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Summary. This paper outlines certain minimum condi- 
tions for setting up experimental research on questioning. 
A discussion is given of the problems involved in using the 
same kinds of question as in natural interactions, creating a 
naturalistic exchange between questioner and respondent, 
and enabling people to use other inquiry strategies besides 
questioning. It is argued that these issues merit attention 
not only because of methodological concerns, but also 
because they are likely to lead to important insights about 
questioning. 

Introduction 

It takes skill and motivation to ask a question. First, a 
person who generates a question must experience perplex- 
ity and feel compelled to find things out. Second, express- 
ing the question rightly is a difficult communicative task 
and must be handled carefully in order to avoid a painful 
social encounter. Third, the person must reflect upon the 
success of the question-asking strategy and the improve- 
ments that might be made in future. In short, what is 
sometimes considered a common part of a person's be- 
havioral repertoire is really a most remarkable achieve- 
ment. Asking a question is an expression of will, of effort, 
of courage, of committment, of skill, of kowledge, and of 
lack of knowledge (cf. Dillon, 1990). 

Researchers have long been intrigued by what happens 
when someone asks a question. They generally have found 
the matter a difficult one to investigate. This paper there- 
fore discusses some of the problems of research, outlining 
certain methodological minimum conditions for setting up 
experimental research. Most researchers try to create an 
experimental situation that is in a sense a proxy to a real 
context of inquiry. In doing so they are confronted with at 
least the following issues: the questions asked in the exper- 
iment should resemble the questions asked in reality; the 
exchange between questioner and respondent should be 

realistic, and question-asking should be one of many ways 
of gaining information. Each of these issues will be dis- 
cussed below. 

Using the same kinds of question 

It is critically important to study the same kinds of question 
in the experiment as are found in a natural situation. Ex- 
periments that use a question-selection procedure (a meth- 
od in which subjects select their questions from a prear- 
ranged set instead of generating them) should therefore use 
questions found in the natural setting. The importance of 
this simple rule of thumb can be illustrated by the research 
of Snyder (Snyder &Swann, 1978; Snyder, 1981). In their 
research Snyder and his colleagues found that people (i. e., 
lay interviewers) tend to search for information that con- 
firms their beliefs. Trope and Bassok (1983) criticized this 
finding, arguing that the list of questions from which the 
subjects selected their questions did not reflect the kinds of 
question people would normally generate for an interview. 
With a new list, based on questions asked in real inter- 
views, they found question-asking to be diagnostic rather 
than confirmatory. There is also other evidence of the 
troublesome nature of the selection procedure. For exam- 
ple, when I compared question selection with question 
production in the same experiment, I found little corre- 
spondence on matters such as frequency and type of ques- 
tion asked (Van der Meij, 1990). In contrast, when I corre- 
lated question-asking frequency (i. e., selection) in the ex- 
periment with question-asking frequency in the classroom, 
I found a low, but significant, correlation (r = .28, p <.05). 

The selection procedure is not in itself a bad method. It 
seems, for example, a practical way of gaining insight into 
the processes involved in question posing without having 
to bother with issues of question raising (i. e., generating). 
In addition, it bypasses the hard problem of the immediate 
categorization of the questions and of choosing the tight 
answer during the experiment (Flammer, 1986). However, 
it does have at least one serious drawback: it is very diffi- 
cult to settle upon the tight kinds of question for the exper- 
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iment. Unfortunately, researchers often cannot use ques- 
tions that naturally occur, because there are frequently not 
enough such questions, or because there is too little corre- 
spondence with the experimental task. Researchers have 
therefore generated experimental questions that resemble 
real questions. This resemblance is based upon two critical 
assumptions. First, each question is categorized into a par- 
ticular class of questions. Second, each class of questions is 
believed to correspond closely to a particular question 
function. For example, Nelson-LeGall and Glor-Scheib 
(1985) classified some children's questions (e. g., "How do 
I solve 14 × 3?" and "Can you show me how to multiply 
fractions?") as requests for hints, and others (e. g .... What is 
14 x 3?" and "Can you tell me the answer?") as requests 
for answers. Each class of questions was believed to reflect 
a certain information-seeking function. The hints were 
considered a good measure of question-asking for the pur- 
pose of learning how to solve problems. The answers sup- 
posedly came from the child's intention to complete tasks 
without much personal involvement. 

Discussions should arise about how to classify ques- 
tions and about equating certain classes of questions with 
particular question functions. For example, many re- 
searchers have tended to concentrate on the information- 
seeking function of questions. In dense social settings, such 
as classrooms, this may be the wrong focus. In these set- 
tings questioning might primarily serve the social purpose 
of helping pupils to develop relationships, as the following 
example illustrates (Gumperz, 1981, pp. 18 - 19): 

The black children tended to call the teacher or the aide to ask for help 
and even after an explanation they were often heard to comment "I 
can't do this" or "I don't know how to do this". All such sentences 
were pronounced with similar intonation contours, characterized by 
high pitch register, sustained tone, and vowel elongation on the last 
syllable. W e . . .  asked a group of black judges whether they thought 
the children really didn't know or didn't want to cooperate. The 
judges agreed in saying what the children really mean to say in these 
cases is "Help me; I don't like to work alone". 

Categorizing the questions as serving a particular kind 
of information-seeking or social function is also difficult 
(see Usunov, 1987): Should one use syntactical, semantic, 
or pragmatic considerations to categorize a question? And 
is it fair to assume a close correspondence between the 
expression, class, and function of a question? Researchers 
must come up with an answer to these questions regardless 
of whether they use a selection procedure or whether the 
subjects are free to generate their own questions. 

Shaping the exchange 

Laboratory studies on questioning always have to cope 
with the exchange between questioner and respondent. In 
these exchanges there are problems with timing, norm-set- 
ting, and the content of the response. 

Timing is crucial in answering questions and, in general, 
respondents should answer questions promptly and not a 
very long time afterwards. In experiments on the effects of 
prior knowledge on questioning this is problematic, since 
direct responses may activate dormant prior knowledge. 
Moreover, the responses are likely to lead to a unique 

pattern of responses and follow-up questions for each sub- 
ject and thereby seriously compromise comparability be- 
tween subjects. Thus, if the experiment simulates a natural- 
istic question - response - processing of response type of 
interaction it becomes virtually impossible to analyze the 
effects of prior knowledge on questioning. To solve this 
problem researchers have handled the timing problem in 
the following ways: they have not answered the questions 
at all, or they have asked their subjects to pose or write 
down all of their questions before answering each individ- 
ual one (e. g., Allwood, & Eliasson, 1988; Flammer, Grob, 
Leuthardt, & Ltithi, 1984; Miyake & Norman, 1979). 
These solutions are unsatisfactory for a number of reasons. 
First, in the absence of direct responses, questioners are 
unlikely to be concerned with communicating their precise 
informational needs. They need not create a common 
ground. The effect may be an abundance of questions that 
are difficult to interpret. Second, the subjects probably 
become more selective in what they ask and they are more 
likely to keep their questions to themselves. When this 
leads to an increase in internal questioning, the validity of 
the study is seriously affected. Third, since the subjects 
cannot base their questions upon responses to previous 
questions, they are severely limited in following a plan of 
action; they simply cannot follow a strategy in which ques- 
tions and responses are integrated. Instead, they must re- 
vert to a strategy of asking as many questions as possible, 
only finding out later that a number of these questions were 
useless in view of the answers received to previous critical 
questions. 

All experiments follow the Gricean principle of 
cooperation. That is, the norms are set in favor of question- 
asking, and social constraints are minimized, to give sub- 
jects maximal freedom to express questions as they arise. 
In addition to removing obstructing conditions, the instruc- 
tions often explicitly encourage subjects to ask questions. 
In short, question-asking is not merely enabled, it is clearly 
stimulated by the instructions (e. g., Allwood, & Eliasson, 
1988; Fishbein, Eckart, Lauver, Van Leeuwen, & Lang- 
meyer, 1990; Flammer, Kaiser, & Ltithi, 1981 a; Flammer, 
Kaiser, & Miiller-Bouquet, 1981b). How will this affect 
question-asking? I speculate that these procedures increase 
the chances that some subjects make up questions to please 
the experimenter. In contrast, other subjects may ask only 
a few questions because they still feel a little uneasy about 
taking the floor while someone they think superior - the 
experimenter - is present (see Dillon, 1990; Mishler, 
1978) or because they do not believe that the conditions for 
question-asking are biased in their favor (there are ambig- 
uous signs, since timing is not arranged for their conve- 
nience). 

Another problematic part of the exchange lies in an- 
swering. How should one determine the content of the 
response? For example, what should one do with questions 
that are based on a false presupposition, as in the famous 
question "Have you stopped beating your wife?" And how 
should one respond to open questions such as "What do I 
have to do?" In all studies the researchers must have for- 
mulated some rules of conduct. However, only Flammer 
and his co-workers have described these rules in detail (see 
Flammer et al. 1981 a). According to Flammer, respon- 



dents require knowledge about the following factors. First, 
they need domain or task-specific knowledge. Second, 
they must know how to classify the questions. Third, they 
must have a set of principles for selecting the right re- 
sponse. In his experiments, especially in the later ones, 
Flammer worked hard to standardize these factors. So he 
began by drawing a very detailed chart of the experimental 
task (i. e., preparing a mousse au chocolat) and presented 
this chart to the respondents, who then all had the same 
task-specific knowledge. Next, he categorized the domain 
into a number of classes (e. g., goals, actions, criteria for 
success, ingredients, and instruments). For each domain 
class he further specified the kinds of question into types 
(e.g., yes/no, global/specific, one step/more steps) and 
coupled each to a specific answer rule. So, if an experimen- 
tal subject asked a question such as "What do I use here?" 
all the respondents would classify it as an instrumental 
question of a global nature. Following the prescribed re- 
sponse rule, they would answer "A rod." Unfortunately, 
this important information is left out of the article publish- 
ed on the experiment (Flammer et al., 1984). Later, Flam- 
mer (1986) was to argue that he found himself entangled in 
issues concerning question answering rather than in the 
question-asking in which he was interested. He finds him- 
self in good company with researchers in artificial-intel- 
ligence research (e.g., Lehnert, 1978), in philosophical 
research (e.g., Harrah, 1984), and in communication re- 
search (see Dillon, 1990), who all address answering. In 
contrast, most of the empirical studies on questioning do 
not describe the behavior of the respondents, or the re- 
sponse rules upon which it is based (e. g., Fishbein et al., 
1990; Smith, Tykodi, & Mynatt, 1988). This is a serious 
omission. Without this information the findings are vir- 
tually worthless because it is hard to imagine what interac- 
tions have taken place. 

Enabling other information-seeking strategies 

A third problem in experimental research on questioning is 
that one would like to have subjects use their full range of 
information-seeking strategies in dealing with the problem 
at hand and not just question posing. Normally there are 
lots of ways of gaining information besides question 
posing. For example, people can consult study-guides, 
dictionaries, encyclopedias, and other written materials, or 
they can touch or observe certain phenomena. Moreover, 
they can reflect upon an issue for a long time without ever 
expressing a question. Posing a question to a respondent is 
thus but one of many ways in which people search for 
information. In most experiments, however, besides guess- 
ing and inferencing, the subjects can only ask questions to 
find things out. Clearly, there are good reasons why other 
inquiry behaviors are minimized. Since the obstacles to 
asking questions are quite strong, researchers sometimes 
cannot do otherwise but stimulate them by invitation. Also, 
it is often tacitly assumed that the questions expressed in 
the experiments reflect (a wide range of) the questions that 
underly other inquiry behaviors. Thus, if someone, say, 
consults a document, it is presumed that the person has a 
question in mind for which he or she seeks an answer in the 
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document. However, some questions are just too idiosyn- 
cratic, or ill formed, so that respondents cannot be expected 
to give helpful answers. In such cases people are likely to 
use other inquiry behaviors than expressing a question. 
More generally, then, since the studies focus on expressed 
questions, they reveal nothing of a person's internal 
questioning, or of the relationships of question-asking to 
other kinds of inquiry behavior. 

Conclusion 

Experimental research on questioning has not given 
enough attention to using the right kinds of question, to fol- 
lowing an exchange that allows for prompt, standardized 
responses, and to having additional options for informa- 
tion-gathering strategies. The problems that these concerns 
pose cannot be solved overnight, but some suggestions can 
be given. First, researchers must insist on reporting these 
matters within their article. Especially on the issue of an- 
swering, they should not give way to editors who might 
want to nibble away here because of limited space. Second, 
researchers ought to seek additional support for the find- 
ings of their experiments. For example, they might want to 
compare the behavior of the subjects in the experiment 
with their behavior in a natural setting; they might want to 
consider using a direct approach to measuring the effects of 
someone's goal orientation on question-asking in addition 
to an indirect one; and they might want to try to conduct 
their experiment within a natural setting. Third, researchers 
might consider using more often a within-subjects design 
that allows them to study questioning on repeated occa- 
sions within the same domain of study. Such a design could 
also enable them to study how people sequence their ques- 
tions (see Van der Meij, 1990). Fourth, researchers should 
consider following an interdisciplinary approach, either by 
making the research a team effort, or by expanding their 
own expertise. Such efforts will not only improve the 
methodological qualities of the research, but also contrib- 
ute important insights to our understanding of questioning. 
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