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How do we ‘create choices’ in mentoring?

A skilled mentor can employ a variety of approaches 
to help their mentee create and explore new options 
to help them look at issues with greater creativity 
– this is known as creating choice. The process can 
really help to free up a mentee’s thinking, leading 
to motivating and energising conversations. By 
seeking to expand a mentee’s thinking, rather than 
narrow it down too quickly, the mentor can support 
their mentee to look beyond the immediate solutions 
which may be in front of them.

By using this approach, you can steer your mentee 
away from the immediate processes and tasks they 
need to achieve to really disrupt their thinking and 
approach. Creating a sense of distance from current 
challenges can help generate a fresh perspective, 
and utilising a more playful approach can free up 
new ways of thinking for you both.

Is there a proven methodology to this 
approach?

At work, people tend to use the left-hand, linear part 
of the brain which focuses specifically on processes, 
words and numbers. By focusing on creative 
methods, we shift to using the right-hand part of the 
brain which enables us to view things very differently. 
In a mentoring context this can help to:

•  Speed up the thinking process

• Create different solutions from the linear brain

• Provide an instant overview of how things are

Both sides of the brain produce personality traits 
associated with them. These are commonly cited as 
shown in figure 1 below.

Logical
Focussed on facts

Realism predominates
Planned and orderly

Math and science minded
Prefers non-fiction

Emotional
Focussed on art and creativity
Imagination predominates
Occasionally absent-minded
Prefers fiction
Enjoys creative storytelling

LEFT BRAIN RIGHT BRAIN

FIGURE 1: LEFT BRAIN/RIGHT BRAIN PERSONALITY TRAITS
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Transitioning to a more creative approach

It can feel uncomfortable to step out of traditional 
or known methods of problem solving, but there 
are lots of accessible approaches that are very 
straightforward to try out. 

For example, in 2008, the American psychologist 
Robert Epstein undertook two studies on creative 
thinking. His data from over 300 participants 
suggested that creative expression in individuals can 
be accelerated through strengthening four trainable 
competencies. These are: 

Capturing: making a note of new ideas as they 
occur without any judgement or limitations. Simply, 
note down whatever comes to mind about the 
issue before your rational mind interferes and adds 
barriers. Often employed in open and creative 
‘brainstorming’ sessions.

Challenging: actively taking on the difficult tasks 
and not putting them off creates time and urgency 
to give them thought and ask ‘so what’ questions. 
Even if the tasks are not immediately connected to 
the specific goal or issues, it can often generate new 
thoughts or perspective, and the links might appear 
or become apparent later.
Broadening: developing new skills and knowledge 
outside your current interests or areas of expertise 
will encourage new neural links as you acquire 
more knowledge and learn to do things differently 
or for the first time. In doing so, you may see more 
connections to the existing but unrelated goal or 
challenge.

Surrounding: changing the environment in which 
the thinking is undertaken so that new thinking is 
opened up. For example, instead of meeting in the 
usual office environment try having the mentoring 
session walking outside in a green space or visiting 
an art gallery, and viewing the problem in that 
different setting.

Helping your mentee to become more 
creative in their thinking

As well as the suggestions above, there are many 
other ways to encourage creativity and help open up 
someone’s thinking. If you would like to try a bolder 
approach, here are some ideas. 

Remember, you can always signpost to your mentee 
that you are trying out some new methods and ask 
for their feedback on how helpful they found it.

Creating Images

The idea behind this technique is to open up 
the visual side of the brain so that the mentee 
creates pictures and images in their mind to help 
inform their decision-making. 

To facilitate this way of thinking, the mentor 
might encourage the mentee to pause for a 
moment and picture a desired outcome or 
perhaps a metaphor for describing how they see 
the current situation and how they feel about it. 
If you want, you can encourage the mentee to 
close their eyes to bring the picture to light more 
vividly.  

Once the picture is reasonably clear in their 
mind’s eye, you can explore it further with some 
of the questions below:

•  What appeals to you about this image?

•  Why do you think this picture has sprung to 
mind (if they are using it as a metaphor to 
describe something)?

•  How does this picture make you feel?

•  How big is one thing in the mind picture in 
relation to another? Big, small – why has it 
been created that way?

•  Who is in the image and why? What is the role 
they play?

•  For the image to change, what could you do?

Continues...
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Find out more

• Try these TED talks on simple ways to increase your creativity – “Want to be more creative? Go for a walk”  
by Marily Oppezzo.

• Play this word game to come up with original ideas – by Shimpei Takahashi.

Creating Images (continued)

This can also be a way to test things safely. For 
example, you can encourage the mentee to try 
changing things in the image and notice what 
happens to the overall picture and how that 
makes them feel. 

An alternative approach is to ask the mentee to 
draw the picture. The level of their artistic skill is 
not important; what matters is the image they 
choose and how they respond to it. The colours 
they select to represent things can also be useful 
to explore – for example, bright colours or dull 
colours for key objects or people.

Creating stories and metaphors

Inviting your mentee to explore their present 
or future situation through storytelling can be 
another helpful technique for the mentor to 
experiment with. You could simply invite the 
mentee to describe the story they feel they are 
in, and then follow up by questioning how they 
would change things if they were going to create 
a different story. 

The mentor can encourage the mentee to be 
really bold and vivid with their storytelling. You 
can also change the time horizons – for example, 
by asking your mentee what they would want the 
story to be one year from now, two years from 
now and so on.

Once completed it can be helpful to read the 
narrative through from the beginning to the end 
and really notice what is playing out – consider 
the language, tone and colours, as well as 
feelings, who is in the story and the role they 
play. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/marily_oppezzo_want_to_be_more_creative_go_for_a_walk?referrer=playlist-simple_ways_to_spark_your_creativity
https://www.ted.com/talks/shimpei_takahashi_play_this_word_game_to_come_up_with_original_ideas?referrer=playlist-simple_ways_to_spark_your_creativity

