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Open-Ended Questions

Asking relevant, purposeful, and insightful questions requires skill. In realj the
worker defines what is important to ask, and the chent has the w lingness —G.o.
not. Asking questions comes naturally to the social worker. Sometimes, ho
social worker may be uncomfortable asking very personal and inumate .: I
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used to move the interview forward®

® Open-Ended Questions
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the presenting problem. Open-ended questions give the client the opportunity to discuss
important aspects of the problem in more depth (Kadushin & Kadushin, 2013). Ques
1s also convey interest in what the client has to say. Often, the social worker will begin
a general question that relates to the chent’s situation and over the course of the
interview ask questions that probe a bit deeper; for example, "How did you react when
you found out that your mom had cancer?” and “What is your relationship like with
your mom?” And. finally, “Can you talk about how you are coping with the news?” It 1s
important to pace your questions, giving your client ime to respond. Also, using a van
ety of interviewing skills is preferred, as there are many other rechniques and skills for
gathering data. For example, using a reflection-of feeling response such as “It seems like
you are feeling tired and worn down right now,” the social worker can pause and wait for
the client to elaborate, as you have pinpointed an important aspect of his or her feeling
state. By offenng a reflecuon-of feeling statement, the client may elaborate about his or
her emotions without explicitly being asked to do so

Questions can be asked in a linear fashion, for example, asking for the sequence of
events “What happened firs2?” and "And then what happened?” These questions pro
wvide insights into the client’s thought processes. Asking a hypothetical question may also
be useful in getting the chient to elaborate. In this instance, the client may share some
insight about an “imaginary situation” while at the same time giving the social worker
some important information about how the chent may think, feel, or behave in a similar
arcumstance For example, the social worker might ask, “If you were in your daughter’s
place and had to choose between good grades or spending time with your friends, but
you can't do both, how would you have chosen, knowing what you know today?” or “If
you were in her shoes and could make the whole situation better, how would you fix it?”

Asking an open-ended question at the beginning of an interview can be very effec
tive in order to learn about the client and their current situation. This gives the client an
opportunity to decide what he or she would like to talk about. Open-ended questions
tend to be general (e g, "How are you feeling today?” or “"What has been going on since
we last me?”). Once the social worker has an overview of the situation, asking more spe
cific questions will fill in the picture (e g, “You said that you are very upset about having
to talk to me. Please tell me, what aspects of being here troubles you the most?”™)

When asking an open-ended question, there are several issues to consider: Is the
question relevant, and does it help achieve the purpose of the interview? Is there per-
ceived harm that may come to the client if answered truthfully? Are there cultural/soa-

etal taboos attached to my question, such as sexual assaulr or child abuse? Is the client
answenng in a way to placate the social worker—saying what the client believes the sodial
worker wants to hear. Or is the client considering, if | answer this way, that the probable
outcome will be X Questions should be phrased in a way that invites a response, not in
a way that demands a response (¢ g.. “Please tell me” or “Can you please elaborate?” ver
sus “I must know”). Questions can take the form of who, what, why, where, when, and
how (Ivey & Ivey, 2009). See Box 5.8 for some examples of open ended questions

The best questions are short, focused on the client, and to the point. Typically, the
best question 1s also the least directive question (Hepworth et al., 2013). Ask yourself,
d to know in order to fully understand the issue at hand? Also,

what exactly do I nee
s strengths? You want to ask questions that help the

does my question focus on the client
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