths instead of trying to improve upon our weaknesses. As a father of three, I wanted to know if his principles could be applied to rearing children. One of the earliest indicators of a child’s strengths and passions is his academic performance in grade school. I wanted to know if Buckingham thought that applying his philosophy early on in a child’s life might prepare that child for a smoother and more successful launch into adulthood.


KC: When a child brings home a C, a D, or an F, what should the parental response be in light of what you believe about focusing on one’s strengths?


MB: Well, I think there are three things that you have to do when a child brings home an A, B, C, D, and F. The first is that you have to spend more time on the As. You don’t have to praise the child, although that is fine. This isn’t about building self-esteem with your kid, it’s about trying to understand how the kid learns. Ask, “Why are you interested in that subject? What is it about that subject that gets you going? Do you find it easy? Which bits do you find easy? Is it the teacher? What is it about the teacher?” Don’t grill your child, but if your kid is bringing back As, any parent needs to become really familiar with why: “Did you just work harder? Why did you work harder? Was it the textbook?”


It’s a wonderful source of conversation with your kid. That’s the power of positive focus—“What happened there? Let’s look at that. That worked—why?”


The second thing, you can’t ignore the F. If your kid gets an F in math, it’s for one of two reasons. One is that he is bad in math, and the other is that he is good in math but badly taught. Either way, the answer to what you do with that is through the As. By studying the As, you might find out that your kid learns in a particular way. The kid learns by doing, not by sitting there and watching a blackboard with a bunch of equations on it. The kid learns by practicing, by trial and error. You can apply that knowledge to the F and see whether or not you get any improvement, because maybe, just maybe, taking the lessons about how the kid learns for an A can be directly applied to how the kid learns for an F.


Or maybe you find out that the kid just has absolutely no—no matter how he is taught—affinity for math at all. In which case, now at least both of you know that. Together, you and your kid can figure out a way to manage around the fact that the F is there, so that it doesn’t undermine every conversation you ever have. It might be simply saying, “We are going to spend just a little time together to make sure that that F is a C, so it doesn’t hold you back. But my expectations of you, son, aren’t going to be that you turn that F into A, because now we’ve worked on that a little bit, and now we know it’s not that you’re good at math and badly taught, it’s just that numbers and you are strangers. So let’s just figure out how you can make sure that it doesn’t trip you up.” That is useful: your kid now is aware that you are aware of what he was always aware of.


The last thing is that you tell your kid to experiment—keep trying stuff out to improve the grade. It could be that that F is an F because you just started working on it together. Maybe keep trying a little bit, because sometimes kids quit too early. They try, they get bored, and they move on.




“Make sure you end up with your kid zeroing in on his strengths, so he’s had a chance to touch and feel and try things out. That kind of inquisitiveness defines us as human beings.”





But that’s okay too. Some parents are focus junkies. We say, “Well, he tried tennis and he gave up after four lessons. Tried piano—gave up after four classes. This is terrible!” No, it’s called being a child. Make sure you end up with your kid zeroing in on his strengths, so he’s had a chance to touch and feel and try things out. That kind of inquisitiveness defines us as human beings.
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