


How do you anticipate questions? Just use your common sense. Think about
your presentation and your audience. Then generate a list of every possible
question that the audience may ask. Don’t pull any punches. Think of the
toughest questions that may come up. Then ask your friends and colleagues
to think of the toughest questions they can devise.

After you’ve compiled a comprehensive list of questions, prepare an answer
for each one. Practice until you’ve got them down cold. Unfortunately, you
may not anticipate every single question the audience is going to come up
with, but you can think of some of them.

Answer questions at the end
Take questions after your presentation, rather than while you’re giving it. If
you take questions during your talk, it distracts both you and the audience, it
makes your presentation harder to follow, and it ruins your rhythm. Tell the
audience in the beginning that you plan to take questions at the end.

Don’t let a few people dominate
Don’t let a few people ask all the questions (unless they’re the only ones 
with questions). Why? It frustrates everyone else who wants to ask you 
something.

You want to take questions from as many different audience members as time
permits. And be fair. Don’t favor one section of the room over another. Try to
call on people in the order in which they raised their hands. (Yes, it’s tough
to do it, but try anyway.) Don’t give in to bullies who don’t wait their turn and
instead shout out questions.

Establish the ground rules early. When you open the session up for ques-
tions, tell the audience that everyone is initially limited to a single question.
Then, if time permits, you may take a second round of questions. If only the
same few people keep raising their hands, ask if anyone else has questions.

Don’t let the questioner give a speech
You just asked for questions. Despite the fact that you’re standing at a
podium, and you’ve just made a lengthy presentation, someone in the audi-
ence may want to give another speech.

You’re the presenter. You opened up the session for questions — not
speeches. When one of these people starts giving a speech, you must cut it
off. How do you do it? Watch CNN star Larry King. Callers to his show are
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supposed to ask questions. If a caller launches into a speech, King immedi-
ately asks, “Will you state your question, please?” Want to be more diplo-
matic? Say, “Do you have a question?”

Listen to the question
If you want to be successful in a Q&A period, you must listen. I mean really
listen. By really listening, I mean going below the surface of the words used by
the questioner. Read between the lines. Watch the body language. Listen to
the tone of voice. What is the questioner really asking? That’s the question
that you want to identify and answer.

For example, say you’re leading a meeting of your department. After your pre-
sentation, you take questions. One person nervously asks about the com-
pany’s strategy for the next quarter in light of its poor performance for the
past few quarters. “Specifically, how does the company plan to become prof-
itable?” After observing the questioner and knowing the context of the ques-
tion, you respond, “I think what you’re really asking is will the company be
having any layoffs?” And, of course, that’s exactly what is being asked.

Repeat the question
One of the biggest mistakes presenters make is not repeating the question.
And it’s an enormous mistake. There’s nothing more frustrating than giving a
brilliant answer to a question that wasn’t asked. You get frustrated because
it’s a waste of a brilliant answer. Your audience gets frustrated because you
didn’t answer the question.

There are three major reasons why you should always repeat the question:

� You make sure that everyone in the audience heard the question.

� You make sure that you heard the question correctly.

� You buy yourself some time to think about your answer. (If you want
even more time, rephrase the question slightly and ask, “Is that the
essence of what you’re asking?”)

Don’t guess
If you don’t know the answer to a question, never guess. Never. It’s a one-way
ticket to zero credibility. Once in a while, you may get lucky, beat the odds,
and bluff the audience. But most of the time, someone calls your bluff. Then
you have a big problem. First, you’re exposed as not knowing the answer you
claim to know. More important, the audience members wonder if you bluffed
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about anything else. And they project their doubts backward to encompass
your entire presentation.

If you don’t know, admit it. Then take one, some, or all of the following
actions:

� Ask if anyone in the audience can answer the question.

� Suggest a resource where the questioner can find the answer.

� Offer to find out the answer yourself and get it to the questioner.

Remember, nobody knows everything (except my grandmother).

End the Q&A strongly
The Q&A session is your last chance to influence audience opinion of your
topic, your ideas, and you. So you want a strong ending. To achieve that,
avoid the following:

� Don’t wait for audience questions to peter out and say, “Well, I guess
that’s it.” You look weak and not in control.

� Don’t say, “We only have time for one more question.” It may be a ques-
tion you can’t answer or handle well. Again, this makes you look weak.

How do you achieve a forceful finish? Wait till you get a question that you
answer brilliantly. Then announce that time has run out. (Of course, you’ll be
happy to stick around and speak with anyone who still has a question.)

What if you don’t get any questions that you can answer brilliantly? Don’t
worry. Just make the last question one that you ask yourself. “Thank you.
We’ve run out of time. Well, actually, you’re probably still wondering about
[fill in your question].” Then give your brilliant answer. It works every time.

End the Q&A session on time. Some audience members come solely for your
talk. They don’t care about the Q&A. They just want to get back to work or go
to the next seminar, but they’re too polite to go before it’s all over.

Coming Up with a Perfect 
Answer Every Time

Experts are people who know all the right answers — if they’re asked the
right questions. Unfortunately, your audience may not always ask the right
questions. This section presents some ways to make sure your answers are
expert, no matter what you’re asked.
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Knowing how to treat the questioner
Questioners may be rude, obnoxious, opinionated, egomaniacal, inane,
obtuse, antagonistic, befuddled, illiterate, or incomprehensible. You still have
to treat them nicely. Why? Because they’re members of the audience, and the
audience identifies with them — at least initially. Use these suggestions for
dealing with someone who asks you a question:

� Do assist a nervous questioner. Some audience members who ask ques-
tions may suffer from stage fright. They stammer and stutter, lose their
train of thought, and make the rest of the audience extremely uncomfort-
able. So help these people out. Finish asking their questions for them if
you can. Otherwise, offer some gentle encouragement. By breaking in
and speaking yourself, you give nervous questioners time to collect
themselves. They’ll be grateful. And so will everyone else.

� Do recognize the questioner by name. If you know the name of the
person asking the question, use it. This has a powerful effect on the
audience. It makes you seem much more knowledgeable and in control.
And the people whose names you say love the recognition.

� Do compliment the questioner, if appropriate. If the question is partic-
ularly interesting or intelligent, it’s okay to say so. But be specific and
say why. Some communication gurus advise never to say, “Good ques-
tion,” because it implies that the other questions weren’t. If you’re wor-
ried about this, then say, “That’s an especially interesting question
because . . . ” This statement implies that the other questions were also
interesting — a compliment. It also eliminates all the value judgments
attached to the word “good.”

� Don’t make the questioner feel embarrassed or stupid. Remember
your grade school teacher saying there’s no such thing as a dumb ques-
tion? She was wrong. There are plenty of dumb questions, and presen-
ters get asked them all the time. But you don’t want to be the one to
point them out. No matter how idiotic the query, treat the questioner
with dignity. If you go into a scathing riff about the stupidity of the ques-
tion, you make yourself look bad, generate sympathy for the questioner,
and discourage anyone else from asking a question.

� Don’t send the questioner a negative, nonverbal message. It can take a
lot of guts to rise out of the anonymity of the audience to ask a question,
so don’t discourage questioners by looking bored or condescending
while they’re speaking. Even if you think the question is imbecilic, look
fascinated. Shower each questioner with attention. Give full eye contact.
Lean forward. Show that your most important priority is listening to the
question. Nothing is more insulting or dispiriting than a presenter who
looks around the audience for the next question while the current ques-
tion is being asked. And the questioner isn’t the only one who gets
offended. The whole audience picks up on it.

181Chapter 13: What Did You Say? Fielding Questions

03d_559559 ch13.qxd  6/28/04  8:19 PM  Page 181
























