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Why does goal setting matter in mentoring?

Having a clear goal or objective is key to making 
any project successful and the same is true 
when establishing the purpose of a mentoring 
relationship. It’s important that both mentor and 
mentee feel they are working together to support  
the mentee to achieve a particular outcome. 

Whilst it’s very easy to establish a comfortable 
mentoring relationship that feels supportive, unless 
there is a clear articulation of what the mentee 
wants to succeed with, the relationship is unlikely  
to progress into something that delivers real  
change or development. 

There is a vast amount of scientific evidence, dating 
back from the present day to the 1970s, to support 
the importance of setting clear goals to create 
positive behaviour change. We know this works and 
is a key component of any successful mentoring 
conversation.

Given your level of experience and tenure at senior 
levels, goal setting principles will be familiar to you. 
However, research consistently shows how critical 
goal setting is and how easy it is to relax away from 
truly specific goals. It’s always worth reminding 
ourselves – and it may be a new discipline for your 
mentee so it’s worth you exercising the muscle.

Identifying the right goals for your mentee

In a mentoring relationship, there are two kinds  
of goals. The first is the overall goal – that is, what 
the mentee wants to achieve as a result of your 
partnership. This is worth spending time on early in 
the relationship – probably during the contracting 
conversation – to help ensure your sessions stay  
on track. 

The second type of goal is an individual one. This  
is what the mentee wants to achieve in each session. 
Ideally each of these will link to the overall goal and, 
over the course of your meetings, help the mentee 
achieve it. 

However, the individual goal might occasionally 
reflect something unrelated to the overall goal, 
which the mentee needs to focus on and resolve 
before they can move forward. It’s important that 
your meetings are flexible enough to allow for this.

The key in both cases is to ensure you both have 
absolutely clarity on the goal, be it the overall one  
or that for today’s conversation.

A starting point when establishing overall or 
individual goals might be to ask some of the 
following questions:

•  What do you want to achieve?

•  What do you want to avoid?

•  Will that be of value to you?

•  What do you want to have when you walk  
out of the door that you don’t have now?

•  What would you like to talk about today?
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Setting measurable goals

Taking the mentee’s opening line as a starting point, 
you will need to drill down to confirm precisely what 
they want to achieve and how you will know if you 
have succeeded. 

Most people are familiar with the acronym SMART: 
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and 
Timely are all useful pointers to check whether a 
goal is sound, clearly defined and likely to achieve 
the desired effect.

Spending time on this at the start of a session 
can feel uncomfortable at first, but being able to 
measure progress against a well-defined goal will 
make your meetings more productive.

Tuning in to subtleties in language

It is worth the mentor really paying attention to the 
mentee’s language as they start to talk about their 
goal, which can often be termed as moving ‘away 
from’ or ‘towards’ something.

An ‘away from’ position can be identified if the 
mentee talks about what they don’t want or what 
is not going well for them or the business right 
now. Beginning in this way is not always helpful or 
empowering.

A ‘towards’ position is established when the mentee 
focuses on what they want to achieve and what 
they will notice when they have it. By stating goals 
in these more positive terms, they become more 
tangible because you have defined what success 
looks like.

By tuning in to patterns in the mentee’s language, 
a mentor can help them move forward by asking 
questions that focus on ‘What it is you DO want?’.

SPECIFIC
Is the goal clear and concise  

so there is no ambiguity?

MEASURABLE
Can you measure the progress from a  

qualitative and/or quantitative perspective?

ACHIEVABLE
Can the goal be obtained in  

the given context?

REALISTIC
Is the goal relevant to the work and  

the mentee’s overall outcomes?

TIMELY
Can it really be achieved within  

the given timeframe?
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Find out more

• In this TED talk, venture capitalist John Doerr shows how to use objectives and key results to set and 
achieve ambitious goals.

• This thought-provoking interview with Professor David Clutterbuck discusses goal setting in 
coaching and mentoring, and argues that we should focus on ‘purpose’ at the beginning of a coaching 
conversation so that mentees can set their own SMART goals as a result of the mentoring process.

• A short guide to using the GROW model in coaching or mentoring

Some tips on how to establish a clear goal

Anne Scholar is well known business coach and psychologist who trains senior business leaders to become 
coaches. Here are her top tips for establishing a clear goal:

HAVE COURAGE 
Spend time at the beginning of the session bringing 
the mentee back to goalsetting until It’s sharp.

REQUIRE SPECIFICS
“Be clear about what I need to do” is not a goal 
whereas “Have three actionable bullet points  
written down” is.

HONOUR INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES
Some people need tangible takeaways – a plan, 
bullet points etc – for others, it’s wanting to feel 
different (e.g. less anxious).

DRIVE FOR MEASURABLE RESULTS
For some goals it will be straightforward to 
establish a measure (e.g. drive sales up by 20%).  
For subjective goals (e.g. more clarity or self 
confidence, less fear) try to establish a benchmark  
such as: “On a scale of 1-10, where are you now and 
where do you want to be at the end of the session?”.

DON’T ASSUME YOU ARE BOTH CLEAR  
ON THE GOAL
Test it out – for example, once you’ve discussed 
and established a goal, check you’re both clear by 
asking the mentee to state it back to you.

WRITE THE GOAL DOWN
This allows you to track it so if it morphs during 
the conversation, you can reframe it if necessary.

Adapted from “Financial Times Guide to Business Coaching” by Anne Scholar (2011)

https://www.ted.com/talks/john_doerr_why_the_secret_to_success_is_setting_the_right_goals?language=en#t-39411
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kxIzV-W6kzY
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_89.htm

