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“Why?” and “What for?” may sound similar, but they can lead us in very different emotional and 
cognitive directions. Each elicits a distinct type of insight, motivation, and response. 

Using a “what for” strategy instead of a traditional “why” question offers several advantages by 
shifting our mindset from a rearview mirror approach which may put us in a defensiveness and self-
blame state of mind toward a present or forward-looking state of mind that offers clarity, agency, and 
emotional regulation.  

While “why” questions tend to pull our mindset into past-focused explanations, rumination, or 
shame, “what for” reframes behavior as purposeful and protective, helping to recognize the 
underlying function of our actions. This functional lens reduces judgment and increases compassion 
for one’s own coping patterns, enabling individuals to explore alternatives without feeling 
interrogated.  

By orienting our mindset and outlook toward intention, utility, and future choice, “what for” questions 
promote forward movement, enhance insight, and foster a more empowered, solution-focused 
approach. 

 

“Why?” Questions 

Primary focus: Past causes, explanations, and reasons. 

What they activate 

• Rumination or defensiveness 
• Dysregulated emotions. 
• Analytical thinking. 
• Exploration of root causes. 

Typical examples 

• “Why do you think you reacted that way?” 
• “Why are you afraid of disappointing others?” 

Risks 

• Can feel blaming, interrogating, or pathologizing. 
• Individuals may get stuck in circular reasoning from past events. 
• May escalate shame or self-criticism. 

 

 



When “why?” is useful 

• When they are used intentionally, “Why” is also useful when we are curious about our own 
behavior and are seeking context rather than solutions. 

• Most helpful when the goal is to illuminate underlying meanings, uncover deeper motivations, 
or explore the developmental origins of a pattern. 

• When we are reflective and emotionally regulated. “why” questions can deepen self-
awareness, reveal core themes, and help make a coherent sense of experiences. 

• Understanding origin stories of patterns. 
• “Why” can support powerful insight into internal conflicts, attachment history, or long-standing 

beliefs. 

 

“What for?” Questions 

Primary focus: Purpose, function, and intention. Instead of asking for cause, you ask for goal or utility. 

What they activate 

• Forward movement and agency. 
• Curiosity rather than guilt. 
• Executive functioning instead of emotional reactivity. 

Typical examples 

• “What is that behavior protecting you from?” 
• “What is the purpose of shutting down in conflict?” 
• “What would doing X do for you?” 

Why it works 

• Identifies the function of behavior (often protective). 
• Helps to use internal logic rather than self-blame. 
• Moves attention to the system or pattern, not the self as “the problem.” 

When “what for?” is useful 

• “What for” helps to stay regulated by keeping the inquiry forward focused and pragmatic, 
supports self-compassion by highlighting internal logic, and accelerates change by clarifying 
the unmet need or goal the behavior is serving. 

• Especially helpful when the goal is to identify the function, purpose, or protective role of the 
behavior rather than its origins. 

• Valuable when we feel stuck, ashamed, or defensive, because “what for” shifts the focus from 
blame (“Why did I do that?”) to meaning (“What is this behavior trying to achieve or protect?”) 

 



 
 

Comparison: “I always shut down when my partner gets upset.” 

Asking “Why?” 

• “Why do you shut down?” 
o The partner may feel blamed.  

▪ “I don’t know?” 
▪ “I’m just broken.” 

Asking “What for?” 

• “What does shutting down do for you in that moment?” 
o The partner might offer insight: 

▪ “It helps me avoid escalating conflict,” 
▪ “It protects me from feeling overwhelmed,” 
▪ “It keeps the peace.” 

Now you have a functional purpose you can work with. 

 

Summary: 

• “Why?” looks backward. 
o Often seeks an explanation.  
o Causes, origins, explanations. 
o Can trigger shame or story-spinning. 

 

• “What for?” looks forward. 
o Offers insight, encourages choice and empowerment.  
o Function, purpose, protective intention. 
o Builds agency, understanding, and regulation. 

 
 

Examples: 

When understanding emotions 

• Why? → “Why do I feel this way?” 
• What for? → “What is this feeling trying to alert me to or help me address?” 



When trying to change a behavior 

• Why? → “Why do I always procrastinate?” 
• What for? → “What purpose does delaying serve for me right now? What am I trying to avoid or 

protect?” 

When exploring triggers 

• Why? → “Why do loud voices upset me?” 
• What for? → “What is my reaction trying to signal about my needs for safety, respect, or calm?” 

When facing a decision 

• Why? → “Why can’t I decide?” 
• What for? → “What is my hesitation trying to help me consider or prepare for?” 

When reflecting on patterns 

• Why? → “Why do I shut down?” 
• What for? → “What is shutting down helping me escape from, or what is it protecting inside 

me?” 

During conflict 

• Why? → “Why are you reacting like this?” 
• What for? → “What is your reaction trying to accomplish—comfort, reassurance, space, 

clarity?” 

When discussing needs 

• Why? → “Why do you need so much reassurance?” 
• What for? → “What is reassurance helping you feel or stay connected to?” 

When exploring patterns 

• Why? → “Why do we always end up in this argument?” 
• What for? → “What is this repeated argument trying to help us resolve, understand, or repair?” 

When emotions escalate 

• Why? → “Why are you so upset?” 
• What for? → “What is your upset working to express or get across to me?” 

 

 



When addressing distancing 

• Why? → “Why are you withdrawing from me?” 
• What for? → “What is withdrawing helping you do—regulate, think, feel safe, avoid 

overwhelm?” 

When clarifying intentions 

• Why? → “Why did you say that?” 
• What for? → “What were you hoping that would communicate or achieve?” 

 


