0:00:08 - Kirsty

Hi everyone and welcome to Governance Matters. I'm Kirsty, your host for this new series, where
we'll explore why good governance is so crucial. We'll invite guests to dive into a variety of
issues, sharing their expertise, advice and practical solutions based on their unique insights and
experience. At Governance Matters, we believe that governance really does matter, especially to
those of us working in local government. If you're listening to this, it probably matters to you too.
Good governance is built on many moving parts, from attitudes to processes, and we'll be
unpacking those building blocks to help you improve, influence and evolve the governance
practices around you. Hello Lynn, thank you for joining us again. For those listeners that haven't
heard your previous podcast, if you wouldn't mind introducing yourself to our listeners.

0:01:01 - Lynn

Thank you for inviting me. So, Lynn Mead, I'm a fellow of the chartered institute of public finance
and accountancy and I've got a extensive local government career. | | started in 1989, works in
sort of all tiers of local government and operated as a management consultant for over 20 years.
And I've now retrained and I'm a career transition coach, so helping people recognise their
brilliant selves so they can move forward with clarity, confidence and purpose in their career.

0:01:33 - Kirsty

Thanks, Lynn. So we've got you in for this episode to talk about why questioning styles matter
and how adjusting your approach, you know, can help you get to the right answers. So before we
jump into the topic, | always like to ask sort of a bit of a governance based question so what
element of governance most excites you?

0:01:54 - Lynn

So I think governance, whilst it's a framework of how an organisation operates, really it's all
about people. So for me, the bit that excites me is it's about building effective relationships. So
it's really about facilitating that effective governance through sort of better self-awareness, so
they can have better communications and build better relationships.

0:02:20 - Kirsty

So how can the way we ask questions influence the responses we receive?

0:02:26 - Lynn

So this is areally good question. So if we think about, on a face to face situation, how we
communicate, this does go back to a bit of Moravian theory. The words we use are 7% of the way
we communicate, the tone is 38% and our body language is 55%. So when we think about the
way we ask questions, we need to think about our body language, how we're using our body,



how we're standing, our facial expressions, as well as the tone we're using and the words that
follow.

Now, that's not saying words aren't important, but when you've never met someone before and
they walk through a door, how long does it take you to form an opinion of that person? It's a
matter of seconds and they probably haven't even spoken. So it's the way they're holding
themselves and standing and that can convey confidence, and it can convey whether or not
they're prepared or their approach to a situation. If they turn up in jeans and a t-shirt for an
interview, that's for a formal role. It gives an opinion straight away to the person that's on the
interview panel. So it's about contextualising the way you're communicating.

0:03:49 - Kirsty

So are there some common sort of questioning mistakes that shut down conversations?

0:03:55 - Lynn

Very much. So if we think here about open and closed questions, a closed question is where
you'll get ayes or a no response. Did you do this, for example? Is this what you did? So you're
getting a very closed response. The open questions.

Now, I've got quite a fun way of trying to remember what an open question is. And if you think
about five bums on a rugby post, okay, you might be thinking, what on earth has that got to do
with open questioning styles? But if you draw an h, a big h, on a piece of paper, and then along
the line in the middle of the h, you draw five w's, that's the bums on the rugby post. Okay, so the
h is obviously how, right, and the five w's are what, where, who, when and why. Okay, the five
w's. Now, when I'm talking about open questioning styles, | always then draw a line around the
why and say use why questions with caution. Ok. Now, the reason for this is if someone asks
you why you've done something, how do you automatically respond? What feeling do you get in
your body?

0:05:23 - Kirsty

It's quite defensive, isn'tit? | was's quite defensive, isn't it?

0:05:25 - Lynn

yeah, really defensive, straight away, really defensive. So use why questions with caution. If you
want to ask a why question, you can use what, where, who or when. Instead, you just ask the
question in a different way. So what you're, the way you ask the question is by thinking about the
response you receive. So the way you communicate is by the response you receive, or the effect
of your communication is the response you receive. So if the response you receive isn't in the
way you were expecting, you need to be able to adjust and reflect and ask it in a different way,



because it could be the words you used, it could be the tone that you've used and it could be
your body language or a mix of all of those so | recognize as a practitioner from over in scrutiny.

0:06:19 - Kirsty

One of the the key things that we were always trying to explore how to support counsellors is
techniques to help them ask better follow-up questions. | think it's sort of it's logical, some of
the things that you're suggesting in terms of the information that they're trying to extract from a
witness, but it's then when that isn't quite a full answer or doesn't give the full picture, how then
they can follow it up, to sort of delve a little bit deeper.

0:06:45 - Lynn

Well, sometimes | think people try to overcomplicate questions and I've got two questions that
have got about five words in them in total that you can use. One is tell me more and the other
one is what else. And using the power of silence because is is quite is a challenge in itself. When
you ask a question and then leave silence, because we, we want to fill silence naturally. So if
there's silence in a conversation, we start talking. The effectiveness here is in holding the
silence so that creates the environment to allow the other person to speak, but also the
expectation that they will speak. So, by asking a simple question like what else, or tell me more,
and then when you ask what else, you need to ask it not in the way I've just said it, but what else.
So it's in a questioning style, and give them that space to then respond, and if they don't
respond straight away, hold that silence, so you're giving them space and time to think about
their response.

0:07:56 - Kirsty

| can't help but think about the different questioning styles in the context of you know the
number of different scenarios | know that counsellors find themselves in and | just wondered if
it would be okay just to talk through a few of those scenarios and just sort of think about some
sort of hints and tips for sort of how to get the most out of those situations.

So first, that | know is certainly timely at the moment.

I'm not sure if it will be timely when the podcast goes out but budget scrutiny | know will be, you
know, on all agendas across the country, with councillors really sort of having to scrutinise
what's being proposed and asking those sort of obvious questions to explain you know what,
what is being presented in the budget itself, because you know they might have had briefings
but they need to make sure that it's clear they're going to need to also use questioning to explore
difficult decisions, because | think it's only through doing that that they can provide a sort of a
logic trail as to how they're coming to propose or support things which we all recognize are quite
challenging.



You know, sort of in the fiscal, you know situation that councils are in, so they might be
proposing the rock or the hard place and kind of they need to sort of explain how they got there.
And then the other challenge that | think that they'll have in the council chamber is asking
questions in a way that's open but it's also demonstrating their own politics, if that makes
sense, because they clearly could be something in the proposals that is counter to their own
sort of personal you know, the manifesto of their party or their own sort of motivations or what
they want for their community. So it's just sort of recognising that all of those things are going on
and | just wondered sort of what advice you'd give for councillors across the country really that
are approaching that situation now.

0:10:03 - Lynn

So I think this is a number of different scenarios within that budget scrutiny example aren't
there?

So let's take the one where they're speaking to the public and the public are asking questions.

I think one of the most important things here is that the elected members have got far more
knowledge of the organisation and what's going on about the wider ecosystem and impacts
than the member of the public.

But the member of the public is seeing it out of their eyes, from their local situation and the way
itimpacts them. So | think you know asking questions and answering questions it's being
respectful of the person that they're speaking with and making sure that | think no, there's no
stupid question in my book, no silly questions, and actually sometimes the most simple
questions are the ones that will blow open a whole debate. So recognizing that questions from
the public may be coming from an uninformed perspective from the wider picture, but and an
informed perspective from their experience. So it's giving them the respect in their answer and
thinking about their tone and body language, because if they ask a question and the elected
member goes in their face without even doing it, that that's noted. Yeah, the whole oh, here we
go again is noted. Or, oh, they don't understand that, that they will pick all of that up. So it's
being respectful and I'm not suggesting that members aren't that. I'm just taking an example.

0:11:41 - Kirsty

But these, yeah, these aren't pressured. So you know, these are pressured discussions.

0:11:45 - Lynn

That's yeah, that's to be recognized this person, also from the public, may be really nervous
about standing up and asking a question and it could come across in a different, more sort of
aggressive way than they might have intended, just because of their nerves. They're in this



formal situation, so it's being respectful, allowing that person the time and space to speak,
clarifying if they don't understand something and again using those open questions back to
them, thinking about the impact of their words, tone and body language as a as a whole in how
they're responding to the to the public. The next one was showing unhappiness sort of thinking
about that depending answering when you you're part of a political party and the decisions and
the budget for the authority may be in an adverse situation. | think the theme here is going to be
respect. Itis respecting that there are always going to be differing politics in a situation and the
authority is making decisions for the best interests of the residents in their community and
within the budget constraints that they have to operate in.

And we all know the fact that we're, | think, in year 17 of budget cuts in local government and it's
really difficult with the number of authorities that are putting their hand up and and with the fear
of a section 114 notice in not being able to cover their costs. So we need to be mindful of the
very challenging operating environment for local authorities, the need for these different
politics, the political positions of different parties. They all want the same thing and it's
recognising that they all want the same thing and how they go about having a healthy debate,
because having an opposite opinion is part of what the opposition party is there for and raising
that, but in a respectful way and recognising at the end of the day, a decision needs to be made,
which may not be in line with their own thinking, but there has to be a decision to move forward.

0:13:58 - Kirsty

Absolutely. | mean taking that a step further. I've been a democratic services officer for a
number of years and recognise that councillors are put in the position of sort of final decision
maker, you know, the arbiter of various policies and decisions in a number of different areas of
the council. We tend to refer to these as sort of quasi-judicial hearings, but this can be anything
from education, transport, appeals, licensing hearings, taxi licensing, so very formal, very sort of
tense situations where, as | say, you've got almost two, two parties, two sides, that are coming
forward to a panel of councillors typically and putting their case forward as to why the decision
that's previously made by a team of officers should be overturned. So there's a lot of
responsibility on that panel of councillors and the process of questioning can be quite tied up
with the legislation under which they're operating. So sort of really recognise that there'll be
some questions that they might be really keen to ask, because they talked about curiosity that
they're really sort of interested in but actually is irrelevant and they've got to be really careful to
show that they've not taken that irrelevant information into their decision making.

| sort of raised this as another area to talk to you about just because of how important it is for
their residents to be seen that they're acting independently, that they're listened to. But also it's
a really difficult and tense situation because everybody in the room that's presenting a case is
under a lot of pressure. So whether it's the service team that are trying not to be defensive but,
like essentially they're at this hearing to defend the previous practices that have led to this point
but it could be a parent, you know, advocating for a child, for education, transport, a taxi driver
desperate not to lose their livelihood, a landlord keen to protect or extend you know working
practices, so the tension's there just in the process to get into that room and | just sort of



wondered if you've got any advice about how to sort of navigate those situations with the
questions that you're asking. | suppose I'm thinking about when that tension starts to increase.

0:16:38 - Lynn

So I think some of this comes down to the relationship the elected members have with the
offices and understanding that whole situation as well as the policy procedures and governance
of your authority. It's also being respectful as again using that word of the position of the person
that's at that hearing that where it can affect their livelihood, and being careful that their
unconscious bias doesn't come through through decision making. | think it's about empathy,
not sympathy, and fairness in decision making, because where they make an allowance for one,
they have to make an allowance again. It sets a precedent. So they have to be aware of the
ramifications of decision making, and on not just this individual but then everybody in the area,
because it's about fairness and allocation of resources as well, as there's people here and
livelihoods at the end of the day. So it does come back to the way you ask the questions, the
tone, the body language, the words you're using. But it's also being using that respectful
language and being clear of the policy and their own wriggle room that they have in advance, so
knowing the outcomes that they are available to them from the from each interaction. So doing
their homework, | guess. But it's having that respectful conversation, understanding the
emotions that are likely to come through from the person.

In that's attending that hearing and not getting caught up in that emotion, but recognizing they're
all human beings and people and their livelihoods, so their emotion doesn't necessarily
represent that person as a personiis. It's, it's that context and situation, so it's. It comes back to
active listening. It really does about being very present, leaving there to do this and other things
at the door, focusing on that person so they feel really heard, because | think if they're doing
other things, they're looking at their phone, whatever. That just gives a message to that person.
About hearing, I'm not saying that's what counsellors do, but that you know that it's about giving
that right, the focus and attention on that person feedback, clarifying, asking questions that
they feel may need to be asked to clarify their understanding of the situation so that a decision
can be made in the best interests for the authority, for the community as a whole and that
individual, because you're trying to balance these sort of moving parts of the equation. It's not a
straightforward answer.

0:19:13 - Kirsty

No, no, | mean, | appreciate that and | suppose I'm reflecting from what you said earlier that
perhaps it's trying to construct questions to avoid the use of why as well.

So, whether it's of the service team talking about their approach to the particular case or to the
particular case, or to the individuals, about, again, the, the actions that they've taken up to this
point, | | recognize now that the, the use of why feels like a natural thing to ask, in sort of an
investigative um conversation, but how defensive it's going to be making those respondents
feel.



So, no, no, | mean, that's that's really interesting and | think it then applies on to sort of my, my
final example that | wanted to sort of external partners, because they need to be inquisitive and
challenging, they need to be robust because they are the voice of the local residents.

If there's been an issue that has called the people to be witness, and | don't want to sort of, you
know, quote any examples because, you know, | don't think that's helpful, but sort of recognizing
that these senior representatives typically, you know, from from organizations, are
simultaneously key partners of the local authority of which those councillors are from. So after
this interaction there might be contracts, service delivery, other examples of which you know.
Residents also rely and it's | sort of have always found that that tricky sort of hotbed of passion
about representing their residents can make it quite tricky to navigate when they're then trying
to maintain those positive relationships with potentially, as | say, contractors, service delivery
people or, yeah, just other partners and have you got an example of some partners in this
situation we could sort of relate an answer to yeah.

So | suppose the kind of things I'm thinking about can be health providers, for example.

So, um, if there have been concerns raised around sexual health provision in the area where
services have had to be cut, recognizing that the nhs trust, for example, that will be having to
make those difficult service decisions, is having a real impact on local residents. And then the
scrutiny councillors might then be wanting to sort of challenge those decisions and really sort of
robustly understand how that decision was come to. It could similarly be where you've got a
water company and we appreciate there's been nationally in the news about real concerns
about decisions and actions that water companies have taken that have then had negative
impacts on local residents. So again, these actions are separate to the council and it's about
local councillors being able to have an influence on the decisions that are being made, but
recognition that, as robust as they feel they need to be to represent the interests of their
residents, they can't be so robust that those organisations don't want to continue working with
the council. And there could be lots of other contracts or projects that are reliant on a positive
working relationship.

0:22:52 - Lynn

I've sort of noted down four things I'd highlight here. | think the first one is professionalism.
Obviously they've got to retain a professional relationship with that person, have a robust
conversation, but respect that they've got to continue working with that person. So it is almost
managing their emotion, so they are highlighting it, but being careful that it doesn't overspill into
aggression or being overbearing, because they need to be respectful in all situations of the
situation that the National Health Service has different five-year priorities to local government
and that can create some pressure between decision-making. | certainly was aware of that at
the start of the special educational needs and disability reforms in about 2012-13 when | was
working in that area. And so it is respect of the situation from both parties. And the last one is



rapport. They've got to build rapport and being in rapport with someone doesn't mean to say
they're in agreement with them.

So when you're speaking to someone, a building rapport is part of sort of building trust and it's
through using things like matching and mirroring body language.

And if we go back to how we started the conversation, which is where 55% of the way we
communicate is through our body language, then this matching and mirroring our body
language so if the person they're speaking to is leaning like this, then you're not going
unconsciously or leaning like this.

I've got to lean exactly the same way it. It's naturally keeping that complementary way that
you're mirroring that body language and that that tone so that you're keeping it even
professional, respectful. It can be heartfelt because there's a real difference of opinion, butit's
having that respectful conversation and using open questions. It's understanding your natural
way of communicating and reflecting that through that conversation. So if you're direct, it's
dialling some of that down to encourage the other person to talk. If they're a bit more reserved,
recognising, being self-aware about your natural behaviour preferences, so that you're looking
to match, as | say, a mirror back in with the person that you're communicating with. Not making
it personal is another really important way in conflict. So you're keeping it very much not about
the you or I. It's about that situation, the outcome you're looking for okay.

0:25:21 - Kirsty

So that all sounds great, lynn, but in reality the kind of examples that I've observed is you can
end up finding that your witness is sort of being quite evasive. So | suppose it comes back to my
earlier question about how can you then, in those situations, ask better follow up questions.

0:25:41 - Lynn

That's a really good point, isn't it? Because you're trying to be respectful and professional but
you actually want the other person to answer your question. So if they answer your question and
you don't feel they've properly answered your question, this could be, for example, around a
flooding in an area and how the changes are going to be seen on the ground by those people
let's use Mrs McGinn's as an example in Diva Street. So when that question, if that question is
answered in a way that is very corporate, very high level, is very corporate, very high level they're
saying all these general things they're doing but is not saying exactly how are they going to be
making a difference on the ground? When will Mrs Miggins actually see that it's being respectful
and professional but follow with further questions and really asking for more specificity in the
answer, really asking for more specificity in the answer? So thank you for that clarification about
the organisational response.



I'm really interested to understand when Mrs Miggins, my resident in my community, is going to
actually see a difference on the ground. When will that be seen? And then giving that other
person a specific time and space to answer, but following up and not being afraid of following up
that, but being respectful. So it's not making it personal, but being respectful and following up
using that five bums on a rugby post question, a structure that | talked about, those open
questions. So how specifically when questions? So what exactly are we going to see? That's
different in diva street for mrs miggins when this happens again. So it's taking the emotion out of
it you know right, okay, so, uh.

0:27:33 - Kirsty

So another extreme | suppose that I've been aware of is where, you know, counsellors are so
passionate about holding this individual, you know, this organisation, this company, to account
for the impact that they've seen on their residents. It can end up sort of tipping | would say sort
of tipping over, sort of into being aggressive, because they sort of approachitin a sense of I'm
going to hold this person to account to sort of almost verbally hold them up against the wall, if
that makes sense. And then you know, obviously I've observed lots of defensiveness and it's just
sort of trying to help counsellors sort of avoid falling into that.

0:28:15 - Lynn

Yeah, it's a really good point, isn't it actually? So we need to be very aware of how we're showing
up in any situation. Um, and in this situation, if you've got a counselor that thinks you know I'm
going into, | gotta verbally hold this person up against the wall. The way you think affects the way
you feel in your body. That affects your state. So you're really thinking, yeah, I've got to be like
this, I'm going to hold them to account and that will affect your behavior. So it's going to be how
you show up in that situation. And recognizing, if that's how you're going to show up in that
situation, how is that going to come across? How is that going to make that person respond?
They're likely to be defensive, so it's creating an environment that's not optimal for the response
you actually want.

So it's the way you're actually holding them to account, but rather than thinking about holding
that person verbally against the wall, I'm going to come in, I'm going to be really challenging and
get the answers | want. What's the actual outcome you want from this situation? So how can |
phrase and ask those questions in a way that's still holding them to account, but moving, rather
than verbally holding them against the wall which creates this behavior. Whether you're aware
of it or not, it will set that behavior up in your body and in your tone and the body language you
come across with.

Remembering that body language is 55 percent, tone is 38 percent and the words are 7 percent
Together is the way you're coming across. Eight percent and the words are seven percent
together. It's the way you're coming across. How do you actually want to come across instead?
So you're going to hold them to account and expect that response, but in a respectful way. So
you're going to approach that, rather than holding them against the wall, you're going to hold



them account and ask them challenging questions, but taking the personal element out of that
equation.

0:30:22 - Kirsty

So how you think affects how you feel and you're then in your physiology or state in your body,
and that will affect how you behave so we're at that point in the podcast where, um, | have to
take the opportunity to talk to listeners about what South East employers can offer.

So certainly, if you're listening to this podcast for yourself or for your team of counsellors at your
council, you recognise that there might be a bit more support needed around questioning skills.
We do have available on our partner hub a series of toolkits and information resources that you
might find useful. Similarly, we do offer training courses. So, going back to basics in terms of
questioning skills for overview and scrutiny and, as mentioned in our previous podcast, very
pleased to have lynn join us as an associate and offering more insights about communication
styles and getting the most from interactions with people. So, whether this is through
questioning or general communication situations, if you take a look online, you'll be able to see
some of those options that are available and very able to be adapted to the requirements of
your council. Okay, so short advert over, just to sort of help wrap up this topic for our listeners. |
was just wondering what advice you would give someone who's preparing for an event where the
key sort of element to it is to ask questions.

0:31:47 - Lynn

Well, | suppose it's not just asking questions for questions sake. It's really thinking about what's
the purpose of this question that I'm asking, what's the outcome? What am | really trying to
uncover and discover? So, therefore, how do | ask and structure those questions to get the best
response from that person? As | say, not making it personal is really important, particularly in a
high pressure situation. You're trying to keep well, you're not trying, you're keeping it
professional and respectful, doing your homework about the nature of those questions you
might want to ask, potentially using more of a coaching style of question, so that you're
encouraging that person to actually open up and answer those questions.

0:32:33 - Kirsty

Fantastic, well, thank you again. Really really appreciate talking to you, lynn. Obviously | think
you know um | could talk to you all day, so we will ask you back in future, um, I'm sure, and uh
look forward to um speaking to you soon.

0:32:46 - Lynn

So thanks again, you're very welcome, it's been a pleasure thank you for joining me for today's
governance matters podcast.



0:32:54 - Kirsty

If you're a member of southeast employers and you have any queries relating to today's episode
or for any other governance queries, please email info at seempcouk. This is also where to send
any suggestions for future topics. Please see the show notes for any links to resources we have
referred to or visit the governance matters web page at wwwseempcouk. Forward slash
governance matters. For the full list of available episodes. Be sure to subscribe to the podcast
on spot, apple Podcasts or wherever you get your podcasts from. We also have HR edit and
seed pod podcasts available covering HR and leadership issues, and visit the South East
Employers website for more information on how the team can support you with anything
governance related. Thank you for listening and we hope you will join us next week when we'll be
discussing chairing skills with Councillor Neil Knowles.

Transcribed by https://podium.page



