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Praise for A More Beautiful Question

“Is there a relationship between innovation and the ability to ask ambitious questions? The journalist and innovation expert Berger argues there is, and in this breezy management book he seeks to improve our capacity to question . . . ​One closes Berger’s book newly conscious of the significance of smart questions.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A fascinating look at the power of questioning to ignite change.”

—Huffington Post

“Profound and eye-opening . . . ​[Berger] writes about how questioning can help us solve problems and work through difficult challenges in our daily lives.”

—The Daily Beast

“The genesis of many great start-ups is the simple question ‘Wouldn’t it be cool if?’ Warren Berger helps you understand the power of questions to change the world. Real men ask questions, they don’t spout out answers.”

—Guy Kawasaki, former chief evangelist at Apple

“This profound book shatters assumptions . . . ​a book everyone ought to read—without question.”

—Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Think Again

“This potential game-changer will help readers identify where opportunities lie and how to seize them.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Berger emphasizes the power of inquiry as he challenges us to see things with a fresh eye . . . Thought-provoking.”

—Booklist

“A practical testament to the significance of the questioning mind.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The thoughtful, provocative questions Warren Berger raises in this book are indeed the kind of ‘beautiful questions’ that can help us identify the right problems and generate creative solutions.”

—Daniel H. Pink, New York Times bestselling author of The Power of Regret

“A More Beautiful Question is about figuring out how to ask, and answer, the questions that can lead to new opportunities and growth.”

—Eric Ries, New York Times bestselling author of The Lean Startup

“Demonstrate[s] just how far an inquisitive mind can take you.”

—Bloomberg Businessweek

“Berger describes the importance of generating a culture of learning. The result is potentially paradigm-shifting.”

—Forbes.com

“Berger focuses on what he calls ‘Beautiful Questions’ . . .‘that can lead to game-changing answers and results. These are questions that, once raised, tend to get people thinking in a different way’ . . . ​Questions have literally moved mountains, powered rockets, and instantly developed images.”

—The Atlantic

“In this wise book, Warren Berger shows us how crucial it is to question every aspect of our lives, from business to school to our choice of toothpaste. My question: Why wouldn’t you read this book?”

—A. J. Jacobs, New York Times bestselling author and Esquire columnist
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Always the beautiful answer

Who asks a more beautiful question.

—E. E. Cummings
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CHAPTER 1

Why Questioning Matters . . . ​ More Than Ever

I am a questionologist. And if your response to that is to ask, Is that a real thing?, my answer would be, Well if it isn’t, then why not? Why isn’t there a field of study dedicated to something that can improve our lives and change our world in so many surprising ways?

I’ve long been engaged in the study of questions. In my career as a journalist, it was a primary tool of my trade. But for many years, I, too, underappreciated the full power of questioning. I knew it provided an effective way to extract information from people. But I never considered the critical role questioning plays in enabling people to innovate, solve problems, and bring about change in their lives and in the world around them.

That changed during my work on a project that brought me in contact with some of the world’s leading innovators and creative minds. As I looked at how they approached challenges, there was no magic formula, no single explanation, for their success. But in searching for common denominators among these brilliant change-makers, one thing I kept finding was that many of them were exceptionally good at asking questions.

For some of them, their greatest successes—their breakthrough inventions, hot start-up companies, the radical solutions they’d found to stubborn problems—could be traced to a question (or a series of questions) they’d formulated, worked on, and eventually answered.

This became the basis for the first edition of A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark Breakthrough Ideas, published in the spring of 2014. As that subtitle makes clear, innovation was a primary focus of the book—and it still is a major part of the edition you’re holding in your hands.

But this new edition of the book delves into several important areas that were not covered in the first one. Specifically, I have added a chapter on leadership; another on critical thinking; and a third new chapter on using questions to better engage with, and influence, other people. I believe that each of these subject areas has become increasingly important in recent years. And to be effective in each area—to lead well, to think rationally, to communicate clearly—questioning is absolutely critical.

In the period since this book was first published, there has been a global pandemic and major political upheavals and social justice movements, along with disruptive technological breakthroughs (including recent advances in artificial intelligence) that promise to upend jobs and lives.

It is a time of great uncertainty—which means it is a time for questioning. One of the best descriptions I’ve found for what questioning does is this: It enables us to organize our thinking around what we don’t know. In times like these, we need that tool more than ever. And we might be more ready, more willing to embrace questioning at this moment in time.

Research suggests that after going through a crisis, we become more open to changing our minds. If, during times of uncertainty and dynamic change, we observe that certain rules we once took for granted suddenly have been overturned (example: people stop going into the office every day and make it clear they don’t plan to go back), this may then cause us to begin questioning other basic assumptions, too—because we now understand that assumptions can be questioned, that things don’t have to stay the way they’ve been in the past.

That’s where we are today; where we’ve been for the past few years and where we’re likely to be for the foreseeable future. There is no going “back to normal” (whatever that was). The new normal is for each of us to work out, for ourselves, in days ahead. Where and how many hours will I work . . . ​and will AI make my job easier or take it away . . . ​and do I still really want that job now that I’ve experienced other ways to spend my time . . . ​and how do I coexist with neighbors who perceive reality in ways I don’t understand . . . ​ and on and on.

When I wrote the first edition of this book, a decade ago, it seemed the current obsession was with trying to do everything—attend every conference, take every call, read every tweet, seize every opportunity. The press at the time was filled with articles about people feeling overworked; “swamped” seemed to be the word on everyone’s lips.

Then, in 2020, we were forced to pause—for a while, at least. There was a period of time that was ideal for thinking, for exploring possibilities and reconsidering priorities. A perfect time to question. But I suspect that many did not use the opportunity as well as they could have. Why? Maybe because they weren’t entirely comfortable—and didn’t quite know how—to ask themselves the kinds of questions that might have proved useful.

This is understandable. We have never been properly taught how to question, nor encouraged to do so. We don’t teach it in school (where it’s all about regurgitating the answers). We don’t train people in how to do it at work. In fact, more often than not we discourage questioning; we tell people there isn’t time for it in the workplace and even in the classroom. So why would someone think they should bother to make time for it anywhere else?

ON SOME LEVEL, we must know that questions are important and that we should be paying more attention to them, especially the meaningful ones. The great thinkers have been telling us this since the time of Socrates. The poets have waxed on the subject: E. E. Cummings, from whom I borrowed this book’s title, wrote, Always the beautiful answer / who asks a more beautiful question. Artists from Picasso to Chuck Close have spoken of questioning’s inspirational power. (To quote Close: “Ask yourself an interesting enough question and your attempt to find a tailor-made solution to that question will push you to a place where, pretty soon, you’ll find yourself all by your lonesome—which I think is a more interesting place to be.”)

Business leaders from Steve Jobs to Jeff Bezos have praised questioning (Google describes itself as a company that “runs on questions”). Scientists have been among the most vocal champions, Einstein in particular. He was asking smart questions from age four (when he wondered why the compass pointed north), and throughout his life Einstein saw curiosity as something “holy.” Though he wondered about a great many things, Einstein was deliberate in choosing which questions to tackle: In one of his more well-traveled quotes—which he may or may not have actually said—he reckoned that if he had an hour to solve a problem and his life depended on it, he’d spend the first fifty-five minutes making sure he was answering the right question.

With so much evidence in its favor and with everyone from Einstein to Jobs in its corner, why, then, is questioning under-taught in schools, underappreciated in business, and underutilized in our everyday lives?

Part of it may be that we see questioning as something so fundamental and instinctive that we don’t need to think about it. “We come out of the womb questioning,” noted the small-schools-movement pioneer Deborah Meier.

And it’s true—any preschooler can ask questions easily and profusely. One study found the average four-year-old British girl asks her poor mum 390 questions a day; the boys that age aren’t far behind. So then, it might be said that questioning is like breathing: It’s a given, an essential and accepted part of life, and something that anyone, even a child, can do.

Yet chances are, for the rest of her life, that four-year-old girl will never again ask questions as instinctively, as imaginatively, or as freely as she does at that shining moment. Unless she is exceptional, that age is her questioning peak.

This curious fact, in and of itself, gives rise to all sorts of questions.

Why does that four-year-old girl begin to question less at age five or six?

What are the ramifications of that, for her and for the world around her?

And why aren’t we trying to stem or reverse that decline by finding ways to keep questioning alive?

On the other hand, that four-year-old may turn out to be an exception; she may be one of the rare people who doesn’t stop questioning, like one of the “master questioners” featured in this book. And if that’s the case, well, that raises questions, too.

Why do some keep questioning, while others stop? (Was it something in the genes, in the schools, in the parenting?)

And if we look at the questioners versus the non-questioners, who seems to be coming out ahead?

The business world has a kind of love/hate relationship with questioning. It is seen as “inefficient” by many business leaders, who are so anxious to act, to do, that they often feel they don’t have time to question just what it is they’re doing.

And those not in leadership roles frequently perceive (often correctly) that questioning can be hazardous to one’s career: that to raise a hand in the conference room and ask “Why?” is to risk being seen as uninformed, or possibly insubordinate, or maybe both.

Yet—as documented in a research study of thousands of top business executives—the most creative, successful business leaders have tended to be expert questioners. They’re known to question the conventional wisdom of their industry, the fundamental practices of their company, even the validity of their own assumptions. This has not slowed their rise in business—rather, it has “turbocharged” it, to quote Hal Gregersen, a coauthor of the study. Indeed, the ability to ask the right questions has enabled business leaders to adapt in a rapidly changing marketplace.

Considering all of this, one might reasonably wonder:

If we know (or at least strongly suspect) that questioning is a starting point for innovation, then why doesn’t business embrace it?

Why don’t companies train people to question and create systems and environments that would encourage them to keep doing so?

And if companies were to attempt this, how might they go about it?

Regarding those first two questions, one possible answer—which may also apply to similar questions about why schools don’t do enough to teach or encourage questioning—is that questions challenge authority and disrupt established structures, processes, and systems. To encourage or even allow questioning is to cede power—not something that is done lightly in hierarchical companies or in government organizations, or even in classrooms, where a teacher must be willing to give up control to allow for more student inquiry.

Questions can also invite us (and sometimes push us) to at least think about doing something differently. Anything that makes people have to think more is not an easy sell, which highlights the challenge of questioning in our everyday lives—and why we don’t do it as much as we might or should. Clearly, it is easier to go about our daily affairs without questioning everything. It’s natural and quite sensible to behave this way. The neurologist John Kounios observes that the brain finds ways to “reduce our mental workload,” and one way is to accept without question (or even to just ignore) much of what is going on around us at any time. We operate on autopilot—which can help us to save mental energy, allow us to multitask, and enable us to get through the daily grind.

But when we want to shake things up and instigate change, it’s necessary to break free of familiar thought patterns and easy assumptions. We have to veer off the beaten neural path. And we do this, in large part, by questioning.

With the constant change
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