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Somewhere along the way to re-
search becoming central to how 
businesses learn about their cus-

tomers, the art of asking quesƟ ons was 
lost. As a result, there is a lot of research 
for research’s sake, data in search of an-
swers, and fi ndings in search of quesƟ ons. 
Occasionally an astute execuƟ ve will ask 
“Why are we doing this?” If we struggle 
to fi nd an answer, then chances are good 
that the research is off  course and un-
likely to provide insight. Good research is 
always designed to answer a central ques-
Ɵ on, and every element of the research 
process, from beginning to end, must be 
focused on that quesƟ on.

We recently provided counsel to a fi rm 
that was overhauling some of its key 
tracking research because it was geƫ  ng 
poor data, service, and insight. Two ven-
dors were pitching automated survey and 
analysis tools as a soluƟ on, and each of-
fered some compelling features. We asked 
our client, “What is the quesƟ on this re-
search needs to answer? How might each 
tool deliver against the goal of answering 
that quesƟ on?” It became clear that the 
client was three steps ahead of itself 
when they answered, “We need feedback 
so that we can conƟ nually improve.” This 
is the right senƟ ment and potenƟ ally a 
good reason for doing research, but it is 
not a quesƟ on that can guide research. 
We advised the client that without a clear 
quesƟ on guiding their deliberaƟ ons, a 

quick decision to implement either tool 
would yield more data in search of a ques-
Ɵ on, and twelve months down the road 
they would again feel disillusioned for not 
geƫ  ng the “acƟ onable insight” that was 
promised.

If you really want to help your business 
with research that maƩ ers and that deliv-
ers insight, ask and answer compelling 
quesƟ ons. Francis Bacon, an early philoso-
pher of the scienƟ fi c method, advised: 
“A prudent quesƟ on is one half of wis-
dom.” Likewise, a good quesƟ on is one 
half of your research problem solved.

SURFACING FIVE TYPES OF QUESTIONS

Usually your business partners or clients 
have substanƟ ve quesƟ ons—they just 
need help formulaƟ ng them. The key is 
to get them focused not on the research 
process and methods, but on the business 
quesƟ ons around which research (if they 
really need research!) will be designed.

We recommend a simple focus group 
technique to do this. Get all stake-holders 
in the same room for an hour and a half. 
Ideally you will have day-to-day manag-
ers as well as the senior decision-makers 
involved. Give each person fi ve sheets of 
paper. The fi rst step is to have each per-
son brainstorm silently, wriƟ ng quesƟ ons 
on each sheet of paper. Lead the team 
through the process as follows: 

1. The mission-cri  cal ques  ons. On the 
fi rst sheet of paper please formulate three 
quesƟ ons you must have answered by this 
research to make it worth invesƟ ng Ɵ me 
and money. Focus on your business, and 
what would help you grow your business 
or do it more eff ecƟ vely. Do not phrase 
these as survey quesƟ ons or focus group 
quesƟ ons, or something you would like to 
ask your customers. These are business 
quesƟ ons you need to have answered.

2. The nice-to-know ques  ons. Now on 
the second sheet of paper write down 
three “nice-to-know” quesƟ ons that 
you or other stakeholders might like this 
research to address. These are secondary 
quesƟ ons that you are willing to forgo if 
Ɵ me and budget become a constraint. 
These might be quesƟ ons that others in 
the organizaƟ on with alternaƟ ve agendas 
will want to sneak into your research, or 
that somebody would say “While you’re 
at it, why not explore the widget market?”

3. The red-herring ques  ons. List three 
quesƟ ons that that could lead us down 
the wrong path if we are not careful 
designing the research. These might be 
related to business ideas that you have 
already decided not to pursue. Or they 
might be quesƟ ons with answers that pro-
vide no opportunity for you to address. 
Or they might be relevant and important 
issues, but not the focus for this research.

Con  nued on Back

The Art of Asking Questions

“If you do not ask the right quesƟ ons, you do not get the right answers.”   
—Edward HodneƩ , 20th century poet and writer

The fi rst thing you should do before starting research is fi gure out what question 
your research must answer. It’s not always easy. Most of us learn in school that 
we’re supposed to answer questions, not ask them. In this article we offer some 
tips about the art of asking questions to ensure that your research is a success.
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4. The already-answered ques  ons. 
SomeƟ mes organizaƟ ons fail to take stock 
of what they already know, and launch 
research that arrives at an answer already 
discovered in the last study. Write out 
three important quesƟ ons that are related 
to the current eff ort that you already 
know the answers to, but that we might 
end up re-answering if we are not care-
ful in designing this research. These are 
quesƟ ons that you would defi nitely want 
answered by this research if you didn’t 
have the answers, and as such they are 
quesƟ ons that people in the organizaƟ on 
with only a parƟ al view might be tempted 
to include.

5. The look-elsewhere ques  ons. Finally, 
please list three quesƟ ons that would be 
relevant and illuminaƟ ng for us to pursue, 
but that could be answered by taking a 
second look at other research we’ve al-
ready done, or by analyzing other internal 
data.

Next, lead the group through a discus-
sion. Some parƟ cipants will not even 
realize their quesƟ ons have already been 
answered by other research, and all will 
benefi t from a collecƟ ve understanding of 
what the research should be answering 
and what it should not be answering.

WILL THE QUESTIONS HAVE USEFUL 
ANSWERS? 

As the discussion unfolds and as each par-
Ɵ cipant refi nes her or his list of mission-
criƟ cal and nice-to-know quesƟ ons, the 
fi nal step is to ask them to formulate at 
least two possible or likely answers to 
the quesƟ ons posed. If a quesƟ on has 
only one likely answer, then consider the 
answer “known” and not worth pursu-
ing. When each quesƟ ons has at least 
two likely and diff erent outcomes, then 
proceed to a discussion of what acƟ on the 
organizaƟ on would take based on each 
outcome. If you fi nd outcomes leading to 
dead ends where not much can be done 
even if answers are known, then cross the 
quesƟ on off  the list.

UlƟ mately, you will want to synthesize the 
worksheets generated and the discus-
sion into a short list of the mission-criƟ cal 
quesƟ ons and the nice-to-know quesƟ ons 
that will drive the design of your research.

As a way to wrap up the focus group ses-
sion, we like to ask each person, “If you 
could ask every one of your customers 
one closed-ended quesƟ on, what would it 
be? Think before you answer, because you 
have one shot. Don’t waste it on some-
thing you already know, and don’t waste 
it on something so general that you can’t 
do anything with it.” This an eff ecƟ ve way 

to learn how each member of your team 
has synthesized the discussion into a 
single, criƟ cal issue they need to learn via 
research.

HOW TO ADD VALUE: ASK GOOD QUES-
TIONS

All phases of research—design, execuƟ on, 
analysis, and communicaƟ on of fi nd-
ings—should revolve around the central 
moƟ vaƟ ng quesƟ on of the research. It is 
one piece of how you turn data into sto-
ries that your internal clients and manag-
ers can use. FormulaƟ ng and knowing the 
quesƟ on will ensure that your eff ort is on 
target, that it is incisive and relevant, and 
ulƟ mately that the research is heard and 
used by your managers and their manag-
ers and their managers, and so on.

One of the best ways to truly add value 
to the research that you do is to listen 
carefully and formulate the right ques-
Ɵ ons. Research is all about answering 
quesƟ ons, which is, of course, all about 
asking quesƟ ons. Building fancy staƟ sƟ cal 
models is fun and brainy and defi nitely 
worth bragging about at your next party, 
but few people in your organizaƟ on care 
much about models. They care about 
what answers those staƟ sƟ cs provide to 
the fundamental business quesƟ ons that 
keep them up at night.
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