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It is better to know some of the questions, than all of the answers.
– James Thurber
Recently, Lee Copeland and I completed a test process assessment for a
major financial services company. Our
assignment was to understand this organization’s current testing process and
make recommendations for improvements.
The foundation of any successful assessment is interviewing a diverse cross
section of the staff. We interviewed team
members who were involved in current
software testing projects. We spoke with
people from different project types including new development, product updates, and emergency releases. We interviewed people working with different
technologies such as mainframe, clientserver, Web, and voice technologies, and
we met with team members from different office locations. Listening to this
varied group helped us build a picture of
this organization’s software testing process.
Although Lee and I have different
professional experiences, our elicitation
techniques are quite similar. We interviewed team members, carefully listening
to their stories, and took detailed notes.
Through their responses, we were able
to piece together a clear and realistic
picture of our client’s testing process.
As we reviewed our notes to analyze the
situation, it occurred to us that we could
also analyze our questions to learn more
about how we perform interviews and
how we could improve our own elicitation processes.

Our Elicitation Process
While we had a formal list of topics
we needed to ask about, most of our
questioning was exploratory. We wanted
to learn about the client’s testing realities, so we captured information without
bias or interpretation. As we learned, we
tried to uncover more of the narrative.
We asked further questions based on our
findings: Open-ended questions led to
rich stories; focusing questions closed
gaps capturing important, missing details; and closing questions helped wrap
up the interview. We wanted to identify
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additional stories and any important,
omitted details.
We asked interviewees to share stories about recent critical incidents. We
sought examples of excellence or demonstrations of failings: “Tell a story
about a project that worked really well”;
“Tell us a story about a project that
failed miserably.” We also asked for stories of typical project experiences. These
stories helped us identify several objects
of testing, including plans, documents,
reports, test cases, and other artifacts.
Once we understood the objects of
testing, we could relate them to the actions of testing. “What do you do with
these objects?” “How do you create
them?” “How are they processed?”
Often the nouns of the narrative told us
what the objects of the testing project
were. Often the verbs of the narrative
told us what actions were done to these
objects. We inquired about the sequence
of actions and the evolution of objects,
so we were able to compare and contrast process flow between similar stories from different sources. Differences
led to rich comparative questions, which
helped us ask test leads and managers
“why?”
After analyzing the client’s current practices and writing test process
improvement recommendations, we
returned to our interview notes and
undertook a thorough analysis of our
questioning styles. We made a list of the
questions we had asked, organized them
into categories, and sought to discover
commonalities and flows. The following
describe the types of questions we found
effective.

Setting the Stage
Interviewees need comfort; the appearance of outside consultants may appear threatening. Interviewees are not
sure why they have been “summoned to
appear,” and they may be worried that
the things they say will be used against
them at some future time.
We began by putting the interviewees
at ease by setting the stage for our diswww.StickyMinds.com

cussion. We made sure they knew why
we were there. We explained our commission from their management, what
approach we were using, and what we
were trying to learn from the information we collected. We also explained
why they were there—that they had been
selected because of their in-depth knowledge of the organization’s processes.
During the interview, we took notes
as the interviewees related their stories.
At the beginning of the interview we
mentioned that we were going to take
notes so that we could capture and remember the details of their stories. We
also stated that they could and should
speak freely about their organization—
that their names would not be attached
to any negative comments they made. It
is absolutely vital that this promise be
strictly honored.
Our handwritten notes were of two
types—directly related to the test process
improvement model we were using and
free-form notes recording anything interesting we learned. Rob also used mind
maps to create a visual outline of their
stories. Mind maps allowed us to create
a visual understanding of the testing process described by each interviewee and
helped us detect missing actions, objects,
inconsistencies, and asymmetries in each
story. See the StickyNotes for more information on mind maps.
We often began the interview with
these questions: “Do you know who we
are and why we are here?” and “Do you
know why you are here?”
Interviewees would tell us what they
thought we were doing, then we discussed and clarified our purpose before
diving into the interview. We wanted
to show respect to the interviewees, so
before starting in with questions, we
thanked them for taking time out of
their chaotic schedules to meet with us.

Building Rapport
“I didn’t expect a kind of Spanish Inquisition” is a classic line from a Monty
Python skit. We didn’t want interviewees
to feel they had been dropped into the

Task Analysis
An informative survey of task analysis and associated interview techniques can
be found in the book Task Analysis Methods for Instructional Designers by Jonassen, Tessmer, and Hannum. Their description of the critical incident method is
a particularly useful questioning strategy and has been used to learn critical
elements of many important domains such as how to fly a fighter jet and how to
implement exploratory testing.

middle of an inquisition, so, in order to
build rapport, we often began by asking
questions about the local community—
what to see in town, interesting cultural
activities, sporting events, entertainment,
and, of course, fishing. We asked where
we could find good catfish dinners and
Indian cuisine. We also asked where test
consultants could do their laundry—always a great ice breaker. These questions
were good natured and never scripted.
We sincerely wanted to learn. Note that
it is generally not a good idea to ask personal questions of interviewees. While
acceptable to some, others might be offended, and starting an interview this
way is sure disaster.

The interviewee is asked to relate a critical incident which illustrates how their
expertise was used to resolve an important problem. The following questions
frame the interview:
• What led up to the incident?
• What did you do?
• Why was this incident important?
• When did it occur?
• What was your role at the time?
• What was your level of experience and expertise at the time of
the incident?

Telling Stories
We encouraged interviewees to share
specific, recent experiences to help us
learn what they do. There was always
a risk that interviewees would start
quoting process manuals even though
the documents may rarely be followed.
Our goal was to learn what really happens. Our questions were designed to
elicit a narrative. Many testers have
stories of heroic initiatives or terrifying
failures, and relating such tales can help
expose important evidence.
We let the interviewee tell his story
with minimal interruption, but occasionally redirection was needed to get back
on topic. We were interested in the facts
and avoided jumping to conclusions. Interviewers must avoid interrupting the
story with suggestions or recommendations; patience is in order. Once the
narrative was told, we used non-judgmental, clarifying questions to fill gaps
or explore new ideas.
We used these tactics to learn about
interviewees experiences:
• Tell us what you do. (State facts,
not theories.)
• Tell me a story about when_____
worked. (Describe a positive experience.)
• Tell me a story about when _____
failed. (Describe a negative experience.)
• What happened the last time?
(Describe a recent experience.)
• How do you know it’s time to
start? (Define the beginning and
entrance criteria.)

These questions guide a narrative that then can be reviewed with the interviewee
to identify important tasks, skills, deliverables, and priorities in accomplishing the
task at hand. Once the story has been told, a timeline is made and the tasks
are reviewed in chronological order. Many gaps can be identified and deeper
elaboration of parts of the story comes out during the chronological review.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

How do you know when you
are finished? That testing is complete? (Define the end and exit
conditions.)
Can you give me an example of
_____? (Relate actions or activities.)
Can you paint a picture for me?
(Create a metaphor encouraging
an expanded or more complete
story.)
How do you do _____? (Elaborate on methods, techniques, approaches, and any means of selecting them.)
A solution is _____. What is the
problem that it solves? (This
question exposes an interviewee’s
knowledge of the relationship between actions or objects and his
purpose in the project.)
Can you quantify that? (Help
the interviewee describe things
in objective, measurable terms to
allow comparison of elements of
the narrative.)
Have you seen any evidence of
that? (Encourage the interviewee
to point out a specific instance or
event that illustrates a stated generalization.)
www.StickyMinds.com

•

•

•

•

•

•

You do _____; do others do
_____? (This allows us to learn
about other people or roles covering similar actions. We may
identify a new source of information or an insight into a widespread practice.)
How did it get this way? (Probe
for the root cause of a situation
or condition.)
We were talking about _____. Are
there other _____? (Is the object a
member of a set, are there related
objects or actions we should be
studying?)
When someone says “I don’t
know” reply “I think you do
know,” then listen. (In some cases
the interviewee may state possible
reasons or speculations given time
to reflect.)
And what are the benefits of that?
(Does the interviewee know the
value of an action?)
And what difficulties does that
cause? (Does the interviewee
know the consequence of an action?)

Probing Further
Some candidates omitted relevant
DECEMBER 2008
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stories or experiences. These are a few
questions that were useful to learn more
and often led to new or related stories:
• What else would you like to tell
us?
• Is there anything else you’d like
to share with us?
• What else should we know?
To find out what really happens on
projects, avoid asking questions that require the interviewee to judge his peers.
Avoid questions that would place blame
on individuals or teams. Instead, focus
on behaviors and deliverables rather
than the individuals.

•

•

cident was different from others.
We tried to trigger objective and
subjective comparisons. Better or
worse?)
Is this recent? (We tried to get the
interviewee to give us a place in
time to anchor the story.)
Can you give me an example?
(When an interviewee used a
generalization we tried to elicit
a specific example that demonstrated the point. Occasionally an
interviewee offered a generalization—“We always do this”—but
has trouble identifying a specific
example.)

Making Discoveries

Clarifying Questions

Interviewees occasionally need guidance to help them advance their narratives. Developers and testers can get
pretty absorbed in describing a single
activity, losing sight of where it fits into
their stories. Some questions helped interviewees become better story tellers.
They learned to question themselves as
they spoke. As interviewers, we needed
to prime the pump a few times, but once
the juices were flowing, a rich narrative often followed. Some questions that
helped to move the conversation along
include:
• What happens next?  (Sometimes
the interviewee just stops the narrative; prodding about the next
step helps it advance.)
• How was it previously? (We encouraged the interviewee to elaborate on why this particular in-

Filling gaps with an occasional clarifying question can help build a better
understanding of objects, actions, roles,
responsibilities, and the relationships
between them. Mind mapping the interview can really help find holes in the
story. Clarifying questions can also remove ambiguity. Some clarifying questions we used are:
• Which attribute is associated with
which object?
• Which object was input?  
• Which was output?  
• What do you mean by _____?
• When you say _____, do you
mean all? Some? Many? Few?
• Repeat a word or phrase with a
question mark at the end.
• Can you give me an example of
______?

Story Telling
In Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods by Michael Quinn Patton, many
different elicitation and interview styles are discussed. Patton’s research indicates
that story telling can help add depth, detail, and meaning to qualitative analysis.
Some organizations referenced use story telling to interchange knowledge. Story
telling can help in sharing key process information and illustrate to future projects
what worked and what failed. Stories that are real, recent, and relevant provide
compelling evidence of what current processes are and may become credible
evidence supporting process improvement initiatives.
Lee Copeland’s StickyMinds.com article “Telling Our Story” is another useful reference.
Not all are great story tellers even though they may have important stories to
tell. The challenge is eliciting and elaborating these stories so that their retelling
spreads the lessons learned across the organization and into different product or
project areas.
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We used these tactics when the interviewee pivoted to a new topic or prematurely concluded the story:
• Make a statement; wait for response. (Something like: The requirement document is always reviewed before development starts
[PAUSE].)
• Make a statement; then ask, do
you think it’s like that?
• Tell a story to trigger a response.
(We interviewers know many relevant anecdotes. Each can be used
to elicit related insights. These
mini-experience reports only
take a couple of minutes to share
and they ask the question “Does
something similar happen here?”)
When we are concerned that the interviewee is overgeneralizing, a clarifying question can help us understand
scope. For example:
• Are there different types of _____?
(Is this an isolated example or are
there other related objects or actions or roles?)
• Could you give us an example?
(This question helps ground the
narrative to a specific example—
essentially we are saying “show
me.”)
• Let me tell a story to explain
_____. (Take a small part and
make a story around it because
that is a story in and of itself.)
• Who should we talk with to find
out more about _____? (Can
someone else help complete the
narrative?)

Recapping and Reflecting
It is vital that we understand key concepts from the interviews, so we ask interviewees to validate our interpretation
by restating the story from our notes.
This recap often leads to additional clarification.
We sometimes retell the story in a
chronological order to make sure all
events are understood in sequence. We
ask interviewees to identify missing activities or gaps in time:
• Could I review this to make sure
I understand? (Repeat the story
back to the interviewee to make

•

sure we are communicating.)
So you’re telling me _____. (Listen
for confirmation.)

The Language of the Story
The interview takes place in the language of the interviewee, not in the language
of the interviewer.

Guiding

Interviewers are experts. They have a rich vocabulary of domain-specific terms.
They have names for almost any object, activity, event, or report that the interviewee might mention. Unfortunately in the testing world, we do not yet have a
generally accepted standard glossary of terms.

Interviewees sometimes stray to a
part of the story that contains a lot of
details (some even interesting) but does
not advance the narrative. We bring the
interviewee back to the main thread of
the discussion with a gentle nudge: “We
were talking about _____.”

Interviewers should be very tactful. Ask appropriate clarifying questions about
what an interviewee means by a term but take care not to correct the usage
of an specific term. If the interviewee has special definitions for test cases, test
objectives, or test procedures, it is up to the interviewer to make sure the story is
understood.

Maintaining a Connection
Keeping the interviewee engaged is all
about making a great connection with
the interviewer. The interviewer must be
sincerely interested in the interviewee’s
story.
Statements like the following can help
the interviewee feel more comfortable:
• The reason I ask is _____. (Make
sure interviewee knows why the
answer could help.)
• That must be exciting/rewarding/
gratifying. (Sincere statements like
this can help the interviewee remember how he felt and could lead
to a rich story about why he felt
that way.)
• That must be frustrating. (Empathy is key when the interviewee
is clearly strained or emotionally
hurt by the experience being related.)
• I understand. (Show that an experienced practitioner shares his
pain.)
• I love your story. (When we love
the story we say so, and we say
why, too. Some stories can be paradigmatic examples. These make
great case studies, training materials, or exemplars and—occasionally, even a magazine article.)

Closing
We used two great questions to help
close the interview. In doing so, we discovered a number of important pain
points. The questions are:
• What question should we have
asked you that we didn’t? (This
helps the interviewee expose
problem areas and concerns outside of the scope of issues discussed so far.)

Encourage the story telling to be in the language of the organization, project,
or team. As the interview progresses, the candidate will be more comfortable as
the interviewer uses the interviewees’ terminology in further questions. Using the
client’s language helps keep interviewees in their comfort zone.

•

If I gave you a very powerful
magic wand, what would you
wish for? (Think out of the box
and imagine a perfect world. If
you could change anything, what
would it be?)

At the end of each interview, we always thanked the person for sharing his
time and his story. We expressed our sincere appreciation for his time and knowledge. We explained that his comments
have helped us put some more of the organizational puzzle pieces together.

Planning Ahead
Between each interview we took
some time to review what we’d heard,
document our understanding, and plan
for the next interview. We always used
the results of previous interviews to develop questions for future interviews.
We tried to identify gaps in what we
heard and sought to fill in those gaps in
subsequent discussions. Our questioning
style was an “exploratory” one in which
we sought to understand what was being
shared, and what we had not yet heard,
seeking to add pieces to the puzzle and
helping us develop a better mental model
of the current situation.

Questions Make a
Difference!
Perhaps the most famous question in
literature is from Shakespeare’s Hamlet:
www.StickyMinds.com

To be, or not to be: that is the
question;
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to
suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of
troubles,
And by opposing end them?
Lee and I may have been graced with
our fair share of inquisitiveness, tact, and
patience. But I doubt we have the eloquence of Shakespeare. Asking the right
questions can elicit valuable information
and focus us on fundamental truths and
core values that really make a difference.
Asking the questions right makes the interviewee comfortable in sharing his real
and relevant experiences. Strategic questioning exposes rich stories whose narratives reveal what is really happening.
People and their experiences help us
learn how processes can be improved.
Quality questioning involves concurrent
exploration, learning, and adaptation.
In your future work, don’t just focus on
the answers, also focus on the questions.
{end}

Sticky
Notes
For more on the following topic go to
www.StickyMinds.com/bettersoftware.
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