
Discussion forums are one of  the more popular online engagement tools 
because of  their ability to encourage community debate and dialogue about 
complex issues.  

Too often, writing discussion questions is an after thought – yet getting the 
question right is probably the most important aspect of  any engagement activity, 
especially online. 

While there not one absolutely “correct” way to ask a question, there are several 
best practices to encourage deeper, broader and more productive discourse 
around complex topics. We have presented 10 suggestions below. 

You will note that some of  these tips contradict one another.  As with all public 
consultation activities, ‘one size does not fit all.’  You will need to adopt this 
advice to your own need and the context of  your consultation. 

1. Be Clear!
How you talk about a project in your office is not how it is discussed by the 
general public. Write your questions in plain language and avoid technical 
jargon and acronyms.  

!
2. Be Concise!

Keep your questions as short and to the point as possible.   

!
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3. Be Open!
Discussion forums should provide opportunities for the expression of  ideas. 
Instead of  asking question that can be answered with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ 
ask open ended questions that enable participants to respond creatively. 

!
4. Present Options!

Presentation of  real alternatives can focus discussions around practical 
outcomes. This is particularly useful when seeking input over competing 
design options. 

!
5. Be Specific!

While generic questions may seem to be an inclusive way of  generating 
feedback, it often ends up leaving people less likely to respond. So rather 
than ask about broader plans or policies, asks about the specific aspects of  
your proposal you are most interested in receiving feedback on. 

6. Provide Context!
Public consultations do not take place in isolation.  Provide participants with 
the context they need to provide informed input.  Providing some 
background information can also help channel the discussion and result in 
more productive responses. 
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!
7. Be Honest!

Often consultations are about changes to communities. While the scope of  
the change may be flexible to various degrees, be honest that at least some 
change is inevitable.  Use the parameters of  this change to frame the 
discussion and let participants know which aspects are open for discussion 
and which are not. 

8. Empower Participants!
Rather than ask participants to react to an issue, encourage them to take 
some responsibility for the outcome. One way of  doing is to place the 
participant in the centre of  the discussion by framing the question with 
“What would YOU do to…” 

!
9. Dig Deeper!

Whenever possible, ask for participants to explain the reason for their 
answer.  Many times, the rationale for a response is more informative than 
the response itself.  Asking for an explanation can often reveal certain biases, 
misunderstandings or values that impact a participants perspective on an 
issue. 

!
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10. Promote Positivity!
Instead of  asking what could or should change, ask participants to outline 
what they like about a topic or issue. This appreciative inquiry is a popular 
methodology in traditional community engagement, and can be equally 
effective online in transforming a potentially negative debate into an 
instructive discussion. 

!
!
!
!
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