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Define form and function in a psychological context. List 22 examples of each. 
Which type of questioning  - the who what when where how can determine or 
sift out form vs function. Explain and deep dive

In understanding human motivations, behaviors, or actions, it is generally better to 
start with "What" questions before moving to "Why" questions.

Explanation and Deep Dive: The "What" First Principle
Starting with "what" questions establishes a clear, objective, and observable 
foundation. Before you can understand why something is happening, you need to 
precisely understand what is happening. Jumping directly to "why" without 
sufficient "what" information can lead to:

1. Premature Conclusions/Assumptions: You might assume a "why" based on 
incomplete or inaccurate information about the "what."

2. Ambiguity: If you don't clearly define the behavior, thought, or feeling 
("what"), any "why" you uncover will be vague or misdirected.

3. Lack of Specificity: "Why" questions without a clear "what" can lead to 
generic answers that aren't truly insightful or actionable.

4. Blaming/Judgment: Focusing on "why" too early can sometimes inadvertently 
lead to judgmental interpretations of motivations, rather than an objective 
understanding of behavior.

The "What" provides the observable data; the "Why" provides the 
interpretative meaning or purpose. Think of it like a detective: they first gather 
evidence (what happened, who was involved, where, when) before trying to 
deduce the motive (why).
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The Sequential Approach:
1. "What" Questions (Descriptive - Form): These questions focus on the 

concrete, observable, and measurable aspects of a behavior, thought, or 
action. They help you define the form and context.

Purpose: To gather facts, describe events, and identify patterns.

Benefits: Establishes a common understanding, reduces ambiguity, and 
provides a baseline for further inquiry. It's less threatening and more 
factual, which can encourage more open responses.

2. "Why" Questions (Interpretive - Function/Motivation): Once you have a 
clear understanding of "what" is happening, you can then delve into the 
motivations, reasons, and purposes behind it. These questions help you 
understand the function.

Purpose: To explore underlying causes, intentions, and consequences.

Benefits: Uncovers deeper insights, helps identify root causes, and 
informs strategies for change or intervention.

Analogy: Imagine trying to fix a car. You wouldn't immediately ask "Why is it 
broken?" without first asking "What sound is it making? What lights are on? What 
happens when I turn the key?" The "what" helps you diagnose before you can 
understand the "why" and then implement a solution.

22 Examples of "What" Questions (Focus on Observation & 
Description):
1. Behavior:

What exactly did you do when that happened?

What words did you use during that conversation?

What physical actions did you take?

What did you observe others doing at that moment?

What specific facial expressions did you notice?

What did you refrain from doing?
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What objects did you interact with?

What was the sequence of events that unfolded?

2. Cognitive/Emotional States (often inferred from self-report or physical 
signs):

What thoughts were going through your mind just then?

What feelings were you experiencing? (e.g., "What emotions were present 
for you?")

What sensations did you feel in your body?

What images came to mind?

What memories did that trigger?

What were you focusing on?

3. Context/Environment:

What was the immediate environment like?

What time of day was it?

What other people were present?

What sounds did you hear?

What happened right before this event?

What happened immediately after this event?

What were the consequences of your actions?

What resources were available to you?

22 Examples of "Why" Questions (Focus on Motivation & 
Function):
1. Direct Motivation/Intention:

Why did you choose to do that specific action?

Why do you believe that thought entered your mind?

Why did you feel that particular emotion?
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Why was that important to you at the time?

Why did you react in that way?

Why do you think others behaved as they did?

Why did you decide against doing something else?

Why did you persist with that behavior?

Why did you avoid that situation?

2. Purpose/Function:

Why do you think that behavior serves a purpose for you?

Why does that thought pattern recur?

Why is that feeling difficult to shake off?

Why do you believe that action was necessary?

Why do you think you responded in that specific manner to that stimulus?

Why do you continue to engage in this activity?

Why do you seek out those particular experiences?

3. Underlying Beliefs/Values:

Why do you hold that belief about yourself?

Why is that value so significant to you?

Why do you think that particular outcome is desirable?

Why do you interpret situations in that specific way?

Why do you perceive that as a threat/opportunity?

Deep Dive into the Interplay and Practical Application:
Consider a scenario where someone expresses anger.

Starting with "What":

"What did you say when you were angry?" (e.g., "I yelled at my colleague.")
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"What did your body feel like when you were angry?" (e.g., "My chest felt 
tight, and my fists clenched.")

"What happened right before you felt angry?" (e.g., "My colleague interrupted 
me during the meeting.")

"What did you do after you yelled?" (e.g., "I immediately left the room.")

"What was the outcome of your yelling?" (e.g., "My colleague stopped talking, 
and the meeting became silent.")

These "what" questions provide concrete details about the form of anger and its 
immediate context. They give you a shared understanding of the event.

Then, Moving to "Why":

"Why do you think you yelled instead of speaking calmly?" (Perhaps: 
"Because I felt disrespected and unheard.")

"Why was it so important for you not to be interrupted?" (Perhaps: "Because I 
needed to convey critical information, and I felt my expertise was being 
dismissed.")

"Why did you leave the room immediately after yelling?" (Perhaps: "Because I 
was overwhelmed and didn't want to escalate the conflict further, or because I 
felt ashamed.")

"Why do you think your anger manifests in yelling?" (Perhaps: "Because in my 
family, yelling was the only way to be heard.")

The "why" questions now build upon the established "what," exploring the 
underlying feelings, beliefs, and past experiences that shaped the response.

Benefits of this sequence:

Accuracy: You're less likely to misinterpret motivations if you have a clear 
picture of the actions themselves.

Empathy: By focusing on "what" first, you gather information neutrally, which 
can make the individual feel heard and understood before they need to explain 
or justify their "why."

Actionability: Understanding the specific "what" allows for targeted 
interventions based on the "why." If the "what" is yelling and the "why" is 
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feeling unheard, interventions can focus on communication skills to ensure 
they feel heard, rather than just anger management for yelling.

Reduces Defensiveness: "What did you do?" is less confrontational than 
"Why did you do that?" The latter can sometimes feel like an accusation, 
leading to defensiveness and less honest answers.

In conclusion, while "why" questions are ultimately essential for uncovering the 
deeper psychological landscape of human motivation, starting with "what" 
questions creates a solid, objective foundation. This sequential approach ensures 
a more accurate, empathetic, and effective understanding of human behaviors 
and actions.

The Dimensions of Human Experience: Deconstructing Form and Function in 
Psychology

I. Introduction: Understanding the Dimensions of Behavior and Cognition

Psychological inquiry fundamentally seeks to understand both the observable 
characteristics of an action or thought (its form) and the underlying purpose or 
outcome it serves (its function). This critical distinction is paramount for effective 
assessment, targeted intervention, and robust theoretical understanding within 
various psychological domains. It moves beyond superficial descriptions to delve 
into the causal mechanisms that drive human experience.
In fields such as Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (ACT), a functional perspective is not merely a theoretical 
preference but a guiding principle for practical application. Interventions in these 
approaches are often explicitly designed to alter the 
function of a behavior or thought, rather than solely focusing on changing its 
observable form.1 This emphasis on underlying purpose drives more meaningful 
and sustainable change. While function is often the primary target for intervention, 
a comprehensive approach that considers both the observable manifestation and 
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its underlying purpose is frequently more effective. This sophisticated 
understanding moves beyond a simple either/or distinction, acknowledging that 
interventions are more successful when they address both the form and the 
function of a problem behavior, rather than simply attempting to reduce 
inappropriate behavior.3

II. Defining Form and Function in a Psychological Context

A. Form of Behavior: The Observable Characteristics and Topography of an 
Action

The "form" of a behavior refers to its observable characteristics, its topography, 
or simply 
what it looks like.4 It is the specific, measurable action an individual performs, 
independent of the reason for its occurrence. Examples of behavioral forms 
include a child's crying 4, a tantrum 1, running away from a task 1, or repetitive 
hand-flapping.1 These descriptions are purely about the physical manifestation of 
the behavior.
It is crucial to differentiate this definition of "form" from "form perception".
5 "Form perception" is a concept within cognitive and perceptual psychology that 
describes the process by which the brain organizes sensory input to recognize 
coherent objects and patterns, such as shapes and previously identified 
characteristics.5 This process involves the visual system integrating component 
elements to perceive an entity distinct from its background.5 While both terms use 
"form," their psychological contexts and meanings are distinct. This report 
focuses on "form" as the observable manifestation of a behavior or the content of 
a cognition, not as a perceptual process. This highlights a common challenge in 
psychology: terms can have multiple meanings depending on the sub-discipline. 
For a precise analysis, it is essential to clarify the specific contextual meaning 
within the scope of the discussion, especially when potential ambiguities exist.
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B. Function of Behavior: The Purpose or Outcome that a Behavior Serves for an 
Individual

The "function" of a behavior refers to the reason or purpose behind it, or the 
outcome it achieves for the individual.
1 It explains 

why a behavior occurs and what environmental consequence maintains it. Applied 
Behavior Analysis (ABA) has systematically identified four primary functions of 
behavior, which are widely recognized and applied in clinical and educational 
settings.1 This remarkable consistency across diverse sources underscores the 
model's empirical validation and widespread adoption, establishing it as a 
cornerstone for assessment and intervention.
These four functions are:
• 
Attention: Behavior exhibited to gain social interaction, recognition, or a response 
from others.1 This can manifest as positive (e.g., asking a question) or negative 
(e.g., throwing a toy to attract a parent's attention) attention-seeking.1
• 
Escape/Avoidance: Actions taken to avoid, terminate, or evade unpleasant tasks, 
situations, or demands.1 Examples include claiming sickness to avoid going to 
school or running away from a homework assignment.1
• 
Access to Tangibles: Behaviors aimed at obtaining desired items, activities, or 
events.1 This could involve crying in a store for candy or begging for a toy.1
• 
Sensory Stimulation (Automatic Reinforcement): Repetitive actions that provide 
intrinsic sensory input or pleasure, often serving as self-soothing or self-
regulatory mechanisms.1 Examples include hand-flapping or rocking.1
Understanding the function is paramount because interventions are significantly 
more effective when they address the underlying reason for the behavior, rather 
than merely attempting to suppress the behavior's form.
1 Knowing the function guides what to change before the behavior occurs to make 
it less likely, and what to teach the individual to do instead to achieve the same 
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outcome that previously was a function of the problem behavior.8

C. Form of Cognition: The Content, Words, or Images that Comprise a Thought

The "form" of a cognition refers to its content: the specific words, images, internal 
statements, or ideas that constitute a thought.
2 It is the discernible topography of a mental event. This includes explicit self-talk 
(e.g., "I am an idiot" 2), visual memories, future imaginings, or specific beliefs.
In a clinical context, such as a Mental Status Examination (MSE), "thought 
content" encompasses specific beliefs like delusions (fixed, false beliefs held 
despite evidence against them), overvalued ideas (unreasonable but less rigidly 
held beliefs), or ideas of reference (the belief that external events relate to 
oneself).
9 It also includes the distinction between ego-dystonic thoughts (those 
inconsistent with one's self-concept and values, often distressing, such as 
suicidal ideation) and ego-syntonic thoughts (those aligned with one's values and 
beliefs, such as grandiose delusions).9 The distinction between ego-syntonic and 
ego-dystonic thoughts acts as a critical bridge between the content of a cognition 
and its immediate psychological effect and subsequent behavioral consequences. 
This adds a crucial layer of psychological meaning to the mere content of a 
thought.

D. Function of Cognition: The Effects or Influence a Thought Has on an 
Individual's Behavior and Well-being

The "function" of a cognition means "the effects it has" – specifically, how it 
influences an individual's behavior, emotional state, and overall well-being.
2 A key understanding from Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is that a 
thought's function is independent of its apparent form.2 For instance:
• A cognition that is "positive in form" (e.g., an optimistic thought, a grandiose 
delusion, or inflated self-confidence) can paradoxically have a "negative function" 
if it leads to ineffective, reckless, or harmful behaviors, such as a client with 
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narcissistic traits whose positive self-appraisal leads to detrimental actions.
2
• Conversely, a cognition that is "negative in form" (e.g., a pessimistic thought, a 
self-critical thought) can have a "positive function" if it influences an individual to 
act prudently, authentically, or take life-enhancing actions, such as a pessimistic 
thought leading to careful planning and risk avoidance.
2
ACT explicitly prioritizes changing the 
function of a thought over its form.2 Techniques like cognitive defusion aim to 
alter how a thought impacts behavior (e.g., by creating psychological distance 
from it), rather than attempting to change the thought's content or dispute its 
truthfulness, which is a common approach in traditional Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT).2 This represents a fundamental shift in cognitive therapy. 
Thoughts are not inherently problematic based on their content, but based on how 
they 

function in a person's life. This functional approach allows for greater 
psychological flexibility and acceptance, where the goal is not to eliminate 
"negative" thoughts but to reduce their unhelpful influence, thereby broadening 
the scope of therapeutic intervention beyond mere cognitive restructuring.

III. Illustrative Examples of Form and Function

A. 22 Examples of Behavioral Forms and Their Functions

These examples illustrate the diverse manifestations of behavior (form) and the 
underlying reasons (function) that drive them, emphasizing the four primary 
functions identified in ABA. The same form can serve different functions 
depending on the context, and different forms can serve the same function.

Table 1: Behavioral Forms and Their FunctionsBehavioral Form (Observable 
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action)Context/Situation (Antecedent)Function 
(Purpose/Outcome)Explanation/Consequence (What maintains the 
behavior)CryingParent is talking on phoneAttentionParent stops call and comforts 
child.Throwing a toySibling receives attentionAttentionParent scolds child, 
providing attention.ScreamingAsked to do homeworkEscapeParent removes 
homework, allowing child to avoid task.Running awayTeacher presents a math 
problemEscapeChild avoids the challenging academic task.Hitting head with 
handLeft alone in a quiet roomSensory StimulationProvides self-soothing 
input.Hand-flappingExcitement or boredomSensory StimulationProvides self-
stimulatory input.BeggingSees desired toy in storeAccess to TangiblesParent buys 
the toy.Tantrum in grocery aisleDenied candyAccess to TangiblesParent gives 
candy to stop tantrum.Refusing to eatPresented with disliked foodEscapeParent 
removes food, child avoids eating.Repeatedly asking "Why?"Adult is 
busyAttentionAdult pauses work to answer child.Pushing another childChild has a 
desired toyAccess to TangiblesChild gains possession of the toy.Rocking back and 
forthOverwhelmed by loud noisesSensory StimulationProvides calming, 
predictable input.Feigning illnessSchool dayEscapeChild stays home from 
school.Interrupting conversationsAdults talkingAttentionAdults turn to address the 
child.Stealing foodHungry, no access to foodAccess to TangiblesChild obtains 
food.Chewing on clothesAnxious in new environmentSensory StimulationProvides 
oral sensory input for self-regulation.Falling to the floorAsked to 
transitionEscapeAdult gives up on transition, child remains.Making silly 
noisesPeers ignoringAttentionPeers laugh and look at child.Grabbing itemsSees 
preferred item on shelfAccess to TangiblesChild obtains the item.Excessive 
blinkingBright lightsSensory StimulationReduces visual input, provides rhythmic 
sensation.Complaining of headacheAsked to complete a choreEscapeChore is 
postponed or completed by someone else.Leaving the table during dinnerDislikes 
food on plateEscapeChild avoids eating disliked food.

B. 22 Examples of Cognitive Forms and Their Functions

These examples demonstrate how the content of a thought (form) can lead to 
various behavioral and emotional outcomes (function), irrespective of the 
thought's apparent positivity or negativity, as highlighted by ACT principles.
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Table 2: Cognitive Forms and Their FunctionsCognitive Form (Content of the 
thought/belief)Apparent ValenceFunction (Impact on behavior/well-
being)Explanation/Behavioral Outcome (How the thought influences action)"I am a 
failure."NegativeNegativeLeads to inaction, avoidance of new challenges, 
depression."I must always be perfect."PositiveNegativeResults in anxiety, 
procrastination, fear of mistakes."Everyone is out to get 
me."NegativeNegativePromotes paranoia, social isolation, distrust."I'm having the 
thought that I'm stupid."NegativePositiveAllows defusion, enables taking action 
despite the thought."I'm too good for this job."PositiveNegativeLeads to 
arrogance, poor teamwork, missed learning opportunities."I should have done 
more."NegativePositiveMotivates reflection, learning from mistakes, future 
improvement."I am destined for greatness."PositiveNegativeFosters unrealistic 
expectations, lack of effort, grandiosity."This is too hard, I'll never understand 
it."NegativeNegativeLeads to giving up, learned helplessness."I need to prepare 
for the worst-case scenario."NegativePositivePromotes prudence, risk 
assessment, effective planning."I deserve everything I 
want."PositiveNegativeEncourages entitlement, disregard for others' needs."My 
thoughts are being inserted by an outside agency."NegativeNegativeContributes 
to delusional belief system, distress.9"I am completely 
worthless."NegativeNegativeFuels self-harm ideation, withdrawal."I am the most 
intelligent person here."PositiveNegativeHinders collaboration, open-mindedness, 
learning from others."What if I fail?"NegativePositivePrompts thorough 
preparation, double-checking work."I can do anything I set my mind 
to."PositiveNegativeLeads to taking reckless risks, ignoring limitations."That traffic 
light turning red means Martians are landing."NeutralNegativeContributes to 
delusional perception, distress.9"I am going to die."NegativePositiveMotivates 
seeking medical help, prioritizing health."I am always 
right."PositiveNegativePrevents self-correction, damages relationships."I must 
avoid all discomfort."NegativeNegativeResults in avoidance behaviors, limits life 
experiences."I am feeling sad."NegativePositiveAllows for emotional processing, 
seeking support."I'm having the thought that I can't do it."NegativePositiveAllows 
for defusion, enables trying despite doubt."I need to be careful with my 
money."NegativePositiveLeads to responsible financial planning, saving.
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IV. Questioning Techniques: Sifting Form vs. Function

A. The Role of Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): A Systematic Approach 
to Understanding Behavior

Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) is a cornerstone process in applied 
behavior analysis, meticulously designed to identify the underlying 
function or purpose behind challenging behaviors.3 It is a systematic process of 
gathering information to develop a hypothesis about 

why a behavior occurs.3 FBA transcends merely describing the behavior's 

form by deeply analyzing the environmental context, including the antecedents 
(events immediately preceding the behavior) and consequences (events 
immediately following and maintaining the behavior).3 This analysis helps 
determine if the behavior serves to "gain/get" something or "escape/avoid" 
something.3 This emphasis on antecedents and consequences directly maps onto 
the core principles of operant conditioning, specifically the A-B-C (Antecedent-
Behavior-Consequence) model. FBA is not just a data collection methodology; it is 
a practical application of a fundamental theoretical framework in behavioral 
psychology, demonstrating how behavior is learned and maintained through its 
interaction with the environment.
The ultimate goal of FBA is to inform the development of "function-based 
interventions." These interventions are specifically tailored to address the 
identified underlying reason for the behavior, leading to more meaningful, lasting 
behavior change and promoting prosocial behaviors, rather than just suppressing 
undesirable ones.
3 Knowing the function provides crucial information about what environmental 
variables to change to make the behavior less likely and what alternative, 
appropriate behaviors to teach to achieve the same desired outcome.8
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B. The "Who, What, When, Where, How" Framework

These specific questions are integral to the data collection phase of FBA, 
particularly through structured interviews with the individual, caregivers, teachers, 
or other relevant stakeholders.
3 They provide a systematic and comprehensive method for gathering contextual 
information about a behavior, which is essential for hypothesizing its function.
• 
Who: "WHO is present when the student exhibits target behavior?".3 This 
question helps identify social antecedents (e.g., the presence or absence of 
specific peers, teachers, or family members) or social consequences (e.g., 
attention from particular individuals) that might trigger or maintain the behavior. 
This directly points to attention-seeking functions or escape from specific social 
interactions.
• 
What: "WHAT happens right before the target behavior (antecedent) and what 
happens right after the target behavior (consequence)?".3 This is arguably the 
most critical component for distinguishing form from function. "What happens 
right before" helps pinpoint specific triggers or demands (antecedents) that 
precede the behavior's 

form. "What happens right after" identifies the immediate outcome, reinforcement, 
or removal of an aversive stimulus (consequence) that serves to maintain the 
behavior, thereby revealing its function (e.g., gaining a desired item, escaping a 
demanding task, receiving attention, or achieving sensory input).3
• 
When: "WHEN does a behavior occur (time of day; Specific activity)?".3 This 
question helps identify temporal patterns or specific activities during which the 
behavior's 

form is more likely to occur. For instance, a behavior consistently occurring during 
independent work time might strongly suggest an escape function from academic 
demands, while one occurring during unstructured free play might point towards 
an attention-seeking function.
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• 
Where: "WHERE does a behavior occur?".3 This question helps pinpoint specific 
environments, settings, or locations that may serve as antecedents or where 
certain consequences are more readily available. A behavior that only occurs in a 
noisy classroom but not in a quiet library might suggest a sensory function 
(seeking or avoiding specific sensory input) or an escape function from the 
classroom environment itself.
• 
How: While not explicitly detailed as a distinct FBA question in the provided 
material, "how" questions in a broader psychological context can contribute to 
understanding the mechanism or process by which the behavior's form is 
executed or how the individual achieves the function. In the context of FBA, "how" 
might refer to how the behavior is performed (e.g., "How does the child typically 
throw the toy when upset?"), which provides more detail on the form. 
Alternatively, it could explore how the individual typically achieves the desired 
function (e.g., "How do they usually get attention from peers?"). This 
complements the other questions by providing finer-grained detail on the 
execution of the behavior and the strategy employed to achieve its function.
Equally important in FBA is identifying "when/where/with whom a target behavior 
does not occur".3 This information highlights conditions under which appropriate 
behavior is maintained, providing crucial insights for developing effective, positive 
intervention strategies by leveraging contexts that promote desired behaviors.

Table 3: Question Types and Their Role in Functional Behavior 
AssessmentQuestion TypePurpose of the Question (What information it 
seeks)Role in Sifting Form vs. Function (How it helps identify function by analyzing 
antecedents/consequences)Example QuestionWhoIdentify individuals present or 
absent.Determines if social attention or escape from specific people is the 
function."Who is usually around when [behavior] happens?" or "Who does [child] 
seem to be trying to get a reaction from?"WhatDescribe antecedents and 
consequences.Directly identifies the triggers and maintaining consequences, 
which reveal the behavior's purpose."What happens immediately before 
[behavior] occurs?" and "What happens right after [behavior] 
occurs?"WhenPinpoint temporal patterns or specific activities.Links behavior to 
specific times or tasks, suggesting escape from demands or access to preferred 
activities."When during the day or during what activities is [behavior] most likely 
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to occur?" or "When does [behavior] not occur?"WhereIdentify specific settings 
or environments.Connects behavior to environmental factors, indicating escape 
from aversive settings or seeking sensory input."Where does [behavior] typically 
happen?" or "Are there places where [behavior] never happens?"HowDetail the 
manner of the behavior's execution.Provides descriptive detail about the form, 
and can implicitly reveal strategies for achieving function."How exactly does 
[behavior] manifest?" (e.g., "How does the child throw the toy?") or "How do they 
usually manage to get what they want in that situation?" (exploring the strategy to 
achieve the function).

V. "Why" vs. "What" Questions in Understanding Human Motivations and 
Behaviors

A. The Foundational Role of "What" Questions: Describing Observable Actions, 
Situations, and Outcomes as a Starting Point for Inquiry

"What" questions are fundamentally descriptive and fact-oriented. They focus on 
observable behaviors, concrete events, specific situations, and their immediate, 
tangible outcomes.
10 Their primary role is to establish the "form" of the behavior or the factual 
details of a situation. In behavioral interviews, "what" questions are extensively 
used to elicit specific, past examples of behavior, typically phrased as "Tell me 
about a time when..." or "Give me an example of...".10 These questions aim to 
gather objective data about 

what the individual did, what the situation was, and what the results were.
The STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result) is a widely adopted framework 
for structuring responses to these "what" questions, ensuring a comprehensive 
and detailed description of the event.
13 This method explicitly focuses on 
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what happened (Situation), what was required (Task), what steps were taken 
(Action), and what the outcome was (Result).13 "What" questions are crucial for 
collecting objective, verifiable data, providing a necessary baseline understanding 
of a situation or behavior before deeper motivations are explored.12 They help to 
identify 

what the problem is and what specific actions were taken to address it.10 This 
goes beyond mere data collection or description. It implies a fundamental 
assumption in applied psychology: that past observable actions provide reliable 
indicators of future performance. "What" questions, particularly in the context of 
behavioral assessments, are strategically employed as predictive instruments, 
highlighting their significant practical utility in fields like human resources and 
talent management, where they inform critical decisions based on the principle of 
behavioral consistency.11

B. The Deep Dive with "Why" Questions: Probing for Underlying Motivations, 
Reasons, and Causal Factors, While Acknowledging Potential Pitfalls

"Why" questions are analytical and explanatory, designed to uncover the 
underlying reasons, motivations, intentions, and ultimate 
functions behind behaviors, thoughts, or emotions.15 They aim to understand 

why something occurred. These questions function as a type of "probing 
question," used to clarify, search for reasons behind previous answers, explore 
inconsistencies, or help a respondent delve into a difficult topic.15 A common 
example is asking "Why do you feel sad?" as a follow-up to an emotional 
expression.15
While essential for functional understanding, "why" questions carry inherent risks. 
They can inadvertently be perceived as accusatory or judgmental, potentially 
leading to defensive responses, rationalizations, or socially desirable answers 
rather than genuine insights.
15 Furthermore, if phrased poorly, they can become "loaded questions," subtly 
steering the respondent towards a particular answer or evoking unintended 
emotional responses.15 For instance, "What is your opinion on the tax mess?" is 
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more emotionally loaded than "What is your opinion on the tax issue?".15 The 
specific wording and tone of the "why" question itself can significantly influence 
the respondent's answer, potentially leading to defensiveness, evasion, or genuine 
insight. This highlights that merely asking "why" is insufficient; the art of 
functional inquiry lies in skillful question formulation that minimizes bias and 
maximizes rapport, often by rephrasing "why" into less confrontational, more 
exploratory terms (e.g., "What led you to...?" or "What was the purpose of...?").

C. Strategic Application: When and How to Sequence "What" and "Why" 
Questions for Comprehensive Understanding in Interviews and Assessments

In most psychological assessments and interviews, it is generally considered best 
practice to initiate inquiry with "what" questions. This approach allows the 
interviewer to establish a clear, objective understanding of the behavior, situation, 
or problem.
12 Starting with "what" helps gather factual details, define the "form," and build 
rapport by creating a non-judgmental space where the respondent can freely 
express their concerns or describe events.12 For example, a medical interview 
often begins with an open-ended "What is the main reason you seek medical 
assistance today?".12
Once a foundational understanding of "what" has been established, "why" 
questions (or functionally equivalent probing questions, such as "What was the 
purpose of...?" or "What led to...?") can then be strategically introduced to delve 
deeper into motivations, underlying reasons, and the true "function" of the 
behavior or thought.
15 This deliberate sequencing ensures a systematic and comprehensive 
approach: first describing the observable phenomenon, then exploring its 
purpose, cause, or maintaining factors. This progression from descriptive 
observation to explanatory analysis mirrors the scientific method. It minimizes 
premature assumptions and reduces the likelihood of defensive reactions, 
fostering a more complete and accurate understanding of human motivation and 
behavior.
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VI. Examples of "Why" and "What" Questions

A. 22 Examples of "Why" Questions

These examples illustrate various ways to probe for motivations, intentions, 
underlying causes, and functional explanations across different psychological 
contexts. The list also implicitly or explicitly demonstrates how "why" can be 
rephrased to be less confrontational while still seeking functional understanding.

Table 4: Examples of "Why" Questions for Motivational and Causal 
InquiryContext/Domain"Why" Question (Direct or implied)Alternative/Softer 
Phrasing (if applicable)Intended Functional Insight (What the question aims to 
uncover)BehavioralWhy did you leave the meeting abruptly?What prompted you 
to leave the meeting?Escape from an uncomfortable situation.CognitiveWhy do 
you think that thought keeps recurring?What purpose does that thought seem to 
serve for you?The maintaining function of a thought (e.g., 
avoidance).EmotionalWhy do you feel sad when that topic comes up?What is it 
about that topic that evokes sadness?The underlying triggers and emotional 
function.MotivationalWhy did you choose to pursue this career path?What were 
your primary motivations for this path?Core values and long-term 
goals.OrganizationalWhy is there resistance to this new policy?What factors 
contribute to the resistance to this policy?Underlying concerns, perceived threats, 
or unmet needs.ClinicalWhy do you engage in self-soothing behaviors?What do 
you gain from these self-soothing actions?Sensory regulation or automatic 
reinforcement.InterpersonalWhy do you react defensively when criticized?What 
makes criticism feel threatening to you?Underlying insecurities or protective 
mechanisms.Problem-SolvingWhy did that solution not work as expected?What 
elements contributed to that solution's ineffectiveness?Unforeseen variables or 
flawed assumptions.Decision-MakingWhy did you make that particular choice?
What were the key considerations influencing your choice?Rationales, values, or 
perceived consequences.LearningWhy do you struggle with this specific 
concept?What aspects of this concept are most challenging for you?Gaps in 
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foundational knowledge or learning style mismatches.Child BehaviorWhy did the 
child hit their sibling?What was the child trying to achieve by hitting?Attention, 
access to a toy, or escape from a demand.Therapeutic ProcessWhy do you avoid 
discussing certain feelings?What makes it difficult to talk about those feelings?
Fear, shame, or perceived consequences of disclosure.Habit FormationWhy do 
you keep engaging in that habit?What purpose does that habit serve for you?
Underlying needs met by the habit (e.g., stress relief).PerformanceWhy did your 
performance decline last quarter?What factors do you believe contributed to the 
performance change?External stressors, internal motivation shifts, skill 
gaps.Group DynamicsWhy is the team struggling with collaboration?What are the 
barriers to effective collaboration within the team?Communication issues, trust 
deficits, or role ambiguity.Personal GrowthWhy do you find it hard to accept 
compliments?What makes it challenging to receive positive feedback?Self-worth 
beliefs or discomfort with vulnerability.Conflict ResolutionWhy did the argument 
escalate?What dynamics or actions contributed to the escalation of the argument?
Miscommunication, emotional triggers, or power imbalances.Health BehaviorWhy 
do you find it difficult to stick to your diet?What are the main challenges you face 
with your diet?Lack of motivation, environmental cues, or emotional 
eating.Creative ProcessWhy did you choose that particular artistic style?What 
drew you to that specific artistic style?Personal expression, influence, or desired 
impact.AcademicWhy did you miss the deadline?What prevented you from 
meeting the deadline?Time management issues, competing priorities, or 
unforeseen events.Consumer BehaviorWhy did you choose this brand over 
others?What factors influenced your decision to choose this brand?Brand loyalty, 
perceived value, or specific features.Ethical DilemmaWhy did you make that 
ethical choice?What principles guided your ethical decision?Moral framework, 
perceived consequences, or personal values.

B. 22 Examples of "What" Questions

These examples focus on eliciting descriptive information about situations, 
observable behaviors, specific actions taken, and concrete outcomes, often 
aligning with the STAR method framework used in behavioral interviews.
13
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Table 5: Examples of "What" Questions for Behavioral and Situational 
AssessmentContext/Domain"What" Question (Focusing on observable 
facts/actions)Corresponding STAR ElementType of Information Sought (e.g., 
Observable behavior, Specific action, Outcome, Context)Behavioral InterviewTell 
me about a time when you handled a difficult client.SituationContext of the 
challenge, observable client behavior.Behavioral InterviewWhat was the problem 
you were trying to solve?TaskThe specific objective or challenge.Behavioral 
InterviewWhat steps did you take to resolve the issue?ActionSpecific, observable 
actions performed.Behavioral InterviewWhat was the outcome of your efforts?
ResultQuantifiable or qualitative results achieved.Clinical AssessmentWhat 
symptoms are you experiencing today?SituationObservable manifestations of 
distress or illness.Clinical AssessmentWhat happened right before you felt 
anxious?SituationAntecedents to an emotional state.Problem-SolvingWhat 
resources are available to address this challenge?TaskExisting tools, personnel, or 
information.Problem-SolvingWhat actions have already been taken?
ActionPrevious attempts at resolution.TeamworkWhat was your specific role in 
that team project?TaskIndividual contribution within a group effort.TeamworkWhat 
challenges did your team encounter?SituationObstacles faced by the 
group.LeadershipWhat did you do to motivate your team during that period?
ActionSpecific leadership behaviors.LeadershipWhat was the impact of your 
leadership on the team's morale?ResultObservable changes in team affect or 
performance.CommunicationWhat did you say when you confronted the 
colleague?ActionSpecific verbal communication.CommunicationWhat was their 
response to your feedback?ResultObservable reaction to communication.Conflict 
ResolutionWhat was the core disagreement between the parties?SituationThe 
specific point of contention.Conflict ResolutionWhat strategies did you employ to 
mediate the conflict?ActionSpecific conflict resolution techniques 
used.LearningWhat did you learn from that experience?ResultSpecific knowledge 
or skills acquired.Customer ServiceWhat was the customer's initial complaint?
SituationThe specific issue raised by the customer.Customer ServiceWhat steps 
did you take to de-escalate the situation?ActionObservable actions to calm a 
distressed customer.Project ManagementWhat were the key deliverables for that 
project?TaskSpecific outputs or products required.Project ManagementWhat 
unforeseen issues arose during the project?SituationUnexpected problems 
encountered.Personal ReflectionWhat are your strengths and weaknesses?
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ResultSelf-identified attributes and areas for development.13

VII. Conclusion: Synthesizing Form, Function, and Strategic Inquiry

The ability to accurately differentiate between the 
form and function of behaviors and cognitions is not merely an academic exercise 
but a cornerstone of effective psychological analysis, assessment, and 
intervention. It represents a fundamental shift from symptom-focused approaches 
to understanding underlying mechanisms. This distinction is critical because 
understanding the causal relationship between behavior/cognition and its function 
is the critical lever for designing and implementing successful interventions. 
Without knowing why a behavior occurs, attempts to change what it looks like are 
often ineffective or temporary.
A deep functional understanding allows for the development and implementation 
of interventions that address the root causes and maintaining factors of behavior, 
leading to more sustainable, meaningful, and positive change, rather than merely 
suppressing surface-level symptoms.
1 For instance, knowing that a child's tantrum serves an "access to tangibles" 
function leads to teaching appropriate requesting skills, rather than just punishing 
the tantrum.1 Similarly, recognizing that a "negative" thought may have a 
"positive" function allows for therapeutic approaches that promote acceptance 
and defusion, rather than futile attempts at thought suppression.2
The strategic application of questioning techniques, moving systematically from 
descriptive "what" questions to explanatory "why" (or functionally equivalent) 
questions, provides a robust and comprehensive framework for assessment 
across diverse settings—be it clinical diagnosis, educational support, or 
organizational talent management. This deliberate approach, which starts with 
establishing observable facts before delving into underlying motivations, is a 
methodological imperative for optimizing the interview process.
12 It ensures that functional hypotheses are built upon a solid foundation of 
factual understanding, enhancing the quality of information gathered by reducing 
potential biases and improving rapport. This systematic progression from 
descriptive observation to explanatory analysis maximizes the efficacy of 
interventions by ensuring they are precisely tailored to the individual's needs.

AI-01735 Form vs Function 22


