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Introduction and Select Committees - from officers prospective 
 
The programme started disappointingly. The planned select sub committee 
on Innovation, Universities and Skills was postponed and no public session 
was available until 10.45 am in an outside building. The seminar started at 11 
am so it was not feasible to attend the session. 
 
The first part of the programme was officer lead. The officer Huw Yardley 
(clerk of the communities and local government select committee), explained 
that officers working on select committees were completely detached from 
parliament. 
 
Hew explained that the fifteen select committees mirrored the government 
departments that existed and were set up at the start of Parliament. 
 
The following are the slides from Hews presentation. 
 
1                                                                      2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3                                                                     4 
 
3                                                                           4   
                                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        5                                                                    6          
 



Centre of Public Scrutiny – Parliamentary Seminar 11/02/2009 
Redditch Overview and Scrutiny feedback and recommendations 

 2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7                                                                          8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9                                                                    10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Centre of Public Scrutiny – Parliamentary Seminar 11/02/2009 
Redditch Overview and Scrutiny feedback and recommendations 

 3 

 
11                                                                   12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13                                                                   14 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15                                                                   16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Centre of Public Scrutiny – Parliamentary Seminar 11/02/2009 
Redditch Overview and Scrutiny feedback and recommendations 

 4 

17                                                                    
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I apologise if some of these slides are hard to read, and I will go through 
those with you if you wish.  Following are techniques and styles to help form 
questions to ask witnesses in order to gather evidence for scrutiny. 
 
 

*********************** 
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Select Committees - from officers prospective 
 
The seminar’s second session was a verbal summary of the select committee 
function given from a parliamentary member’s point of view. 
 
The session was led by Dr Tony Wright who has been chair of the Public 
Administration select committee for the past 10 years. 
 
Tony explained that the committee agenda was very much in the control of 
the chair and the committee members and they could take on what business 
they chose.  
 
Tony said that the process had evolved over its thirty year history so that 
even the Prime Minister appeared before them now though the P M’s position 
was exempt from their call in process. He said that although much of its work 
was seemingly ignored by government the influence was apparent in 
government approach at a future point in time, so clearly the process had 
relevance and influence. 
 
He said members of the select committees usually became passionate about 
their roles as committee members and had time and funding to carry out the 
functions required. 
 
He emphasised that in most cases the members were laymen in business at 
hand unless it was parliamentary based which gave a vital outsider angle on 
specific problems that involved parties did not see. 
 
He emphasised the importance of asking the right questions in the right was a  
point he underlined by telling us that the select committee he had just left had 
ended with two members nearly coming to blows over the robust questioning 
of one member by the other. 
 
The presentation was enjoyable and gave a light but informed picture of the 
role of a select committee member. 
 
Role Play Exercise 
 
The seminar attendees were then split up into groups and took part in a roll 
play exercise designed to help develop questioning skills. The scenario was 
based around a school that was closing and moving in a staged manner after 
it was promised to be done in one go and the various problems that had 
caused. 
 
This exercise was useful and gave us an opportunity to explore the different 
questioning approaches we each had.  
 
 
Though the witnesses’ scripts were designed to frustrate us and make us 
probe deeper using various adaptations of the same questions. 
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Mark Lowe CfPS research and Information Advisor then gave us a talk and a 
power point presentation on questioning skills. The text and slides that follow 
are what the content of his talk were based around. The event ended at 3.40 
pm. I tried to catch the last part of a select committee hearing on public 
account, which was one of only two public sessions being held. The hearing 
was in room 15, a portable-cabin positioned at the rear of Big Ben, it finished 
as I arrived. 
 

QUESTIONING TECHNIQUES 
 
Overview and scrutiny members need good questioning techniques so that you 
can ask the right questions to discover the answers you need. You also need to 
consider the best approach for questioning and listening as you meet with 
residents and other stakeholders, many of whom may not be comfortable or 
familiar with a council environment or approach. 
 
The fundamentals of communication 
 
• Put ourselves and others at ease. 
• Engage with others. 
• Consider the most appropriate setting for involving a cross-section of     
           Stakeholders. 
• Choose appropriate styles of communication to engage with different  
           people and groups. 
• Think about the venue, the layout of the room, and the format of the  
           event/activity. 
• Listen to what is said and what is not said. 
• Listen broadly and with specific focus. 
• Think about how to get people talking. 
• Work on ways you encourage and support witnesses, and avoid alienating  
           them. 
 
Preparation is key to good questioning 
 
• Read the relevant papers. 
• Establish what you want to achieve from your questioning before you 
           begin. 
• Structure your questions into blocks. 
• If questioning in a large group, try to obtain agreement in advance about  
           the questions to ask, how you are going to raise them and whether to  
           allocate questions to committee members in advance. 
 

Questioning skills 
 
• Consider what the information is that you want, then build your questions  
           around obtaining it. 
• Build questions on the preceding answers. Use probing questions to elicit 
           more information or clarification. 
• Try to ensure that your questions are engaging 
• Don't make speeches! 
• Follow up with supplementary questions where necessary. 
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• Consider the reactions of witnesses to questions; they can tell you if the  
           witness is doubtful or certain about the answers being given. 
•          Avoid acronyms. All those present must understand the question being  
           asked. 
 
Questions to avoid: 
 
•`        Double-bind' questions such as "Have you stopped massaging the       
 figures?" 
•          Biased questions with an inbuilt bias towards a particular perspective. A  
           respondent then either has to accept the bias or challenge it and this 
 could lead to an adversarial exchange 
• Leading questions that unfairly lead a respondent to a particular answer. 

Questions asking "What/When/How/Where" are not usually leading 
•          questions which might produce yes' or 'no' answers (unless you are 
           seeking a definitive answer) 
•          tag questions i.e. that end with 'wasn't it/won't they/isn't it'. With these      
           you  
           could be making an assertion in order to gain agreement or compliance 
•         Also, avoid making statements that might vaguely have a question at the  
          end. Short and precise questions are much better 
•         Avoid making assumptions in your questioning. Developing listening skills 
 
These strategies will help members keep focused on what the speaker is saying 
and also help you to retain the information that you hear: 
 
• Consider the speaker's feelings 
• Maintain eye contact 
• Use reassuring body language such as nodding in agreement 
• Focus on the content 
• Think of ways to make the information relevant to you 
• Jot down key words or questions you may want to ask when the speaker  
           has finished talking. 
 
Issues to consider 
 

• Should questions be drawn up in advance, and if so, who by? 

• Should witnesses be given questions in advance? 

• Should witnesses be provided with a draft record of their evidence in order to 
clarify points or misunderstanding? 

• How do you take evidence from children and vulnerable people? 

• How do you question a nervous, reluctant or resistant witness? 

• Developed by Tim Young UPS Associate 

 
Questioning Styles 
 
1. Open ended questions help the person being questioned ('the respondent') to 
identify the issue and to explore it. They provide information about an issue and 
the respondent's thoughts (and possibly their feelings behind it). 
Tell me about... How? When? Who....? What....? etc. 
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2. Closed questions can be used to check facts, or as a summary, but they 
should be used sparingly as they encourage simple 'yes' or 'no' answers. If not 
used carefully, the scrutinizer could end up doing too much of the talking, with 
the respondent providing very little information. 
Did you like...? Have you told ? 
`What I think I'm hearing is... is that right?' 
 
3. Reflecting questions enable the scrutinizer to clarify what has been said and to 
get the respondent to talk freely and in depth. Reflecting questions call for the 
scrutinizer to engage in 'active listening'. Using their own words you encourage 
further information. Reflecting questions often begin: 
'You said that...' ' You sound as if I get the feeling that ....' 
 
4. Extending questions are used to invite further explanation and to prompt a 
further answer: 
`How else could...?' ‘Could you tell me more about..?' 
 
5. Comparative questions are useful where the scrutinizer may need to compare 
a situation on a before and after basis: 
`What has it been like since...?' 'What difference has 
  
6. Hypothetical questions may allow the respondent to explore issues and 
feelings in a relatively safe theoretical environment: 
'If you were faced with the same situation again would you do anything 
differently?' 
'How would you feel if...?' 
 
7. Rephrasing or paraphrasing may be used when the scrutinizer is not clear 
what the respondent means. This allows you to play back what has been said: 
Are you saying that...?' 'Let me see if I understand the problem -completely...' 
 
8. Linking questions are useful for picking up clues but depend on active 
listening. The question is formed by picking up an earlier response from the 
respondent: 
You mentioned earlier that... how would you...? 
Developed by Tim Young UPS associate 
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I hope you find this report useful. I found the experience very helpful and 
thoroughly recommend the seminar to anyone who is keen on the role as a 
keen member of O & S.  
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