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Compassion TechniqueÓ Questions Explained 
 
 
The purpose of these questions is to have the coachee take a step back. 
 
This gives more rest and peace and often leads to insights and new ideas how to deal with 
the situation or the other person. 
 
Sometimes just reading the question is enough. No answer is needed. The feeling is enough. 
 
Sometimes the question is not appropriate or the coachee might not have any connection 
with it. Then it is OK to put the question aside. 
 
However, sometimes the coachee doesn’t want to think about the question or feel what is 
really going on. Or sometimes they have an answer within a few seconds. This could also 
point to the same inner process of not really wanting to make a connection with the 
question. 
 
That’s why I suggest having the coachee stay for at least 30 seconds with the question and 
feel what happens. Then they can put the card away if they want to. 
 
There is no right or wrong answer to the questions. Sometimes they give a new insight, 
sometimes it is a reminder of what the coachee already knows and often a deeper 
understanding and compassion arises. Even if there is no rational answer to the question. 
 
What the questions do in general, is “create more space” between the coachee and the 
other person. One of the reasons is that the coachee starts to understand that in most cases 
there is no personal attack towards them and they were the trigger and not the cause. The 
consequence is that more peace, rest, understanding and compassion can arise. And even 
insights and ideas how to deal with the situation in a different way. 
 
The questions are not to make the other person’s behavior right. They are designed to have 
the coachee go back to their center where they can connect with their own power. As a 
consequence, it is much easier to deal with other people and situations. 
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Question: What was the trigger or reason for the behavior of the other 
person in this situation? 
 
Sometimes we are caught up to much in the situation or in our own emotions that we forget 
what the actual trigger or reason was. 
 
Maybe we made it larger than it was, maybe the other person made it larger than it was.  
 
The other person or ourselves could have added several other situations or tensions to this 
situation. 
 
Taking a step back and looking at the trigger of this situation helps to focus again and avoid 
mixing this situation with other ones. 
 
 
 
Question: Which assumptions did I make in this situation? And when I look 
back at these assumptions, are they really true?  
 
In order to make sense of the massive amount of information that comes towards us day in 
day out, we need to make assumptions. 
 
However, many times they are based on our own experiences and our own past. 
 
Chances are that they are not (completely) accurate when there is tension in a situation. 
 
Just looking back at the assumptions might give room that something else was going on, 
even if the coachee doesn’t know what. 
 
 
 
Question: What was NOT said in this situation? Which underlying tension 
was not addressed?  
 
Often the tension is more about what is avoided than about what is being said. In those 
cases it is about the elephant in the room that nobody wants to address for whatever 
reason. 
 
Just acknowledging this for ourselves already brings more peace and rest. 
 
What often happens is that we see that there is no actual tension between ourselves and 
the other person, but that the underlying tension looks for another way to be seen so it can 
be transformed. 
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Question: What is the underlying need of the other person, beyond the 
behavior?  
 
People often don’t express what they need in a direct way. 
 
The reason can be that they are afraid that their request will be rejected. Many people also 
don’t make the difference between a request that has been denied and a personal 
rejection. 
 
In other words, with their indirect communication they avoid being personally rejected. 
 
In other cases, we don’t know (yet) what our real need is. We feel that we need something, 
but are not clear about it (yet). Or we think that we need something, but it is actually about 
something else. 
 
For example: dominant behavior often is a way to protect a hurt inner child. The underlying 
need is to be loved. 
 
 
 
Question: Can I see the difference between who the person really is on the 
one hand and their behavior on the other hand?  
 
Often we see other people’s behavior and who they really are as one picture. 
This leads to using phrases like: “Fred is a mean person.”  
 
This question invites us to make a distinction between the behavior (Fred was behaving in a 
mean way in that one specific situation) and who the person really is (Fred is a human being 
with qualities and shadow sides). 
 
When we deal with issues with addressing the behavior without involving someone’s 
identity, problems are solved rather quickly. 
 
 
 
Question: What do I wish for the other person? 
 
This question is designed to have a kind of shock effect J. 
 
When we experience tension with another person, most of the time we have negative 
feelings towards the other person. We want them to change and to behave differently 
towards us. 
 
This question invites to make a 180 degree switch. It also invites to go inside ourselves to 
connect with positive and loving feelings. We project them on the other person, but before 
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we can do that, we had to find them in ourselves. This already helps to feel better and 
reconnect with our own center and our own inner power. 
 
 
 
Question: Why was the behavior of the other person in that situation the 
best way to take care of themselves? 
 
When we experience tension we often feel attacked by the other person. In that case we 
make the association that they are out to get us. 
 
This question invites us to make the situation less personal. It invites us to look at the 
situation like we were just someone who happens to be near the other person. 
 
This question invites us to look at the other person as a human being that has experienced 
pain, rejection, frustration and irritation just like any other human being. It invites us to 
look at our common humanity. 
 
 
 
Question: How would I react if I knew that the other person received bad 
new that morning (a sick child, parent that passed away, being fired, …)?  
 
This question invites us to reframe the situation. It invites us to look at the other person as 
a human being that has experienced pain, rejection, frustration and irritation just like any 
other human being. It invites us to look at our common humanity. 
 
It also invites us to make the situation less personal. It invites us to change our perspective 
from someone being out to attack us to someone who doesn’t know how to release their 
own tensions. 
 
 
 
Question: What if this person (unconsciously) protected something that was 
valuable to them? And what could that be?  
 
In sports there is a saying “the best defense is attack”. In other words, in order to not be 
attacked, one needs to attack first. 
 
When we change our perspective of the other person of being an attacker to someone 
who doesn’t really want to attack, but sees no other way to defend themselves, we can let 
them off the hook. 
 
We can also feel that it is nothing personal.  
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Question: What do I reject in the relationship with the other person? 
 
When there is tension between people the trigger or cause can be that there is something 
in the relationship with the other person or with ourselves that is rejected. 
 
It is something that is not allowed to be there. 
 
For example:  

• In the workplace many times there is only room for rational thinking. Intuition is 
often rejected. 

• We all have an inner child. Sometimes it is playful and joyful, sometimes it is sad 
and hurt. When we reject another person’s inner child, we often reject our own as 
well. 

 
 
 
Question: Which other path towards happiness than mine is this person 
pursuing?  
 
Each person has an individual path in life. Even twins have other experiences which make 
them unique human beings. 
 
On that path of life we all seek happiness. However, that doesn’t mean that happiness has 
the same meaning for all of us. This can also change in life. 
 
Some people pursue a path of material wealth. Others long for a deep spiritual connection.  
 
This can also change somewhere along the road. The man that was accumulating wealth, 
but was almost killed by a heart attack, might give away all his money and become a priest. 
Or the woman that was meditating all day long, suddenly discovered that she forgot to 
take care of her body and became a dietican. 
 
You can discuss whether these examples are 100% related to the “path towards 
happiness” or maybe more to the path of life in general. However, the words “path 
towards happiness” in the question on the card have a bigger “shock” effect to change the 
perspective on the situation, so that’s why they are used. 
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Question: What would happen if I would postpone my opinion or judgment 
regarding this situation?  
 
Having opinions and judgments is part of the human experience. 
 
However you can ask yourself: are they true or not? 
 
Opinions and judgments are created from experiences during our own unique life. They 
are about a very limited part of the total human experience. 
 
This question invites us to take a step back. It doesn’t force us to change our opinions and 
judgments or abandon them. It invites us to make some space for other perceptions and 
other possibilities. 
 
 
 
Question: What did I do consciously or unconsciously that contributed to this 
situation? 
 
This question invites us to take the focus away from the tension, the situation or the other 
person. 
 
It invites us to look at our own part. 
 
Maybe it was something we said or the way we voiced our opinion. 
 
Maybe we actually did not do anything offending at all. Maybe we did nothing. And that 
could have been the trigger for the other person. Maybe they didn’t feel any involvement 
from our side. 
 
Just refocusing on ourselves and examining what our part might have been might bring 
peace and rest, even if we don’t get any answers. 
 
 

 
Question: In what way is the behavior of the other person a protection 
against pain from the past? 
 
We all are human beings who have experienced minor or major hurts and pains in our 
lives. 
 
Sometimes a small event in our childhood causes unpleasant behavior for others during 
the remainder of our life. 
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For example, when Marc was not picked up from kindergarten at the usual time because 
his mother was stuck in a major traffic jam, this might have caused a fear of being 
abandoned. This might express itself later on in his life by not making deep connections 
with other people, both in his personal and professional life. The underlying fear is that 
people he has a strong bond with will abandon him. Other people might experience this as 
a lack of involvement or commitment. As a result they don’t want him on their project 
team at work or women only go on a first few dates (which creates a self-fulfilling 
prophecy that people will abandon him). 
 
This question invites us to change our perspective towards the situation and look at the 
other person as a human being that has experienced hurts like all of us and has created 
protective behavior and patterns so they don’t have to relive the original pain. 
 
 
 
Question: Did I voice my needs or boundaries clearly or did I assume the 
other person knew them?  
 
Most human beings excel in hiding their needs or not communicating their boundaries. 
 
The reason is that they are afraid that their needs won’t be met or that people will reject 
them because they are not flexible enough. 
 
One of the major causes that leads to this pattern is situated in early childhood. When we 
are a baby or a small child we depend on other people (most of the time our parents) for 
our survival. During that period most of us learn to adapt. Many times this means adapting 
to the patterns of our parents, which are most of the time different than what we need 
ourselves. 
 
When we grow up and especially when we are adults, we can take care of ourselves. We 
can listen to our own needs and detect our boundaries.  
 
This question invites us to reflect on what is right for us and to voice it in a kind, but 
decisive way. It is not about adapting anymore, but also not about blaming the other 
person that our needs aren’t met. 
 
It is about reconnecting with our own center. 
 
This question also reminds us that we all have a different path in life, with other 
experiences and longings. Other people’s lives are different, so we can’t expect them to 
know what we need. We also can’t expect them to be mind readers. 
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Question: Did I REALLY listen or did I make assumptions?  
 
Most people are more occupied with what they are going to say that they don’t pay enough 
attention to what the other person is telling. 
 
Besides that they assume they already know what it is about or what the right way is to deal 
with a situation. 
 
On top of that most people are not very good at voicing what they really need. 
 
When these three aspects come together (what happens a lot!), there is an excellent recipe 
for tension. 
 
At the core the tension arisese from the fact both parties weren’t really present. 
 
This question invites us to look if this pattern was at play and what our own part was. 
 
 
 
Question: If the other person voices criticism, is that about: a) A longing for 
beauty, harmony or improvement of the situation or b) Blowing off stress? 
 
When we hear criticism, most people: 

a) Experience the other person as negative and unwanted 
b) Feel personally attacked 
c) And usually both 

 
This question invites us to change our perception on both levels. 
First it invites us to consider that the other person might not be expressing themselves 
clearly (because they haven’t learned to do so). Maybe there is a very positive longing below 
their criticism that they even forgot themselves. 
 
Secondly it invites us to take criticism less personal. 
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Question: Is the tension between the other person and myself really about 
us?  Or is it about other people or practical issues from the present or the 
past? 
 
One of Jan Vermeiren’s favorite sentences is: “You are the trigger, not the cause.” 
 
In the majority of people’s lives the negative feelings they have when they experience 
tension with someone are a reminder of an event a while back. Some psychologists even 
say that the majority of our pains and hurts come from our childhood. 
 
In the course of our lives, those original pains are triggered by other people.  
 
This question invites us to clearly look at the situation. Is it really about the other person 
and ourselves? Or is it a reminder from an event from the past? Or is it similar to a 
situation with another person where the original pain originated? 
 
Most of the time the tension is indeed a pointer to a past event. When we are willing to 
look at it in this way, we can embrace it as an entry point to heal the original pain. And we 
can be grateful for the person we felt tension with to help us discover this entry point. 
 
 
 
Question: Was I fully present in the situation?  
 
Most people’s brains are overactive. Thoughts and memories flash through our mind. On 
top of that text messages, social media pings and e-mail alerts battle for our attention. 
 
The result is that there are not so many situations where we are fully present. 
 
The consequence is that we usually don’t have an objective view on the situation. 
 
Another consequence could be that the other person felt that you were not fully present, 
which led to annoyance or frustration. You probably felt that energy and got irritated as 
well. And the spiral of tension building started. 
 
This question invites us to look back and take responsibility of our own part. 
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Question: Am I aware of the REAL needs or boundaries of the other person 
regarding this situation? 
 
Most human beings excel in hiding their needs or not communicating their boundaries. 
 
The reason is that they are afraid that their needs won’t be met or that people will reject 
them because they are not flexible enough. 
 
This question invites us to reexamine the situation. Was there an underlying need or 
longing that was not voiced by the other person? Did the other person cross their own 
boundaries out of a fear to be rejected? 
 
The question also invites us to look back and reflect whether or not we (unconsciously) 
ignored their needs or crossed their boundaries by our behavior. 
 
 


