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Socrates, a powerful 5th Century 
teacher and politician, taught 
his pupils/ disciples by using a 
disciplined style of teaching. 

He essentially provoked people into 
questioning their own assumptions, causing 
self-challenge and self-motivated change. His 
revolutionary teaching methods eventually 
saw him hanged for ‘corrupting the youth 
and interfering with religion’, such was his 
influence at the time.

Columbo, a 21st Century television 
detective ‘the ultimate wise fool’, 
uses similar methods. 

Socratic questioning is cleverly used in order 
to reveal inconsistencies in the stories of his 
villains. Eventually they argue themselves into 
court and are convicted of what Columbo 
‘already knew’ they were guilty of.

In Cognitive Behaviour Therapy Socratic 
questioning is a therapeutic method, used 
during treatment to help clients re-evaluate 
negative belief systems and bring about 
motivation for positive change. It is a 
collaborative, investigative style of working, 
whereby the therapist becomes curious about 
the clients current state, how they arrived at 
their current conclusions and if there is any 
other way to see or do things. 

Conclusions are always reached by the 
client—not the therapist!

A WAY OF CHALLENGING
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SOCTRATIC QUESTIONING

Socratic questioning falls into three main types (below) and can be used in the engagement process 
to encourage open discussion and as a non-threatening way to explore difficulties and fixed ideas.

Socratic questions are open questions that encourage self-exploration (avoid questions that allow 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers).

Socratic questions convey ‘curiousity’ about the person’s view point, rather than direct challenges (we 
do not present alternative viewpoints, we simple ask about the viewpoint presented and encourage 
exploration of it).

Clarification and 
probe questions

Evidence and 
source

questions

View point and 
consequence 
questions

Why do you say that?

Can you tell me more about that?

Let me see if I’ve understood you: do you 
mean...?

Is this always the case?

Can you give me an example of when that 
happened?

Why do you think this is true?

Is this what your friends think?

Have your thoughts/feelings about this been 
influenced by anyone?

If you did this, what else might happen?

What effect would that have? Is there 
another way to do this?

What would someone who disagrees with 
you say about this?

If this is the case, what else must also be 
true?


