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Intelligence
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Improving how we make decisions….
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Introduction



Observation 1: 
The value of data & AI 

depends directly on the 
questions we ask. 
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DX = QX



Observation 2

From question to action



Judge a man by his questions rather than his answers. 
– Voltaire

You can tell whether a man is clever by his answers. You can tell 
whether a man is wise by his questions.
– Naguib Mahfouz

If I had an hour to solve a problem, I’d spend 55 minutes thinking 
about the problem and 5 minutes thinking about solutions.
– Albert Einstein
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Observation 2

The value of questions



Observation 2:
Questions enable data 

responsibility.



DR = QX



Observation 3



Observation 3



Questions can enable actors to:

● Determine the purpose for data collection 
and re-use

● Determine data retention policies

● Develop an overall data strategy

Observation 3

Questions as a tool for data minimization and 
proportionality



● Your minimum viable datapoint is the 
most minimal amount of data that you 
need to make progress in answering your 
question.

● By focusing on a minimum viable 
datapoint, we ensure that we are using 
data in a targeted and responsible 
manner and avoiding inefficiency by only 
using relevant data that is proportional to 
the question you need to answer. 

Observation 3

Minimum viable data point



Questions can enable actors to:

● Offer a more sophisticated way for researchers, policy 
makers, and data holders to engage with the public

● Foster a more exclusive public debate

● Enable data users to acquire a social license for 
re-using data beyond initial consent

Observation 3

Questions as a tool for participation 
(democratization)



Questions can enable actors to:

● Identify and engage with key stakeholders

● Create feedback loops to fine-tune and iterate on 
initial versions of projects

● Create incentives for data holders to share data and 
participate in data sharing activities

● Enhance accountability by helping project holders 
anticipate and measure impact and risk

Observation 3

Questions as a tool for accountability



Observation 3: 
We are data rich but 

question poor
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Observation 1

Today’s data practice



Observation 1

Scientific findings and answers…



● Preschool children ask their parents an 
average of 100 questions a day. By middle 
school, this number drops significantly, and 
they basically stop asking questions  .

● Another study found that children ask their 
parents approximately 73 questions per 
day  .

● Some studies indicate that 4-year-olds can 
ask as many as 200 to 300 questions a 
day, with the average being 40,000 
questions between the ages of 2 and 5  .

Observation 1

Questions and schools



Observation 1

42! But what is the question



Observation 1



Democracy suffers a 
deficit in questions

Premise 1Observation 1

Questions In-equity



Observation 4: 
Questions are a critical yet poorly 

understood device in society



However, we are seeing an emerging field in questions

Premise 2Observation 4



The need for a new 
science of questions?

  



● A polycentric approach to questioning

● Opens up who asks and provides input 
on questions

● Seeks to foster questions equity

● Harnesses crowdsourcing and 
participatory approaches to discover, 
formulate, prioritize, and implement 
shared questions for society

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4494553
https://the100questions.org/ 
 

A new science of questions?

Our quest so far

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4494553
https://the100questions.org/
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Five stages of a new science of questions

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/resilient-democracy-asking-better-questions 

Pre-questioning

Developing a topic 
map

Participatory 
questioning

Identifying and 
engaging with 

bilinguals

Using a Taxonomy 
of Data-Actionable 

Questions

Answering

Non-traditional 
data sources

Data 
collaboratives

Post-questioning

Clustering 
Questions

Prioritizing Big, 
Data-Actionable 

Questions

Public Voting

Feedback & 
adjustment

Premise 4A new science of questions?

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/resilient-democracy-asking-better-questions
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Stage 1: Pre-Questioning

● Explore and frame an area of interest

● Gain a baseline understanding of an 
issue area

● How? Topic Mapping, Living Evidence 
Reviews, Systems Thinking

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1054139X22004955 

Premise 4A new science of questions?

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1054139X22004955


● Builds a “gestalt” of a problem field 
○ Gestalt: “Seeing things as a whole”

● “Grouping” or “Laws of Organization”
○ Proximity
○ Similarity
○ Closure
○ Simplicity 

● Leveraging R-Search Methodology (Rapid 
Re-search)

Topic Mapping

Premise 4A new science of questions?



A new science of questions?



A new science of questions?



Premise 4A new science of questions?



Premise 4A new science of questions?



DEVELOP “ACTOR MAPS”

ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING

PUBLIC, INCLUSIVE & 
INTERACTIVE ENGAGEMENT

ASSESSING THE STATE OF THE 
FIELD & KPI’S

MORE RESPONSIBLE DATA & AI 
USE 

A new science of questions?

Topic Mapping allows for



A new science of questions?

Knowledge graphs?
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Stage 2: Participatory Questioning

● Aims to source and formulate 
questions

● Involves individuals with lived and 
subject expertise

● How? Engaging cohorts of “bilinguals,” 
taxonomy of data-actionable 
questions, question formulation 
techniques.

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/resilient-democracy-asking-better-questions 

Premise 4A new science of questions?

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/resilient-democracy-asking-better-questions


Bilinguals – Super Questioners

Premise 4A new science of questions?



Identifying and Engaging with Bilinguals

Premise 4A new science of questions?



Utilizing a “modified” delphi method

Context SettingPremise 4A new science of questions?



Using a taxonomy of data-actionable questions

Premise 4A new science of questions?



A new science of questions?

Hierarchy of questions
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Stage 3: Post-Questioning

● Prioritize the questions that matter 
most

● How? Prioritizing, clustering data 
actionable questions, public voting. 

Premise 4A new science of questions?



What makes a good (data) question? 

Clustering of Questions That Matter

Practical and/or 
Scientific Impact

Novelty
Feasibility and 
Actionability

Quality

Premise 4A new science of questions?



Takeaways

QUEST-ioning: Architecting the Inquiry



Public Voting

Premise 4A new science of questions?
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Stage 4: Identifying data 

● Answering generates new questions

● Questions refer to a “quest” – what is 
the best way to structure the “quest 
for questions?”

● How? Non-traditional data sources, 
data collaboratives.

Premise 4A new science of questions?



Unlocking new data initiatives

https://review.data4covid19.org/ 
https://datacollaboratives.org/ 

Premise 4A new science of questions?

https://review.data4covid19.org/
https://datacollaboratives.org/


A new science of questions?

Our quest so far



The use of AI to 
formulate questions?    



AI and questions?



Takeaways    



Invest in Questions Literacy

Takeaways



Takeaways

Define High Value Questions 



Learning Agendas, or evidence-building plans, are 
systematic plans for identifying and addressing priority 
questions relevant to the programs, policies, and 
regulations of an agency. They identify, prioritize, and 
establish strategies to develop evidence to answer 
important short- and long-term questions including:

● Strategic questions about how the agency meets 
its mission(s), including about how programs, 
policies, and regulations function, and

● Operational questions about the agency’s 
operations like human resources, grant-making 
procedures, financial systems and tracking, and 
internal processes.

Observation 4

Develop Learning agendas



Areas of Research Interest (ARIs) are specific topics 
or issues that the government is interested in.

They are a way for government organisations to 
indicate that they’re keen to hear research evidence 
or insights related to that area.

ARIs are wide-ranging and can cover anything from 
economic and social policy to international relations 
and national security. By identifying ARIs, the civil 
service can ensure that research efforts are targeted 
where evidence is most needed to inform policy 
decisions and improve government performance.

Observation 4

Areas of research interest

“

”



Takeaways

Celebrate Questions Excellence
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www.thegovlab.org


