Asking effective questions:
a collaborative problem solving technique

If you're stuck for answers then you need someone to ask you effeesions

Do you know that sinking feeling that comes when you thinkwe bitten off more
than you can chew? There might be so many things tbadg/ou can’t choose where
to start, or there might be so many hurdles to oveectirat failure seems inevitable.
Either way you feel paralysed by the sense of impending dBaindon’t throw up
your hands in despair! You probably already have the answsisur problems: all
you need is for someone to ask you some effective qusstion

What makes a question effective?

An effective question cuts through the mental logjant W create when things go
wrong. Answering it gives us an insight into our problems stimulates our search
for solutions. An effective question is phrased in an agated fashion that does not
suggest a particular answer and warrants a responsereftham just a few words. It
usually starts with a "what" or a "how", as "why" quessi@re easy to misinterpret
and can trigger a defensive response. Questions that em@ating, repetitive, or
rambling are obviously ineffective. As an effective questianisrimportant to listen
without interrupting, waiting respectfully for each answwed considering it when it
arrives before giving an opinion or launching into anothestion.

What do effective questions achieve?

Effective questions clarify our goals and help to steefrom a state of confusion or
aimlessness toward a set of concrete actions. Theyd& that effective questioning
initiates also increases the number and quality afractions within a team and
makes it more effective.

Some categories of useful effective questions

The following examples illustrate some categories of dquedhat | have found
effective while working as a coach for a softwareadi@gment team:

*  “Where are we going?”
* “Where are we now?”
* “Have we been here before?”
*  “Whose input are we missing?”
e “What steps ought we to take?”
* “How should we start?”
* “Which are the real obstacles?”
« “Are we ignoring something?”
These can be used in any sequence that makes sense ftgayawand your situation.



“Where are we goin(’

If we are totally floundering then effective questionsl wiplore the motivation
behind our current activity and focus us on the desired oatc8mmply asking "What
are we trying to achieve?" or "How will we know wher've done?" can be enough
to get us back on track. Posing Dale Emery’s value quéstishyou had that, what
would that do for you?" — is particularly powerful, asliiterts attention away from a
single solution and back to the root of the problem.

“Where are we now?”

As programmers well know we can come to new insidiytssimply retracing the
unsuccessful steps we have taken. Asking "What seefms ¢ausing the problem?"
or "What have you tried so far?" can elicit this kingpodductive ‘aha!” moment.

“Have we been here before?”

Problems will recur and we can often benefit from affee questions such as "What
was the solution last time?" or "What happened befdnen...?" These questions
remind us of the likely effect in the present of repeatctions that were taken in the
past.

“Whose input are we missing?”

We can often benefit from connecting with people dfedént teams (or on our own
team!) whose strengths and achievements we are perhapsranaf. Effective
questions such as "Have you talked to [her]? What did shalsaut...?" help to
overcome this kind of limiting distance. Alternativelythere is a discussion in which
some people remain silent then asking them "So, whaobdadhink?" at appropriate
intervals will encourage alternative points of view éorhised.

“What steps ought we to take?”

Sometimes we can see both where we are and whereante to get to. In this

situation we need effective questions that help to bridgegap, such as "How could
we achieve that when we are starting from here?hiff prospect is too daunting
however then it is more helpful to ask "Can we brégkdown into smaller chunks?"
or "What's the first step we are able to take? Thiest would we do next?"

“How should we start?”

If there are many tasks to be done then we need eHegtigstions that identify our
priorities. Asking "If you could only do one thing todagthwhat would you do?" or
"What is most important right now?" will help us to fecon the most urgent courses
of action.

“Which are the real obstacles?”

Sometimes we can seem to hit a dead end where theothisg more that we can
possibly do or try. When this happens we need effectivetignesthat give us
courage and allow us to determine which of the perceivediraiis are real and
which are the product of our fear, miscomprehension, oeh8st asking "What if
this was true?" or "What if that were to happen?" we cagate options where
previously none seemed to exist.



“ Are we ignorin¢somethin®?”

If a particular course of action seems too difficulifave are prone to procrastination
then we need effective questions that challenge us btdroch what we would
otherwise ignore. These questions run the risk of beingopetive but if handled
thoughtfully then asking "What are you going to do abow?thor "How would you
justify doing nothing about that?" can overcome manyeso$inertia.

Asking follow up questions

Sometimes the first answer we give or receive is tastyhor tentative. Effective
follow up questions explore whether a response has lh#lgrtHought through, for
example "Can you explain how that would work?" or "Ham gou be sure that?"
Follow up questions that require our understanding to beromdi can also be
effective, such as "So if | heard you correctly théraiwou're saying is..."

Summary

Software development is a difficult activity and ashsitds easy to get bogged down
in its problems. But we can get unstuck by asking effectivetigmesthat facilitate
the discovery of solutions. Effective questioning can alsenefit software
development teams by promoting discussion, co-operatwo@faboration.
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