
          

          

             
 

 
26 weeks| project  
We live in extraordinary times. So we need an extraordinary project  

 
conversation tips and guidelines from Martin Lee 
 
Here are a few guidelines for all of us when actively talking to our conversation partners and 
looking to help them better express themselves. 
 
1. Avoid closed questions. The number one golden rule is to avoid closed questions that lead 
only to yes or no answers. So we don’t want things like “Have you found it really hard during the 
lockdown?”  You’d then have to follow up with another question, which would probably be the 
one you should have started with anyway… 
 
2. Avoid leading questions. It’s often hard for interviewers not to have an agenda, but it matters 
in a listening project to avoid pursuing your own thoughts. The risk is that you see their answers 
through your lens rather than theirs. So questions like “What’s been the biggest nightmare during 
the lockdown?”  pre supposes that it has been a nightmare. Maybe they’ve enjoyed it. 
 
3. Avoid asking ‘why’?  This is surprisingly hard to do but it’s better to reframe all of your 
questions using the other W questions than to ask why. The reason is that it takes people into a 
mental space where they feel the need to justify themselves. Police interrogators increasingly 
don’t use it, because they have realised that it’s more revelatory to get people to describe the 
context of an incident than to ask why. Compare the following two questions: 
 
“When you said you were starting to feel unmoored during the lockdown, why was that?” 
“When you said you were starting to feel unmoored during the lockdown, what was the cause 
of that feeling?” 
 
You can immediately sense which approach is going to open up the interviewee more easily. 
Why questions push people into a corner of needing to feel coherent. Other W questions help 
them to focus on being descriptive.  
 
4. Deploy ‘laddering’ techniques. This is a way of not taking the first answer, but gently pushing 
on - people rarely tell you what is most deeply on their mind in the first reply. So laddering would 
be like this: 
 
Q “Tell me what you’ll most remember about this experience this time next year?” 
A “That we spent a lot more time as a family.” 
Q “What makes that your strongest memory?”  (Again, not second guessing the answer) 
A “Because it was only then that I realised how little time we’d been spending together before.” 
Q “What had it been like before?” 



          

          

             
 

A “Well, both my wife and I work full time away from home, so we’d really only see the kids 
properly at the weekend.” 
 
And so on. By laddering, you can end up getting to some far richer territory. It’s really about 
staying in the space of the original question, and probing around it until you feel you’ve gone 
as far with it as you can.  
 
Incidentally, when your conversation has moved into this type of space, one of the best things 
you can do is to use almost invisible tiny prompts. My personal favourite is “Tell me more.” 
Technically, it’s an instruction!  And everyone always obeys, although when you say it softly it 
never comes across as a command.  
 
5. Open questions. Are obviously the opposite of closed questions, where a yes or no answer is 
impossible. The first question in point 3. above is a good example. 
 
6. Change the angle. Sometimes it’s useful to come at things from a different angle. A classic 
that often makes people laugh when you ask it is: 
 
“If I asked your kids the same question, what would they say on your behalf?” 
 
 


