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USING QUESTIONS TO ENGENDER AN INQUIRING SPIRIT 
 
Matching intentions and questions; noticing effects      
Questions can serve many intentions. Questions can invite people to expand how much 
they notice, remember, and say. With a richer set of options to understand and 
communicate, there may be alternatives to unproductive patterns of thinking and 
speaking. 
 
Try to clarify your purpose for a given question before asking it. Ask yourself, 
"What are my intentions for this question? What effects do I hope that hearing it, 
thinking about it, and speaking a response to it, will have?" 
 
The questioner is transparent about intentions and open to hearing about the 
effects of a question on the person questioned. The goal is to lessen the distance 
between one’s intentions and effects. 
 
Here are some key, general intentions that PCP seeks to embody in questions. 
In practice, there is considerable overlap in the intentions of these questions. Our 
overarching purpose is to facilitate the movement of participants from a knowing 
stance to an inquiring stance. Within this purpose, we try to craft questions that 
can— 
 
• Create openings where there were closings. 
 
• Surface fresh thinking, feeling, and acting 
 
• Promote interest in and expand access to one's own experiences, 

perspectives, feelings, strengths; enhance self-reflection. 
 
• Promote interest in and expand access to the other person's experiences, 

perspectives, feelings, and strengths; enhance listening capacity. 
 
• Promote reflection. 
 
• Promote relational and contextual thinking. 
 
• Invite presentation of self as an individual. 
 
• Increase accessible perspectives, feelings, and actions. 
 
• Invite collaboration. 
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Asking experience-near questions        
Experience-near questions stay close to the person and his or her story. These 
questions— 

 
• Focus on specific experiences. Experiences are of both the tangible and 

intangible—time, place, person, event, personal meanings, hopes, wishes, 
dreams, and fears. 

 
• Focus on the effects of what "happened" on the person and the effects of the 

person on what "happened". 
 
• Focus on the specific meanings that the dilemma and experiences being 

recounted have for people, so that the questioner and the responder come to 
know exactly why the person’s dilemma is a dilemma for him or her. 

 
• Focus with precision and care on the responder's language. 
 
• Come from a position of not knowing about the other’s experiences and 

meanings, a position of minimizing assumptions of understanding. 
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