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Being able to ask the right questions lies at the  
heart of effective communication. And it is a skill 
which is central to getting the most out of any 
mentoring relationship. 

Posing questions is, of course, a basic part of everyday 
life – and, in a mentoring setting, the right questions 
can prompt mentees to explore their strengths, 
preferences and motivations. Using questions 
effectively is a simple way to ignite mentees to think 
about challenges they might be facing and their 
subsequent solutions, and to encourage them to  
go beneath the surface in their thinking. 

Understanding types of questions and  
their benefits  

The five types of questions outlined here can all be 
useful in mentoring sessions:

1)  Open questions: these invite the mentee to give 
information about themselves or on specific topics 
using their own words. They usually start with  
WHAT, WHY, WHEN, WHICH, WHO. Or you can try 
more global questions such as “Tell me about...”.

2)  Probing questions: these encourage the mentee 
to explore a topic in more depth, such as “What 
happened next?”. They cause the mentee to focus 
on the specifics of a situation.

3)  Closed questions: these just require a ‘yes’ or  
‘no’, or a piece of specific information in response.  
For example: “Are you happy doing that?”.

4)  Inquiry questions: these are open-ended questions 
and can start of the process of exploration.

5)  Rhetorical questions: where no answer is really 
required at all. These types of questions draw the 
other person towards agreement, for example:  
“It’s a lovely sunny day today isn’t it?”.

Other types of questions can be less helpful  
or only helpful in certain contexts: 

Leading questions – these can give the mentee the 
impression there is a right or wrong answer to the 
question and can also reveal information about 
the mentor’s own values system. For example: “You 
wouldn’t do that, would you?”. Leading questions 
can trigger emotive responses because of their 
implications, so use them with caution. 

Multiple questions – asking several questions at once 
is a good way to extract information at pace but 
might also be confusing to the receiver. For example: 
“What do you enjoy about this company? What do you 
find most challenging about it and why is this?”.

Hypothetical questions – these can be useful for 
exploring a possible reaction to a situation that  
is not true, or which has not happened yet.  
For example: “So what would you do if…?”
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Using questions to excel as a mentor

Asking the right questions can help mentors: 

• Gather data and information

• Can get to the nub of the issue quickly

• Help change the focus or where the attention is

• Enable the exploration of options

• Challenge what is going on in the current context

• Raise awareness of the problems or solutions

• Enable individuals to dream big and be creative

• Test out commitment to the agreed actions

By employing a Questions Funnel technique, mentors 
can drill down and get to the most relevant aspects  
of the conversation more quickly.

Many mentors find questioning frameworks useful  
too. The Cigar Method (Cook, 2009) shown below  
is straightforward but powerful. Use questions to 
explore each step with your mentee

 

Get towards the nub of the issue, 
what is really going on for the mentee

 

Probe further 
to get expression 
of feeling, value 

or belief

Then follow 
with a probe or 

open question to 
gather more 
information

Start with 
a closed question 
to gather specific 

information

CURRENT SITUATION

IDEAL OUTCOME

GAP BETWEEN C AND I

ACTION PLAN

REVIEW

Value of each stage

Current situation – Clarifying the current 
situation: what is working well, what is going  
less well for you and the business right now? 

Ideal Outcome – So in an ideal world, what  
would success look like for you and the business?

Gap between C and I – What is the gap, how 
significant is the gap right now and what is  
most getting in the way?

Action Plan – What will you do next, who are  
you accountable to and what for? What else  
do you need?

Review – Then it moves into a very specific plan 
about what needs to happen, when and by whom.



Questions you could ask your mentee or their 
organisation:

The list of questions below can be a useful starting 
point for opening up discussions with your mentee. 

It’s worth noting that none of those questions start 
with ‘why’ – this is because these types of questions 
can appear to be challenging rather than inquiry-led. 
In some case they can cause the mentee to look to the 
past, leading them to make assumptions about their 
present situation rather than actively exploring what 
is really happening.

• What are your organisation’s values, vision, goals?

• What would others say about your organisation?

• What are your aspirations for the organisation  
– short, medium or long-term?

• What are the challenges in the organisation 
currently?

• What are the organisation’s strengths? What can 
you build on or do more of?

• What is currently a development need for your 
organisation?

• What might disrupt where you are today?

• Tell me, if you had no constraints – what would  
you do/achieve?

• If you knew you couldn’t possibly fail, what would 
you do?

• What are you ready to commit to?

• Think about a business leader you admire – what 
would you expect them to do in the same situation?

Using questions to develop the mentoring 
relationship

As a mentor or mentee, you can use questions like 
those outlined below to help get the most out of  
your relationship. Ask them regularly to ensure 
everything is on track.

• Do we challenge each other enough?

• Are we clear about our goals and how we will  
know if we have achieved them?

• Are we taking enough risks?

• How honest are we when we review the relationship 
and the progress we are making and impact it is 
having?

• Are every one of our conversations adding value?

• Are we having the right conversations?

Mentors have most impact when they combine 
great questioning with other skills covered in this 
programme such as building trust and rapport,  
and active listening.

bethebusiness.com

Find out more 

This short video is a good introduction to the Reticular Activating System (RAS). Mentors 
can use great questioning techniques to help challenge or reset the RAS to help mentees 
achieve their goals. 

Develop your questioning skills further with this guide from Mentoring Matters.

http://bethebusiness.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QCnfAzAIhVw
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=129238&section=5.3

