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Inquiring Collaboratively, Roth


From the Theory to the Practice of Inquiring Collaboratively:

An Exercise in and Clinical Example of an Interviewee-Guided Interview

Sallyann Roth

In recent decades, traditional hierarchical values in many professions have been challenged by the egalitarian values of working collaboratively and according primacy to people's expertise on their own lives. In the field of psychotherapy, its supervision and practice, theorists such as 

Andersen (1987), Anderson (1997, 2005), Anderson and Goolishian (1988), Gehart-Brooks and Lyle (1999), Hoffman (1990, 2002), and White and Epston (1990), among others, have emphasized the centrality of the client's lived experience while respecting the therapist's skill in creating "…a space for inviting collaborative relationships and dialogical conversations." (Anderson 2005, p. 502)


Collaborative inquiry has at its heart the interviewer's commitment to serve the client's purposes and to this end recognizes the interviewee as an expert on his or her own experiences, desires, and ways of moving toward them. Essential to the interviewer's stance is being fully present, open about his or her own purposes, respectful of the shared and separate purposes of their conversation, and possessed of the readiness to lead by following while respecting and fostering the interviewee's sense of his or her agency in the process.


These developments in thinking about psychotherapy have sought to move the work of the client and the therapist toward a mode of greater and more equal partnership. This is a tall order: although for many practitioners these are easy concepts to embrace, for most practitioners the concepts are more difficult to embody and put into practice, especially for those who have grown up in a largely hierarchical world and have been trained in models heavily influenced in content and form by top-down ways of looking at the world and acting in it.


Most of us have experienced and been trained in ways of inquiring that are shaped primarily by the inquirer's agenda. In this older way of working, the person asking questions selects a style, form, content, and sequence of questions for his or her own purposes, be they to investigate, influence outcome, serve organizational requirements, or whatever. The therapist who would practice collaboratively may need to unlearn what he or she has been taught in school and in life. In trying to practice in this less familiar way, we may fear that we will disappoint others (or ourselves) by not being and seeming "expert" about the dilemmas our clients confront and their possible resolutions. By definition, holding a collaborative stance and acting from it requires tolerating uncertainty about how even a small conversation will go.


As a therapist, supervisor, and trainer of therapists and of people who work with conflict, I have experienced and observed how challenging it can be for those who care deeply about embodying the values of collaboration, co-creation, and mutual inquiring to implement them. Collaboration (and avoiding imposition) does not dictate withholding our own thoughts and feelings; it involves finding ways to use them openly to welcome and invite others to surface their thoughts and feelings so to enrich the mutually enacted dialogue by building on what each of us brings to the conversation.


Some of us may not have experienced such relationships in our own lives and our professional training. Such a stance may not be prevalent or even valued in our work place. Many trainees I work with want to embody such a stance. They are committed to not imposing their ideas and values; they are dissatisfied with the "expert" stance their training invites them to assume; and yet they are stymied about how to enter deeply and fully into collaborative relationships. Trainees have told me that discrepancies they experience between their commitments and practices show up most intensely in traditional hierarchical relationships such as those of client and therapist and of supervisor and supervisee.


I also experience this dilemma. A collaborative stance does not always come readily to me; I struggle to keep myself on a path toward a collaborative way of being. It can take a dismaying amount of energy and attention to continue moving forward and not backward on that path.


In the course of providing training and supervision, I have become aware that a number of people have not experienced genuine collaboration across hierarchical differences in their lives—or for some, any genuine collaboration at all. No wonder it is challenging for many to work from a collaborative stance despite their intellectual commitment to do so. With these trainees and supervisees' concerns in mind, I developed a series of exercises intended to provide them with opportunities to experience and reflect on clinical and consultative collaboration at first hand.


The exercise below was developed for use in full-day or multi-day training programs, and in on-going supervision, where its use is preceded by building-block exercises and collaborative-demonstration as well as extensive exploration of collaborative values, and hours of conversation.  Its use is probably most effective and least confusing in a context where such preparation has occurred.

Exhibit

A Training Exercise in Inquiring Collaboratively:

The Collaboratively Developed Interviewee-Guided Interview1
Purpose and Structure of This Exercise

The primary purpose of this exercise is to provide an experience of collaboration from the positions of both interviewer and interviewee with the ultimate goal of making collaborative inquiry more readily accessible. The exercise offers experience of and practice in

•
Developing collaborative, side-by-side inquiring relationships

•
Evoking an inquiring stance in all who are in the conversation

•
Trusting the interviewee’s expertise about his or her experience and chosen directions; leading by following

•
Attending to the effects of a collaborative stance on interviewers and interviewees, the effects on their relationships with each other and on the kinds of developments than follow such collaborative conversations

•
Shifting between action and reflection
In broad outline, as participants working in conversational pairs in the exercise, you will each describe one personal dilemma or concern (or even an event you want to celebrate) to your conversational partner as the starting point for an experience of collaborative inquiring. Each of you will alternately take the role of the interviewing person and the interviewed person after you have collaboratively developed some questions for each other. As you each take a turn as interviewer, you will be called upon to restrain any inclination you may have to take control of the process; then, in turn as interviewee, each of you will be called upon to bring your experience to the conversation and to make decisions about the form in which you will be interviewed and the interview's content.

Agreements and Time Allotments

People engaged in this exercise have found it useful to establish process agreements that they believe will support their feeling safe enough to speak personally and to experiment with ways of interviewing and being interviewed that challenge familiar ways of thinking and acting. Some agreements that have been useful are listed by topic below.
 Time allotments for each activity are given in brackets throughout the steps of the exercise.

The Exercise

I.
Specific preliminary steps for participants to prepare for the conversation

Read through this section, parts A through C, then carry out those instructions. [5 mins.]

A.
First, form pairs in which to perform the exercise.

B.
Then, enter into agreements in your dyad that will create a safe structure and process. Some examples are agreements to

•
Protect confidentiality

•
Observe time limits

•
Follow exercise instructions

•
Allow each person to decline without explanation to respond to anything he or she is not ready to respond to

•
Avoid interrupting one another

C.
Next, decide on a turn-taking order (Person A is the first interviewee, Person B the first interviewer; then the roles reverse.)

II.
Individual preliminary steps. Read through this section, parts A. and B. (1.-4.), then carry out those instructions. [6 mins. for steps A. and B.]

A.
Silently select a personal dilemma or concern (or alternatively a desired celebration) that you are interested in exploring with your conversational partner. This exercise is most effective if you select something that really matters to you. You won't be trying to find solutions, but rather to gain greater clarity or other perspectives, to see more complexly, and so on.

B.
Reflect silently on the dilemma. Consider the aspects specified in items 1. through 4. below. Jot down a few notes that will enable you to describe the situation you want to work with.

1.
A theme, title, or headline for your experience of the dilemma (e.g., “being demeaned in public"; "anger and silence when a person tells me one thing privately and speaks differently in front of others")

2.
The minimum essential facts a listener needs to know in order to grasp your specific dilemma in its context

3.
Why the situation presents a dilemma for you (or why the thing you wish to celebrate matters to you) even if you think it is obvious (Include the meanings you hold about the situation as well as the facts.)

4.
A specific experience, encounter, moment, or time when you experience the dilemma in a concrete, in-the-moment way (What actually happened? What are the actual, enacted details of your experience when you are in the heart of the dilemma? Note both visible and invisible aspects of your experience—what you did, what others did, what you felt, thought, imagined, feared, and so on.)

III.
Collaboratively conversing about Person A's dilemma

A.
Person A's telling of the story; Person B's listening to the story [4 mins.]

Person A: Tell Person B your story using the parameters above to help you stay focused, succinct, and also accurate about what matters to you. Rely more heavily on description than explanation.

Person B: Listen to Person's A story. Listen for what matters to Person A. This section of the exercise is not an interview; it is wide-open listening to heart-felt speaking. Soon you will rely on your having listened well to what was said and what was not said as you think of questions you might ask Person A with the purpose of evoking fresh reflections, questions that might open a window to experience the situation described with greater complexity and other perspectives. Make note of words or phrases that repeat, seem unusual, or are laden with feeling.
 Stay connected with Person A, but only ask questions if you are confused and need clarification.

B.
Co-design of the inquiry and inquiring [3 mins. for 1.; 4 mins. for 2.-5.]

1.
Silent reflection

Person A and Person B reflect separately and silently as indicated below.

Person A: During this time think of a few questions you might like to be asked by Person B. Are there a few questions that seem as if they might be quite interesting to consider? Write these down.

Person B: During this time reflect on what you have heard, how it was said, and the words you heard. Think of a few questions that you believe would be interesting for Person A, questions that you imagine are likely to generate fresh reflections, a richer description, or greater complexity.

2.
Person A: Tell and show Person B the questions you thought of and might wish to be asked.

3.
Person B: Tell and show Person A the questions you thought of for him or her.

4.
Work together to create a few more questions that you think might be useful for this exploration.

5.
Person A: You (and only you!) decide which of these questions you would like to be asked, and in what order you want Person B to ask them. The only selection criterion is that you find them genuinely interesting.

C.
The interview [15 mins.]

Person B: Begin the interview of Person A with the question or the first of the sequence of questions Person A selected after hearing and seeing both sets. Your goal is to promote reflection that might evoke a richer description of Person A's dilemma. As Person A responds, it may seem natural to move on to some version of the other questions he or she found compelling. As it seems right to you, use other questions that either of you or both of you developed, or ask questions that arise in the conversation. Check with Person A about how it is going and be ready to receive and act on the interviewee's suggestions.

Don't forget to—

•
Stay in good contact with Person A.

• 
Accept every change that he or she suggests, whether it makes sense to you or not. Ask for specifics if you are in doubt about what, exactly, he or she wants you to ask.

•
Seek to learn about and evoke conversation about developments the interviewee prefers or seeks.

•
Take good enough notes to track, use, and elaborate specific language (key words and phrases) that the interviewee uses.

Person A: This interview is for you and your learning and interest. What is most important here is that you only respond to questions that you find genuinely interesting, that you feel open to fresh thinking, feeling, or possibilities for action.

If a question does not engage you, don't answer it. Rather, use it as a prompt to notice what you would prefer to be asked and suggest the revised or totally different question to Person B, who will then ask it. No explanation is needed. You can do this at any time. Try not to worry about the interviewer's feelings (but notice if you do). By offering a correction or shift of the question you are giving a gift to the interviewer. It would look something like this:

•
“Ask about that again, but this time ask me about what I wanted to have happen, instead of what actually happened."

Or,

•
"I thought I was interested in my boss’s views when we started, but as we are talking now I find I am bored by them. Ask me about what I do, think, and feel about my competence when my boss is not around."

Or,

•
"No, ask me whose views on me I respect and care about."

At the end of fifteen minutes, bring this interview to a close.

D.
Initial mutual reflection on the effects on you of this inquiring process

Reflect on your experiences with one another. [2 mins.]

IV.
Collaboratively conversing about Person B's dilemma

Return to the start of the just-completed interview instructions and reverse roles. Person B becomes the interviewee and Person A the interviewer. Follow all the steps of the interview, section III., parts A. through D. [28 mins. total]

V.
Shared reflection following the two collaboratively developed interviews

Talk together about what you found challenging, invigorating, puzzling, satisfying, surprising, or otherwise notable in this process and what you will take with you from this experience.

VI.
Large group reflections on this collaborative process without revealing anyone's personal material

Talk in the larger group about your experiences of this process and any questions it raised.

Comments from People Who Have Done this Exercise


While people who have done this exercise and its variants often report learnings connected with various interviewing practices—things such as the power of attending to the interviewee’s specific words in moving the interview forward or observing an interviewee's delight when the conversation has opened fresh perspectives by veering away from solution-talk—others focus on learnings that directly relate to inquiring from a collaborative stance.


Many people mention surprise at experiencing comfort in openly collaborating to develop the structure and content of the interviews. Some have commented on how this exercise invites them to notice what and how much they assume and how their assumptions can constrict what they hear and see. Others reflect on provocative surprises they experience.

Some Comments Made from the Interviewer Position

“Seeing the two sets of questions next to each other helped me think of questions I would never have imagined.”

"Wow, did I get some surprises when I followed the interviewee and not my assumptions about her!"

 "What a relief to not have to do it all—to not carry the weight of thinking I should know what I can’t know. I hope I can keep it up.”

“I didn’t feel exposed (something I often worry about)"

“I felt that the work is about the person, not the story. I usually try to figure out questions to transform the story.”

“It was like having a reflecting team without having a reflecting team.”

“My interviewee’s ideas about the situation transformed dramatically in only 15 minutes. Does this usually happen?

Some Comments Made from the Interviewee Position
"I loved being in charge of the questions. It kept me focused on what I cared about.”

 “I didn’t get annoyed when the interviewer asked questions that I thought were off the point; I just told her the questions I wanted to hear.”

“When I thought of questions for myself my story got bigger. The questions I finally wrote down were questions from a story that had already changed.”

“Picking where to start … helped me remember what is at the heart of my concern."

 “When I felt the interviewer’s questions were ‘off,’ I realized I hadn't told what mattered most to me; I got clarity right there.”

"I never asked my interviewer to change one thing, she used the questions I selected. Then, as I responded I noticed new questions that I had for myself. After a while, she didn’t have to do anything but be there with me as I answered my own questions!"

Difficulties Reported from Both the Interviewer and Interviewee Roles

Difficulties reported from both roles are beyond the scope of this paper, but present important challenges in the development and use of collaborative stances and practices. I’ll describe two of them here.


Some interviewers experienced the very success of their having taken an openly collaborative working stance as challenging the sense of professional identity they held (e.g., “I didn’t feel I was doing anything!”).


Some interviewees felt uncomfortable asking the interviewer to change course or modify the questions asked. A few felt entirely unable to do so. Others simply forgot that they could ask—some because the process was unthinkable. Their difficulties were variously described as not wanting to be rude, not wanting to be seen as critical, not wanting to hurt the interviewer’s feelings.


These reported experiences invite me to reflect on ways that cultural and contextual expectations such as those connected with issues of difference (e.g., class, color, education, linguistic fluency), or with histories of abuse or marginalization, shape people’s readiness to work collaboratively with us in what is, in its social form, a hierarchical relationship. What are safe-enough conditions for those who have not been able to believe their voices and perspectives welcome to join fully in a process in which they are asked to correct our questions, and to value their experience as central? Thinking about ways to address these challenges is work for another time and place.

Collaboratively Developing Questions and a Sequence for Asking Them:

A Clinical Example


In developing the exercise above I relied on learnings from clinical work to design ways to teach. Recently I brought learnings from this training exercise directly into a clinical situation. In making the connection in the other direction, I experienced anew the generative effects of welcoming and inviting clients to join with me in a relationship of collaborative inquiry when the way forward is murky and confusion or paralysis threatens.


A 45-year-old woman ("Connie A.") with whom I met recently was distressed by the likelihood that life as she had known it and expected it to continue to be was not going to conform to her long-time expectations and that each day, if not each hour, would call for her to make frightening choices. Every choice-point seemed to invite moves toward fresh, unknown, and fearsomely unpredictable territory or toward painful, dissatisfying, but familiar places. When she took certain observations and feelings into account, she felt pushed toward all-or-nothing actions that did not seem right to her at the same time that they did. It was hard for her to stand firmly grounded in her own experience.

 
It was hard, she said, to feel anger in the moment, even though she had felt angry just an hour earlier. She said it was hard to refrain from dismissing what she wanted to do, to say, and to consider, in favor of considering others' wishes and desires, and hard to linger on noticing and exploring the logistical and emotional complexities of her situation without deciding that maybe she was making a big deal out of nothing. As our conversation went on she paused, frowned, looked a bit perturbed and said a bit harshly, "This is not the right conversation. I know it isn't, but I don't know what is!" I said that I also did not.


In the few moments of silence that followed I thought of the exercise in this paper. I relied on its structure and premises in a proposal I made to Connie.


I said, " Neither of us knows what might be a more useful way to go on. I have an idea that might help us get to a conversation that feels more 'right' to you. Let's each separately take a few minutes to think of and write down any questions you or I might have for you that might be interesting for you to be asked now. Then we'll tell each other the questions we thought of so you can see if any of them point our conversation in a direction that feels better to you. If they don’t, once we’ve looked at them we’ll work together to make up some more." She nodded in agreement.


We each thought, we each wrote; she read her questions to me, and I read mine to her.


The questions Connie thought of, wrote down, and read aloud were the following.

What do I need to remember or do to stay away from conclusion land (moving rapidly from thought to conclusions about what I should do)?

What are some ways to psych myself that this is about me, my life, and not about anyone else—not my husband, not my kids, not my parents, not anyone else?

Am I afraid I’ll have to eat twigs and bark and lose my food, my cushions of comfort, if I let out my anger?

How can I remember that there is always a possibility for choice?

How can I keep from feeling that I am losing all control?

How can I take on my fear of being watched and seen?


Following are the questions I thought of, drawing on information she had shared with me in our earlier work, wrote down, and read aloud.

If you were to put Fear into an audience position, and not give it permission to be an actor in your life, what, if anything, in your experience of this situation do you believe might shift?

Have there been times you believed that Fear was acting in your interests? That it was a good friend?

What do you love about swimming in the open ocean?


We each read aloud the questions we had separately created—and each wrote notes on the other's questions. Then I asked, "Which questions, of those we've each written—or any others that might have occurred to you since—do you want me to ask you?" She replied without a moment's hesitation that she was intensely interested in being asked the following questions:

How can you take on your fear of being watched and seen?

How can you psych yourself that this is about you, not about anyone else?

What do you love about swimming?


Then I asked, "Of these three questions, where would you like to start?” Again she responded without hesitation, "I want to start with the question 'What do you love about swimming?'"


We shifted our postures from the more-side-by-side orientation we had taken as we shared our questions and resumed more face-to-face postures. I noted to myself that she had shortened the question I had proposed, removing the phrase "open ocean" which shifted the focus of the question. In my speaking, I followed her lead, trusting that she had heard and chosen the language that was resonant with what she cared about. I asked it as she had stated it, "What do you love about swimming?"


She spoke at great length with few pauses. Each one of her statements and responses seemed to produce a cascade of others. It was as if each statement she made generated inner questions that she then answered. Her facial and body expressions became lively and fluid as she experienced her own responses and her curiosity and cascading additional responses. Somehow, her speaking seemed to include responses to the other two questions she wanted to be asked and even some that she had passed by.


As she spoke I took notes of her words. I recorded the following statements.

"When I swim my legs do what they want to do; it is like fear poisons my muscles on land. That doesn’t happen at all when I am swimming."

"When the fear is in my muscles, it isn’t for me. It is not there for me, to help me. It is to stop me, to make me more watery. This is about me. Fear distracts me from my legs, where my anger is. My legs have a job to do. This has happened; I won't let this happen again. I will kick; [my legs] can't do that job, kicking, when I worry that someone is watching. Fear stops the connection between the nerves and the muscles."

"Different strokes feel different. I like the breast stroke; with that one I feel stretchy and flexible. I really like my legs then; I can feel them all the way to my crotch. They feel more a part of me, I have a sense of wholeness and connection. I feel whole. I have all of me."

"When I do the back stroke I feel my hamstrings—in the back of my legs. My back! A dimension I usually don't know I have. When I am using the hamstrings I feel fuller, in better shape—it hurts after, it has longer effects, and I know I have really done something!"

"With the side stroke I feel myself kicking to push myself forward; With this stroke my legs feel the longest they ever are, I feel all of me. I know it is my life, not anyone else's. I have my life then. Fear can't be in the pool; it can't come in. It doesn't float."


As she finished speaking she smiled. Her attitude had shifted: she was ready to take on the considerations that had stymied her earlier.


At a moment when Connie felt helpless to go on and did not trust her own perceptions and desires, she selected a question that could, through metaphor and body memory, provide a way to recall and expand her own  resources, to notice both what felt good to her and her own ability to chose it. By the time she finished responding to the first question she had selected she again felt the possibility of being an active agent in shaping her own life. I believe, though I have not heard so from her, that this recall began at the moment she wrote out her own questions and was amplified at the moment she experienced herself choosing the question that was most likely to set her on a path to restoring her sense of—well—swimming.

Conclusion


This account from a therapy session is not meant to recommend or encourage the direct transfer of this training exercise to clinical work. In fact, this literal transfer is unusual. What is more usual is the experience trainees report that once they have had the experience of acting as both interviewer and interviewee in this collaborative mode and reflected on its effects on both roles and both participants, they more readily find ways to bring their practices and their commitments to work collaboratively closer together in startling and fresh ways. (See Stains, 2003, for an explication of the potentiating force of trainees' bringing clarity about their own purposes to training contexts.)


Where I have had an opportunity to observe trainees' on-going work, I have found that trainees who participate in this exercise—whether they are engaged in mediation, facilitation, organization development, clinical work, or another field—show qualitative differences in their practice: for the most part, the transfer of learning from this exercise experience to their actual practice results in increased acuity in seeing assumptions as simply assumptions and not truths, and enhanced openness to action toward the joint shaping of the forms and content of the interview process as a mutually constructed enterprise, and, indeed, greater courage and artistry in their work. Along with this movement there often comes another, the movement between action and reflection which helps them stay attuned to and inclusive of the reliable and generative tension between their own questions, assumptions, and beliefs, and those of the people with whom they work.  
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� Copyright © 2006 Sallyann Roth. The first version of this exercise, "An Exercise in Collaborative Inquiry: Inquiring in the Service of the Asked," was developed in 1999 for use in clinical training. This latest iteration has benefited from experience in using "Inquiring from a Side-by-Side Position to Generate Experiences of Purpose and Possibility," an exercise developed in 2005 with my colleague, Robert R. Stains, Jr., for the Public Conversations Project.


� Chasin, Roth, and Bograd (1989) and Roth and Chasin (1994) include an account of using such agreements in therapy. Such agreements are also a core feature of preparing the ground for dialogue in the work of the Public Conversations Project (Chasin, R., et al., 1996).


� See Roth and Weingarten (1991) for an exercise that aims to increase awareness of the effects of  listening for, following, and working with clients' specific language.





� See Madsen (1999, in press).





A later version to be published in Collaborative Therapy: Relationships and conversations that make a difference, (eds) Harlene Anderson and Diane R. Gehart. New York:Routledge
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