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ASKING QUESTIONS HANDOUT

Questions are an important part of a helping relationship. However they need to be used appropriately to benefit a discussion. 

Some tips about questioning techniques:

· Be respectful (includes cultural sensitivity)

· Take questioning very slowly and time them well

· Avoid sarcastic or inappropriately personal questions

· Ask questions that serve a purpose

·  When asking questions start with the end in mind-“what do I want to know”

· Keep questions simple

· Ask one question at a time

· Do not ask too many questions so that the person feels “grilled”

· Leave thinking time after you have asked a question

· Actively listen to people’s responses

· Clarify responses if required

There are 3 types of questions that can be used depending on the type of information we require or the type of communication process we want to engage in.

· Closed Questions-these are questions designed to obtain specific, factual information. They can also help bring a focus into a conversation. They often begin with a verb like Do, Does, Can, Is, Will, Would etc. and can be answered with either Yes or No,  for example:

Mary, would you like to have lunch now?

Paul, where did you leave your long cane?

What is your G.P.’S name?

You mentioned alcohol; is that a particular problem for you?

· Open Questions- these are exploratory questions designed to give the person answering an opportunity to explain clearly and in detail about something that could be complex. “What” and “how” or “could you tell me about.. can be useful starting words for open questions. For example:

Margo, if I am to work with Claire, what is the best way to establish rapport and communicate effectively?

How do you think we should best deal with your noisy neighbour?

When you say he upsets you, could you say some more about that?

Open questions could also be used to give people an opportunity to think out loud about ideas without getting too specific. Using only closed questions will result in a short specific exchange. Open questions can generate far more information in a conversational style.

Hypothetical questions- these questions set a scene that could happen and give people an opportunity to answer as if it had happened. They can also be an excellent way of engaging people’s imagination in developing creative solutions. For example:

If we take the example of…what would happen if…

If you had a phone call from your sister how do you think you might respond?

Imagine your brother was living with you what might that be like day to day?

Questions to avoid-these include “double” or “triple barrel” questions, “Why” Questions and leading questions.

· Double or triple barrelled questions are those in which a single sentence contains two or three questions within it, such as:

How are you today, are you getting out more and did you get to your Doctor?

How do you manage with cooking and what happens when you can’t get out to the shops?

Can you tell me about your eye condition, how it affects you and how you feel about that?

These are all simple questions when taken one at a time but may cause confusion for the person trying to respond. Chances are they will ask for the questions to be repeated again and if so ask each section individually:

Can you tell me about your eye disability?

How does it affect you?

How do you feel about that?

· Why Questions can put people on the defensive as they imply that the person should know the answers. They can also sound critical, as though the person’s judgement is being questioned.

Why isn’t this working for you?

Why do you not understand this?

· Leading Questions state the answer in the question and restrict the response of a person:

When will you tell your family?

That’s hard for you isn’t it?

In getting ready to go out you plan your journey, tell your family your destination, find out bus times and make sure your valuables are secure, is that right?  

Here it is often easier to agree than explain the process so the person is led to answer yes even if that is not the way they do things. The questions could be rephrased as:

In preparing to go out, what would you do?

Sometimes a leading Question can be a useful way of introducing a suggestion of your own or as a means of moving a discussion towards resolution:

I think that idea of yours would work, don’t you?

My staying 10 minutes longer would help wouldn’t it?
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