
Business Analysis: Asking the Right Questions
includes the 
“Best Business Analysis Questions of 2011”


The primary goal of business analysis is to find out what is needed by the business. “Asking questions” is about the most fundamental part of the job. The goal of this paper is to provide some quick tips on asking the right questions when conducting business analysis. There are many other related business analysis skills that are not addressed here, e.g. facilitating question-asking sessions, properly documenting answers to the questions, etc.

A note on terminology used in this paper: the term “Subject Matter Expert (SME)” will be used to refer to the recipient of the question. We will assume that the questions are asked in a “question & answer session” which could either be a group session with SMEs (JDA, JAD, etc.) or an individual interview with a single SME.

The Basic Steps
In order to ask the right questions, you need to:
· Understand the goal. Are you trying to define the goals of a project? Are you trying to discover how a business process currently works? Are you trying to specify how a business process should be improved? Each of these requires different kinds of right questions.
· Know the SME(s). To whom are you asking the questions? A right question for one person may not be the right question for another. Of course the SMEs should be well-suited to address the goal.
· Select a clear topical issue. An “issue” is something that is unknown. A “question” is a request for someone to supply information about an issue. If your question is stated in terms of a vague or inaccurate topic there is little chance of getting a useful response. Of course the issue should support the goal and be appropriate for the SMEs.
· Frame the question to get the “kind” of response that is needed. In some cases you may want to get a short, crisp answer to a specific issue while in other cases you may want to initiate an involved discussion. In some cases you may want to build on prior questioning while in other cases you want a fresh response that isn’t dependent on any prior discussion. How you frame the question will play a huge role in what kind of an answer is received. Of course your framing should best address the goal, be appropriate for the SMEs and target-in on the selected issue.





Understand the Goal
The goal of analysis questioning usually falls into one of two areas: “Project Definition” and “Business Requirements”. And, each of those has sub-areas that may provide a more specific goal in a question & answer session.

Project Definition
This describes the purpose and boundaries of a given effort and determines the parameters of a meaningful and effective solution. If the nature of the project is not clearly understood, it will be almost impossible to achieve any kind of project success whatsoever.

An analyst must ask the right questions to get to the heart of the project itself. Wrong questions will result in an inaccurate or fuzzy definition and/or responses that don’t have anything to do with project definition – e.g. requirements, design options, candidate solutions, project plans, etc. 

There are several definitional areas that must be addressed through different sets of right questions:
· Why is the project being undertaken? (Intentions or Goals)
· What factors will govern project decision making? (Values)
· What portion of the world is included in the scope of the project and whose points of view matter? (Focus)
· What other key factors are crucial for everyone to understand? What are the projects Constraints? Assumptions? Obstacles? Risks? Etc. (Context)
· Who will be impacted by the project and who will impact the project? (Stakeholders).

Business Requirements
This describes the conditions or capabilities needed by the business to solve its intentions (solve problems, achieve goals, etc.). If the requirements are not clearly understood it will be almost impossible to deliver solutions that will achieve the project intentions.

An analyst must ask the right questions to elicit an accurate and clear set of desirable business requirements. Wrong questions will result in fuzzy requirements and/or responses that don’t have anything to do with the requirements – usually design options and candidate solutions. 

The analyst does this in three stages, each having a different set of right questions:
· Discovery. The goal is to understand how the business is currently operating. This involves gathering relevant facts and developing an “as-is” view of the business. The analyst must ask questions to uncover what, in fact, is happening now without leading the responders into discussing their opinions of how things are going or what they want to see in the future.
· Assessment. The goal is to examine what has been discovered. This involves determining which part of the “as-is” business is essential functionality, which part is logical business policy, and which part is physical implementation mechanisms (technology, etc.). It also involves determining which parts of the business are currently working well and which parts are problematic. And finally, it involves determining and evaluating potential options for improvement. The analyst must ask questions to help the SMEs make value judgments and formulate opinions about the current business functionality and about potential options.
· Specification. The goal is to prescribe what changes will be made in order to improve business effectiveness. This involves developing a “to-be” view of the business. The analyst must ask questions to help the SMEs to explore all possibilities and to make decisions.

And, there are five different aspects of business, each having a different set of right questions. In combination with the three stages described above, each aspect listed below needs to be discovered, assessed, and specified.
· Process analysis. The goal is to study how the business does its work.
· Event analysis. The goal is to study when the business does its work.
· Information analysis. The goal is to study what needs to be known for the business to do its work.
· Location analysis. The goal is to study where the business does its work.
· Socio-political analysis. The goal is to study who participates as the business does its work.

There is also another important area:
· Non-functional analysis. The goal is to study the mechanisms the enable the business to do its work.

Know the SME(s)
Factors include:
· In what functional areas are they knowledgeable? A question is never a right question if the person isn’t familiar with the area being addressed. It doesn’t make sense to ask a technical accounting question to a sales person (or a technical sales question to an accountant).
· What perspective do they represent? Questions may differ depending on the perspective the person brings to the functional area. When defining a business term (e.g. “cost”), it may make sense to ask the same question to both an accountant and a sales person in order to get different views. In another case a right question to ask a staff person may be a poor question to ask a manager (and vice-versa).
· What authority do they have to provide answers to your questions? If you are asking a question that requires a decision to be made (e.g. how should a business process work in the future?) it won’t be a right question if the SMEs you are asking don’t have the authority to make that decision.
· What is their level of expertise? Some people are capable of answering detailed questions and others may be capable of answering high-level questions. This may depend on how long they have been working in the area, the level of detail of their job responsibilities, etc.
· Are there any significant cultural considerations? Is there any specific “lingo” that they use? … Will you need to frame questions in a language that makes sense to them? What is their level of patience? / Are they willing and able to tackle questions that will take some time to resolve? … Will you need to frame questions in a way that accommodates their style?

Select a Clear Topical Issue
· Where do the issues come from? An issue will usually come from:
· An Issues List. An issues list simply lists topics to address. It may be a “going-in” issues list which has been developed prior to the questioning session at hand. Also, items that come up in the current session that are not immediately addressed can be added to the issues list and addressed later.
· The instrument. Often, by simply looking at the instrument (particularly a business model), obvious questions will be apparent. E.g. “The process model shows an output that is produced by this activity but it doesn’t show any input – what information do you need in order to perform that activity?” Or “The process model shows an input of customer information that is needed to perform this activity but it doesn’t show where it comes from – where does it come from?” This is called “working the instrument”. Almost every fact that is put into a business model begs another question or two. This is particularly effective in meeting your goal (and can make an analyst look particularly skilled at asking the right question). 
· A comment from a SME. At any time, a SME may bring up a topic that needs to be addressed. You may choose to address it immediately or put it on the issues list.
· Which issue should you select? Selecting the next issue to address is the job of the analyst. You almost always have multiple options about what to ask next. There are several ways you might approach this:
· Confirm what you just did. Say “we have an answer to this question, but I want to verify this before we move on. Does everyone think this is true?”
· Clean up any loose ends before moving on to the next issue. Make sure there aren’t any obvious unanswered questions with what you just did before you move along to the next issue. (Note that in some cases, you may want to move ahead more quickly and come back later to clean up the loose ends. This might be the case when you want to get the overall rough picture quickly before worrying about the details).
· Address the next logical issue. Continue the current line of discussion. E.g if you are developing a process model, the next question is often “And then what happens?”
· Jump to a new area. This is necessary if you have exhausted an area and it is also effective if the SMEs are bored or burned-out on a topic. It’s also necessary if it has become clear that they don’t have the expertise needed in the area.
· Clarify the issue before framing the question. For example: “There is an issue about how many business days it takes to process a claim, and by business days we decided earlier that we mean all days except weekends and federal holidays so, based on that, …. “ (then frame and ask the question). In most cases you will can clarify things yourself before you ask the question.  If the issue is very fuzzy you may need some group discussion in order to hone in on the concept that needs to be addressed. In this case, an open question is called for: “There is an issue about how many business days it takes to process a claim. First of all, what do we mean by a business day?”
· Address one specific issue at a time. If your question addresses several issues at once, even if clear, the responder will tend to go on and on. The answers will all get muddled together and the discussion will tend to wander all over the place. If you ask a question where one issue is isolated and stated clearly, the responder can reasonably be expected to provide a useful answer. Often it’s useful to say “That last comment really contains three questions that need to be answered: A, B, and C. First let’s discuss A, then we will get to the other two”.

Frame the Question
· Open questions vs. Closed questions. An open question is one that opens up discussion. These are useful when you want to engage people in conversation and generate ideas. E.g. “What might be some ways to speed up the application approval process?”  A closed question is one that is intended to get right to an answer. E.g. “Who currently approves an application?”.
· Direct questions vs. indirect questions. A direct question one goes straight to the issue at hand. E.g. If you want to find out what the project goals are, a direct question would be: “What is a goal of this project?” An indirect question attempts to ask a question that is more easily answered and may provide a step toward a more accurate ultimate answer. E.g. “What are your current pains within the area this project is addressing?” The answers to that question usually uncover significant reasons to undertake a project, whether they are apparent as goals going-in or not. And, the next round of questions would be more direct. E.g. “Customer complaints was listed as a pain. Should reducing customer complaints be listed as a project goal?”
· Different wording. Be able to frame the same basic question in multiple ways. Sometimes people don’t understand the question. And, it won’t do any good to just ask it the same way again. If you are skilled in asking the same basic question in different words, sometimes one of them will click. E.g.
· What are the goals of this project?
· Why is there a need to do all this?
· What would you like the project to accomplish?
· What kind of impact should this effort have on the business?
· What benefits are you trying to achieve?
· Asking “leading” questions. Normally you want to ask a question and not offer an answer. However, in some cases if the SMEs are struggling, you may want pose a question with an implied answer in order to get them going by having something specific to like or dislike. E.g. Instead of saying “What do you think about the current application fee?” you might say “What do you think … should the current application fee be raised from $25 to $100 or more?”.


Sample Questions

a. Project Definition
i. Intentions:
1. Why is there a need to do all this?
2. What would you like the project to accomplish?
3. What kind of impact should this effort have on the business?
4. What pains are you having that are driving this?
5. What long-term goals are you trying to further / advance / support?
6. At the end of this project, I envision <…>.
7. What prohibits us from achieving …?
8. What benefits are you trying to achieve?
9. If you don’t do this, what will happen?
10. Why now?
11. A year from now, when you look back and see it was successful, what will be different?
ii. Values:
1. What “Enterprise” (or higher-level organization unit) values should this effort help you support?
2. Does the organization have any agreed-upon (written) values?
3. What principles should we not violate / ignore?
4. Why would we not <radical candidate solution #1>?
5. What guides our choices in solutions?
6. What guides our behavior?
7. What makes us unique?  How are we different?
8. How do we distinguish ourselves?
iii. Focus/Scope:
1. So, you are interested from when <beginning> to when <end>?  (e.g., So are you interested from when the sources submit the data until the data is reported to your customers?) 
2. What portions of the business are involved in this?
3. Who are the intended recipients of the data?
4. How much of this problem are you addressing now?
5. How long do you envision this solution being used?  (e.g., the next 5 years?)
6. Are there any programs / regulations / initiatives that this would need to align with?
7. What part of the world do we not need to investigate?
8. Are there other systems that this will have to integrate with?  (e.g., exchange data with?)
iv. Context:
1. What negative things (e.g., obstacles) have people who have heard about this brought up?
2. What other concerns do you see people having?
3. Has a similar effort been attempted before?  What happened?
4. How much authority do we have?  Can we …?
5. What constraints are there?
6. How important is this compared to other efforts?
7. Are there any risks that we can already anticipate?
v. Stakeholders:
1. Who is impacted by this effort?
2. Who can impact this effort?
3. What is their perspective likely to be?
4. What stake do they have?
5. Who is sponsoring this effort?
6. Who is on the project team?
vi. General:
1. How much support do you feel is established for this project?
2. Has any business planning already been done?
3. What is the competition doing that we should be able to do?
4. What are the critical things the business must do in order to _________?
5. What is happening in our external and/or internal environment that we should be responding to?
6. Where is our business going in the future?
7. What are some candidate solutions that you feel would be worthwhile?  Why?
b. Analysis/Requirements:
i. Process Analysis
1. Discovery
a. What are the current business activities?
i. Who does the activity?
ii. When is the activity done?
iii. What is needed to do the activity? (inputs)
iv. What does the activity produce? (outputs)
2. Assessment
a. What are the current pain points in the process?
b. What current activities are working well and should not be changed?
c. Is this activity only necessary because of the current solution?
d. What would happen if we eliminated this activity?
3. Specification
a. What should the future business activities be?
i. Should the activity be manual or a candidate for automation?
ii. If manual, who should do the activity?
iii. When should the activity be done?
iv. What should be used in this activity? (input)
v. What should the activity produce? (output)
ii. Event Analysis
1. Discovery
a. Are there specific events that initiate activities?
i. What activity is initiated?
ii. Does the event change the status of anything?
iii. What triggers this process?
2. Assessment
a. What are the current pain points with the current timing? 
3. Specification
a. Are there specific events we should respond to?
i. What should the response be?
iii. Information Analysis
1. Discovery
a. What current stores of data are there? (e.g. spreadsheets, databases, shared file, etc.)
2. Assessment
a. What are the current pain points or issues with the current information?
b. What information is missing from the current sources?
c. Is there any terminology that is currently being used inconsistently?
3. Specification
a. What categories/classes of information will be needed?
i. What is the volume expected for this category/class of information?
ii. Is this category/class of information related to any other category/class?
iii. What specific data elements are needed for this category/class of information?
b. Where should this information be stored?
c. What queries and/or reports will be needed?
iv. Location Analysis
1. Discovery
a. Where does the business occur?
b. How do things (people, information, materials) get to and from this location?
2. Assessment
a. Are there particular challenges that a specific location faces?
b. Are there particular benefits that a specific location has?
c. Do different locations have different requirements?
3. Specification
a. Where should the business occur? 
i. Are there specific considerations for this location? (e.g. connectivity, security)
v. Socio-Political Analysis
1. Discovery
a. What classes/groups of people currently participate in the business area? 
b. What classes/groups of people currently use or produce the solution? 
c. Do the people involved know this is happening?
2. Assessment
a. What factors (e.g. culture, language) affect people’s use of the current solution?
b. Do we need to abide by any regulations?
c. What departments are affected? 
3. Specification
a. What classes/groups of people should be able to use or produce the solution?
i. Are there specific considerations that will increase their ability to use or produce the solution?
ii. Are there specific considerations that will increase their willingness to use or produce the solution?
vi.Enablement
1. Discovery
a. Do they have the current tools to do the work?
b. What are they?
c. How many people are involved using the tool?
2. Assessment
a. Are we constrained to a technology platform?
b. Do the current tools work for most? 
c. What are the exceptions?
3. Specification
a. What is lacking in the toll that you wish you could change?
b. If there were no constraints, what would be the ideal tool for you?
  

These are just some of the questions that we have seen help get the right answers from the right people.  As you come across more, add them to your tool kit. Remember, every situation is unique. A good analyst has many techniques and tools; a great analyst knows how to pick the right one for the situation at hand. 

Keep asking the right questions, and, always keep the goal in mind of adding business value.            
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