Surfacing and deepening your question – a mirroring exercise for problem-solving
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Often when we face a difficult issue or problem we look immediately for answers.  Yet just as often a satisfactory answer is not easily available because the problem is not well defined.  The right answer can only come from the right question. One approach, with the help of colleagues or peers, as encapsulated in the exercise below, is to rephrase the problem or issue as a question and then to work with the experience which gave rise to the problem.  Through this peer-reflection process we can improve the question, to clarify the problem or issue.  The answer may become more apparent but if not, it might be worthwhile, now that there is a better question, to ask “what will I do next towards finding the answer?”  

This process is quintessentially developmental, seeking a better question and taking this question forward another step, without a rush to an answer, but still with forward movement.  It can be used in many settings, from an informal problem-solving situation or in a more formal workshop.
With a colleague or group of colleagues or peers:
a) Spend a few minutes, individually, thinking about a problem or issue that needs to be resolved.  Rephrase this as a question.  

b) Now recall, as vividly as possible, an experience that gave rise to the problem or issue or question… make some notes.

c) With your colleague or group, begin with one person as the teller and the other(s) as the listener(s).  State the question and describe any feelings that accompany it.  Then describe, as a vivid story, the experience that gave rise to the question… the sequence, what was said, the people, the place, the mood, how you felt after.  Those listening can gently prompt for more detail. Then restate the question.

d) After a pause to collect their thoughts, the listeners should, one by one, reflect back what they thought was happening, what struck them as important or interesting.  They could give an image or word picture that characterises the situation.  They should finish by gently commenting on the question.

e) After a short pause to think, the teller should restate or reformulate the question, hopefully an improved question, and then say what the next steps he or she will take towards resolving it.

In a workshop situation each participant could get a turn as a teller.  This can be a very powerful exercise for surfacing the questions that participants come with to a course or organisational process.
