
Developed by David Winter at The Careers Group, University of London (www.careers.lon.ac.uk) for careersintheory.wordpress.com 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial 2.0 UK: England & Wales Licence. To view a copy of 

this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/uk/ 

The questioning type 
Questions are the essential tool of the careers adviser. 

They are one of our primary means of interacting with 

the client. How much do we think about what are the 

right questions to use beyond the Animal Farm-like 

doctrine of ‘Open questions good, closed questions bad’? 

 

Questions are more complex and subtle things than 

often we realise. A good careers adviser should try to be 

aware of the variety of uses to which questions can be 

put and the possible effects these may have on the 

client. First let’s look at the open/closed question 

doctrine before moving on to look at the various uses of 

questions in careers guidance. 

 

Open and closed questions 

revisited 
The easy definition of closed questions is that it is 

possible to answer them with just a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’. It is 

not possible to answer open questions in this way; 

therefore, open questions prompt the client to provide a 

more substantial answer. This has led some people to 

believe that one should only ask open questions. 

However, even if you ask a closed question, most clients 

will take this as an invitation to give more than just a 

one-word answer. A more sophisticated approach 

involves knowing which sort of question to use at a 

particular time. Much has been said and written over the 

years about open questions, so let’s spend a bit of time 

contemplating the proper application of closed 

questions. 

 

One reason why closed questions should be given more 

consideration is that many open questions contain 

hidden assumptions.  

 

The open question ‘What aspects of your course did you 

enjoy?’ contains the assumption that the client must 

have enjoyed something about their course. Of course, 

they can always say, ‘I didn’t enjoy anything,’ but then 

they will be contradicting the assumption contained in 

the question. This can be hard for some people to do 

because it is impolite. However, if one asks, ‘Did you 

enjoy any aspects of your course?’ this gives the client 

equal opportunity to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’.  No assumptions 

are made and the client is equally likely to tell you about 

the aspects of their course they enjoyed or to tell you 

that they hated the whole thing from beginning to end. 

 

As well as this, open questions force the client to go in 

the direction indicated by the question, closed questions 

give the client more freedom in how they respond to 

your comment. If you use an open question, the client 

has to answer the question you have asked. You have 

more control than the client. If you use a closed 

question, the only thing the client is obliged to do is 

answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’. After that, whatever response they 

make is entirely up to them. In some ways this is the 

epitome of client-centred counselling — wherever 

possible allowing the client to control the direction of the 

discussion. 

 

For example, the question ‘What important skills do you 

think you developed during your work experience?’ gives 

the client no option but to list the skills; that is the only 

acceptable answer. The question ‘Do you think you 

developed any important skills during your work 

experience?’ will still encourage the client to list the 

skills if they want to. However, if something else is 

uppermost in their mind, it allows them to talk about 

that instead. Saying, ‘Yes, but...’ to a closed question is 

easier than completely ignoring an open question. 

 

Open questions good, closed questions 

better? 
Don’t get me wrong! I’m not saying that we should be 

using closed questions all the time. An interview 

composed entirely of closed questions would be at best 

stilted and at worst an interrogation. I’m all in favour of 

open questions. They are the power tools of careers 

guidance. And just like power tools, you need to know 

how to use them properly, with appropriate care and 

attention. Often the best combination is a closed 

question to test the ground tentatively, followed by an 

open question to explore in more detail once your 

assumptions have been tested. 

 

What are questions for? 
Most people would probably say that we use questions to 

obtaining information from the client. This is true, but 

it’s not the whole story. Indeed, if you were to take this 

as the only purpose of questioning then you might be 

putting yourself in a dangerous position.  

 

If you use questions just to gather more and more 

information in a career discussion, you are building 

expectations in the mind of the client. They are pouring 

information in, and they will look forward to you doing 

something magical with it, namely produce the perfect 

solution to their problem.  

 

Asking questions in a career discussion isn’t about 

gathering information and producing a diagnosis; it’s 

about helping the client to think for themselves about 

their situation. Using well-chosen questions to stimulate 

people to use their brains is what the philosopher 

Socrates was doing two and a half thousand years ago. 

Richard Paul (1993) produced a list of the ways in which 

questions can help thinking. 
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Questions to clarify concepts 
This is not just making sure that you understand what 

the client is saying; it is also trying to ensure that the 

client is able to understand and articulate their situation 

fully, clearly and unambiguously.  

• What exactly does…mean to you? 

• Can you give me an example? 

• How does this relate to what we have just been 

talking about? 

• Could you put that another way? 

• Could you expand upon that? 

 

Questions to explore assumptions 
With these questions you try to get the client to examine 

their presuppositions. Are they basing their decisions 

and actions on unquestioned beliefs, assumptions and 

stereotypes? 

• Are you making any assumptions about…? 

• What do you know for a fact about…? 

• Is there anything that you are assuming but don’t 

really know? 

• What difference would it make if this assumption 

were untrue? 

 

Questions to explore rationale and reasoning 
With these we try to explore the evidence on which 

clients are basing their understanding of their situation 

and the ability of the client to produce valid explanations 

for their experiences. 

• Why do you think that happened? 

• Can you tell me what led to this? 

• How did you come to that conclusion? 

• What other information might you need in order to be 

sure? 

• Tell me how you got from…to…? 

• What would change your mind? 

• What would you say to someone who said…? 

 

Questions to explore origins and sources 
These questions get the client to think about where their 

information, impressions and opinions come from.  

• Where did this idea come from? 

• Was there anyone who influenced you? 

• What caused you to feel this way? 

• How do you know that this is reliable information? 

 

Questions to explore viewpoint 
With these questions you are trying to understand how 

the client views the world, but you are also trying to 

enable the client to expand their viewpoint or see things 

from a different perspective. 

• If you were advising someone else in this situation, 

what would you say? 

• Can you imagine how this might appear if you 

were…? 

• What do you think…would say about this? 

• If you imagine that you are five years in the future, 

how does your current situation appear now? 

 

Questions to explore implications and 

consequences 
This involves helping the client to anticipate the future. 

Does the client have a clear idea of the impact their 

choices will have on their life? Are they fully aware of 

what they will have to do to enact their decisions? 

• What do you think would happen next? 

• Can you think of any possible consequences of doing 

that? 

• How do you think you will…? 

• What effect would that have? 

• How likely do you think that outcome is? 

 

Questions about the initial question or issue 
These questions are very important. We can get the 

client to think about the questions they ask us, and the 

questions we ask them.  

• Do you think I will be able to answer that question? 

• What do you think I would need to know in order to 

be able to help? 

• Why do you think I you asked that question? 

• Did that question come as a surprise to you? 

 

The Ladder 
On several occasions I have asked (or heard asked) a 

question along the lines of, ‘What do you want from your 

career?’ only to be confronted by a perplexed ‘I don’t 

really know’ from the client. The adviser then spends 

some time trying to suggest possible skills that the 

client might have developed. This is an example of 

asking a question which is too far up the ladder.  

 

If you are asking a series of questions about a particular 

topic you are likely to go either down or up the ladder. 

 

Going down the ladder  
You ask gradually more specific questions to gain more 

concrete details about particular aspects of the topic. 

Moving in this direction helps you (and the client) to gain 

a better understanding of what certain words or 

concepts mean to this particular client by discovering 

the experiences and behaviours that they are based on. 

This technique is often called ‘funnelling’ and is used 

extensively in selection interviewing. For example 

• What do you want from your career? 

• Can you tell me what you mean by creativity? 

• Could you give me an example of where you have 

used that sort of creativity in the past? 

• What exactly did you do there? 

• What particular aspect of that was most creative? 

• What did it involve? 

 

Going up the ladder  
You ask gradually broader questions to see how the 

issues being discussed relate to abstract concepts and 

wider meanings. Moving in this direction helps you (and 

the client) to gain an understanding of how particular 
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concepts fit together with other things and to see how 

they might be transferred to other settings. For example 

• You enjoyed coming up with creative solutions to 

problems; are there other areas in which you have 

used that skill? 

• Are there other areas in which you would like to do 

that sort of thing? 

• What implications might it have for the sort of job you 

might look for? 

• How does that fit in with some of the other things you 

want from your career? 

• Why is this important to you? 

 

Go down before you go up 
As a general rule of thumb, if a client is having difficulty 

answering your question, try going down the ladder and 

asking more specific, detailed questions before trying to 

move the client back up the ladder to broader concepts. 

Think of it as building a tower: you have to go down and 

get the raw materials before you can climb to the top 

and continue construction. 

 

Ask yourself some questions 
Before you ask a question of the client, ask yourself 

some questions about your proposed question. 

 

Is it 

• Purposeful  

Do you know why you’re asking it? Do you have an 

idea of what you want the question to achieve? Do 

you need to ask a question at this point or would a 

paraphrase or silence work better? 

• Plain  

Will the client know why you are asking that 

question? Does the purpose of the question need to 

be explained, either before or after asking it so that 

the client can follow the thinking process? 

• Pertinent  

Does it follow on from what has just been said or 

have you just plucked it randomly out of the air? Are 

you leaping too far ahead with the question? Are you 

going off at a tangent? 

• Possible  

Will the client be able to answer the question? Do 

they have enough information? (A classic example of 

a question that the client may not be able to answer 

is ‘What sort of jobs do you think might enable you to 

use that skill?’) 

 

Sharing the process 
When you start looking at questions in more detail, you 

realise just what a rich and subtle set of tools they can 

be.  

 

By thinking more carefully about what we are trying to 

achieve when we ask questions and the possible impact 

we might have on the client, we can expand the range of 

possible outcomes of a guidance intervention. There are 

more possible ways of moving the client on than just 

interrogating and diagnosing.  

 

If we have a better idea of what why we are asking a 

particular question at a particular moment, we increase 

our chances of enabling the client to develop ways of 

thinking effectively about their situation that will help 

them in the future. 
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