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Key Elements: Relationships

Relationships are the foundation of a successful mentoring 
experience. While we all understand what relationships are, 
it is how we build authenticity, trust and self-awareness that 
ultimately contributes to a mutually beneficial mentoring  
relationship.

Authenticity
Dimensions of authentic behaviour include:

• Displaying self-awareness - recognising one’s own beliefs
and values and how these shape interactions with others

• Demonstrating interpersonal concern - sharing openly
one’s own preconceived notions and experiences as well
as expressing genuine interest in better understanding
where others are coming from

• Acting with integrity - acting in a manner that is consistent
with one’s underlying beliefs and values

• Promoting authenticity - assisting others to engage in
candid self-reflection and behaving in alignment with
these reflections

In terms of the mentor/mentee relationship , authenticity is 
necessary to establish trust. This trust is a precursor to the 
vulnerable discussions that will reveal opportunities for  
development, and situations where each leader identifies  
similar setbacks and challenges. 

Trust
Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt and Camerer (1998) defined trust as  
a psychological state comprising the intention to accept 
vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions 
or behaviour of another (p. 395). Mayer et al. identified that 
it is characteristics such as honesty, integrity, dependability, 
fairness, and ability, that have consequences for work  
attitudes and behaviours (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). 

A key factor in creating a successful mentor experience is to 
establish a relationship based on trust. It sounds simple and 
it is - but remember - it takes a long time to establish trust  
and a second to lose it. 

Patrick Lencioni, in his work, “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team,” 
identifies a lack of trust as the core of organisational  
dysfunction and outlines the human behaviours of a lack of 
trust:

• A reluctance to share data and stories

• A need to cover up mistakes

• Hesitation to ask for help

• Making assumptions about another’s ability or
achievements

• Failing to recognise the strengths in each person

• Avoidance of interaction and communication

5 Key Elements: Leadership Mentoring

Get to know each other,
build trust and establish

boundaries. Commit and 
nurture the relationship 
between you and your 

colleague. Show patience,
lead by example, and

express genuine interest
in rach other’s learning

and development. 

Listen deeply and foster 
understanding. 

Understand the perspectives 
and experience of your 
colleague. Share your 

experience, ask questions, 
don’t answer. Establish mutual 

goals for the mentoring 
partnership – personal, 

professional, organisational 
and community.

Be a generous-spirited
leader with a genuine desire

for others to flourish.
Seek to understand each

others challenges.
Give support where you

can or assist your 
colleague in seeking the
support needed to make
changes. Offer insights

and feedback in an
engaging and positive way.

Relationships
Goals Ask questions, don’t give all 

the answers. Question current
constraints and help each other

to explore new possibilities
or new behaviours.

Engage in dialogue around
challenging and sensitive issues

in a constructive and 
courageous way.

Challenge
Outcomes matter, so
insist on making the

mentoring experience
authentic and meaniful.
Clarify what success will

look like, track your 
progress, build on it,

make adjustments and
sustain motivation.

Change
Support

Leadership Mentoring - 5 Key Elements by IPS Alliance.
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The best mentoring interactions spark mutual learning, exploration of similar values, and shared enjoyment. 
If people are only looking for a leg up from their mentors, instead of being interested in their mentors’ lives 
as well, the relationships will not last for long. It is the two-way nature of the connection that sustains it.”

George, Sims, McLean and Mayer (2007)“
A mentoring relationship can be a powerful way to accelerate learning and improve leadership skills. Through an authentic and 
truly developmental personal relationship, mentoring provides not just professional instruction, but can guide professional and 
personal development. The good news is that successful mentoring not just develops capable, sustainable leaders, but also 
benefits the mentor, the organisation and entire systems.

If your emotional abilities aren’t in hand, if you don’t have self-awareness, if you are not able to manage your 
distressing emotions, if you can’t have empathy and have effective relationships, then no matter how smart 
you are, you are not going to get far.” 

Daniel Goleman“

To be persuasive, we must be believable; to be believable, we must be credible; 
to be credible, we must be truthful.” 

Edward R. Murrow“



On the flipside, trust can look like: 

•  Willingness to accept responsibility for shortcomings
or failures

•  Asking for help and guidance

• Taking managed risks to improve

• Providing and accepting feedback with a growth mindset

• Not making excuses

• Forensically analysing data and experiences to learn

In the HBR article, “The Neuroscience of Trust”, Paul J. Zak 
identifies eight different management behaviours that foster 
trust. Pertinent to a mentoring context is to intentionally build 
relationships. Zak makes reference to a Google study that 
found “managers who ‘express interest in and concern for team 
members’ success and personal wellbing’ outperform others in 
the quality and quantity of their work.” 

Self Awareness
As leaders, our behaviours are driven by our attitudes.  
This thinking and feeling becomes our frame.  
Either consciously or subconciously, we put frames around  
others and this drives our behaviour around that person. 
Frames are either helpful or hindering in terms of achieving a 
goal - in this case, a successful mentoring relationship.  
Just as mindset is the most significant factor in student 
achievement, (Mourshed et al. 2017) leader mindset is an  
important factor in establishing positive relationships with  
other leaders and teams. Without our conscious awareness 
and intervention, our frames become the core way we interact 
with other people. They can stay unchanged for our entire 
career unless we first recognise the frames that drive our 
behaviours. If we enter a situation with the mindset that we 
are there to ‘fix’ someone, or to demonstrate that we are ‘the 
smartest person in the room’, the inevitable result will be a 
guarded and ultimately inauthentic experience. It will diminish 
the capacity of the mentee and ensure that nothing changes.

This emphasises the need to listen and question rather than 
tell and fix. The growth mindset concept is so well applied to 
student achievement, but what is our mindset about our peers? 
Great mentors have radically different assumptions about the 
intelligence and potential of their mentees, despite operating 
from a position of a greater experience. So in preparation for 
a mentoring session, ask yourself, “What is my frame about 
myself?” and then, “What is my frame in relation to my mentee/
mentor?” Is there a need to reframe a potentially hindering 
frame prior to your session beginning? The secret is to help 
leaders build upon the strengths they currently have and shore 
up any qualities that may compromise their ability to inspire. 

Helpful Frame
•  Solution focused - what can we do?

•  Growth Mindset - everyone in the relationship has
something to offer

• Focus on strengths - identify and leverage

Hindering Frame
• Doubt others ability - micromanage

•  Focus on weaknesses - erode confidence

• ‘Fix’ the problem or ‘rescue’ - disempower

For those who have embarked on the mentoring journey,  
what are the attitudes that you need to adopt to drive your  
interactions to achieve your desired result?  
Further self-reflection about your authenticity, development  
of trust and ultimately self-awareness, may help to establish 
the relationship necessary for mentoring success. 
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We are drawn to leaders that are good at communicating what they believe. Their ability to make us feel like 
we belong, to make us feel special, safe, and not alone is part of what gives them the ability to inspire us.” 

Simon Sinek“

Trust is the glue of life. It is the essential ingredient in effective communication. It is the foundation  
principle that holds all relationships.”

Stephen Covey “
Max De Pree once said ‘The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality. The last is to say thank you. 
In between, the leader must become a servant.” 

Former Herman Miller CEO “
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Key Elements: Mutual Goals and Support

Mutual Goals 
Have you and your colleague mapped out your focus and plan 
for the year, and next few visits together? 

Mentoring is not typically part of one’s daily routine. In the initial 
stages, and periodically, colleagues are encouraged to discuss 
the direction and plan for each stage of the mentoring  
relationship. This will ensure the time invested is achieving the 
goals and influence on work practice rather than just shooting 
the breeze about problems. 

A simple structure will ensure both colleagues maintain a clear 
and mutual focus, help the relationship to thrive and continue 
gaining momentum. 

In a mentor relationship, it is inevitable that support will be  
provided throughout the process. Support takes on many 
forms, and is a necessary step in self-improvement, but there 
are a few things to consider. It is the balance between pressure 
and support that can determine results. Too much pressure 
and people can crumble. Too much support, and people can 
become too reliant on the mentor to do the thinking and  
snow-plough all of the challenges out of the way. 

Firstly, it is imperative to establish the parameters of the 
support process together. Secondly, the intent of the support 
needs to be clear - for leaders to develop through self-determi-
nation and lastly, the mentor needs to frame discussions with 
optimism to support strategic thinking and risk taking. 

Articulate Support 
It seems very obvious, but one of the ways to set up your 
mentoring relationship for success is to be very clear about the 
intentions of the process. The mentee needs to be clear about 
the type of support they need, articulate the parameters of 
the arrangement and clarify for understanding throughout the 
process. This creates a sense of ownership over the process 

as well, establishing the relationship as a two-way-street rather 
than a ‘teacher-led’ experience. 

When the relationship is set up for targeted support, the 
learning becomes deeper and specific. In the initial stages, it is 
essential that the expectations are clear and that throughout 
the process there are opportunities to ask clarifying questions. 

• Know your intention: What is the intent of your mentoring
relationship? What are you trying to achieve in each session
and in the long-term? Are you checking-in with your intention
as you progress?

• Set your expectations: Be clear about what you expect from
the relationship and the process. What will the session look
like? Will you invite your mentor to actively observe you in
field interacting and communicating with staff? Will these
observations be integrated into goal-setting activities? Or
will the session be behind closed doors to enable spirited
discussion?

• Articulate the parameters: What are the ways in which you
would like to be supported? Do you want to be provided with
examples of success and failure form a variety of contexts?
Would you rather find the answers yourself? Will you find
solutions together or do the thinking pre or post a mentoring
session? What will you need to prepare before a session?

• Clarify for understanding: Ask questions throughout the
process to avoid assumptions or lapses in clear
communication. Be specific about dates, data requests,
how information will be used and how you can keep
improving. Set dates to check-in with each other to
articulate your understandings of your current situation
and future plans.

5 Key Elements: Leadership Mentoring
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Leadership Mentoring - 5 Key Elements by IPS Alliance.

We are drawn to leaders that are good at communicating what they believe. Their ability to make us feel 
like we belong, to make us feel special, safe and not alone is part of what gives them the ability to inspire us.

Simon Sinek - Start with Why“
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Support Self-Determination
We all need a little help and guidance at different times.  
The skilful mentor knows when to ‘dip in and out’ so their  
mentee does not become too reliant on them to provide all  
the solutions and always illuminate the path. The goal of  
mentoring is to developing strategic thinking, decision making 
and leadership behaviours, therefore, with this goal in mind,  
the mentor must work to develop these skills, rather than ‘do’ 
them for the mentee.

To establish a prosperous supportive environment, the mentor 
must keep in mind the need to support self-determination. 
What are you trying to develop? How are you positioning  
yourself in the solutioning of specific challenges? 

If the mentor ‘calls every play’ their micromanaging can have 
long term implications. Some mentors cannot resist the lure 
of ‘the fix’. While a mentor does have the experience and ability 
to quickly identify challenges and size-up the situation, it is not 
their role to swoop-in with ‘the fix’. Coach, mentor, guide,  
challenge, question - but do not DO. 

Liz Wiseman describes the unintentional ‘diminisher’ of  
thinking as, “rather than shifting responsibility to other people, 
Diminishers stay in charge and tell others - in detail - how to do 
their jobs. They assume the senior thinker posture, giving  
themselves permission to generate both the questions and  
the answers ... “ She goes on to describe their behaviour as, 
“unintentionally shutting down the intelligence of others as  
they have built their careers on their own expertise and have 
been rewarded for their ‘superior’ knowledge.” (2015:67) 

Les McKeown (2010:180) also warns against mentoring  
sessions becoming monitored, metric-based and microman-
aged as, “the weight of these Treadmill-typical systems and 
processes squeeze the lifeblood out of the mentoring  
sessions” with “no room to breathe and limited tolerance  
for error or experimentation.” 

Be Optimistic
Skilful mentors are generous-spirited and work to see their 
mentee flourish. While this may be an obvious premise, it is 
useful to remember the tyes of behaviours which encourage 
this approach. 

As Anthony Tjan (2017) recommends, “Shout loudly with your 
optimism, and keep quiet with your cynicism. Your mentee 
might come to you with some off-the-wall ideas or seemingly 
unrealistic ambitious. You might be tempted to help them think 
more realistically, but mentors need to be givers of energy, 
not takers of it.” It is the role of the mentor to discuss options, 
deliberate ideas and challenge data, not to outright condemn 
an idea. Every context is different. There are different  
resources, different staff and very different communities that 
can influence the success or failure of an initiative. It is  
through a deep exploration of these elements that people  
can reach their potential. 

Optimism in itself does not allow you to be an idealistic  
romantic, blindly dealing in hope without any substance.  
The subtle and key difference is the sequence of thoughts.  
You have to turn on the optimist before you turn on the  
pessimist. Try this the next time someone pitches you an  
idea: Pause on the negative criticism and the “I know another 
company that. .. fill in the blank, e.g. ‘already does this’.”  
Before your mind leaps to all the reasons it might fail, focus  
on all the reasons this idea might - just might be a really,  
really big idea. “Out-of-the-box” thinkers, mavericks, and  
creative entrepreneurs are externally super-optimists and  
internally super-critics. The lesson for us all: lead with  
optimism.” 

Leaders who provide individualised consideration are seen as ones who pay attention to followers’ 
 individual needs for achievement and growth by acting as a coach or mentor, creating learning opportunities, 
and fostering a supportive climate for individual growth.

Walumbwa et al (2008) “

An outstanding leader of people starts with having a deep respect for each individual and a belief in the 
power of each person to make a difference.

Gail Kelly, Former teacher and Westpac CEO Live Lead Learn, 2017 “
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Key Element: Challenge

The obvious goal of mentoring is to improve performance -  
of the individual AND, ultimately, the organisation. If the intent 
of the mentoring process has been established, then it is  
important throughout the process to challenge the mentee,  
as challenge is where growth occurs. 

The mentoring process can create strong and effective leaders, 
but if there is too much support and agreement and not enough 
challenge, the impact will be diluted. Once there has been trust 
established and a strong rapport, challenging your mentee with 
purposefully chosen questions is a great strategy to draw out 
the intelligence of the mentee. 

Without enough strategic challenge, poor-quality decisions 
proliferate and improvement stalls. With unskilled challenging, 
aggressive dynamics can develop and destroy your rapport. 

So what is an effective way to challenge? It comes down to 
three factors; understanding beliefs and core assumptions, 
asking the right questions and knowing the outcome you  
want to achieve. 

Understanding Beliefs and 
Core Assumptions
To truly build an authentic rapport with your mentee you 
attempt to understand, interpret, and evaluate what you hear in 
your dialogue. Suspending judgment and avoiding other inter-
nal mental activities are the keys that enable you to fully attend 
to the other person in this way. As such, active listening tends 
to increase understanding of their beliefs, and mindset and 
can also strengthen cooperation. Each and every comment, 
mumble, and question in mentoring is like fuel in a car... driving 
the process forward. 

There are many techniques that can demonstrate establishing 
beliefs and core assumptions, including the following: 

Before the Conversation:
• Put your frames aside - Do not go into a conversation with

your own frames and opinions at the forefront of your mind,
as this will likely block you from really understanding where
the other person is coming from.

During the Conversation:
• Eye contact and body language - Ensure appropriate eye

contact throughout the conversation to let the other person
know that they have your full attention. It may be appropriate
to lean forward and use open body language to let them
know you are listening.

• Encouragers - Use non-verbals and words to indicate that
you are listening. Particularly if they are talking about
something that they feel quite strongly about, consider
using ‘ah, I see, okay, mmm’ etc.

• Paraphrasing - Perhaps the most important component of
understanding is the technique of paraphrasing what you
have heard in order to check you are on the same page.

• Asking questions - Only AFTER the other person has
finished what they have to say, it may be appropriate to ask
questions to obtain more clarification.

• Summarizing/Reflecting - We may also choose to restate
a participant’s comment or question using our own words.
This allows us to incorporate our own ideas or specific
language into the ideas of participants. It also facilitates
a deeper understanding of the concept under discussion.
When people feel misunderstood, the result can be with-
drawal and resistance. Summarizing and reflecting fosters
a common understanding of the discussion.

5 Key Elements: Leadership Mentoring
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Leadership Mentoring - 5 Key Elements by IPS Alliance.

The mentoring program has been a very useful and supportive reflection process, a great strategy to raise 
leadership challenges and discuss leadership growth in the /PS and large school context. 
The process has enabled me to progress challenging agendas and initiate improvement in my school.

Robin Rayner, Executive Principal, Urangan SHS “

Ideologies are ways of organizing large swaths of life and experience under a set of shared but 
unexamined assumptions.”

Michael Pollan  “Things to Consider:
• Try not to offer advice unless it is requested
• Resist talking over the other person, or interrupting them
• Avoid correcting them on details or asking questions about specifics until the end of the conversation
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Mentoring to me is a solid professional relationship that targets the specific needs of the mentee for personal 
growth. This occurs through the sharing of experience and knowledge - not just sharing with the mentee what 
works through my own personal success stories but sharing with the mentee what I have learned from my 
mistakes and failures as well. 

Sue Dalton Principal, Miami SHS  “
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During your next one-on-one conversation, we invite you to 
consider the following questions: 

• How well were you able to put aside assumptions,
opinions or biases and listen to what was being discussed
with an open mind?

• How well did you maintain eye contact with the person
you were speaking with?

• Did your facial expressions and body language indicate
you were personally interested in the conversation?

• Did you use encouragers throughout the conversation?

• Did you consciously identify the speaker’s body language?

• Were you able to quickly regain your focus towards the
speaker if you became distracted or your mind wandered?

• Did you paraphrase what has been said before you
responded?

• How well did you use questions to completely understand
what had been said?

• Did you let the speaker finish what they were saying
before you spoke?

Questioning
Questions are the most effective tool in the mentoring process 
and to improve skills in this area, it would be helpful to acknowl-
edge two important things about the brain. Firstly, we switch 
the brain on through asking questions. Secondly, the type of 
question we ask is very important. If we ask negative questions 
such as, “what else could go wrong?” our brain focuses on all 
the things that can go wrong. In many respects, a mentor will 
be challenging, encouraging and influencing people to change 
attitudes and behaviours in order to improve results. One of the 
greatest tools a mentor has in their toolkit to help achieve these 
goals is questions. We want to switch other people’s brains on 
to the opportunities and strategic ways of working, by asking 
carefully phrased, positively-oriented questions. 

An effective question in mentoring can promote the following:

• Deep thinking and reflection in others

• Focused attention

• Removal of assumptions

• Creation of ownership

• Breakdown of barriers and challenges

The Outcome
To effectively challenge during the mentoring process, it is 
important to know the outcome you want from the process. If it 
is simply to ‘change their thinking’ there is a missed opportunity 
to apply that thinking to an improvement initiative. For example, 
you may wish to change the thinking - but what if you changed 
their thinking in relation to what is achievable, or in relation to 
the capability of specific staff? 

If you understand their attitudes and beliefs and then ask the 
right questions to influence their thinking, you can align the 
outcome. Break down the intent of your challenge - what is it 
you want to achieve?  

• Identify the opportunity - is there a quick win in relation
to an improvement agenda? Is it important? If the answer
is “pretty important” then ask how important it is to the
objectives of the organisation. Often we will find this as an
opportunity for us to re-align ourselves with these objectives
and keep a close eye on what is important.

• Know when to challenge - Often our need to challenge
takes some time to process internally, and by the time we
are ready the conversation may have moved past a point
where it would make sense to offer it. Likewise, if we are in
a group setting and our challenge is only for one member of
the group then it might be more appropriate to wait for an
opportunity to have a one-on-one discussion. Pick a time as
close to the moment that gave rise to the need to challenge
that honours the situation fuIly.

• Break it into achievable chunks - discuss the big picture and
then break it into smaller chunks to encourage strategizing.
It is important to also leverage the strengths of the mentee.
Draw on those strengths to generate the belief in what is
possible. Use data, where appropriate, to analyse what has
worked and where there are opportunities.

TYPE OF QUESTION DEFINITION RECOMMENDED FOR USAGE EXAMPLES

Open-Ended 
Questions

Questions that 
cannot be answered 
with a simple ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’, or with a 
specific piece of 
information

•  Help deepen understanding and
encourage engagement in others;

•  Drive the conversation further in
the desired direction;

•  Create opportunities for more
meaningful exploration of a topic

•  How else could you think
about this?

•  What is another way of
looking at it?

•  What else might be
important here?

Closed-Ended 
Questions

Questions that can 
be usually answered 
with a simple ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’, or with a 
specific piece of 
information

•  Stop or slow an off-tangent
conversation;

•  Allow for an easy change in the
direction of the discussion

•  Is that helpful?
• Does that make sense?
• Is that your responsibility?

Information  
Collection Questions

Questions that elicit 
a specific piece of 
information or an 
example

•  Assist the mentor to gain a
greater perspective of the
thoughts and feelings of the
mentee

•  Where have you seen this
happen?

•  What is the biggest
challenge you are having
with this?

Attitude Shift 
Questions

Questions that 
encourage a change 
in perspective

•  Help individuals reframe a
particular topic

•  How might this change
influence the performance
of your team in a positive
way?

•  Why might this information
be important to the out-
comes?

Self-Reflective 
Questions

Questions that 
prompt personal 
insight

•  Encourage individuals to
consider how they might apply
various concepts into their
workplace

•  What would be the
benefits of implementing
this change to the way
you work?
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