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This booklet has been produced for elected members who are involved in the Council’s 
Overview and Scrutiny process and want to develop their questioning skills. 
 
Although this publication was written with scrutiny in mind, much of the guidance can 
be applied to other information gathering areas of the councillor’s role. 
 
 
The booklet covers: 
 

• A brief introduction to scrutiny and overview 

• Tips for scrutiny chairs 

• Underpinning principles of scrutiny 

• Question types 

• The skills of asking questions 

• Active listening 

• Non-verbal communication 

• Scrutiny meeting etiquette. 
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A Brief Introduction to Scrutiny 
 

 
The formal overview and scrutiny activity was introduced in 2000 when the Local 
Government Act required councils to have a separate “executive” function.  This 
could take the form of a leader, an elected mayor or a cabinet. 

In 2011, the Localism Act provided councils with an option to move to a committee-
based structure.  Councils who chose to do this are not legally required to have a 
discrete overview and scrutiny function, although some authorities decided to take 
this approach. 
 
Scrutiny provides an opportunity for Councillors, who were not part of the Executive, 
to hold decision-makers to account for their actions.  This includes questioning 
decisions which are being planned - as well as those that have already been made. 
 
Although Overview and Scrutiny committees do not have the power to change 
decisions, by law their remit extends to referring these to full council if it is believed 
that a key decision has been made which contravenes the organisation’s policy 
framework. 
 
A copy of the Government’s statutory guidance can be found by clicking on this link: 
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attac
hment_data/file/800048/Statutory_Guidance_on_Overview_and_Scrutiny_in_Local_
and_Combined_Authorities.pdf 
 
 
 
The Local Government Association have also published a useful guide to the overview 
and scrutiny function, which can be found at: 
 
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11%2064_Scrutiny%20for%
20councillors_03_1.pdf 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Tips for Scrutiny and Overview Chairs 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11%2064_Scrutiny%20for%20councillors_03_1.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11%2064_Scrutiny%20for%20councillors_03_1.pdf
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Each authority will have developed its own approach to the way the scrutiny and 
overview functions operate, so this part of the booklet should be read alongside any 
internal protocols.   
 
One element which is not Council-specific, is the role of the scrutiny and overview 
chair, who is responsible for: 
 
1. Providing clear leadership and direction to the committee 

2. Creating a constructive culture for scrutiny activities 

3. Maintaining a non-political, activity-focussed environment. 

 
 
Links to the council’s work programme and forward plans 
 
At the start of the financial year, the chair should draw together, in consultation with 
the committee, an idea of areas the scrutiny process should focus on, linked to the 
council’s work programme. 
 
In doing this, consideration needs to be given to areas which: 
 
1. Challenge areas of under-performance 

2. Focus on positive change 

3. Enhance services 

4. Centre on the way that strategic partnerships are working. 

 
There are no ‘hard’ rules which determine where attention must be placed; each 
council will have its own ideas about how topics are selected for review.   
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Areas for review may be suggested by: 
 

• Elected Members 

• Senior Managers 

• Scrutiny Officers 

• The Cabinet 

 
Or emerge as a need, through: 
 

• Monitoring reports 

• Improvement plans 

• Public consultation 

• Financial plans 

• Audit/inspection outcomes. 

 
As chair of the panel, you will want to make sure that you end up with a realistic list 
of the key areas to review.   
 
There will be many competing topics, so it is important that you do not try to do 
“everything” and are selective about the scrutiny activities your committee chooses.   
 
This planning process can have a life of its own, and you will need to consider how 
you involve panel members in the decision-making process.  
 
It is important to remember that your focus should be on activities which make a 
difference to the organisation’s performance.   
 
To do this, you may need to make some tough decisions; it is easy to be side-tracked 
into discussing smaller, local issues rather than examining big-picture decisions or 
activities. 
 
In addition to your planned programme, there is also a role for scrutiny to “call in” 
decisions that the council’s Cabinet have made before they are implemented.  This 
system allows for a member to be able to request a review.  
 
This process may sometimes need managing if it is being used with specific motive, 
for example to delay or interrupt a process.  
Pre-meetings 



5 

 

 
Although not all councils hold a formal pre-meeting, some authorities choose to do 
this with the aim of making sure all their ducks are in a row before the meeting. 
 
In addition to liaising with your Scrutiny Officer, who will advise on process, protocol 
and who to call as witnesses, you may wish to gain a feel for the questions which 
members of the panel plan to ask.   
 
The pre-planning process prevents a panel from becoming chaotic in their approach 
to gaining information which can result in a scattergun approach to questioning.  A 
random approach to questioning can result in duplication or gaps; it can also confuse 
a witness who cannot follow the logic and flow of the questioning process. 
 
It is possible to adopt a ‘model’ which will enable you to organise your committee’s 
sequence of questions.  One example which is worth considering is Kolb’s 
experiential learning cycle. ¹   

 
 
 
¹Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. Englewood Cliffs, N.J: 
Prentice‐Hall. 
 

Activity
What happened?

This is the basis of the scrutiny 
activity

Review
Neutral questioning 
process to draw out 
facts: Who - What -

Where - When

Draw Conclusions
What worked

What did not work

Good practice v poor 
practice

Plan

Clear 
recommendations
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Although this was originally developed as a way of explaining the way we can 
naturally learn from experience, the process can be neatly cross-referenced into a 
scrutiny activity: 
 

If you decide to follow Kolb’s model, or a similar structure for agenda items, you will 
need to gate-keep the process to ensure that all committee members are in the same 
arena.  It is important that the whole meeting moves as a collective from one phase 
to another. 

 
 
During the Meeting 
 
As scrutiny meetings are formal, your council will have standing orders which lay 
down how the process must work.  It is important that you are familiar with these 
rules and protocols, so if you are new to the role you will need to carry out some 
research before you chair for the first time. 
 
You should also make sure that meeting participants including councillors, members 
of the public and any witnesses are clear about how the meeting will work.  This can 
include making sure that appropriate introductions are carried out, so that everyone 
in the meeting is clear about why people are there. 
 
After you have opened the meeting and confirmed the agenda, your primary role will 
be facilitating the process.  This is where you will: 
 
1. Call on a variety of people to speak 

2. Ensure balance in contributions 

3. Manage members who use the questioning process as an opportunity to make a 

speech 

4. Keep the meeting on track 

5. Gatekeep any process or model you have adopted. 

 

When an agenda discussion is complete, it is important that you provide a neutral 
summary before moving on to ask the committee to draw logical conclusions from 
the information that has been revealed through the scrutiny process. 
 
These conclusions will shape the recommendations the committee will be putting 
forward.  Next steps will depend upon the item in question but in general terms a 



7 

 

definite, concrete outcome will be expected.  Gone are the days when an acceptable 
recommendation was “that this report should be duly noted”! 
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Underpinning Principles of Scrutiny 
 

 
There are five underpinning principles which should influence the way that the 
scrutiny process is approached: 
 
Your role is: 
 

1. To be a “critical friend” 

2. Actively explore ways for the Council to improve the decisions it makes 

3. To identify how the council can prevent mistakes from being repeated  

4. Find ways to enhance the council’s performance 

5. To influence positive change and not to allocate blame. 

The LGA handbook (see link on page x) outlines the main stages within a scrutiny 
review process, which will often include six main phases: 
 

 

 
 

Although there are other skills you need to be aware of relating to the whole scrutiny 
process, this booklet centres on the evidence gathering part of the activity.  

 

1

Scoping 
the review
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Gathering 
evidence
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Reviewing 
the 
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4 
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Monitoring
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Member Guidance: Different Question Types 
 

 
To scrutinise thoroughly, you will need to ask good quality questions which will 
encourage witnesses to share good quality information. 
 
 
When you are planning your questions, think 
carefully about what it is you need to know.  This 
will help you to identify the best type of 
question to ask. 
 
There is a range of question types to choose 
from.  These can be clustered into good or poor 
practice questions.  
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Open questions 
 
Open questions often form the mainstay of any information process because they are 
an invitation for the witness to respond in any way they choose to do so. 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Open questions are sometimes referred to as “five bottoms on a bed”, because they 
start with specific words: 
 

w w w w w 
 

 
 

    ow 
 
The “how” word is represented by the shape of the bedframe. 
The “bottoms” represent: 
 

• what 

• when 

• where 

• why 

• who. 
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Conversational “hooks”, these questions invite the 
responder to talk about the topic in any way they 
choose to, which means you are more likely to receive 
a fuller response than if you chose to ask a closed, 
yes/no question. 
 
 

 
 
Avoiding the “why” question 
 

Although there are six open prefixes, take care about asking someone “why?”. 
 
This is a sharp little word, which can invite a defensive response, particularly if it is 
wrapped in a judgemental tone of voice when it almost implies “you were wrong to….”. 
 
Listen to the following and imagine you were asked these questions: 
 

• Why did you make that decision? 

•  hy didn’t you consult with …? 

•  hy that… and not this? 
 
Instead of asking “why” use “what” instead.  This makes the question sound more 
neutral and considered: 
 

• What influenced your decision to…? 

• What were your reasons for not consulting with…? 

•  hat was the idea behind choosing to do this… and not that? 
 

In a situation where you feel that you must ask a “why” question, add a few words in 
front of it so that you are not starting on it: “I am interested in why you chose that 
approach”.    
 
Make sure that if you are asking an open question you do not close it.  It is interesting 
how many questioners ruin a beautifully open question by putting “could you” or “can 
you” in front of it, for example: 
 
“Can you tell me when that happened”? 
 
This immediately closes the question, which may invite a shorter and less useful response 
from the witness. 
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Closed Questions 
 
Closed questions invite a short answer, or a yes/no or one word response: 
 

• Did you consider…? 

• Do you have that information with you? 

• Will you be repeating this activity in the future? 

Whilst it is sometimes said that closed questions should not be used, sometimes you may 
be looking for a yes or a no clarification, so you should definitely have these in your 
questioning toolkit. 
 
 
 
Hypothetical Questions 
 
Whilst you may find that you use these question types less during questioning, 
hypothetical questions can be useful in drawing key learning points from testimony. 
 
Usually starting with prefixes such as “what if”, hypotheticals are sometimes frowned 
upon because they tend to focus on fictional scenarios: if you ask a fictional question you 
are inviting a fictional response!   
 
Setting this aside, hypotheticals can be a useful tool which help to identify learning 
points: 
 
“If you repeated the activity again, what would you do differently?” 
“ hat have you learnt from this process which would help us to …..?” 
 
 
 

Critical incident questioning 
 
Although superficially these questions may sound similar to hypothetical questions, in 
real terms they are very different because their role is to invite true responses rather 
than fictional reflection. 
 
Critical incident questions manage to sound conversational, whilst at the same time 
being directive: 
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• Tell me about… 

• Talk me through… 

• Describe to me.. 

• Give me an example of… 

 
Although you may have traditionally stuck to the “who, what, where, when, who” open 
questions in the past, it is recommended that you consider making more use of critical 
incident questions for future scrutiny activities. 
 
This is because: 
 

• Critical incident questions are conversationally more sophisticated than the five 

“bottoms on the bed” 

• Open questions are still sharp; critical incident questions are more conversational 

• Although conversational in tone, critical incident questions are directive 

• Critical incident questions sit well at the start of a probing process (see page x). 

 
As mentioned before in connection with open questions, if you plan to ask a critical 
incident question, make sure that you do not accidentally close it by placing “could you” 
or “can you” in front of it.  This narrows the query and encourages a shorter, and often 
less useful, response. 
 

 
 
 
Pre-supposition questions 
 
Pre-supposition questions are useful when you need to check that you have all the 
information you need from a witness. 
 
Typically, at the close of questioning, a committee member might ask: 
 

• Is there anything else we need to know about…? 

• Is there anything else you can tell us about…? 

• Can you tell us anything more about….? 

These closed questions may typically invite a “no” response because they are narrow 
and too specific. 
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Instead, use a pre-supposition, which implies that there is more information to be had: 
 

• What else do we need to know about in connection with your original decision? 

•  hat else can you tell us about… 

• What other factors did you consider? 

Your witness is still free to say “nothing” in response to your question. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Poor practice question types 
 

Take care about falling into the trap of asking poor quality questions, which include: 
 

1. Leading 

2. Negative 

3. Multiple 

4. Double bind  

5. Rhetorical. 

 

1. Leading questions 

A question is leading when it directs the respondent towards a specific “yes” or “no” 
response.  Although the questioner may not have intended it, witnesses may feel 
manipulated into giving the answer that the question invites. 
 
Examples of leading questions include: 
 

• You were happy with the outcome, then? 

• You did consider this as part of your process, didn’t you? 

• You would change that for future decisions, wouldn’t you? 
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2. Negative questions 
 

Negative leading questions imply something negative: 
 

• You didn’t think to consult before you went ahead, then? 

• Are you not convinced about the outcome? 

• So, you didn’t think it was a good idea to review the evidence from the first survey 

before you went ahead? 

• You weren’t worried by that, then? 

 

 ften described as a form of verbal “leakage”, respondents will often react to the 
hidden criticism buried in the question.   
 
Asked too many leading questions, a witness may start to withdraw from the process 
and become less co-operative.  If over-used, negative questions may also be perceived 
as a form of bullying.   
 
Persistent negative questioning can also make your committee appear hostile and critical 
which may create long-term reputational damage; resulting in people being less likely to 
want to participate in reviews. 
 
 
 

3. Long, rambling, multiple questions 

 
These are questions which are so long and multi-faceted that they confuse both the asker 
and the answerer: 
 
“ id you consider that in your planning, or were you convinced by the route that you 
chose because I am conscious that there were three or four different ways you could 
have managed it and I wondered how you factored these into your decision-making 
process?” 
 
By all means introduce your question with a short pre-amble but keep the question short 
and to the point.  Ask just one question at a time, starting with a high-level question 
which, when answered, will give you the opportunity to drill down into more detail. 
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4. Double bind questions  
 
These are questions that, whichever way they are answered, give a similar result.  
 ften called “damned if you do and damned if you don’t”, they are made up of a 
combination of a poor action combined with a question about frequency.   
 
Possibly the most well-known version of this is the traditional “when did you stop 
beating your wife?”.  Other examples of double-bind questions include: 
 

• Are you lying again? 

• When did you last mess up another project like this? 

• Have you stopped manipulating the data? 

• When did you last lie about what happened? 

• Have you stopped inventing statistical information? 
 
 
As the framing of the question is also usually closed, the person is expected to answer 
only ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and therefore cannot deny the assumption. 
 
 
 
 
5. Rhetorical questions 

 
When a questioner asks a question which they answer themselves, this is known as a 
rhetorical question. 
 
Examples: 
 

• I am wondering whether this was the right approach 

• It would be interesting to see what would have happened if this decision had been 

made earlier. 

 
Sometimes referred to as “pondering out loud”, their value is very limited in a scrutiny 
activity where the focus is on gathering information from others. 
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Using Questions to Probe 
 

 
 hilst some committees operate a “one question per participant” approach, if you are 
free to ask a series of questions, there are major benefits for doing so, as having a block 
of questions: 
 

• Helps to build rapport between questioner and witness 

• Provides you with an opportunity to drill down into more detail 

• Enables the witness to see where the questioning is headed so that they can add value 
in their responses. 

 
To probe, start with a high-level “big picture” question which is then followed up with a 
series of deeper supplementary ones: 
 

 
 

Who designed the 
homeowner 

questionnaire?

How did you decide 
what consultation 
processes to use?

Tell me about 
how you went 

about designing 
the consultation 

process
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Question – answer – comment 
 
When you are asking a series of questions, try QAC-QAC, which stands for Question – 
Answer – Comment.    Many questioners ignore the “comment” part, which is a 
shame because the opportunity to thank, confirm or repeat key words, prevents a 
series of questions becoming interrogative by smoothing it into a structured 
conversation. 
 
As an example, instead of: 
 
Question:  Who was involved in the pilot programme? 
 
Answer:  It was a group of 15 residents made up from our Tenant   
   Participation committee plus six leaseholders 
 
Question:   What were the terms of reference for the pilot? 
 
 
 
Using QAC-QAC this would become:  
 
Question:  Who was involved in the pilot programme? 
 
Answer:  It was a group of 15 residents made up from our Tenant   
   Participation committee plus six leaseholders 
 
Comment:  I see, so a mix between residents and leaseholders AND 
 
Question:   What were the terms of reference for the pilot? 
 
 
 

 
 
Many of us QAC-QAC naturally in conversation.  Just remember that within the 
context of scrutiny, your comment needs to be neutral.  A simple “thank you” 
followed by the use of the word “AND”, as a link to your next question will work well. 
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Final thoughts on questioning technique 

 
Leave a bit of silence 
 
As many of us are using on-line video platforms for our meetings, make sure when you 
ask a question you allow time for the witness to respond.  Internet “lag” demands a 
slightly longer pause than if you were in the same room 
 
If your question is met with silence, leave it for a moment rather than jumping in 
immediately with another question.  It may be that the person is thinking; it may also 
mean that they did not understand – or hear - the question. 
 
When the silence becomes uncomfortable, ask the question again.  Change it slightly if 
you think it was unclear or you think the witness did not understand your first version. 
 
Should your second version not produce an answer, give control back to the chair who 
can decide how to proceed. 
 
 
The witness does not answer the question you have asked 
 
This may be down to understanding or interpretation, rather than being an avoidance 
strategy, so if you ask a question and get an answer which is irrelevant, reframe your 
question and ask it again in a different way. 
 
If after asking the question differently you will do not receive a relevant answer, try for 
the third and final time. 
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You should raise concerns about the non-answering of questions with the chair who may 
choose to direct the witness to answer. 
 
 
 
Cultural influences and different working styles 
 
Be sensitive to how cultural diversity and personal styles can influence communication 
styles, tone and non-verbal behaviour.   
 
We often measure against our own “norm”, but you might ask questions of a witness 
whose culture centres around a story board approach to providing information.  This 
means that you need to provide proper opportunity for the person to work their way 
through to their conclusion. 
 
You may find that some witnesses are very fast and direct in their answers, whilst others 
may be more reflective and need time to think.  If you are tuned in properly, you should 
be able to “match” the person’s pace and style. 
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Listening Skills 
 

 
Having asked a good quality question, it is important that you pay attention to the 
witness’ response. 
 
This means: 
 
1. Giving your full attention 

2. Listening neutrally, without judging 

3. Holding fire and not interrupting 

4. Being still  

5. Slowing down your thinking process 

6. Avoid assuming you know what the witness is going to say next  

7. Showing that you are listening through: 

• Facial expression 

• Non-verbal behaviour, eg. nodding 

• Leaning forward 

• Making eye contact (remember that if you are scrutinising on-line, your eye 

contact is your camera and not the person’s face on your screen) 

• Making listening noises 

• Taking notes. 
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Voice, Tonality and Non-Verbal Behaviour 

 

When you ask a question, make sure that the witness knows that you are inviting 

their response.  You can do this by lifting your voice at the end of the sentence: 

 
  
 
“ hen was the decision made to go ahead?” 
 
 
 

 
 

Keep your voice pleasant and avoid a tone of voice which is critical, judging or hostile.  It 
is in your interest to make sure that your witness is relaxed and calm as most people tend 
to withdraw under pressure. 
 
 
Tips around tonality include: 
 

• Use your natural voice, so that you sound like you 

• Microphones “flatten” the voice so make sure that you use your full tonal range 

• Speak slower than you would in conversation, to allow for internet “lag” 

• To sound confident, project your voice from your chest  

• on at the end of your sentence to signal that you are seeking a response 

• After asking a question, pause for your witness to respond.  This silence can feel 
really uncomfortable, but it is needed to overcome any internet delays 

• Drop your voice at the end of a sentence when you want to end a discussion or 
move on to another point.  This can work well at the close of a summary because it 
makes it sound final. 

 
 
 
Non-verbal behaviour 
 

• Sit upright and keep still so not to distract your witness 

• Keep your head level to the camera so that you maintain good eye contact 

• Avoid looking down at papers too much 
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• Likewise, balance note taking with eye contact 

• Talk to the camera rather than the person’s face on screen 

• Manage your facial expression: remember people are only seeing your top half so 
what you do with your face becomes more profound and noticeable 

• When you listen actively your body will naturally show your attentiveness through 
nodding, placing your head on one side 

• Slow your non-verbal behaviour: concentrate on measured gestures rather than fast 
movements. 
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Beware! 
 
 

During the scrutiny process there can be certain traps that we can fall into. These include: 
 
 
First impressions 
 
It is sometimes said that a first impression takes 10 seconds to make and 50 years to 
over-write.  Whether or not this is true, do be aware of a natural human trait to make 
early evaluations. 
 
These can come from a variety of sources, including: 
 

• Dress/appearance 

• Voice/tone/accent 

• Non-verbal signals and mannerisms. 
 
Probably the best advice would be similar to the guidance given to an interview panel: 
recognise this as an early judgement and put it to one side to concentrate on the 
candidate. 
 
Early judgements, which are not challenged, can lead to the halo/horns effect. 
 
 
The halo/horns effect 
 
The halo effect was a phrase coined by psychologist Edward Thorndike who observed 
that conventionally attractive people tend to be perceived as successful and competent.   
 
His research concluded that one redeeming feature of a person leads us to cast their 
whole character in an inherently positive light.   This means that any negative information 
is ignored. 
 
The horn effect is the complete opposite of the halo effect.  It is a cognitive process in 
which negative attitudes or behaviours are ascribed to someone, based on one aspect of 
their appearance or character.  As an example, a scrutiny witness who is not dressed in a 
conventionally businesslike way might result in a member having a “bad” feeling about 
the person.   
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The effect of the halo or horns effect then blinds the scrutineer to the content of the 
respondent’s answers which end up being filtered through these internal prejudices. 
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Scrutiny Meeting Etiquette 
 
 
To be an effective meeting member: 
 
 
Before the meeting 
 
Review the agenda and reports and identify what gaps in knowledge your questioning 
could reveal. 
 
Ask: “what do we need to know” rather than “what questions should we ask?” 
 
Avoid asking questions which have already been answered in documents and reports 
unless you have concerns about the quality or quantity of information. 
 
 
During the meeting 
 
Keep political angles away from your questioning: scrutiny is an apolitical function – and 
works best when it is neutral and topic-focussed. 
 
During the information-gathering part of the agenda item, only ask questions.  Do not 
use your time to “platform” or to make a speech. 
 
If another member asks the question you were going to ask, and the witness answers it 
satisfactorily, leave it.  There is no need to ask it again. 
 
Keep your question short and to the point.  Although you may need to do a short 
contextual introduction, avoid long, complex prefaces. 
 
Ask just one question at a time.  If you are only allowed one question, you may get away 
with a two-parter “my question is in two parts:  first of all, I wanted to ask you about …”.  
After the witness has answered: “the second part of my question related to”.  Your chair 
may stop you… but it is worth a go! 
 
You can still ask a challenging question and be polite and pleasant. 
 
Remember to thank the witness at the close of your questioning. 
 
 


