
I Want Your HELP

When someone asks for help -ask “What would help look like?” 

Never assume they want your advice. 

Why? Because, giving advice is dangerous.  

Ownership

If you give advice you own the success or failure of the outcome. 

Additionally, it sends the message that the help-seeker isn’t 

capable of managing the situation. Long-term inept feelings lead 

to a sense of low self-worth and learned helplessness. Instead ask 

“Have you ever been in a similar situation what did you do then?” 

or “Have you known anyone in a similar situation and what did 

they do that makes sense to you?” or “When all is said and done, 

what do you want to say about how you handled the situation?”
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Good Fit

If you give advice it will likely fit your personality but perhaps not 

that of the help-seeker. For example, I like to ask questions, avoid 

making assumptions, and maintain a mindset that everyone is 

doing the best they can - so when someone wants me to punish 

someone saying,  “You should take away their phone.” I wouldn’t 

feel comfortable doing that, especially as a first step. If you do end 

up giving a suggestion be sure to give several and then ask - “Has 

that given you any ideas?” or ”Which one of these feel most like 

you?” 

When someone asks for help, recognize they are inviting you to 

listen.   To listen so they can hear themself.  Just provide space for 

them to listen to the deepest part of themself.  You don’t even have 

to understand all the details and history of the situation.  You are 

there to listen for what they really want.  What I call Deep Listening. 

Helping them uncover their deepest desire. 
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Another benefit of high-quality listening is that it helps speakers 

see both sides of an argument (what we called “attitude 

complexity”). In another paper we found that speakers who 

conversed with a good listener reported attitudes that were more 

complex and less extreme — in other words, not one-sided.

In another lab experiment we instructed 114 undergraduates at a 

business school to talk for 12 minutes about their fitness to become 

a manager in the future. We randomly assigned these speakers to 

one of three listening groups (good, moderate, and poor). Speakers 

in the good listening condition talked to a trained listener, who was 

either a certified management coach or a trained social-work 

student. We asked these trained listeners to use all their listening 

skills, such as asking questions and reflecting. Speakers in the 

moderate listening condition talked to another undergraduate at the 

business school who was instructed to listen as he or she usually 

does. Speakers in the poor listening condition 
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Deep Listening is based on the idea that the help-seeker has the 

answer.  As Michelangelo said  

“The sculpture is already complete within the marble block, before I 

start my work.  It is already there, I just have to chisel away the 

superfluous material.”

 When someone is seeking help it is always because what they want 

and what they think is happening don’t match. Chiseling away to 

get clear on both: what they want, and what they think is 

happening make their next step clear.  
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What do you want?

Helping someone get clear on what they want may take time - it 

can be buried deep within.  I find that answers usually fall into one 

of three categories. 

Surface Level Desire- They give you an answer 

that barely scratches the surface. 

For example you ask what they want and they say “I want more 

money.”  It isn’t money they want, it is what the money can buy 

them or what it represents that is the deeper desire. One way to 

help them access the deeper level of desire is to try the 5 Whys 

Exercise. Basically ask them “Why?”  five times.
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5 Whys Exercise

 “What do you really want?”

“I want more money.”

“If you had more money what would be better?” 

“I’d be able to pay my bills.”

“Why is paying your bills important to you?” 

 “If I can pay my bills I can support my family.” 

 “If you are supporting your family, what does that say about you?” 

“I’m a good provider.”  

“What does it say about you if your a good provider?”

“That my life has meaning.” 

Keep chiseling until they recognize what’s deep within. You’ll know 

because they will have a visceral response. 
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Unattainable Want- Unattainable wants usually come

 in the form of wanting someone else to change or 

a goal that is out of reach. 

No one can guarantee that someone else will change. This is when 

you hammer away at the idea that you or anyone else has the 

power to change someone else. My chisel of choice- “Is that 

possible?” or “Is that probable?”  It may sound like this “What’s the 

chance that you are going to wake-up tomorrow and (other 

persons name) is going to be any different then they are today?” 

You may need to follow with “So how is hoping they will change, 

helping you?” 

Maybe they don’t have the skills and ability to reach the goal, yet. 

If this is the case help them chip away at it.  Michelangelo’s David 

started as a block of marble of 5.5 meters (called the giant) and 
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took from September of 1501 until May of 1504 to be completed. By 

the time he started he had already completed over a dozen famous 

sculptures and was the most famous and best paid artist of his 

time. He didn’t get there overnight.  Explore transferable skills, and 

abilities and ask “If you were heading in that direction what’s one 

thing you could do now?” 

“Never permit a dichotomy to rule your 

life, a dichotomy in which you hate what 

you do so you can have pleasure in your 

spare time.  Look for a situation in which 

your work will give you as much happiness 

as your spare time.”         Pablo Picasso
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Dichotomous Wants - Wanting two things that 

appear to be polar opposites.

When you are trying to make sense of something you want to know 

what to call it. There is comfort in knowing what it is. The problem 

is once you put something in a box and slap a label on it either fits 

in the box or it doesn’t.  You have boxed in your thinking. 

Your thoughts are either right or wrong, good or bad, deep or 

superficial. Your actions are positive or negative, harsh or lenient, 

impulsive or logical.  You are either optimistic or pessimistic, 

shellfish or generous, happy or sad. It’s as if life doesn’t come in 

colors.
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“Being both soft and strong is a combination 

very few have mastered.”        Hplyrikz.com

The paradox of dichotomies is that once you figure out how to think, do, or be 

both you gain a sense of peace and perspective. Like some of Picasso’s most 

famous works, you recognize less is more. Have the help-seeker explore AND.  

“Is there a way to be-think-or do both?” 

@MiamiEdGuru



What’s Happening Now?

You see things through the lens of your past history, your present 

state of mind and your emotions, which all play a role in the 

label(s) you give any situation. This is especially true when you are 

labeling someone else’s actions.  It is helpful to remember you can 

never tell what someone is doing by watching what they are doing. 

Not only that you are making an assessment of their visible actions 

with little regard for their intentions.

Three questions can help you and the help-seeker go beyond a 

single-point perspective. Shift thinking and open up to new 

possibilities. 
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A Zen Koan

“The wind was flapping the temple flag.  
Two monks were arguing about it.  One 
said the flag was moving; the other said 
the wind was moving.  Arguing back and 
forth they could not agree on the 
truth.  The Sixth Patriarch said, ‘It is 
neither the wind that is moving nor the 
flag that is moving.  It is you mind that 
is moving.’ The two monks were struck 
with awe.” 



What leads you to believe that? 

How do you show you care about someone?  Are you a gift giver, generous with 

your time, full of words of affirmation, a hugger or something else?   Is that the 

way everyone you know shows they care? Words and action come with a 

plethora of interpretation and show a variety of intentions. 

When someone shares their perception of the present state of affairs simply ask, 

“What leads you to believe that?  This question invites the help-seeker to 

recognize what specific data to which they are paying attention.  Was it 

something someone said, or did. Maybe it was something they read, or watched. 

Often based on limited evidence someone has jumped to a conclusion about the 

motives and intentions of another.  

It might sound like this, “Well he’s being totally disrespectful.” “What has he said 

or done that leads you to believe that?”  Disrespect is a label of another's 

intentions not visible data about what is happening. You can change words and 

actions to try to send a different message. Intentions are seldom explicit. 
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Is that really true?

This is a subtle twist on two questions Byron Katie recommends in 

The Work. She explains that The Work is a way to identify and 

question the thoughts that create the suffering in the world. A way 

to find peace with yourself and the world. The next step in the 

process is to explore your thoughts, and actions once you have 

given your interpretation of the situation. Once you label a 

situation you have ignited a path in the brain.  Often a path that 

you have traveled many times. One that may not serve you well.  

You might try asking - when you think that how does it serve you?  

Who would you be and how might you act if you thought about it 

differently? The power here is in the help-seeker recognizing they 

have power over their own thinking. Someone else can’t make them, 

think, feel or do something that doesn’t serve their deeper self.   
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Could there be another possible interpretation?

If someone is really stuck opening the door to other possibilities 

can help. They may not be able to see what those other 

possibilities are but, knowing it might be possible may blur the 

lines of their thinking.

Impressionist painters understand this concept of exploring what’s 

happening. They believe it is through the strength of observation 

trusting your senses, rather than what you know and painting from 

the depths of your soul that capture everyday life. 

   

“To see we must forget the thing 
that we are looking at. 

               Claude Monet
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