




“Securing a new generation of diverse leaders and the need for sustainable change is 
no easy task. As I renew my commitment to mentoring, I want to continue to develop 
and this new updated The Mentor’s Guide is the tool I want by my side. It is jam 
packed with everything I need to be successful and more - new exercises, concrete 
examples and a roadmap for building an effective relationship. Lois Zachary and 
Lisa Fain, mother and daughter, add new perspectives to this already powerful book.”

— Pernille Lopez
Former Global HR Manager, IKEA,  

Author of Design Your Life

“The Mentor’s Guide remains the ‘go-to’ book for practitioners seeking to make their 
practice of mentorship as helpful and accessible as possible. Practically written, and 
grounded in a solid understanding of how adults learn, this is an invaluable resource.”

— Stephen D. Brookfield
Stephen D. Brookfield,  

Distinguished Scholar, Antioch University

“A mentor is a wise, trusted advisor. The Mentor’s Guide provides poignant insights 
and pragmatic instruction for conveying wise advice that fosters insight and facili-
tates growth.  A must read for anyone who cares about the power and potential 
of talent.”

— Chip R. Bell,  
author, Managers as Mentors

“This 3rd edition of Zachary and Fain’s classic guide to mentoring is a welcome relief 
because my 2nd edition is tattered and worn from constant use! Any serious practi-
tioner of mentoring needs a copy of this masterwork within arm’s reach.”

— W. Brad Johnson
PhD, Professor of Psychology,  

United States Naval Academy & Faculty Associate,  
Johns Hopkins University

PRAISE FOR THE MENTOR’S GUIDE,  3RD EDITION



“I was impressed with the myriad of resources that the authors introduced in this 
book. It really can be used by any adult learner who wants to keep abreast of the lat-
est learning principles whether or not they commit to a mentoring relationship. In 
fact, this is a great guide for anyone entering the learning field or needs a brush-up 
before starting a new assignment. Bravo to the authors – they know their stuff!”

— Dr. Bev Kaye,  
Co-author, Up is Not the Only Way, Help Them Grow or Watch Them Go,  

and Love ‘Em or Lose ‘Em

“This thoughtful, well-researched guide is a must read for all mentors, regardless of 
level of experience or professional field! Zachary and Fain offer critical insights that 
allow mentors to move beyond good intentions, offering evidence-based tools and 
strategies to cultivate connection and meet the needs of our increasingly diverse, 
multigenerational workplaces.”

— Kimberly A. Griffin,  
PhD, University of Maryland College of Education
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We dedicate this edition of The Mentor’s Guide to our mentors and mentees, and to  
mentors and mentees everywhere who are committed to deepening their own  

growth and development.
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xv

ECOLOGISTS TELL US that a tree planted in a clearing of an old forest will 
grow more successfully than one planted in an open field. The reason, it 
seems, is that the roots of the forest tree are able to follow the intricate path-
ways created by former trees and thus embed themselves more deeply. 
Moreover, we now know that an elaborate web of fungal threads connects 
it with other trees. Indeed, over time, the roots of many trees may actu-
ally graft themselves to one another, creating an interdependent mat of life 
hidden beneath the earth’s surface. This literally enables the stronger trees 
to share resources with the weaker so the whole forest becomes healthier.

Similarly, we human beings thrive best when we grow in the presence 
of those who have gone before. Our roots may not follow every available 
pathway, but we are able to become more fully ourselves because of the 
presence of others and the connections among us. “I am who I am because 
we are,” goes the saying, and mentors are a vital part of the often-invisible 
mat of our lives.

There have, of course, always been mentors, but our ability to name 
them as such is relatively recent. Psychologists discovered them only a gen-
eration ago; educators and the business world were not far behind. Since 
then, mentors have become a hot item, appearing in best sellers, on televi-
sion specials, and on film. Generally, they are viewed as people who help us 
find a jewel of wisdom or a promotion at work. At bottom, however, men-
tors are more than that. As Zalman Schachter-Shalomi says, they “impart 
lessons in the art of living.” Great mentors extend the human activity of 
care beyond the bounds of the family. They see us in ways that we have 
not been seen before. And at their best, they inspire us to reach beyond our-
selves; they show us how to make a positive difference in a wider world.

Foreword
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Lois Zachary knows a  lot about that. Coming from a background in 
human development, she has spent years of direct experience in organiza-
tional change, leadership education, and mentoring. In this third edition 
of The Mentor’s Guide, she brings her experience, together with that of her 
co-author daughter, Lisa Fain, and an impressive range of resources, to cre-
ate a trove of practical knowledge and concrete exercises for all of us who 
seek to serve as mentors in more adequate and humane ways. True to the 
essence of mentoring, the activities here are artfully designed not to preach 
about one right way to be a mentor but rather to help readers see their own 
mentoring style and preferences more clearly and thus learn from direct 
experience and observation.

Yet this is no chocolate box of platitudes. Zachary and Fain know that 
good mentoring is tough, and they pepper their numerous examples with 
instances of inadequate or failed mentoring. The journey of mentor and 
protégé runs along narrow and daunting ledges as well as high outlooks 
and is not for the fainthearted or indifferent. They bluntly warn of dangers 
along the way even while offering priceless assistance in the form of savvy 
observations and solid advice. Chapter 7 alone, on feedback, is worth the 
price of the book, as is the annotated list of resources in Chapter 9.

Moving beneath the superficiality and formulas that too often mark the 
literature on mentoring, the authors remind us that it is the particularity 
of each relationship that really matters, that human development always 
takes place in a larger context that mentors ignore at their peril. The exer-
cises in the chapters invite us to explore more profoundly our own capac-
ities for establishing genuine trust with others, listening with real respect 
and compassion, examining clear-eyed our own inflations and convenient 
delusions. Again and again, Zachary and Fain remind us that the central 
skill of an effective mentor is no less than the capacity for self-awareness—a 
willingness to keep a relentless, if forgiving, eye on our own journey, as 
well as that of our companion.

There is much here for all of us to learn from. One of the speakers in the 
book plaintively remarks that what she really needs is “a mentor to mentor 
me about mentoring.” With this third edition of The Mentor’s Guide, Lois 
Zachary and Lisa Fain have stepped forward to start us on our way toward 
becoming more adept in this vital, nourishing, and profoundly human role 
as we open the way for those coming after us to sink their roots deeper, to 
grow fuller, to participate more richly in the interdependent mat of life.

Laurent A. Parks Daloz
Hanover, New Hampshire
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AN OLD AFRICAN PROVERB SAYS, “If you want to travel fast, travel alone; if 
you want to travel far, travel together.” At its core, that is what mentoring 
is: traveling far, together, in a relationship of mutual learning.

New mentors may be caught off guard, thrust into the role by pro­
fessional obligations or a chance meeting, but with no maps to show them 
where the journey might go. A mentor who has traveled this road finds 
that the need for guidance never ends; every new mentoring relationship 
comes with its own set of fresh challenges. To both of these mentors, and 
to you—whatever your mentoring experience—we offer this book as a 
guide and companion. We hope it will allow you to understand your role 
as a mentor more deeply and make mentoring the priority it should be.

In that spirit, this book is a practical guide that lays out the processes 
from beginning to end and provides tools for creating an effective learning 
relationship. It will ground you in the predictable phases of mentoring and 
give you strategies and techniques to help you understand how to manage 
intentional mentoring relationships in a cycle that fully engages both men­
toring partners—mentor and mentee.

Since we last published this book more than 10 years ago, the need 
for mentoring and its presence in the workplace has soared. Over 71% 
of Fortune 500 companies have mentoring programs.1 We have seen this 
market extend to associations, government agencies, universities, and non­
profits. As Diversity, Equity & Inclusion (DEI) training becomes increas­
ingly embraced in the workforce, more organizations and companies are 
looking to mentoring as a way to develop and advance traditionally under­
represented employee populations. This third edition of The Mentor’s Guide 

Preface to the 
Third Edition
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incorporates the processes described in the earlier editions and provides 
updates that reflect current theory and practice.

Mentoring at its very core is a  learning relationship, and the phases 
we discuss and explore in this book are structures and processes that 
contribute to learning. These phases—preparing, negotiating, enabling 
growth, and coming to closure—are present in both formal and informal 
mentoring relationships, and they are in motion even when you are not 
aware of them. Being able to anticipate and work with them is the key to 
mentoring partnership success.

WHY ADULT LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT IS KEY 
TO MENTORING

The Mentor’s Guide draws much inspiration from Laurent Daloz’s Mentor: 
Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners.2 We find his learner-centered focus 
compelling. By intimately focusing on the learner, the learning connection, 
and the learning process, Daloz reaches into the very core of mentoring.

Since the first edition of The Mentor’s Guide appeared in 2000, interest 
in and knowledge about adult learning and development have grown 
exponentially. Many major publications on the topic have been revised 
and updated,3 some several times over.4 The breadth of knowledge has 
expanded, and practitioner research and field practice have added depth 
and nuance to theories put forth by thought leaders like Daloz, Jack 
Mezirow, Stephen Brookfield, and Sharan Merriam.

We now recognize that adult learning is more than a cognitive process; 
it is a multidimensional phenomenon.5 Social networking and virtual plat­
forms continue to accelerate the pace of learning and the dissemination 
of knowledge and to create online learning communities among diverse 
learners. Along with increasing globalization, these changes have focused 
more attention on the importance of context and difference. The unique­
ness of the adult learner has been accentuated over the past decade as we 
continue to learn more about the complexities of the brain, multiple types 
of intelligence, and our emotional selves.

All of this has meant fundamental changes for mentoring. As the 
learning process has shifted from mentor directed to self-directed, the 
focus of the mentoring partnership has shifted from knowledge transfer 
and acquisition to critical reflection and application. The mentee is no 
longer a passive receiver but an active learner; the mentor is no longer an 
authority figure but a facilitator of learning.

According to Stephen Brookfield, effective facilitation is character­
ized by the conditions of voluntary engagement of both partners, mutual 
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respect for the mentee’s individuality, collaboration, critical reflection, and 
empowerment of the learner.6 Over and over in our work, we have found 
this approach to be fruitful and compelling for both mentor and mentee: in 
such a relationship, everyone shares in the learning.

WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION
Since the publication of the previous volume of The Mentor’s Guide, the 
world has changed. We are living in an age of rapid change, tumult, and 
turmoil. Mentoring is needed more than ever. The question before us is, 
“How do we keep the principles and practices of effective mentoring alive 
without compromising quality?”

The practice of mentoring, and knowledge about it, are always 
evolving—like the mentoring relationship itself. The updates in this new 
third edition of The Mentor’s Guide reflect new understandings, both about 
mentoring and the changing nature of the workplace. Many chapters offer 
new exercises as well as fresh examples of mentors and mentees drawn 
from actual mentoring experiences in a variety of situations in business, 
government, nonprofit, and higher education. In addition, we’ve expanded 
the section on trust and partnership co-creation, and emphasized the 
importance of both. SMARTER goals now augment SMART goals.

We have enhanced Part One, paying attention to the context and con­
nection of mentoring, specifically as it relates to the global nature of work, 
and the increasingly diverse workforce. To that end, we have updated and 
added scenarios and offered examples that reflect the impact of technology, 
working remotely, and the importance of making meaningful virtual con­
nections.

We’ve added Gen Z to the mix of generations and included a more 
robust discussion of several elements of identity, including sexual orienta­
tion, gender, and race. You will find new material on mentoring matches, 
and guidance on seeking, selecting, and evaluating potential mentoring 
relationships. We have also introduced the concept of complementary 
mentoring, which we believe more accurately reflects the reciprocal nature 
of what you may know as “reverse” mentoring.

How you use this book is up to you. You can use it as a self-help book, 
a  compendium of resources for helping to facilitate mentee learning, an 
introduction to mentoring, or a workbook to refer to again and again in 
specific instances. However you use it, remember that The Mentor’s Guide 
offers a framework for informed mentoring practice. It is designed to pro­
vide insight into the nature and focus of the mentoring process so that you 
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can facilitate learning in ways that enrich, enable, enliven, and engage the 
learning of the mentee.

Not all mentoring arises from an institutional base. In fact, many men­
toring relationships do not. Because this book concentrates on facilitating 
learning relationships, you can use it independent of organizational affil­
iation or by community groups. Its perspective has no institutional walls.

If The Mentor’s Guide is the extent of your mentoring preparation, it 
will provide a solid grounding from which to proceed. It is not, however, 
a comprehensive reference about everything there is to know about men­
toring. Rather, it presents an array of practical options, steps, and strategies 
for action and reflection and is useful in a variety of settings to help facili­
tate the mentee’s learning.

The Mentor’s Guide combines discussion and workbook-like elements 
to support those who are in the process of facilitating learning in mentor­
ing relationships, formal and informal. You can use these exercises and 
reflections to prepare in advance of your mentoring sessions or use them 
as they are or modify them. Use the exhibits and exercises as discussion 
points for mentoring conversations. These resources are meant to be help­
ful reminders for you to keep the focus on the learning and the learners.

We invite you to begin the journey by starting wherever you are right 
now.

There are several approaches you might follow:

•	 Start with your questions. Use this book as a reference when you have 
a question. Frame your question first, and consult the index for where 
you might find the answer.

•	 Start at the beginning. Proceed step by step, and work your way through 
the entire book from start to finish. Complete the exercises in logical 
sequence.

•	 Start at the Contents. Scan the Contents page. Consider the topics that 
interest you the most, and start with those.

•	 Start with your stumbling blocks. Identify what is getting in the way of 
your mentoring relationship. What do you need help with first?

•	 Start where you are right now. Locate yourself in relation to the four 
phases of the mentoring relationship: at the beginning (preparing, 
negotiating), the middle (enabling growth), or near the end (coming to 
closure).

We all learn in different ways, so honor your particular learning style as 
you make your way through the book. Some exercises will mesh with your 
style and situation; others will not. Choose what is appropriate to your 
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way of learning and your needs. You may find that you need time to reflect 
before taking action. If you prefer to focus on the concrete and practical, 
you might be more likely to work through the exercises yourself, as well 
as with your mentee. If you prefer hands-on experience, try experimenting 
with a variety of the options presented.

A FEW THOUGHTS BEFORE YOU BEGIN
For us, mentoring is a way of life: it’s our work and our passion—the way 
we both perceive the world. For you, mentoring may be a smaller part of 
your life, something that you pursue out of interest or curiosity or an urge 
to give back, or something you agreed to take on as part of your job. How­
ever you have come to mentoring, our advice is the same: if you are going 
to do it, do it right. We challenge you to take full advantage of the opportu­
nity to grow and develop as a mentor. Mentors who “do it right” enhance 
their skills, and experience better mentoring outcomes and satisfaction in 
the role.

Our goal is to help you make excellence in your mentoring relation­
ship a  personal priority and be more reflective about your own role as 
a  mentor. We hope you will accept our invitation to delve more deeply 
into understanding your role in a mentoring relationship and how you can 
more effectively facilitate the learning of your mentee. Before you embark 
on your journey through the mentoring process, we leave you with these 
thoughts about the nature of mentoring work:

•	 Mentoring can be a powerful growth experience for both mentor and 
mentee. Mentors will learn new things about their mentee, themselves, 
and their organizations.

•	 Mentoring is a  process of engagement. No one can mentor without 
connection. In fact, mentoring is most successful when it is done col­
laboratively. Commitment by and engagement of mentoring partners 
is a  key element in establishing, maintaining, and experiencing suc­
cessful mentoring relationships.

•	 Facilitating successful mentoring is a reflective practice that takes prep­
aration and dedication. It begins with self-learning. Taking the time to 
prepare for the relationship adds value to it.

•	 Mentoring with staying power focuses on the learners, the learning 
process, and the learning. The Mentor’s Guide models that approach 
by providing exercises to stimulate more informed mentoring practice 
and to help you frame your mentoring practice.
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•	 When mentoring is consciously and conscientiously grounded in prin­
ciples of learning, the likelihood that the mentoring relationship will 
become a satisfactory learning relationship for both partners dramati­
cally improves.

Mentoring can be a joy, and it is always a privilege. We hope that this 
book will inspire you to make it a priority, learn as much as you can, com­
mit time and attention to each of your mentoring relationships, and con­
tinue to learn and grow as a mentor.
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CHAPTER 1

Learning
Grounding the Work  
of Mentoring

LEARNING grounds the work of mentoring. It is the reason we do it, the pro-
cess we engage in during a mentoring relationship, and the outcome that 
both mentor and mentee seek. Genuine learning (by both the mentor and 
mentee) evolves through a process of exploration and discovery. It requires 
collaboration between the mentoring partners and a safe environment that 
honors both the mentor’s and the mentee’s integrity and learning style. In 
this paradigm, mentor and mentee travel a parallel journey.

LEARNING
Mentoring relationships that are not grounded in learning, especially those 
based on the traditional model of wisdom transmitted from “master” to 
“apprentice,” are not very successful. Let’s begin by looking at how these 
two very different styles of mentoring operate:

Randi and Henry
Randi, Chief Marketing Officer in a multinational corporation, had 
been assigned to mentor Henry, a new employee. Henry, bright, 
energetic, and highly motivated, was eager to make his mark. Their 
mentoring relationship started out on a positive note, and they 
developed rapport easily. Anxious to please this high-level exec-
utive, Henry worked on Randi’s projects and researched whatever 
topics she assigned.

Before long, however, their level of interaction dramatically 
shifted. Over the weeks and months, Randi’s responsibilities 



2	 The Mentor’s Guide

increased, and she had less and less time for Henry. Soon they 
drifted from two-way information-sharing and discussion to trans-
action and information-giving. There was no time available for 
raising or answering questions, and Randi’s emails were brusque 
and matter-of-fact.

Henry soon became frustrated. He had learned a great deal by 
shadowing Randi, but he hungered for more. What was missing 
was the opportunity for Henry and Randi to discuss and process 
the learning that was taking place.

This mentoring model is not unique to the corporate world. There are 
similar examples in academia, where the mentee is so eager to get ahead 
that the exposure that comes with “carrying a professor’s briefcase” makes 
the experience worthwhile. In Henry’s case, however, that benefit was 
short term.

Jocelyn, too, had high ambitions and realized that she was missing spe-
cific skills to get ahead. She approached Carlo, a high performer and much-
admired manager in her organization, to be her mentor. Jocelyn and Carlo’s 
mentoring relationship, collaborative from the beginning, was much more 
successful.

Carlo and Jocelyn
At their first meeting, Carlo helped Jocelyn crystallize her amor-
phous learning goals. Together, they set ground rules for the rela-
tionship and agreed that it would be Jocelyn’s responsibility to 
initiate the contact between them.

Each time they met, Carlo and Jocelyn reviewed the progress 
they were making toward Jocelyn’s learning goals. They also set 
aside regular time to talk about their levels of satisfaction with 
their interaction and how each felt things were going.

They had to work through one potential rough spot: Jocelyn 
was eager to do as much as possible, and she wanted more of 
Carlo’s time than Carlo felt he could spare. Because they had inten-
tionally built time to reflect into their regular meetings, they were 
able to talk openly and honestly about Jocelyn’s concerns. They 
also identified other areas Jocelyn could explore for learning on 
her own, including several projects, client meetings, and strategic 
internal meetings. This gave Jocelyn more ways to approach her 
goals, and freed Carlo to do his own work.

What made the difference in these two very different examples? Randi 
and Henry’s more traditional mentoring relationship was one-way, with 
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knowledge transmitted from mentor to mentee. Jocelyn’s more successful 
relationship with Carlo was a collaborative learning partnership in which 
learning flowed freely in both directions.

At a deeper level, these two examples illustrate the difference between 
the old and new paradigms of mentoring. In the more traditional, authori-
tarian, teacher–dependent, student–supplicant paradigm, a passive men-
tee is expected to receive and absorb knowledge.

Today, mentoring has become collaborative; it is now a mutual discov-
ery process in which both the mentor and mentee have something to bring 
to the relationship (“the give”) and something to gain that broadens each 
of their perspectives (“the get”). Wisdom is not passed down, but discov-
ered and nurtured. This shift frees both partners to learn together.

Creating a Learning Partnership
The collaborative mentoring paradigm you will learn about in this book is 
rooted in principles and practices of adult learning. Mentor and mentee 
work together to achieve specific, mutually defined goals that focus on 
developing the mentee’s skills, abilities, knowledge, and thinking; it is 
in every way a learning partnership.

The mentee plays an active role in the learning, sharing responsibility 
for the priorities, learning, and resources, and becoming increasingly self-
directed in the process. The mentor nurtures and develops the mentee’s 
capacity for self-direction (from dependence to independence to interde-
pendence) over the course of the relationship. Throughout the learning 
relationship, both mentoring partners share accountability and responsi-
bility for achieving the mentee’s learning goals.

When learning goals have been accomplished, it is time to bring the 
relationship to closure. If goals have not been achieved by a prearranged 
deadline or the partners agree on more goals, the mentoring partners are 
free to review, assess, and renegotiate their relationship.

Elements of the Learning-Centered Mentoring Paradigm
The learning-centered mentoring paradigm includes seven critical ele-
ments: reciprocity, learning, relationship, partnership, collaboration, mutu-
ally defined goals, and development:

1.	 Reciprocity. The presence of reciprocity and mutuality in a mentoring 
relationship frequently surprises first-time mentors. Each partner has 
specific responsibilities, contributes to the relationship, and learns from 
the other. Both partners say that as a result, their perspectives expand 
and they gain new knowledge; mentoring is a value-added relation-
ship for them.
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2.	 Learning. Without the presence of learning, mentoring ceases to exist. It 
is the purpose, the process, and the product of a mentoring relationship. 
That’s why it is essential that you understand your mentees as learners 
and yourself as a learning facilitator. As a mentor, you will need to know 
how to engage and guide your mentee appropriately and create a climate 
that supports learning. And you must also be open to learning yourself.

3.	 Relationship. Strong relationships motivate, inspire, and support 
learning and development. Michael Fullan reminds us “there is more to 
relationships than relationships. Effective relationships have a certain 
quality.”1 And we believe that quality is essential when it comes to 
mentoring relationships. Good mentoring relationships take time to 
develop and grow. From the beginning, both mentor and mentee must 
be open and trusting and honor each other’s uniqueness. Both part-
ners need to actively work at establishing, maintaining, and strength-
ening the relationship throughout their mentoring time.

4.	 Partnership. A good relationship forms the basis for a strong mentoring 
partnership. You and your mentee respect one another and are attuned 
to each other’s needs. This will help you establish agreements that are 
anchored in trust. With a strong partnership, you will both feel secure 
enough to work at building and strengthening the relationship and to 
hold yourself and each other accountable for results.

5.	 Collaboration. Partnership is, by definition, collaborative. Together, you 
and your mentee build the relationship, share knowledge, and come to 
consensus about the focus of the mentee’s desired learning; then you 
actively work together to achieve it.

6.	 Mutually defined goals. Mentoring must flow in the direction of defined 
goals—otherwise, like a river without a clear channel, your relation-
ship will meander until it dries up. It is vital to clarify and articulate 
learning goals at the beginning and to review them throughout the 
mentoring relationship. This means asking questions, listening to 
answers, and engaging in ongoing conversation to ensure that you 
select meaningful goals that will guide the work of the relationship.

7.	 Development. Mentoring needs to promote the mentee’s development 
and growth. When development is future directed, it creates its 
own momentum. As a  skilled mentor, you can consciously facilitate 
movement forward by providing appropriate support, challenge, and 
“help in anchoring the vision of the potential self.”2 This means helping 
mentees to develop  the skills, knowledge, abilities, and thinking 
necessary to achieve their success. And while we are on the topic of 
development, mentoring offers the opportunity to develop yourself 
too. We talk more about this in Chapter 4.
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MENTORING BASED ON PRINCIPLES 
OF ADULT LEARNING

The shift in mentoring practice aligns with basic principles of adult learn-
ing first laid out by Malcolm Knowles 40 years ago:3

•	 Adults learn best when they are involved in diagnosing, planning, 
implementing, and evaluating their own learning.

•	 The role of the facilitator is to create and maintain a supportive climate 
that promotes conditions necessary for learning to take place.

•	 Adult learners have a need to be self-directing.

•	 Readiness for learning increases when there is a specific need to know.

•	 Life’s reservoir of experience is a  primary learning resource; the life 
experiences of others enrich the learning process.

•	 Adult learners have an inherent need for immediacy of application.

•	 Adults respond best to learning when they are internally moti-
vated to learn.

Table  1.1 defines the elements of the learner-centered mentor-
ing paradigm.

Over the past four decades, knowledge about adult learning has 
expanded and deepened exponentially. Research, critical analysis, and 
practice have added layers of depth and nuance to the stalwart concepts 
like self-directed learning and transformative learning. Neuroscience has 
opened up new terrain that has allowed us to explore how brain circuitry 
relates to learning; and there has been more acknowledgment and consid-
eration about context of learning. For more information about the myriad 
concepts and theories about how adults learn, we highly recommend 
Learning in Adulthood: A Comprehensive Guide by Sharan Merriam and Lisa 
Baumgartner (2020).4

As research has opened new areas of understanding, we have become 
more attuned to the complexities of facilitating adult learning.5 And, inevi-
tably, we also have become more aware of what we don’t know. Neuroscience 
has given us new windows into understanding the dynamics of adult 
learning. We have only just begun to mine the emerging research.

Many related theories inform adult learning practice today. We focus 
on three of them: emotional intelligence, self-directed learning, and trans-
formational learning.

Emotional Intelligence
Emotional intelligence is the ability to recognize and understand our own 
emotions (self-awareness) and the emotions of others (social awareness) 
and then to use this ability to guide our behavior (self-management) and 



TABLE 1.1

Elements in the Learner-Centered Mentoring Paradigm
Mentoring Element Changing Paradigm Adult Learning Principle

Mentee role From: Passive receiver
To: Active partner

Adults learn best when they are 
involved in diagnosing, planning, 
implementing, and evaluating their 
own learning.

Mentor role From: Authority
To: Facilitator

The role of the facilitator is to create 
and maintain a supportive climate 
that promotes the conditions 
necessary for learning to take place.

Learning process From: Mentor-directed and 
responsible for the mentee’s learning
To: Self-directed with the mentee 
responsible for own learning

Adult learners have a need to be 
self-directing.

Length of 
relationship

From: Calendar focused
To: Goal determined

Readiness for learning increases when 
there is a specific need to know.

Mentoring 
relationship

From: One life = one mentor; one 
mentor = one mentee
To: Multiple mentors over a lifetime 
and multiple modalities for 
mentoring: individual, group, 
complementary, and peer models

Life’s reservoir of experience is 
a primary learning resource: the life 
experiences of others enrich the 
learning process.

Setting From: Face-to-face
To: Multiple and varied venues and 
opportunities

Adult learners have an inherent need 
for immediacy of application.

Focus From: Product oriented: knowledge 
transfer and acquisition
To: Process oriented: critical 
reflection and application

Adults respond best to learning when 
they are internally motivated to learn.
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manage our relationships (relationship management).6 For example, emo-
tionally intelligent mentors are easy to relate to and always make their 
mentees feel comfortable, even when they are overloaded with a demand-
ing workload. Their door is always open, both literally and figuratively. 
They listen carefully and ask good questions, so their mentees believe that 
they “get them.” And they check in regularly to make sure that their men-
tees are getting what they need from them when they need it.
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To move learning forward, you must become a student and steward of 
emotional intelligence. This means:

•	 Being self-aware and managing your own emotions.

•	 Being other aware and able to read your mentees.

•	 Being able to manage your mentoring relationships.

Everyone has, to a lesser or greater degree, an innate level of emotional 
intelligence. As with most other things, emotional intelligence gets better 
with practice.

The following story of Janine and Gabe illustrates a mentor’s emotional 
intelligence at work.

Janine and Gabe
Gabe, Janine’s current mentee, is quiet and shy to the extreme. 
In their first few conversations, he made no eye contact and liter-
ally talked to the wall. Janine is well aware that Gabe needs time 
to frame his  thoughts and talk about them and has patiently 
given him leeway to do so. But during their most recent session, 
he seemed so distant that she doubted he would even notice if 
she left the room. She wondered what kind of an impact his one-
way conversational style was having on his relationships with work 
colleagues.

During their next mentoring meeting, Janine stopped Gabe 
when he started “talking to the wall.”

Keeping a  neutral tone, she began, “I sense that you have 
something on your mind that you need to work out. While part 
of our purpose in working together is to help you deepen your 
thinking, I’m not sure that the way we’re going about it now is the 
best use of our time. My observation is that you come here not to 
get additional perspective, but to actually formulate your thoughts 
during our meeting. I can see that when you are working out your 
ideas, you are staring at the wall—totally in your head. You don’t 
seem to know that I’m here, and it makes me wonder if I really 
need to be present.” She paused a moment. Gabe was quiet, so she 
continued.

“We’re supposed to be in partnership, but you aren’t asking 
for help. You aren’t asking for input. Sometimes I do want to 
offer a comment, but you can’t see that in my body language or 
facial expression because you aren’t looking at me. What’s your 
take on that?”
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Gabe looked down at his hands, his lips pressed together. 
Janine could see that he did not know how to respond, so she 
continued with concerned questions, seeking to understand. “First 
of all, Gabe, I’m wondering if perhaps you’ve been doing this for 
so long you’re not even aware of it. Maybe you’re not conscious of 
the impact it has on other people, especially those you work with. 
I think that’s something that we should be talking about.”

Janine could see that Gabe lacked the emotional intelligence to under-
stand the impact of his behavior on others. She also was aware that Gabe 
wasn’t taking optimum advantage of her time as a mentor to sort out his 
thinking in advance.

Janine is an experienced and excellent mentor. She always tries to turn 
situations into learning opportunities, and she creates a climate for open-
ness. She makes her mentees feel confident even when they are clearly 
wrong, and she does this by giving them feedback in a way that can lead to 
new understanding rather than embarrassment or anger. She shares her 
own stories and experiences, and reveals her vulnerabilities as a way of 
demonstrating her support. She doesn’t solve problems for her mentees 
but empowers them to do it for themselves.

Although Gabe was resistant at first, Janine’s understanding and non-
threatening approach finally got through to him. He needed structure to 
marshal his thoughts, and she provided it. As a result of her feedback, Gabe 
began to come to the sessions more prepared with his thinking, so that he 
could present ideas to Janine and be ready to listen as well as talk. Janine 
challenged him to bring that same intention to his other meetings and to 
become more aware of his tendency to engage in one-way communication. 
By raising his awareness and challenging him to monitor his behavior, 
Gabe was able to more fully engage in the relationship. Over time, he 
became an active mentoring partner and more engaged with colleagues.

Lack of self-awareness is the biggest impediment to developing emo-
tional intelligence. Parker Palmer reminds us that “encounters with men-
tors . . . can awaken a sense of self and yield clues to who we are.”7 Janine 
gave Gabe “a clue” and, as a result, stimulated the growth of his emotional 
intelligence.

Effective mentors are emotionally intelligent and foster emotional intel-
ligence in their mentees. Table 1.2 offers some questions for you to consider 
in thinking about your own emotional intelligence.



TABLE 1.2

Questions to Consider About Emotional Intelligence
Four Components of 
Emotional Intelligence

Questions to Consider

Self-awareness Do you recognize and understand your moods, your emotions, and 
what drives you?
Do you understand the impact of your moods and emotions on 
other people?

Self-management Do you control or redirect your impulses, behaviors, and moods?
Are you able to suspend judgment?
How flexible are you when circumstances change, or when you 
have to overcome obstacles?
Do you consistently strive for your personal best?

Social awareness Are you aware of other people’s emotions, needs, and perspectives 
and take them into consideration?
Do you pursue your goals with persistence and energy?
Do you maintain optimism even in the face of failure?
Do you have a passion and strong drive to achieve something 
for others?

Relationship management Do you respond to the emotional reactions of others appropriately?
Do you exhibit cultural sensitivity when dealing with other people?

Source: Adapted from Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee (2002).
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Self-Directed Learning
Nearly 50 years ago, Malcolm Knowles popularized the term self-directed 
learning (SDL) to describe how adults take initiative and use resources to 
further their own learning efforts.8 SDL became a hot topic and buzzword. 
Since then, the term has accumulated its advocates and critics. But what 
does SDL really mean?

On the surface it seems self-explanatory: Adults should, by nature of 
their adulthood, be self-directed. Knowles was explicit as to what was 
involved: diagnosing learning needs, formulating learning goals, identify-
ing learning resources, selecting and implementing learning strategies, 
and evaluating learning outcomes in his framework. And yet adulthood 
does not necessarily grant the knowledge or capacity to do this work.
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Is SDL more of a destination than a journey? To what extent does cul-
tural context bear on the amount of initiative a learner will take? Researchers 
continue to wrestle with these questions and define SDL as a phenomenon.9

Although the term self-directed learning suggests learning through one’s 
own efforts, SDL assumes that it takes place in connection with others as 
resources, not in isolation. The principles and practices of SDL honor the 
uniqueness and adulthood of the mentee by shifting control from the facili-
tator to the learner. Ultimately, mentees must accept responsibility for their 
own learning.

The capacity for SDL exists in varying degrees in each person. The 
mentor’s role is to facilitate the process, keeping the mentee’s development 
front and center. As Cheryl Lowry has said, facilitating self-directed learn-
ing means inspiring “learners to view knowledge and truth as contextual, 
to see value frameworks as cultural constructs, to appreciate that they can 
act on their world individually or collectively to transform it.”10

Mentoring is the quintessential expression of SDL. In a mentoring rela-
tionship, both parties mutually define and share responsibility. They 
develop strategies, find resources, and evaluate learning together. At its 
core, the mentoring agreement (discussed in Chapter 5) is a learning con-
tract that defines the objectives, strategies, resources, timeline, and evalua-
tion methodology of the relationship. To that end, as a  mentor it is 
important to:

1.	 Create a learning partnership.

2.	 Help mentees identify goals for learning.

3.	 Negotiate a learning contract.

4.	 Help learners discover what objectives they should set.

5.	 Use multiple modalities and resources to achieve the objectives.

6.	 Manage the learning experience.

7.	 Help mentees stay focused on the goals, objectives, and learning 
strategies.

8.	 Periodically revisit goals to stay on track.

In recent years, the term SDL has morphed into a broader term and 
self-regulated learning (SRL) has emerged. According to Wlodkowski and 
Ginsberg (2017), SDL has been subsumed by the term self-regulated learning 
(SRL).11 Ross-Gordon, Rose, and Kasworm see SRL as focusing “on learn-
ing that is guided by metacognition (thinking about one’s thinking).”12
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Transformational Learning
We often hear mentoring described as a transformational learning experi-
ence and, when we do, we assume that something has changed as a result. 
But transformation is really about becoming open to possibilities and per-
spectives by critically reflecting on one’s lived experience.13 Three power-
ful concepts—experience, critical reflection, and development14—combine 
to generate new insights, change how we see and make sense of the world, 
and bring about more aligned, sustainable, and synergistic behavioral pat-
terns and action.

Mentoring can be transformational for both mentors and mentees. For 
example, although she had informally supported various colleagues 
for years, Lauren had never been a mentor. But because she had had sev-
eral great mentors, she welcomed the opportunity to “pay it forward” by 
mentoring Jonas, who was quite ambitious and talented but was having 
trouble getting ahead. The experience, however, did not go quite as she 
had planned.

Lauren and Jonas
Lauren enthusiastically shared her experiences with Jonas. She 
told him stories about how she got started, her career journey, 
the people who supported her, and how she learned to network 
her way to the top. After several months, she began to notice that 
Jonas seemed interested in her stories but was not really engaged.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Jonas shrugged, but said nothing. 
With a  start, Lauren realized that although he now knew every-
thing about her path, she still didn’t know much about Jonas.

“Jonas,” she said, “here I’ve been going on and on about my 
experiences—let’s talk about you for a change!” Jonas perked up. 
But as he told her his stories, she realized that Jonas really didn’t 
know very much about himself. He was so busy climbing to the top 
that he hadn’t taken time to reflect on what he was doing.

Lauren began to listen more attentively and ask questions 
to  get Jonas to reflect on his experiences. As he became more 
comfortable talking, she invited him to explore his underlying 
behavioral assumptions and examine why he did what he did in 
specific situations.

This was new territory for Jonas, but he got the hang of it 
fairly quickly. Soon Jonas’s insights led to extended conversations 
about values and beliefs, and the realization that his values did not 



12	 The Mentor’s Guide

align with his leadership behaviors and future aspirations. Jonas 
began to see that leadership was not about moving ahead from 
one stepping-stone to the next. He needed to make some deeper 
changes to be successful. He would have to let go of behaviors that 
were holding him back and consider alternatives.

Working with Jonas also had a profound effect on Lauren: she 
began to reflect on her own leadership journey and saw some 
areas in which she too might become more self-aware. When she 
looked at her own assumptions about her leadership team, she 
decided to make significant changes in how she was leading her 
team. The positive feedback was immediate. Several direct reports 
commented that she seemed to be listening more. The questions 
she raised re-engaged her team, created more ownership, and 
enabled them to reach new goals.

Lauren was amazed at how dramatically subtle shifts in 
her behavior affected the productivity of the team and led to 
changed behavior in other parts of her life as well. She was more 
conscious of the assumptions she had been making and how 
these assumptions drove the way she responded to others. She 
continued to be more self-aware and was able to catch herself 
more quickly when she occasionally slipped back into old habits.

Mentors can help mentees become more aware of how their beliefs, 
assumptions, and behaviors affect their daily lives by letting go of self-
limiting and unrealistic assumptions that hold them back. Because the rela-
tionship is collaborative and both partners are learning, mentors can have 
similar transformational insights about their own behavior and make 
changes they never before considered.

The Four Levels of Learning
Inevitably, both mentors and mentees bring different levels of experience 
and competence to the relationship. The competence model contributes to 
understanding the learning cycle by breaking it into four stages: (1) uncon-
sciously incompetent, (2) consciously incompetent, (3) consciously compe-
tent, and (4) unconsciously competent.15

Table  1.3 summarizes the four stages. You can use the chart to gain 
some insight into your own competency level and gauge your mentee’s 
competency level in relation to the four levels.

•	 Level 1: Unconsciously incompetent. Learning begins when we become 
conscious of what we do not know. In the first level, we “don’t know 
what we don’t know.” As a result, we may appear overconfident. For 
example, mentees could be new to their professional role and think they 



TABLE 1.3

Levels of Competence and the Mentor’s Role in Learning
Level Learners Mentor’s Role

Level 1: Unconsciously 
incompetent

Learners are unaware of what 
they do not know, or they may 
assume they know something 
when they really don’t. Confidence 
exceeds ability.

Support discovery of how 
much the mentee needs to 
learn (blind-spot awareness).

Level 2: Consciously 
incompetent

Learners become aware of 
what they do not know (the gaps) 
and can articulate, “I don’t know 
how to do that.” Confidence drops.

Encourage by helping the 
mentee understand mistakes. 
Ask questions to deepen their 
thinking. Facilitate application 
of new knowledge.

Level 3: 
Consciously competent

Learners want to take learning 
deeper. They know the 
information, process, and skill 
but still need to carefully think 
through the process.
Confidence rises.

Provide opportunities to 
practice. Offer feedback.

Level 4: 
Unconsciously competent

Learners know the information, 
process, and skills and 
demonstrate competency at 
using them, but they no longer 
have to think through the steps. 
Confidence is demonstrated.

Engage in reflection on 
practice to facilitate continuous 
improvement. Watch for signs 
of complacency.
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know what they need to learn—but in reality, they don’t have a clue 
because they are essentially blind to what they don’t know. Similarly, if 
you have never mentored anyone, reading this book may shine a light 
on knowledge gaps you didn’t know you had.

•	 Level 2: Consciously incompetent. At this second level, we become aware 
of our lack of knowledge or understanding. As these gaps surface, we 
become less confident. For example, you may realize that you need to 
learn more in order to become an effective mentor. You may opt for 
training, surf the Internet in search of pointers, or talk to other mentors.

•	 Level 3: Consciously competent. By the third stage, we are aware of what 
we don’t know and develop competency through concentration and 
practice. The more we practice, the more confident we feel. Let’s say 
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you have read this book and are starting to implement what you’ve 
read. You will find that you are very attentive to what you are doing as 
you integrate theory and practice.

•	 Level 4: Unconsciously competent. In the fourth stage, unconscious com-
petent, using the skill or knowledge has become habitual and sec-
ond nature. We move confidently, without having to think through 
the steps.

When you’ve read this book and practiced its concepts long enough, 
that knowledge will become part of your approach. But rather than getting 
lulled into complacency and saying, “Aha! Now I’ve got it!” stay humble: 
Always be reflective about your practice, and realize that there is 
more to learn.

LEARNING STYLES AND COGNITIVE FRAMEWORKS
Over the years, the topic of learning style has become controversial. 
Although some people say there is a lack of scientific evidence for its valid-
ity, at the Center for Mentoring Excellence, we have years of anecdotal evi-
dence through which we have found learning style to be a valuable tool on 
many levels. It resonates with people and, because it adds to their self-
awareness, it stimulates conversation about how to structure learning and 
best communicate with one another. Thus, it provides a useful tool to 
advance development of the relationship.

When both you and your mentee are familiar with each other’s learn-
ing style, you can use that knowledge to help facilitate learning.16 For 
example, if your mentee is a  logical person who is data driven and fact 
oriented, and you operate more intuitively, you will need to remember that 
your mentee approaches learning in a more structured, specific way than 
you are normally comfortable with. Adjusting the learning in a way that 
meets your mentee’s needs rather than your own is a good rule of thumb 
in creating an environment that facilitates learning. By the same token, 
challenging your mentee to tap into different styles can enhance their 
growth, expand their perspectives, and encourage development of new 
approaches.

Our cognitive framework—how we make meaning—also influences 
how we learn and act. William Perry describes a developmental continuum 
of progressively more complex meaning structures (ways of thinking) that 
affect how we act (ways of being).17 Perry offers four frameworks: dualism, 
multiplicity, relativism, and commitment. Essentially these are  lenses 
through which individuals may view the world. Knowing which 
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lenses your mentee is wearing is fundamental to your success in facilitat-
ing an effective learning relationship:

•	 Dualism. This individual sees dichotomy and concreteness everywhere: 
right or wrong, we or they, should or should not. As a  mentee, this 
individual sees the mentor as an authority figure dispensing knowledge 
and truth. This mentee will expect you to direct the mentoring process, 
so you will need to emphasize the collaborative nature of the mentor-
mentee relationship.

•	 Multiplicity. This individual sees each person as having their own 
truth because “everyone is entitled to their opinion.” Relying on feel-
ings rather than logic, the mentee sees all knowledge as equal. As 
a mentor, you will need to help this mentee assess the value of different 
options and see how knowledge fits together.

•	 Relativism. This individual sees diversity of opinion everywhere 
and analyzes these opinions relative to each other. Reality takes on 
a qualitative dimension, depending on its context. Your mentee sees 
you as mentor as one of many resources with whom they are interact-
ing. As a mentor, you can facilitate learning by helping your mentee 
contextually analyze their thinking.

•	 Commitment. Perry’s fourth framework is qualitatively different because 
it describes ways of being rather than ways of thinking. A committed 
mentee is internally motivated to act out of an awareness of relativism.

As mentor, you can facilitate learning by helping your mentee connect 
thinking with acting.

APPLYING ADULT LEARNING CONCEPTS 
TO MENTORING

Over a  century ago, Louis Agassiz was a  natural history professor at 
Harvard University.18 One day, he assigned his student the task of observ-
ing a fish and then left him alone. The student quickly grew bored with the 
assignment and concluded that he had “seen all there is to see.” To fill his 
time while waiting for Professor Agassiz to return, he took a pencil and 
paper, and drew the fish. And as he drew, he discovered features he had 
not previously observed.

When the professor returned, the student eagerly reported what he had 
found from observing and drawing the fish. At first, Agassiz praised his 
student and remarked, “A pencil is one of the best of eyes.” Then he chal-
lenged him, saying, “You have not looked very carefully! Why, you haven’t 
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even seen one of the most conspicuous features of the animal, which is as 
plainly before your eyes as the fish itself. Look again, look again.”

This scene between Agassiz and his student repeated itself over and 
over. And with each new observation by the student, Agassiz offered 
a compliment, followed by a challenge to “look, look again.” In this way, 
Agassiz offers valuable lessons in adult learning and mentoring. For exam-
ple, rather than telling the student the answer, Agassiz provided an oppor-
tunity for self-discovery and reflection. In addition, he paced the learning 
to be sensitive to the student’s need. And he kept encouraging the student 
to examine the fish from many different perspectives: to look more deeply. 
That is exactly what I hope you will do.

Polly Berends wrote, “Everything that happens to you is your teacher. 
The secret is to learn to sit at the feet of your own life and be taught by it.”19 
Research supports this: One of the best ways adults learn and also retain 
the knowledge they learn is through critical reflection on experience. 
According to Stephen Brookfield, who has made a study of the process of 
critical reflection and adult learning, critical reflection is an attempt to 
uncover and explore the assumptions that underlie what we do and how 
we do it so that our actions become more informed, integrative, and 
aligned.20

The exercises throughout this book offer you the opportunity—and 
challenge—to “look, look again” and learn from experience. When you can 
use that learning to full advantage in your mentoring relationships, you will 
be in a better position to enhance the learning of your mentees. You will 
also be better prepared to encourage your mentees to learn from their 
experiences.

THE MENTOR’S JOURNEY
Let’s begin by making sure you have a clear understanding of your own 
personal journey. Each of us is an amalgamation of our own life experi-
ences. By becoming a student of your own journey, you will be better able 
to understand its flow and pattern. Observing the journey is also a telling 
way to test out assumptions—a healthy sense of perspective is useful in 
guiding your mentee’s learning.

This is a vitally important step. When we fail to differentiate between 
self and other in a mentoring relationship, we run the risk of projecting our 
own lived experience onto our mentee. The result is that the mentee’s 
learning becomes formulaic rather than individualized, and the mentee 
ends up front and center on your stage rather than creating their own.
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Reflecting on Your Personal Journey
The metaphor of the mentor’s journey captures the meandering quality 
of the movement that follows us as we face new challenges and go off in 
new directions. We experience unexpected delights, lurking dangers, doors 
opening and closing, change, and ennui. It’s easy to be distracted in the 
moment, and the following exercise gives us the time we need to properly 
observe and reflect. “In the mentoring process,” said Huang and Lynch, 
“reflection enables us to slow down, rest, and observe our journey and the 
process of self-knowledge that is so important along the way.”21

There are three steps in the observation process:

1.	 Gain self-awareness: This step is triggered by self-reflection. It is 
fundamental to understanding your role in facilitating effective 
learning relationships.

2.	 Understand the mentee’s journey: Mentees bring their own history of 
experience to the mentoring relationship. When you engage the men-
tee in a discussion of that experience, you can avoid the “mentor clon-
ing” trap—inadvertently training your mentee to become another 
version of yourself.

3.	 Gain perspective: Look again at your own journey and that of your men-
tees. What you learn from observing these separate and distinct paths 
has direct implications for the learning outcomes.

There are many ways to depict a  journey. The way you choose will be 
uniquely your own. You may choose to construct a timeline (as in  
Exercise 1.1) by making notes, or you may prefer a more graphic approach. 
The means for completion are not as important as taking the time to reflect 
on your personal journey and consider the movement that has brought you 
to the place you are in your life. Here’s one example.

Miriam’s Timeline
Miriam volunteered to be a  mentor to women who wanted to 
make a  transition in their careers. In preparing for her role, she 
constructed a timeline of her own career journey, which had taken 
a unique course.

A utility company had hired Miriam immediately after she com-
pleted her associate degree at the local community college. After 
10 years in a  variety of jobs, she was promoted to a  managerial 
position. A number of years later, her daughter was fatally injured 
in a  hit-and-run accident. Not long after, she decided to pursue 
a nursing degree, which she completed three years later. She left 
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The line in the following box represents your journey as an adult from the past to today. Using words,  
symbols, or drawings, sketch your journey on the timeline.

1.	 Draw a timeline horizontally on a sheet of paper, like this, allowing as much room as you need above 
and below the line:

2.	 In the space above the timeline, note significant life events that have influenced you the most. Do not 
feel constrained to stick to work-related events or even those that have to do with mentoring. Focus 
on the events, milestones, and transitions (positive and negative) that have had an impact on your 
development.

3.	 Now turn your attention next to the space below the timeline:

•	 Identify opportunities that made a difference in your life and helped you grow and develop.

•	 Identify obstacles that got in the way of your journey.

•	 Note “unexpected delights”—events and experiences that were not planned but just happened.

4.	 Review your timeline of events and add the names of individuals who contributed to your development.

5.	 What lessons did you learn, and how did they change your thinking?

6.	 What new understandings emerge for you as you review your timeline of experience?

EXERCISE 1.1 

Your Personal Journey Timeline

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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the company to take a job as a floor nurse at a local hospital, where 
she now holds a supervisory position.

In constructing her timeline from line worker to nursing 
director, Miriam identified seven significant life events as having 
shaped her development: two marriages, a divorce, the death of 
her daughter, going back to school, specific job promotions, and a 
fortieth birthday celebration.

She also identified three specific opportunities that helped 
her grow and develop: a  mentoring relationship with a  woman 
who was “a fabulous role model for the possible,” the educational 
opportunity provided by the company, and a  spouse who was 
her “cheerleader, guide, and support.” But many experiences also 
blocked her development along the way: living with a spouse who 
could not understand her dreams and ambitions, tedious work, and 
co-workers who tried to undermine her educational advancement.

She would be the first to say that serendipitous events and 
experiences contributed to her growth and development. One of 
these was meeting Charlotte, her mentor, at a neighborhood hol-
iday party. Another was spending hours visiting her critically ill 
daughter in the hospital.

In reviewing her timeline, Miriam realized that there were 
more hidden helpers—individuals who contributed to her growth 
and development—than she had realized. Among these were her 
mother, her eldest son, a ninth-grade teacher, her first supervisor, the 
head nurse at the hospital where her daughter lay dying, a favorite 
aunt, and a motivational speaker at a conference she had attended.

She realized how much her thinking had changed over time. 
Instead of letting change happen to her and push her around, she 
learned how to deal with it, and ultimately became a change agent 
for others. She became a can-do person, taking responsibility for 
her own life through accepting risks and daring to dream.

Completing the timeline exercise helped Miriam become aware of how 
many people had helped her on her journey. “I never realized how privi-
leged I’ve been; I knew on some level, but not to this extent. I was over-
whelmed with gratitude, and felt a need to reconnect with some of these 
people. I also was clearer about why I wanted to be a mentor: I needed to 
give back some of the gifts from others that I’d been privileged to receive.”

Reflecting on Your Mentoring Journey
In Composing a Life (1989), Mary Catherine Bateson describes her develop-
mental journey through life as a composition of connections with women 
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friends who flow in and out of her life at different stages, times, and places. 
Each has contributed to making her who she is. She reminds us that “the 
past empowers the present, and the groping footsteps leading to the pre-
sent mark the pathways to the future.”22

In Exercise 1.2 you will construct a mentoring timeline. In it you will 
reflect on what you have learned from the mentors (or other people) who 
have been part of your life’s composition and explore how that learning 
might affect you as a mentor. You can use a piece of blank paper, or write 
your thoughts in your journal.

The Mentee’s Journey
It is human nature to make assumptions about others and project our own 
experiences and reality onto them. Sometimes, with relatively little real 
information, we blithely fill in the blanks and become convinced—
mistakenly, as it usually turns out—that we understand the other person. 
Mentors especially need to guard against this temptation and be aware of 
what sets their journey apart from their mentees’. One way to do this is to 
understand not only your own journey but the mentee’s journey. Here’s 
a cautionary tale:

Madeline and Gordon
Madeline moved to a new community in the US Southwest after 
working as a  real estate broker on the East Coast for more than 
30 years. In a matter of months, she became active in her condo-
minium association and was elected one of its officers. After eight 
years chairing the association board, she was eager to move on. 
However, there were no apparent successors with previous expe-
rience or knowledge of property management issues. In order to 
develop a new generation of leadership quickly, she and her board 
agreed to set up strategically paired mentoring relationships with 
future association leaders.

When Gordon heard about the vacancy on the board, he 
immediately volunteered to serve. He said that he “was looking for 
something to keep him busy” and thought that this opportunity 
might be “just what he was looking for.” Madeleine was not con-
vinced that he could provide the necessary leadership, but she was 
outvoted by her fellow officers. She thought that Gordon was “a 
nice enough person” but just looking to fill up his time. She was 
concerned about gaps in his knowledge of issues and problems 
and offered to mentor Gordon.
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Think about your mentoring experiences and the people who were there to guide, support, and 
strengthen you:

My mentors were:

When did they come into my life?

What wisdom have I gained from each of them?

What were the most satisfying aspects of those relationships, and why?

What were the least satisfying aspects of those relationships, and why?

What did I learn about being a mentor from these experiences?

What did I learn about being a mentee?

EXERCISE 1.2 

Reflecting on Your Experiences as a Mentee

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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Madeleine spent a  week putting together an agenda and 
materials to orient Gordon about what she felt he needed to know. 
But when  she presented her list to him, he was affronted—and 
rightly so.

It turned out that Madeleine’s assumptions about what 
Gordon knew were erroneous. Gordon was the former owner of 
two construction companies and held an MBA. His son managed 
his properties. Gordon’s learning needs were not the same as 
Madeleine’s because his experience was different from hers. Had 
she known more about her mentee’s journey before she prepared 
an agenda and materials, their relationship could have started on 
a more positive note.

Exercise 1.3 asks you to think about your current or prospective men-
tee’s journey. It is intended to help you gain a better sense about the person 
you are mentoring, but you will not be constructing a complete timeline 
with details as you did in the previous exercise. If you already know some-
thing about this person, the exercise offers an approach for testing out your 
own assumptions and gaining a clear understanding of factors that may 
affect the learning relationship.

Use a pencil (rather than a pen) to complete Exercise 1.3 because the 
data you have now, particularly if this is a prospective mentee, will prob-
ably be incomplete. If you lack information to fill in the timeline, this may 
be a clue that you need more baseline data from your mentee. Ask ques-
tions, and gain the information you need to complete the mentee journey 
timeline. One way to avoid the tendency to use a one-size-fits-all approach 
when mentoring several individuals simultaneously is to think about the 
answers to the questions in Exercise 1.3 and become aware of your knowl-
edge gaps about a particular mentee’s developmental journey. Completing 
this exercise will help you identify potential needs and conversation start-
ing points.

Awareness of Self and Other
The mentoring relationship is innately complex because it involves two 
unique individuals. It is important to preserve the differentiation between 
self and other and not attempt to homogenize journeys. As Bateson noted, 
“Work relationships of any kind are enlivened by difference combined 
with mutual commitment.”23

In Exercises 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3, you’ve considered your journey and your 
mentee’s journey separately. In Exercise 1.4, you will consider your mutual 
journey: Where are you on your journey timeline relative to where your 
mentee is or will be? What implications does this gap present in how you 
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The line in the following box represents your mentee’s journey as an adult from the past to today. Using 
words, symbols, or drawings, sketch this journey on the timeline.

1.	 Draw a timeline horizontally on a sheet of paper, like this, allowing as much room as you need above 
and below the line:

2.	 What do you imagine your mentee’s journey has been? Start with the present and work backward. 
Think broadly, filling in known milestones, experiences, and events.

3.	 What more do you need to know about your mentee to have a better sense of their journey?

4.	 If you need to gather more information, what questions will you ask your mentee? What information 
can you gather from other sources?

5.	 What insights does your mentee’s journey raise for you about their readiness to learn?

EXERCISE 1.3 

Your Mentee’s Timeline
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will facilitate learning? The brief story that follows illustrates how 
you might use what you learn in the exercise.

Niles and Juliana
Niles began his career as a  schoolteacher and subsequently 
switched to city government, where he worked for 10 years. As 
a  community service volunteer, he was a  mentor in a  school-to-
work program. He attempted to fill out the mentee timeline in 
Exercise 1.3 with the information he had been given before his first 
meeting with Juliana, a prospective mentee. After his first several 
conversations with her, he was able to fill in several missing pieces 
and gain a better understanding of her needs. But when he com-
pleted the self and other exercise in Exercise 1.4, merging their two 
separate journeys, he discovered a  fresh perspective that would 
completely change the mentoring relationship.

Niles had recently decided to return to school to get a law 
degree, and he needed the next few months to prepare for the 
LSATs. He realized that as much as he wanted to be of assistance, 
the time he had available might not be adequate in view of the 
immediacy of Juliana’s need. He struggled to find a way to do both 
and decided to be candid with both his mentoring coordinator 
and Juliana. They were both grateful that he was open about his 
personal needs, and they were able to identify workable strategies 
that would satisfy both his time constraints and hers.

Experience and Reflection
Our own lived experience is the text for self-discovery and learning.24 It is 
the most powerful learning resource we have at our disposal. When we are 
able to reflect critically on our own life experiences and learn from them, 
we can model this critical reflection in our mentoring interaction. For 
example, Barry learned that his golf game improved when he was able to 
slow down, concentrate, and maintain his focus. He realized that if he 
made these same changes at work, he would be more efficient, productive, 
and focused there as well.

Exercise 1.5 demonstrates how to bring your personal experience to 
your mentoring work. Jot down quick responses in bullet form. Then revisit 
them more extensively later, or use the data you generate in conversations 
with your mentee. If the space provided here is insufficient, you might 
choose to begin a journal with these questions as the topics, noting the first 
words and phrases that come to mind as you read the questions. You may 
also choose to engage in conversation as a way of addressing the questions. 
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Look at your own timeline in Exercise 1.1 and your mentee’s timeline in Exercise 1.3. Consider where you 
are right now on your timeline and where your mentee is on their timeline. Then answer the following 
questions:

1.	 What concerns and issues does this comparison raise for you as a mentor? Are there significant differ-
ences in your life experiences? Where are the biggest gaps in your experiences?

2.	 What concerns and issues does the comparison raise for you about your (prospective) mentee’s learn-
ing needs and learning goals?

3.	 What specific actions or approaches could potentially have a  positive impact on the learning 
relationship?

4.	 What specific actions or approaches could potentially adversely affect the learning relationship?

5.	 What strategies might you use to overcome them?

EXERCISE 1.4 

Journey Worksheet: Implications for Facilitating Learning
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Answer the reflection questions only after you have completed the first 
four items to your satisfaction. Assess the level of difficulty you experi-
enced in addressing these questions.

Use this exercise as a reference point as you raise these same kinds 
of questions with your mentee. For example, if you experience diffi-
culty in answering these questions, you can say authentically to a men-
tee, “Look, I  know these questions are difficult to respond to. I ask 
myself the same kinds of questions, and frankly, it takes me a while to 
come up with answers that satisfy me. Still, I’ve found that really think-
ing about what I’ve learned from my personal experiences helps me 
improve my performance.”

Here’s how Angela incorporates reflection on experience into her work:

Angela’s Story
Angela is a mentor in an online learning program. She has several 
student mentees and has found an effective way to help them 
reflect on their experiences. Whenever she works with her mentees 
on a practicum project, she advises them to write in their journals 
about their learning as it occurs. She encourages them to review 
their entries before starting the next project. At the end of each 
project, she encourages them to make another entry. And again, 
before beginning the next practicum project, she asks them to 
review all prior entries.

Getting to know a mentee does not mean knowing everything about 
that person. Rather, gaining a  good sense about who this person is and 
what they bring to the learning relationship helps the mentor connect and 
facilitate a more meaningful learning experience. Listening well and asking 
thoughtful questions are often just enough to elicit the relevant informa-
tion. Making notes at the end of each mentoring session about events, 
special people, or concerns your mentee has talked about is helpful. At the 
same time, identify specific points of connection for the next mentoring 
session. When you deeply understand the power of experience and reflec-
tion, you are better prepared to facilitate learning relationships.

Facilitating Adult Learning
As a mentor, you need to be skilled at facilitating adult learning—engaging 
mentees as active participants in their own learning by encouraging self-
reflection and self-authorship. In essence, you are creating conditions that 
enable mentees to learn.

Facilitation is rooted in Malcolm Knowles’s principles of adult learn-
ing. According to Knowles, these practices promote effective facilitation:25

•	 Establish a climate conducive to learning.
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This exercise offers the opportunity for a fresh perspective on how it feels to reflect on experience con-
sciously and to learn from it. It will put you in touch with some experiences you have had that can assist you 
in facilitating your mentee’s learning.

Your Experience

1.	 Working quickly, jot down bulleted responses or words that come to mind for these questions:

•	 What lessons have you learned from your successes?

•	 What lessons have you learned from your mistakes?

•	 What dilemmas do you face daily?

•	 What lessons have you learned from grappling with those dilemmas?

2.	 Let your answers sit for a while. Later, review your answers to see if they trigger additional responses. 
Then complete these questions:

•	 What was it like to address these questions?

•	 On a scale of 1 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult), how would you rate the level of difficulty?

Easy ___________________________________________ Difficult
1 	 2	  3 	 4 	 5

3.	 What did you learn about yourself in going through this exercise?

Alternatively (or in addition), you may want to ask mentees to complete this exercise and discuss what 
the experience of reflecting on experience was like with them. In this way, you can position the learning, 
saying, “Part of learning is reflecting on experience; this will give you a preview of what that is like.”

EXERCISE 1.5 

Reflecting on Your Experience
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•	 Involve learners in planning how and what they will learn.

•	 Encourage learners to formulate their own learning objectives.

•	 Encourage learners to identify and use a variety of resources to accom-
plish their objectives.

•	 Help learners implement and evaluate their learning.

“Facilitators of learning,” as Brookfield put it, “see themselves as 
resources for learning, rather than as didactic instructors who have all the 
answers.”26 You can facilitate learning in many ways, all the while listen-
ing, empowering, coaching, challenging, teaching, collaborating, aiding, 
assisting, supporting, expediting, easing, simplifying, advancing, and 
encouraging. The flow of your facilitation will always depend on the needs 
of the mentee. Some learners may need more support and direction to feel 
comfortable with the process, while others feel prepared and are ready to 
go to work immediately.

Exercise 1.6 will help you appreciate some of the complexities of learn-
ing facilitation and ways in which you will approach it with your mentees.

Mentoring is a  process of becoming for both partners. Although we 
want to encourage mentees “to look, look again,” we also need to be our 
own diligent observers of the process.

What Mentors Gain
Co-author Lisa wrote a poem entitled “Moving On” in 1991. Her words 
offer a glimpse into the additive and developmental possibilities that 
spring from a mentoring relationship.

... Along the way
places and people
planted seeds in my soul and in my spirit
and added stones to the foundation
I was trying to form
... I add them to who I used to be
and begin to see where they belong
within the person I am now.

The bottom line is that mentors benefit from mentoring just as much, if 
not more than, their mentoring partners. Mentors who focus on their devel-
opment in the role gain personally and professionally from each relation-
ship, “adding to the foundation they are trying to form.”

Personal and Professional Satisfaction
“When mentors have the opportunity to share their experience and wis-
dom and then see a mentee grow and develop into their potential, it is not 
only personally and professionally satisfying but also often a career 
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Think about your experience in facilitating someone else’s learning. Or recall an experience of someone you 
observed facilitating another person’s learning. Now answer the following questions:

1.	 Describe an experience in which the goal was to facilitate someone else’s learning.

2.	 What did you do? How did the learner react?

3.	 What factors affected the success or derailment of your efforts?

4.	 What metaphor best describes how that experience felt for you?

5.	 What, if anything, would you do differently in facilitating your mentee’s learning?

EXERCISE 1.6 

Reflecting on Facilitation
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highlight.”27 Their satisfaction emanates from observing their mentees 
thinking, self-awareness, and self-confidence grow.

Leadership Development
Mentoring is not optional for leaders. It is a professional responsibility and 
therefore a leadership competency. According to one study, “the more 
mentors provided mentoring support, the more they saw themselves as 
leaders (gained leader identity) and the more confident they became in 
leading a project (gained leader self-efficacy).”28 “For mentors, a mentoring 
relationship can demand more advanced communication skills and push 
them to a higher level.”29

Learning
The mentors we work with at the Center for Mentoring Excellence consis
tently report how much they learn from their mentees. Exposure to new 
and diverse perspectives—generational and cultural—enlarges their think-
ing and offers up fresh thinking. In addition, mentoring heightens their 
awareness, familiarity, and sensitivity to new terminology, blind spots, and 
different perspectives.

Mentors tell us they have learned about operations, best practices, 
issues, and people in other parts of their organizations. They may never 
have been exposed to these practices and innovations before because they 
are relatively new or are situated in a different silo of the company.

While mentoring can turbocharge your thinking, it also offers an oppor-
tunity to re-engage with ideas and practices in new ways.

Increased Self-Awareness
One mentor told us, “I’d like a redo. After completing a full year of mentor-
ing with my mentee, I want to go back and apologize to other people I’ve 
mentored. I realize now that I was asleep at the wheel and just going 
through the motions. I could have brought so much more to my mentoring 
relationship by just letting my curiosity inspire me to ask better questions.”

Those who are new to mentoring are often surprised by their growing 
self-awareness. While they have assumed leadership positions and power 
within the organization, they haven’t really taken the time to be reflective 
and grow in the role of mentor. When they did, they became more effec-
tive mentors.

Strengthened Relationships
The relationship skills mentors build through mentoring are invaluable. In 
addition to expanding their networks, mentors often find personal and 
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professional relationships are enhanced because their skills at building, 
maintaining, and growing relationships are highly transferable. When you 
do the work and build the relationship the payoff is huge. What could be 
more desirable than a meaningful relationship?

New Energy and Re-engagement
Mentors often find that mentoring keeps them sharp and at the top of their 
game. For some, it recharges and re-energizes them to re-engage with their 
work and their colleagues on a different plane.

When your work is solidly grounded in principles and practices of 
adult learning, you and your mentee can be co-learners who both benefit 
and grow from the relationship.

The two chapters in Part One will broaden your understanding of the 
learning process by exploring the role of context and its influence in the 
mentoring process.
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PART ONE

Considering  
Context

Context influences how we perceive reality, what we see as possible 
and achievable. From it, we draw our identity and formulate our thinking 
and attitudes.1 All mentoring relationships are grounded in context: the cir-
cumstances, conditions, and contributing forces that affect how we connect, 
interact with, and learn from one another. Context plays a critical role,2 yet 
our contexts are multilayered: We never operate in just one context.

Shawn lived in five different countries when he was growing up. His 
parents were in the military and as a child, he was disciplined, self-directed, 
and never questioned authority. This worked to his competitive advantage 
while he was in engineering school. Once he started working, however, he 
found himself in an unfamiliar world. His company did not worry about 
whether employees came to work on time or worked a set number of hours. 
It put a higher value on building relationships, and measured success by 
the quality of the team’s effort rather than individual contributions. After 
a few months, Shawn was beginning to wonder just how he fit in and even 
whether he had chosen the right career.

Shawn’s mentor, Todd, was 30 years older than Shawn. He had spent 
his early career in more structured work settings and had to find his own 
flexibility to navigate changing times and processes. He was sympathetic 
and quick to grasp how Shawn’s discomfort and disconnects grew out of 
these conflicting contexts—the one he had been raised in and the one in 
which he needed to work. Todd facilitated a  mentoring experience that 
engaged Shawn in learning how to look at various approaches to solving 
a problem and being willing to entertain other opinions in the process.
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ALL MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS ARE  
EMBEDDED IN CONTEXT

Think for a moment about the contexts of your daily life: your home, your 
workplace, your profession, your social situation, your upbringing, your 
country or family of origin. As mentoring partners, we each bring our own 
multiple contexts and create a  new context of partnership, which itself 
influences our relationship. Individually and collectively, we respond to 
contextually derived behaviors and values, and the context or environ-
ment also responds to us.3

As Jack Mezirow wrote, “The justification for much of what we know 
and believe, our values, and our feelings depends on the context  .  .  .  in 
which they are embedded.”4 Context is always at play, in subtle and overt 
ways. It helps us understand the values that drive our behavior, affect our 
emotions, and color how we read a person or a situation. Ignoring context, 
overlooking it, or taking it for granted dramatically affects the learning that 
takes place in a mentoring relationship.5

The context of a mentoring relationship adds its own unique layers of 
contextual complexity. Is the relationship formal, informal, sponsored, sit-
uational, incidental? Does the relationship operate in a group? Is it a one-
to-one partnership? Is it virtual or face-to-face? Because all of these 
contextual layers affect an individual simultaneously, learning partners in 
a mentoring relationship need to communicate expectations, and establish 
ground rules and processes that work for them in the specific context of 
mentoring. Otherwise they may soon find themselves working at cross- 
purposes.

CONTEXT OF PRACTICE
Whether you are participating in a formal mentoring program or have 
been asked to mentor someone informally, once you are inside and work-
ing the relationship, it becomes a  dance of two or more people coming 
together in partnership to move learning and development forward. As 
Huang and Lynch so beautifully captured it, “It is the dance between will-
ing and consenting partners, a  dance of giving and receiving each  
other’s gifts.”6

Formal mentoring is commonly associated with words like organized, 
prescribed, structured, facilitated, and supported. But the term itself actually 
refers to mentoring that is conducted under the umbrella of an organiza-
tional entity, such as a business or a school. Program parameters are defined 
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for the mentoring partnership and include both structural and accountabil-
ity mechanisms. Programmatic and relationship expectations, require-
ments for eligibility, and program goals and outcomes give this mentoring 
formality.

Informal mentoring relationships are usually described as unstructured, 
casual, need-based, and natural. For example, you may see great promise 
in an individual, someone who could benefit from your experience; or 
someone looking for a mentor may see you as a good candidate and ask if 
you are interested. Informal mentoring relationships can run the gamut 
from casual conversations or situational and information sharing to struc-
tured and “formalized” relationships. Each relationship proceeds at its 
own pace and on its own timetable.

In either context of practice, each relationship structure varies depend-
ing on the learning needs and style of the mentoring partners.
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Context Matters
Context is a formidable consideration in facilitating the learning that takes 
place in mentoring relationships. A  mentoring learning goal that is set 
without taking into account the mentee’s context—the bigger picture, the 
strategic objectives, and the mentee’s fundamental priorities—is doomed 
from the start. The feedback a mentor provides also needs to be situated in 
context if it is to be relevant and useful to the mentee.7 The relationship 
itself is context specific, and variations in context determine how mentor-
ing is experienced and the outcomes derived from the relationship.8

“The learning that adults do arises from the context of their lives,” said 
Sharan Merriam.9 As mentors, we must develop our contextual intelligence 
and consciously use it as a tool to ensure the integrity of the learning pro-
cess. We need to become context sensitive to abundant difference.10 
Ultimately, as Nye wrote, “Contextual intelligence also requires emotional 
intelligence. Without sensitivity to the needs of others, pure cognitive anal-
ysis and long experience may prove insufficient.”11

The two chapters in Part One focus on the context of difference (specifi-
cally, cultural, generational, sexual orientation, gender, race, and power 
differences) and the context of connection (the various configurations of 
mentoring and virtual and distance connections). The scope of possibilities 
for discussing context in relation to mentoring is both broad and deep; in 
this book, we only begin the process of digging. The chapters in Part Two 
of this book discuss strategies for making the most of both approaches.
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CHAPTER 2

The Context 
of Difference
Bringing Who We Are 
to What We Do

ORGANIZATIONS now widely accept that creating more diverse and inclu-
sive work environments is good for business and good for employees. We 
have seen that mentoring relationships across both visible and invisible 
differences can create more inclusive work environments and improve the 
leadership skills of mentoring partners. To realize value, mentoring part-
ners must create relationships where both mentor and mentee can show up 
fully and authentically.

In our book Bridging Differences for Better Mentoring, we put it this 
way: “We each bring who we are to our mentoring relationships. Yet ‘who 
we are’ is composed of several elements: the person we see ourselves 
as, the person our mentoring partners see us as, and the unique cultural 
lens through which we view the world and the way it works. Who we are 
is determined by the many factors that shape our identity, culture, and 
worldview.”1

It’s easy to make the mistake of thinking our mentees are just like us. 
Yet it is far more likely that you will notice the differences between you and 
your mentee first—especially if they are from a different culture or religion, 
are older or younger than you, have a different sexual orientation, or are of 
a different race; and it’s not unusual that there will be a power differential. 
Ultimately the context of mentoring is difference: Who we are shapes our 
thinking, our conversation, our relationships, and our behaviors. Too of-
ten we become unwitting prisoners of our own stereotypical assumptions. 
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Becoming aware of these filters, and understanding that we can put them 
aside, opens up possibilities for learning you may never have dreamed of.

We believe strongly that having mentoring relationships across differ-
ence can lead to personal, interpersonal, and organizational growth. To do 
so, however, requires an understanding of and appreciation for the various 
contexts of identity.

THE CONTEXT OF CULTURE
How we define and understand the word mentor varies from culture to 
culture, and this understanding can alter the very essence of the mentoring 
relationship. In one cultural context, it may be closely related to teacher, 
supervisor, or expert; in another, it might not translate directly. In some 
cultures, the word may even have a negative association with the percep-
tion that it is “weak” to seek or need a mentor. None of these understand-
ings are the same as that of the mentor in the mentoring relationship we are 
talking about in this book.

Cultural understandings frame how we see the world and how we act 
within it. If the mentee comes from a culture in which the role of teacher is 
traditionally revered, as it is in China, the mentee’s perception of mentor as 
teacher might affect the openness and directness of communication or how 
conflict is resolved. If your mentee comes from a  culture in which the 
expectation is that the teacher must initiate contact, communication is seen 
as tied to credibility and control. If the words teacher and mentor are inter-
changeable terms in that culture, you will need to help your mentee under-
stand that your relationship will not be one of knowledge given, 
knowledge received.

Your effectiveness in a cross-cultural mentoring relationships rests on 
your cultural competency and your communication skills.

Cultural Competency
Cultural competency requires the skill of being able to notice cultural dif-
ferences, learn about them, and adapt your approach and behavior to com-
municate and interact effectively with people from other cultures. Global 
and cross-cultural experts identify an array of competencies for establish-
ing successful global relationships in business, many of which pertain to 
mentoring relationships.2 These include becoming culturally self-aware, 
having an authentic desire to learn, becoming attuned to other cultures, 
and developing a flexible cultural lens.
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Become Culturally Self-Aware
Technology allows mentoring relationships to flourish despite great 
distances—both temporal and cultural. In this example, the mentor, Peter, 
is located in the United States, and his mentee, Wen, is in China. Cultural 
differences in their understanding of the role of mentoring get in the way 
of the relationship almost immediately.

Peter and Wen
Peter, an executive in a fast-expanding US publishing business, and 
his mentee, Wen, agreed to conduct their mentoring sessions by 
videoconference. Peter set up a meeting and confirmed the time 
for the videoconference with Wen. But that morning, Wen’s man-
ager in Beijing asked her to attend a meeting with him, which was 
scheduled at the same time as the videoconference with Peter.

When Peter called in for the videoconference and found that 
Wen was not there, he was annoyed, but he decided that something 
must have happened and waited to hear from her. After two days 
had passed and Wen still had not checked in, Peter called Wen to 
ask if something was wrong. She apologized profusely for the mis-
understanding. When Peter offered to set up a meeting for the fol-
lowing morning, Wen responded that she needed to “recommend 
it to her manager” first.

Now Peter was angry. He felt that Wen was neither valuing 
his time nor valuing the mentoring relationship. When he com-
plained to one of his colleagues who had spent time at the Beijing 
office, his colleague explained that for Wen, punctuality was not as 
important as honoring hierarchy—and her boss took precedence 
over Peter. Hearing this, Peter was taken aback. He had never con-
sidered how different ways of thinking might play out in his men-
toring relationship.

Until he was confronted with a problem, Peter was unaware of how his 
own cultural biases limited his receptivity to Wen’s cultural assumptions. 
Even if the gap is not as wide as Peter’s and Wen’s, it is good to identify 
culturally derived values and assumptions that could affect your relation-
ship with your mentee. It may be that you were brought up in a culture 
where sharing feelings is inappropriate, or that engaging in a one-on-one 
learning  relationship  is seen as a weakness. Self-knowledge is the most 
important cultural competency for a mentor to possess because it keeps the 
mentor on course and focused. It will certainly help you in your under-
standing of others; and, as Mezirow pointed out, those who become 
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conscious of their own values and assumptions and critically examine 
them will be rewarded with a deeper understanding of their own behavior.3

Exercise 2.1 is an opportunity to think about cultural assumptions that 
may guide your actions yet are virtually invisible to you.

Have an Authentic Desire to Learn
The expanding global workforce has made the need for awareness of other 
cultures very important; for mentors, it is imperative. But awareness may 
not be enough. An authentic desire to learn about another culture will give 
you a new perspective on your own cultural perspectives.

Even if you don’t feel genuinely interested at first, make an effort to try 
acting as if you do. Be open and willing to listen to your mentee without 
making value judgments, and ask questions if you are puzzled about why 
your mentee does things in a way different from what you expect.

And remember too that cross-cultural mentoring encompasses indi-
vidual and cultural diversity. Don’t assume that every cultural tendency 
you have read about will apply to your mentee. Check out your assump-
tions with your mentee before you act on them.

Finally, give yourself and your mentoring partner permission to make 
mistakes—and then create ways to learn from mistakes together. If you are 
not making mistakes, you are not learning.

Develop a Working Knowledge of and Appreciation 
for Other Cultures
Even when both mentoring partners speak the same language and are born 
in the same country, their cultural expectations can get in the way of a pro-
ductive relationship. Let’s look at what happened to Hugo and Ed.

Hugo and Ed
Hugo and his mentee, Ed, both engineers in a multinational archi-
tectural firm, were paired as mentoring partners in the organi-
zation’s formal mentoring program. The program focused on 
fast-tracking high-potential employees by matching them up 
with senior associates from different cultural backgrounds, who 
had broad corporate experience, business savvy, and specialized 
expertise. Both mentee and mentor were expected to work on the 
same client project during the year of mentorship.

Hugo and Ed held their initial mentoring meeting in an office 
on the project location. Hugo greeted Ed with a handshake, invited 
him to sit down across the table, and tried to get down to business 
right away. He drove the agenda and tried to steer the conversation 
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Look at the examples of assumptions and behaviors provided in the first three lines of this table, and 
then complete the exercise by reflecting on your own values and assumptions. Consider what values and 
assumptions you hold that someone from a culture other than your own might not readily understand. 
How do these values and assumptions get played out on a daily basis in what you do and how you do it?

Value or Assumption How They Are Reflected in Your Behavior

Elders are to be revered. I am deferential to people who are older than I am even if I 
don’t agree with their opinion.

It is impolite to raise your voice in 
a business meeting.

If someone is impolite, I can’t relate to them.

Relationships are important. I need to connect with people before I do business with them.

EXERCISE 2.1 

Reflecting on Your Own Cultural Assumptions

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com



42	 The Mentor’s Guide

in such a  way that a  mentoring agreement would result from 
the meeting. But Ed seemed to offer resistance at every turn. Ed 
wanted to get to know his mentor—not just what he did, but who 
he was. He wanted to understand Hugo’s family background and 
ancestry, and he wanted to share his own experience and talk 
about his family. Hugo saw this as a waste of time, but he didn’t 
want to insult Ed by cutting him off. He figured if he got this over 
with now, they could get down to business next time.

But the second meeting was the same. Hugo wanted to define 
learning goals for the relationship, but the harder he pushed, the 
quieter Ed became. Progress toward goal setting proceeded at 
a snail’s pace. Hugo became increasingly impatient and frustrated 
with Ed, who seemed only to want to get to know more about him 
and to hear and tell more family stories. Hugo, for his part, was only 
getting more and more uptight.

Hugo’s parents were first-generation German immigrants; 
he was raised in an austere, orderly home, and that’s what he 
was comfortable with. He had little patience for what he viewed 
as small talk and didn’t understand why Ed felt that establishing 
a personal relationship was so important. Ed was Native American. 
He was raised in a large extended family. His vision of a mentor was 
someone who could be a kind of surrogate uncle—someone who 
would get to know him as a person, feel proud of him, support him, 
and befriend him.

Hugo was puzzled by Ed’s questions about his background and 
grew frustrated, but said nothing. In fact, he didn’t know what to say. 
Ed avoided the issue altogether and swallowed his disappointment 
that Hugo didn’t care to get to know him. His cultural tradition and 
upbringing had taught him to defer to elders and, for him, the term 
elder included mentors. After the fourth meeting, Hugo couldn’t 
hold back his frustration. He told Ed that he was sabotaging the 
mentoring relationship. Ed was left with a sense of shame and hurt.

It became evident very quickly that this mentoring partnership was not 
the one either had envisioned. Hugo might have been able to head off this 
compounding misunderstanding if he had taken Ed’s cue during that first 
session and gotten to know his mentee. He might also have gotten some 
valuable clues if he had asked Ed why these stories were so important and 
then explained his own perspective. It’s easy to get boxed in by our own 
ways of thinking. We begin to believe and act as if our ways are the best or 
even the only ways of thinking and behaving, and we close off other ways 
of doing things. Getting locked into someone else’s stereotypes in mentor-
ing is just as possible and troublesome as it is in any other context. Mentors 
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who are in the best position to facilitate learning are willing to learn about 
the basic functional elements of their mentee’s culture.

A good strategy in this case is to seek information about your mentee’s 
culture—its people, politics and government, key historical and cultural 
achievements, dominant religious beliefs and practices, family and social 
structure, educational system, economics and industry, geography, sports, 
entertainment, and symbols. It is especially important to ask about your 
mentee’s view of authority, workplace relationships, and personal devel-
opment. This will help you begin to see the world through your mentee’s 
lens—and it may look very different from your own.

Become Attuned to Other Cultures
Culture influences the way people express themselves, including every-
thing from tone of voice, directness, use of gestures, ability to express disa-
greement or act autonomously. This may show up as being “polite” or 
“argumentative,” using lots of gestures, and even saying yes when the real 
answer is no. Understanding the norms of the culture a person comes from 
can help communication enormously, as Nancy discovered.

Nancy and Mario
Mario, the distribution manager for an Italian winery, was eager to 
move from Italy to his company’s corporate offices in the United 
States. To prepare himself, he found a US manager  in the  
Wisconsin branch—an experienced and knowledgeable insider—
who agreed to be his mentor. Nancy was looking to expand her 
leadership skills and saw mentoring Mario as an opportunity to 
broaden her own cultural awareness.

The relationship did not go the way Nancy had hoped. Right 
from the beginning, each encounter with Mario was fraught with 
tension. Mario would ask good questions but constantly inter-
rupted her as she attempted to provide answers. His frequent emo-
tional outbursts became a constant irritant. Nancy began to doubt 
his intentions, but when she told her friend Barbara about her 
frustrations, she laughed and said, “I guess you haven’t met many 
Italians.” Nancy was taken aback. She decided to do some research 
about Mario’s culture.

Nancy soon learned that Mario’s emotional responses were 
indicative of a culture where subjective feelings are valued. Mario’s 
need for discussion was not about her, but what he needed to do 
to gain clarity. She realized that her own need for results did not 
match Mario’s need for process.
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“Becoming culturally attuned” means being able to notice that differ-
ences may be attributable to culture. It requires getting curious about dif-
ferences, and learning about the culture of a mentee and understanding 
what is happening and what is expected through the context and nonver-
bal behaviors. Through conversation, mentor and mentee become aware of 
different perceptions and values that can facilitate or hinder their 
communication.

These values inform the expectations and agreements that will flow out 
of the relationship and can be about almost anything. One partner’s cul-
tural assumptions about mentoring may be that it will be focused on goal 
achievement and that all meetings should focus on furthering those goals. 
This may not be true for the other partner, who may be more concerned 
with developing the relationship than with achieving goals. Decision mak-
ing in some cultures may be slower and more methodical, taking several 
meetings to achieve. Waiting for consensus may be difficult for one partner 
and yet may be very much a part of the way another culture conducts its 
business. Joking between men and women in some cultures is considered 
inappropriate. Joking in a business context may be inappropriate in others. 
Be aware that people from many cultures do not always express their feel-
ings verbally. Avoid asking questions that are personal, embarrassing, or 
probing until you have built rapport and trust. Remember that even such 
seemingly basic concepts as time, cultural distance, and what constitutes 
politeness vary widely among cultures.

A global mindset will give you the ability to expand your own knowl-
edge and deal more effectively with the complexity of the world. Our 
world is indeed shrinking, and a number of books have been written on 
the subject of cultural behavior. We urge you to seek them out and begin to 
tune up your cultural IQ.4

Develop a Flexible Cultural Lens
Culture commonly refers to the customs, arts, social institutions, and 
achievements of a particular nation, people, or other social group.5 As this 
list suggests, culture is more than just the country of one’s origin. Within a 
given country, there are multiple cultures.6 For any given individual, there 
is an intersectionality between our multiple identities and multiple cul-
tural orientations that make up our identity. Two people from the same 
culture may experience that culture quite differently. Knowing someone 
with similar cultural orientations to your mentee may give you clues about 
the mentee’s culture, but all preparation and conversation should seek to 
understand the mentee’s unique perspective.
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Mentoring in a cross-cultural context requires preparation and flexibil-
ity. Cross-cultural expert Gloria Sandvik identified four action strategies 
for maintaining a flexible cultural lens: prepare, remember, observe, and 
show. For each, she offered specific recommendations.7 Exercise 2.2 offers 
a concrete to-do list based on her work.

No matter how prepared you are, you will inevitably find a great deal 
of individual variation within a  particular cultural context. Each person 
you mentor will be operating not only in the context of culture; they will 
also embody a composite of learning styles, family values, economic cir-
cumstances, and so forth. As Oyler pointed out, “The key to cross cultural 
mentoring is knowing that you must also add all of the complexity of any 
human interaction after somehow becoming culturally attuned.”8

Communication Skills
Dominick grew up in an Irish American family in an Irish American neigh-
borhood, and most of his friends were people he had grown up with or 
friends from work who were much like himself. He had never given much 
thought to people outside this narrow range—not because he actively 
avoided them, but because he never had the opportunity to meet them. 
That changed when he met his new mentee, Luann, a new employee from 
Southeast Asia.

Dominick and Luann
After three meetings with Luann, Dominick was becoming increas-
ingly frustrated. He tried different approaches, but he couldn’t get 
Luann to open up and talk about her work situation or the chal-
lenges and issues she was facing. How was he supposed to mentor 
her if she wouldn’t say anything?

Dominick vented his frustration to a co-worker, Jeb. “So what 
do you know about her?” Jeb asked.

“Nothing,” said Dominick. “She’s just too closed off. She looks 
down all the time. I know she speaks English, but we can’t even 
have a normal conversation. I think it’s a waste of my time.”

Jeb pressed him further. “When did she come to this country? 
How did she get here? Does she have a  family here? Where did 
she go to school? What inspired her to become a financial analyst? 
What is she interested in learning?”

Dominick shrugged. “I really don’t know. We never went there. 
I know that she’s from Singapore, and she’s an account manager in 
our new division. That’s about it. You know, I’m really not into the 
personal thing—this is about business.”
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1.	 Prepare

❑❑ If you know your mentee’s cultural identity, do some research about it before you meet.

❑❑ Identify your intention. What do you want from this relationship?

❑❑ Clarify the goals of the mentoring relationship.

2.	 Remember

❑❑ Listen actively to clarify and confirm.

❑❑ Show interest, attention, and empathy.

❑❑ Respect differences in learning pace, and respect silence.

❑❑ Experiment with different approaches, questions, and expressions.

❑❑ Suspend your judgment.

❑❑ Before concluding on any point, clarify meaning and support connection using descriptor questions 
(who, what, when, how, how much, how many).

❑❑ If you need to think about something that comes up in a session, say so. Engage in appropriate 
reflection and research, and then get back to the other person.

❑❑ Be patient.

❑❑ Accept differences without evaluating them as right or wrong, or better/worse.

3.	 Observe

❑❑ Your own assumptions, biases, and stereotypes.

❑❑ Consistency and relevance in responses and feedback to make sure that adequate communication 
is taking place.

❑❑ Your own values and the underlying contrasting values that might be operating in the relationship.

❑❑ Any discomfort, disconnects, or feelings that might be at play.

4.	 Show

❑❑ Respect.

❑❑ Reliability.

❑❑ Expertise and knowledge.

❑❑ A learner-centered focus.

Source: Sandvik (1996). Adapted with permission.

EXERCISE 2.2 

Intercultural Communication Checklist

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Jeb was honest with Dominick. “You know, Dom, your alpha 
male, business-is-business style might be pretty intimidating to 
someone like Luann. From what I know, in her culture, people in 
authority get the final say and you learn not to push back. You’re 
her mentor, so she probably sees you as being in charge. And 
maybe talking about her problems and challenges isn’t part of her 
culture either.”

The more Dominick thought about Jeb’s feedback, the more 
he had to admit that Jeb had raised some valid points. He was sud-
denly seeing himself from Luann’s point of view, and it shook him. 
Maybe it wasn’t that she was closed off, but that he didn’t get it. He 
decided to focus on learning more about Luann and developing 
the relationship rather than immediately driving for results.

It was difficult at first; he felt awkward and out of his element. 
But he was trying, and that got through to Luann. They spent one 
session just getting to know each other, and she told Dominick 
how hard it was adjusting to the new culture and how out of sync 
she felt. Soon they were able to move on to work issues. As she 
began telling Dominick about some of the challenges she was fac-
ing, they were finally able to focus on identifying learning goals. 
Dominick began to see that if he slowed down, invested his time in 
getting to know people, and established relationships at the start, 
he might become better at this mentoring thing—and he might 
also be a more effective leader.

Communication is the essential building block for facilitating all learning 
relationships, and it is integral to a  successful cross-cultural mentoring 
experience. The inventory in Exercise 2.3 is designed to help you assess 
your comfort in relation to many of the communication skills you will need 
in mentoring individuals from other cultures.

Make the best use of the exercise by following these steps:

1.	 Assess your comfort on each skill.

2.	 Review any items you assess at a level of moderately comfortable (3 or 
4) or uncomfortable (5).

3.	 Determine which skills you need to work on.

4.	 Prioritize the skills you have identified according to what you need to 
work on the most.

5.	 Separate your priorities into short-term and long-term categories.

6.	 Develop a plan.

7.	 Seek feedback on the plan.
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For each skill listed, indicate in the second column how comfortable you are in using that skill on a scale of  
1 (very uncomfortable) to 5 (very comfortable). Next, identify an example that illustrates a concrete situation 
in which you were either comfortable or uncomfortable using the skill. Insert a checkmark in the last col-
umn for each skill that you feel you need to improve to develop a comfort level. Once you have completed 
the skills inventory, rank your overall comfort level of cross-cultural mentoring on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 
being the most comfortable and 1 being the most uncomfortable.

Skill
Level of 

Comfort (1-5) Example
Need 

to Improve

Reflective listening: Using the skills of paying 
attention, clarifying, and confirming

Checking for understanding

Maintaining cultural self-awareness

Providing and receiving feedback

Maintaining a global perspective

Reading between the lines (keying 
into feelings)

Suspending judgment

Controlling your emotions and responding 
appropriately

Shifting your assumptions to accommodate 
cultural differences

Creating culturally appropriate networking 
opportunities

Modifying communication style to 
accommodate cultural differences

Sensitivity to varying cultural perceptions of 
time, space, authority, and protocol

Overall comfort level of cross-cultural mentoring:

1                  2                  3                  4                  5

EXERCISE 2.3 

Cross-Cultural Mentoring Skills Inventory
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8.	 Revise the plan accordingly.

9.	 Set target dates for completing the plan.

10.	 Get started.

Listening is a critical aspect of any mentoring relationship. This is dou-
bly true in a cross-cultural mentoring relationship, where the initial enthu-
siasm and excitement about learning are often followed by a period of 
confusion and frustration that can be exacerbated by poor communication 
skills. Being a good communicator in these circumstances requires a high 
level of interpersonal skill and respect for cultural practices.

Asking open-ended questions is a good strategy. For example, if you 
are certain that the person was not born in the country in which they now 
live, you might ask, “Why did you come to this country?” Other helpful 
open-ended questions: “Tell me more about your culture.” “What do you 
enjoy about your work?” “If you could set the agenda for our mentoring 
session today, what would it be?” Be comfortable in the silences; they are 
telling you something about this person. If your mentee indicates discom-
fort talking about personal subjects, respect that boundary.

If these skills don’t come easily to you, you may need to work on your 
emotional intelligence—sharpening not only your own self-awareness, but 
your attunement and openness to understanding how others are reacting 
and why this may be. In your mentoring partnership, use the communica-
tion skills we discussed in Chapter 1 (it may help to reread the example of 
Janine and Gabe). Talk with your mentee about areas where there might be 
cultural misunderstanding. You can check for understanding by asking 
what specific words, phrases, or expressions mean to your mentee, and 
sharing what they mean to you. Avoid examples that are regionally or cul-
turally specific. Whenever possible, use universal examples—ones that can 
be understood across cultures, such as the weather, education, career, hob-
bies, travel, and family—and be as descriptive as possible. Keep in mind 
that colloquial phrases that are commonplace in one country may be diffi-
cult for others to understand (e.g., “put up with,” “butt of a joke”).

It is easy to get lulled into complacency, especially when things appear 
to be going well in a relationship. Keep yourself culturally fit by reflecting 
on the following questions:

•	 What am I doing to modify my communication style to accommodate 
cultural differences?

•	 In what ways am I improving at reading nonverbal messages such as 
pauses and silences?

•	 What do I do when I find myself in a culturally unfamiliar situation?

•	 Am I getting better at suspending judgment in my mentoring relation-
ship? If not, what gets in the way? How can I improve?
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THE CONTEXT OF INTERGENERATIONAL 
UNDERSTANDING

People who travel through time together share a common historical jour-
ney that informs the assumptions they make, their values, the language 
they use, their points of reference, their preferred mode of communication, 
and how they learn. When we mentor someone older or younger than our-
selves, we need to remember that we are each seeing things through the 
context of our own generation’s worldview.

Being aware of generational context gives you a rich frame of reference 
for understanding your mentees. There, you will find clues as to how best 
to relate to them, how to engage in the relationship, and how to best facili-
tate mentee learning. Let’s take a look at some examples that illustrate how 
generational differences might show up in a mentoring relationship.

Jeanne and Emily
Emily, an account manager at Marketing and Advertising Company, 
was recently promoted to her current job after two years with 
the company. She had been expecting the promotion for over 
a year, even though the industry standard was a three-year stint 
as assistant account manager before advancing. In order to fast-
track her development, the company included Emily in its talent 
management program and paired her with a  mentor, Jeanne, a 
senior partner in the firm.

Since her promotion, Emily and Jeanne have met three times. 
Although the relationship started out strong, it is not going well 
now. Jeanne, a 10-year veteran in the field and a  high school 
teacher before that, is annoyed with Emily’s constant griping about 
how long it took her to get her new position. Jeanne thinks that 
Emily is arrogant and entitled—attitudes that Jeanne remembers 
from her teaching days and finds frustrating and infuriating.

Sylvia and Jon
At age 45, Jon is being considered for a  promotion along with 
three other financial analysts. His work product is excellent and he 
has demonstrated talent, but his department manager, Sylvia, 12 
years older, wonders about his ability to focus on work and worries 
about his work ethic. John works from home, and often doesn’t 
respond to emails sent in the middle of the day. He logs on in the 
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evening and sends emails in the early morning. Everyone else, 
including Sylvia, has more traditional nine-to-five working hours.

Even though he shows maturity and promising leadership 
potential, Sylvia wonders if Jon will be willing to adjust his lifestyle 
for the responsibility that comes with going to the next level.

Scott and Olivia
When Scott agreed to be a mentor in his company’s New Hire men-
toring program, he was excited. He had been at the company since 
its founding, and knew he had a lot to offer a mentee in terms of 
navigating organizational politics and developing a career within 
the software technology company. At their first meeting, Scott was 
impressed with Olivia’s spirit of inquisitiveness. She had admirable 
confidence and was eager to learn. But when the global pandemic 
hit and their relationship went virtual, things began to change. 
Olivia wanted more frequent meetings, and at each meeting she 
wanted to talk with Scott about current events and news headlines 
rather than work issues. Scott grew frustrated at the increasing 
demand on his time—he was working at home too, after all. He 
felt like Olivia was distracted by world events at the expense of her 
career goals.

These examples speak to the challenges of intergenerational mentor-
ing. We will revisit them as we discuss the four generations in the work-
place today: Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964), Gen X (born between 
1965 and 1979), Gen Y (or Millennials, born between 1980 and 1995), and 
Gen Z (born between 1996 and 2012).9 One caveat: These are general cate-
gories and represent clusters of common traits and characteristics. It’s 
important to remember that although people are born into a specific gen-
eration, they might not have the typical mindset of that generation, or they 
may have some overlap with an earlier or later generation if they were 
born at the extreme end of a range. Additionally, the generational arche-
types discussed in the following tend to be more common among genera-
tional cohorts in North America; the data indicate that there is substantial 
variation among populations around the globe. Finally, generational typol-
ogy may be more about the assumptions we make than about reality.10

Boomers
Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964, were raised by the generations 
known as Traditionalists: parents who lived through hard economic times 
and had traditional values. Boomers tend to be the opposite of their parents 
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in status, wealth, and idealism. As a generation, they are optimistic, confi-
dent, competitive, and goal driven. They measure self-worth by the quan-
tity and quality of accomplishment. In fact, their identity is often intertwined 
with their job.11

Work-focused and willing to put in long hours to achieve career 
advancement, they seek prestige, recognition, and reward for their effort. 
They are self-reliant and independent thinkers who feel comfortable chal-
lenging the status quo. Boomers are idealistic and want to make a differ-
ence in the world. They want others to hold the same values and work 
ethic they do, and that means working just as hard and being just as com-
mitted. Younger generations, however, often see boomers as workaholics 
and technological laggards who are set in their ways.

Boomers are often the first to be tapped as mentors because of their age, 
accumulated experience, wisdom, and expertise. They are particularly 
open to being mentors at this stage of their careers because it is a way of 
making a difference and “giving back” to their organizations. Like Gen Ys, 
they find working collaboratively tremendously fulfilling and meaningful.

Emily’s mentor, Jeanne, is a Boomer. After teaching for 20 years, she 
was ready to make a change. So at age 45, she redirected her creativity and 
made a career shift. She worried about this midlife transition and wanted 
to be accepted and credible, so she set out to prove herself. She sought out 
mentors, put in long hours, and advanced her career. She looked for guid-
ance from people who were like her, seeking out the more mature manag-
ers who were the most committed and successful.

Mentoring Boomers
Like Jeanne, Boomers may also be mentees. Lifelong learning continues to 
be a  priority for them. Having a  mentor makes sense as Boomers find 
themselves seeking new ways to work, taking on different responsibilities, 
and moving to other roles. Boomers rarely have an expectation of mentor-
ing. Rather, they view it as something that is earned through hard work or 
reputation. They want mentors who will be warm and caring. They want 
to be challenged, and they want the learning to be interesting and fresh.

Here are some pointers for mentoring Boomers:

1.	 Challenge them. Boomers are not looking for “more” as much as they 
are for fresh ideas and new opportunities. Many feel bored, stale, and 
stalled out.

2.	 Acknowledge their accomplishments, hard work, and effort. Praise 
and recognition are important to everyone, particularly to Boomers.
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3.	 Show them you are interested in them and in their development. 
Connect with them on personal and professional levels.

4.	 Show respect, as you would to any other mentee. Use a tone of colle-
giality, and engage them as a collaborative partner in the relationship.

5.	 Use appropriate language, but don’t talk down to them. Avoid 
using  slang and highly technical terms that are not commonly 
understood.

Generation X
Generation X (“Gen X”), typically the children of Traditionalists or early 
Boomers, were born between 1965 and 1979. As a group they are entrepre-
neurial, productive, cynical, and often skeptical. They want to get their 
own needs met, take on individual responsibility, be inclusive, and feel 
that others trust them.

Sylvia’s mentee, Jon, has two teenage children and shares parenting 
and household responsibilities with his wife, who has newly risen to the 
C-Suite at her company. Managing both his home and his work responsi-
bilities are a priority, as is spending quality time with friends and family.

Like Jon, many other Gen Xers are challenged by the desire to make 
work meaningful and rewarding, even though it is not their primary focus, 
as it had been for the generations before them. They expect to be able to 
compartmentalize and to balance work and home life. They work hard and 
pride themselves on being highly reliable and loyal workers.12 They find 
work most enjoyable when they are creating something of lasting value, 
feel they are on a predictable, upward path to success, and feel their exper-
tise allows them to be valuable contributors on a winning team.

Mentoring Gen X
Gen Xers seek mentors who are competent and direct, and yet informal. 
They look to their mentors to gain a big-picture perspective, to help them 
define career expectations and develop a career path.

Being mentored by Boomers like Sylvia can be a  challenge for them 
because they often sense that Boomers just don’t “get them.” The result, 
according to Erickson, is that many get caught up in doing something 
because they think it is “going to lead to something else even though they 
don’t enjoy it or think about it.”13

Because Gen X is not impressed by authority, it is best for mentors to 
take a hands-off approach. Encourage creativity and initiative. Help Gen X 
mentees discover new approaches, set expectations, raise the bar, and then 
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turn them loose to figure out how to achieve their goals. Talk about how to 
measure progress, put a process in place to measure it, and then give them 
regular feedback on their progress.

Here are some pointers for mentoring Gen Xers:

1.	 Set clear expectations and identify measures of success. This frames 
the arena of action and encourages Gen X mentees to take control of 
their own learning.

2.	 Communicate regularly and give feedback. Touching base increases 
Gen Xers’ self-confidence by letting them know whether they are on 
track. It also creates an opportunity for connection.

3.	 Build a trusting relationship, as you should with mentees of any age. 
Get to know your mentees in a collegial way. Stay in contact. Let them 
know that you trust them.

4.	 Make yourself available to answer questions and give just-in-time 
support, but stay accountable to one another with regular meetings 
and discussions. This keeps Gen X mentees moving forward.

5.	 Don’t micromanage. Step back to let the mentee take charge of the 
assignment. Remember that learning to deal with setbacks is an oppor-
tunity for learning. You can speed the process by asking Gen X men-
tees questions that get them to reflect on their experience.

Gen Y/Millennials
More has been written about Gen Y, or Millennials, than about any previ-
ous generation. With nearly 62 million members born between 1980 and 
1995, they are the largest generation since Boomers.

Jeanne’s mentee Emily fits the Millennial profile to a tee. Unlike Jon, 
she doesn’t need to balance her work and her life because she sees no sepa-
ration between them; to her, they are seamless. Gen Yers like Emily are 
extreme multitaskers, obsessed with their career development. They want 
to get ahead and get it right. They have high expectations and crave feed-
back, but it needs to be authentic, continuous, and direct. They believe that 
they can stretch into development opportunities by learning on the job. 
They know what they believe and value. They want to be in the middle of 
the action and trusted to make it happen.14 They bring high energy and full 
engagement to their work.

The composition of the workplace, and the expectations of the work-
force, are undergoing a tremendous shift. As of March 2021, more than 46% 
of the workforce is comprised of people born after 1994. Whereas prior 
generations were most concerned with whether their leaders were ethical, 
Gen Y (and Gen Z) are most concerned with whether their organization 
looks after its employees’ well-being.
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What’s more, although Gen Y most wants to be engaged, it reports 
being less engaged with work than prior generations. Gen Yers want 
opportunities to learn and grow at work. And, due in part to higher stu-
dent debt than other generations, this generation is most likely to cite 
opportunity for advancement as extremely important when looking 
for a job.

Perhaps because opportunities for advancement are so important, 
unlike Boomers and Gen X, Gen Y (and Gen Z) expect that developmental 
opportunities like mentoring will be available at work.

So, Gen Y will look for mentors who can offer them hands-on experi-
ences that will empower them to take the next step.15 Gen Yers prefer posi-
tive, collaborative, achievement-oriented mentors who will take them 
seriously. They naturally seek mentoring because they see their growth 
and development as a priority.

This is a marked difference between Gen X and Gen Y. According to 
Sujansky and Ferri-Reed, “Nowhere is the difference between two genera-
tions more apparent than in how each of those generations uses language. 
The Millennials . . . communicate with each other using a rich mixture of 
slang language, colloquialisms, technical jargon and chat speak.”16 These 
“sound bites” offer a  view of their world, their context, and their 24/7 
dependence on technology.

Mentoring Gen Y
Here are some pointers for mentoring Gen Yers:

1.	 Millennials want to be treated as equals. This means treating them 
with respect and acknowledging what they bring to the table.

2.	 Ask for and listen to their thinking. They want their opinions to be 
heard and taken seriously.

3.	 Make the relationship personal, fun, and engaging.

4.	 Offer challenging stretch assignments and a  variety of learning 
opportunities.

5.	 Break goals into small pieces with realistic deadlines. Make sure they 
have the resources and the information that they need to achieve 
their goals.

6.	 Use technology and employ other modes of communication to supple-
ment your regular meetings. If you don’t know how to use technology 
or what options are available, ask your mentee.

7.	 Provide regular feedback, especially praise and affirmation.

8.	 Seek feedback regularly. Ask for their input on how to improve your 
relationship.
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Gen Z
Gen Z is the generation born between 1996 and 2012. Sometimes referred 
to as “iGen,” “Digital Natives,” or “Zoomers,” this generation is the most 
racially diverse of all the generations. They are more likely to have grown 
up in a household with two working parents, or a single parent, than prior 
generations. They are more comfortable than prior generations with differ-
ences in race, sexual orientation, and religion.17 Gen Z grew up among 
technological advancements in communication, which allows them to feel 
comfortable using technology for learning and being proactive in seeking 
out information. Perhaps because of the abundance of technology and lack 
of social interaction that can sometimes flow from too much screen time, 
this generation has experienced heightened feelings of social isolation and 
disengagement. Gen Z grew up in the wake of the Great Recession and 
tends to value financial and job stability.

In the workplace, Gen Z places the highest value on three factors: ethi-
cal leadership, focus on well-being, and inclusion. It is important for Gen Z 
to understand the “why”—the organizational and team mission and vision, 
and the commitment to social responsibility. Like Gen Y, Gen Z is likely to 
expect that development opportunities like mentoring are available at 
work, and will look to mentoring as a way to gain exposure and promote 
advancement.

Mentoring Gen Z
Here are some tips for mentoring Gen Zers:

1.	 Provide a reality check. Help balance their idealism with realism.

2.	 Make the relationship personal, fun, and engaging.

3.	 Check in on their well-being.

4.	 Encourage prioritization and elimination of distractions.

5.	 Provide visibility into career pathing.

6.	 Use technology.

7.	 Provide regular feedback.

8.	 Test out your assumptions from a stance of curiosity.

9.	 Emphasize the importance of building their network early. Role-play 
conversations and practice asking for networking meetings.

10.	 Encourage agency by reminding mentees that the mentoring relation-
ship is co-created by mentor and mentee.
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Know Your Own Generation
We live in the context of our own generation, and we bring it into relation-
ships. Just as we see our mentees as part of their generation, with whatever 
assumptions we may have about it, they see us through their own genera-
tional lens. Being effective in the role of mentor depends on being aware of 
how this might impact our relationship. Use Exercise 2.4 to reflect on the 
first time you became aware of generational differences between yourself 
and someone else, and how that affected your relationship.

Table 2.1 offers a list of generational dos and don’ts that you can use as 
a  guideline to review generational differences. Remember, though, that 
these are generalities: Your mentees are all individuals.

Don’t “Generationalize” Your Mentees
To a  large extent, our current relational paradigm of mentoring reflects 
generational shifts as well as what we now understand about how adults 
learn. Not so long ago, we thought of learning in two big boxes: the 
learning-of-children box and the learning-of-adults box. Today, learning 
has become more differentiated. Boomers and the previous generation, 
Traditionalists, are probably more comfortable with mentor-directed rela-
tionships; they need to make more of a shift in their approach to mentor-
ing, especially when dealing with Gen Y and the technological advances.

An effective mentoring relationship requires that each partner under-
stand something about the other person’s generational context and yet 
not  make “generationalizations.” Guidelines like those in Table  2.1  are 
helpful, but stereotypes are misleading. Aim to fully understand the 
uniqueness of each of your mentees regardless of generational category. 
Without this understanding, it is easy to make assumptions that can dis-
rupt the relationship and take it off course. Not understanding also makes 
it difficult to communicate.

Remember Sylvia and Jon? Sylvia didn’t understand Jon’s priorities of 
trying to balance work life and home life, so she applied a familiar genera-
tional stereotype: She began to write him off as a slacker who was not a via-
ble candidate for future leadership. In Jeanne and Emily’s case, Jeanne was 
turned off by and impatient with Emily—not for what she did at work but 
for her attitudes. She told herself that Emily was “entitled,” the product of 
“helicopter parents,” and would never change. Both mentors needed to 
work to move past the generational misunderstandings that were getting 
in their way. The primary value of generational analysis is to provide 
another frame of reference, a language and a lens for understanding forces 
that contribute to the human dynamics that take place in a  mentoring 
relationship.18
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Think about the first time you were aware of a generational difference between yourself and someone else:

•	 What did you observe?

•	 How did those differences positively or negatively affect your relationship?

•	 How might those differences affect your current and future mentoring relationships?

EXERCISE 2.4 

Reflecting on Generational Differences

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com



TABLE 2.1

Generational Dos and Don’ts
Do Don’t

Boomers,  
1946–1964

Give them challenging work with the 
opportunity for prestige.
Focus on professional 
accomplishments.
Expect hard work.
Make them feel special.
Talk optimistically about 
opportunities for change.

Micromanage.
Create dependent relationships.
Assume traditional or 
conservative values.
Be cynical.
Get bogged down in bureaucracy.
Be afraid to try new things.

Gen Xers,  
1965–1979

Demonstrate your own competence.
Share information.
Ask for their opinion.
Set expectations.
Talk about end results.
Be collegial.
Provide recognition for individual 
achievement.
Provide support and suggestions and 
get out of their way.
Identify measures of success.
Be technologically up to date.

Micromanage.
Focus on the “boss” role.
Exclude them from the 
communication loop.
Ignore their opinion.
Make it about “being a family.”
Make their goals too easy to reach.
Protect them from making their 
own mistakes.
Just give them “atta-boys” (“Great job!” 
comments that give them no real 
information).

Millennials,  
1980–1995

Be direct.
Treat them as equals.
Acknowledge what they bring to 
the table.
Make the relationship fun.
Let them have a voice and a veto in 
the relationship.
Challenge and stretch their minds 
with a variety of assignments.
Provide opportunities for teamwork.

Micromanage.
Just give them orders and assignments 
without the rationale.
Provide just negative, critical feedback.
Assume they can’t learn as quickly.
Be unavailable.
Talk down to or patronize them, even if 
they are your junior.
Be afraid to use technology to 
supplement your mentoring meetings.
Mistake their interest in advancement for 
a sense of entitlement.

(Continued)
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Do Don’t

Gen Z,
1996–2012

Provide a reality check.
Help balance their idealism 
with realism.
Make the relationship personal, fun, 
and engaging.
Check in on their well-being.
Encourage prioritization and 
elimination of distractions.
Provide visibility into career pathing.
Use technology.
Provide regular feedback.
Emphasize the importance of 
building their network early. Role-
play conversations and practice 
asking for networking meetings.
Encourage agency by reminding 
mentees that the mentoring 
relationship is co-created by mentor 
and mentee.

Wait to be approached.
Rely solely on face-to-face meetings.
Assume similarity of background or 
worldviews.
Fail to talk about organizational mission, 
vision, and values.
Forget to check in on well-being.
Go forward on goals without 
providing context.

TABLE 2.1 (Continued)

60	 The Mentor’s Guide

The Context of Gender
Much has been written about the dynamics of mentoring relationships 
between men and women, and the literature suggests that the old paternal-
istic stereotypes hold fast: Women are generally more internally focused, 
and put a  priority on building relationships, valuing care, concern, and 
connection; men tend to focus externally first, on the tasks of procreating, 
providing and protecting.19 It’s easy to see how these characteristics get 
played out in a mentoring relationship, especially between an older, male 
mentor and younger mentee of either gender.

Today’s definition of mentoring, however, is quite different, reflecting 
the reality that differences in men and women in the workplace can’t be 
reduced to or classified by traditional gender stereotypes. When Harry was 
asked to mentor Aimee, a  recent Ivy League MBA graduate—his first 
experience doing this sort of work with a  woman—he came up against 
a wall of assumptions and prejudices he didn’t know he had.
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Harry and Aimee
Harry knew how to build relationships, develop customers, and 
bring in business. He was a natural-born schmoozer—the com-
pany’s unofficial caretaker of high-maintenance customers. Harry 
was great at taking them to ball games, playing golf, going out for 
drinks and cigars, and shooting the breeze. As a senior executive 
just a few years away from retirement, he was also the go-to guy for 
mentoring. But now, he was stymied. This was his first time men-
toring a woman, and he was plenty uncomfortable. First of all, he 
found Aimee’s good looks and the way she dressed distracting. The 
businesswomen he knew wore suits; she was far more casual.

Second, he was used to getting to know people (that is, men) 
over drinks in a  bar or on the golf course or at a football game. 
There was plenty to talk about to get started: the teams going to 
the playoffs, the toughest hole of the course, or the quality of the 
scotch. His tough-talking style and snarky sense of humor had 
always helped him be successful with clients. With Aimee, how-
ever, none of these settings were going to work and none of his 
usual topics applied. He had no idea how to create any sense of 
connection and didn’t want her to think he was crossing a line.

During their first meeting, Harry played it safe. He told Aimee 
stories about his career. He was conscientious about cleaning up 
his language and held back on cracking jokes. He thought things 
went okay, although in retrospect she’d been pretty quiet.

But Aimee left the meeting feeling both intimidated and 
disheartened. She had to listen to his pointless stories, and he 
hadn’t let her get a word in edgewise. Wasn’t mentoring supposed 
to be about meeting her needs? Harry held a key position in the 
company. His language and demeanor were a bit condescending 
and aggressive, like so many other C-level power players, even the 
women—but she knew that she was lucky to have him as her men-
tor, and she was anxious to learn from someone who was so suc-
cessful and knowledgeable. Still . . .

Over drinks with a friend that evening, she vented her frustra-
tions. “I need help figuring out how to navigate this company, and 
I’ve got a  boatload of questions about options and approaches. 
But Harry just kept reeling off his war stories, one after the other. 
He didn’t ask one thing about me, including what I wanted to learn 
from him!” Aimee was also put off by Harry’s tone, which struck her 
as demeaning and paternalistic.
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She was ready to quit the relationship, but her friend sug-
gested giving Harry another chance: He was well-regarded, senior, 
and connected, after all, and he must have some wisdom to impart. 
“Look, just send him an email saying what you’re looking for from 
his mentoring, and what you hope to accomplish. Be neutral. If he 
doesn’t get it, move on.”

Halfheartedly, Aimee agreed to give it one more try.
Harry was surprised to receive Aimee’s email, which struck him 

as surprisingly businesslike and intelligent, and he was grateful for 
it. At least now he had some direction. He felt more comfortable 
with a  list of questions to address, and the next meeting seemed 
to go better. They were even able to engage in an awkward kind of 
conversation. Having questions on a  piece of paper to work from 
also gave Aimee an entry point into the discussion and gave both of 
them a way to stay focused on her issues. Harry really was an expert.

After a  few weeks, both Harry and Aimee felt that the men-
toring meetings were generally fine. But Harry was having trouble 
figuring out how to give Aimee feedback on some issues he felt 
that  she needed to deal with. First of all, Aimee wasn’t tough 
enough. She  seemed to take everything personally and was 
defensive about feedback others were giving her. If Aimee were 
a guy, Harry would have just looked him in the eye and told him to 
“man up.” If he tried that with Aimee, he was afraid she would burst 
into tears, and he had no tools to deal with that reaction.

Another challenge he faced with Aimee was talking to her 
about the way she dressed. The style she was wearing was prob-
ably hip and cool for her generation, but it seemed more “girls’ 
night out” to him—certainly inappropriate for their company’s 
culture. A  couple of times he had alluded to her short skirt with 
a  snarky barb, hoping she would take the hint, but nothing 
changed. In fact, she seemed to be getting annoyed. Harry found 
himself doing some hard thinking. Clearly his usual tactics did not 
work with Aimee.

Harry hadn’t gotten to where he was in the company by being stub-
born. He saw that maybe his old material and delivery were stale. The last 
thing he wanted to be was out of touch with this generation: They were 
making news in business, and he was in business to stay in business. In the 
process of learning to mentor Aimee, Harry began to reflect on what to say 
and how to say it, and to anticipate how his message might be received. 
(Harry’s reflection is shown in Example 2.1.) In the end, he decided to be 
straight with Aimee. This was definitely new territory for him, and he wor-
ried he may be walking into a landmine.



EXAMPLE 2.1 

Harry’s Reflection

My underlying biases and stereotypes:

•	 There is one way to build relationships.

•	 Snarky humor builds relationship.

•	 Sometimes I just don’t understand women.

•	 Young people don’t dress professionally anymore.

•	 Women need to learn how to build customer relationships the good old-fashioned way.

•	 Women need to conform to make it in the business world.

My discomforts, disconnects, or feelings that might get in the way:

Discomforts Disconnects Feelings

Aimee is really hot What to say and how to say it Don’t want to hurt 
Aimee’s feelings

Small talk How to relate to her Aimee is attractive

Talking about personal issues Not going to let the relationship 
fail even if I am uncomfortable

Not confident about how to 
mentor a woman

How Aimee dresses

I need to protect her
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As he mentored Aimee, Harry discovered that he was not only begin-
ning to understand her as a whole person rather than as a female enigma, 
but he was also becoming more compassionate. He began to think hard 
about other relationships in his life and at work that he had taken for 
granted, and he realized that he could be more sensitive to what others 
brought to those relationships. For her part, Aimee found that having a no-
nonsense male mentor was just what she needed to get ahead. It tough-
ened her up and gave her language she could use to relate to other 
men at work.

Since the last edition of The Mentor’s Guide, the rise of #MeToo and the 
increased awareness of the complicated relationships and power inequali-
ties between men and women at work has brought attention to (and 
accountability for) sexual harassment and misogynistic behavior in the 
workplace. Conduct that was once cynically viewed by many women as 
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the price of doing business in a “man’s world” has now been brought to 
light as unacceptable. This reckoning was both necessary and important. 
One of the unintended consequences of this development, however, is an 
increased reluctance by some men to mentor women because they fear that 
their conduct will be misconstrued as inappropriate and offensive or will 
open them up to false accusations of harassment.20 One 2019 study showed 
that 60% of male managers felt “too nervous” about being accused of 
harassment to interact with women in activities such as mentoring, social-
izing, and one-on-one meetings. David Smith and Brad Johnson call the 
tendency for men to avoid meaningful relationships with women in the 
workplace “the reluctant male syndrome.”21 It is worth noting that offering 
mentorship to male colleagues and not female colleagues is inherently dis-
criminatory by denying women the benefit of beneficial working relation-
ships because of their gender. Smith and Johnson offer these excellent 
strategies to avoid unfavorable optics in cross-gender working 
relationships:22

1.	 Avoid the appearance of secrecy. Be transparent about your meet-
ings, share why and when you are having one-on-one meetings with 
a colleague.

2.	 Develop multiple working relationships across gender. Smith and 
Johnson suggest making cross-gender friendships “part of your brand.”

3.	 Don’t be a mentor for the wrong reasons. Make sure you are mentoring 
someone because of their qualifications, competency, and capability.

4.	 Be aware of the timing and location of meetings. Choose the loca-
tion of all your mentoring meetings at a time that will preclude any 
assumption of impropriety. Consider breakfast or lunch meetings or 
daytime office meetings rather than having your meetings over dinner 
or drinks.

5.	 Avoid flirting.

6.	 If you socialize outside of work, include your partner.

THE CONTEXT OF OTHER DIFFERENCES: SEXUAL 
ORIENTATION, GENDER EXPRESSION AND GENDER 
IDENTITY, AND RACE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

So far we’ve looked at two categories of difference that may impact men-
toring relationships, but there are many other contexts in which difference 
is played out—many more than we can include in this book. In this section, 
we look at three important contexts to see how crucial talking about differ-
ence is in a mentoring relationship.
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The Context of Sexual Orientation
Not long ago, it was taboo to discuss sexual orientation in the workplace. 
Yet this situation is changing, and mentoring is affected by that shift. As of 
this writing, 54% of LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer) 
workers are “out” at work.23 While this is most certainly progress from 
several years ago, this means that 46% are still closeted. A recent study 
showed that as many as one in six Gen Z adults identify as LGBTQ. Sexual 
orientation is an important element of one’s identity, and members of the 
LGBTQ community report feeling isolated at work because they can’t be 
open or face discrimination. The fact is, talking about sexual orientation 
still makes some people feel uncomfortable,24 especially if they’ve never 
known anyone who is a member of the LGBTQ community. Stereotypes 
can be harmful because they lead us to make assumptions based on limited 
knowledge, and these assumptions sometimes prevent us from seeing peo-
ple as they are.

We begin with Darra, a college professor, and her experience with her 
student, Eve. We acknowledge that this hypothetical contains stereotypes 
on sexual orientation. We do not want to perpetuate these stereotypes, but 
we share this case study because it based on a real situation, and, in our 
experience, is not out of the ordinary.

Darra and Eve
One of my colleagues told me that there were several gay and les-
bian students in my class, but he didn’t tell me who they were. I 
tried to figure it out myself, but never found out who they were 
for sure. When one of my students, Eve, approached me and asked 
me to mentor her, I liked everything about her. She was energetic, 
intelligent, and insightful. And I immediately thought to myself, I 
hope she isn’t a lesbian.

As soon as I realized what I was thinking, I slapped myself. I 
knew I needed to challenge my own residual prejudice toward 
LGBTQ students and colleagues, and said to myself, So, Lord, please 
help me, if she is. I need to be accepting and open to her as a valued 
human being.

During our first meeting, Eve mentioned something about her 
partner using the pronoun “she,” and I froze in my tracks. What do 
I say? Do I ask her about it? Do I ignore it? Is part of our mentoring 
conversation supposed to be talking about her identity? I really felt 
paralyzed. Eve, who had noticed my reaction to this information, 
helped me through it! She actually said to me, “Darra, do you know 
many lesbians?”
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I was honest with her: “No, I don’t know any personally, 
although I think my neighbors are gay. Is that going to be a problem 
for you?” You know, I think I was asking that question for both of us.

Eve was relaxed and calm and said, “Not at all! I am many 
things, and being gay is just one of them.”

Thus began a  year of a  wonderful relationship. We met reg-
ularly, and I helped Eve sort through her thesis and career goals. 
I hope I taught her a few things, both in and outside class, but she 
taught me so much more. It has been really hard for me to over-
come a lifetime of bias and prejudice, but since we began meeting, 
I’ve learned that several other people I know in my personal and 
professional life are gay—and as I’ve gotten to know them better, I 
appreciate them as I would any other individuals. So while Eve was 
working through her career path, I was working out some of my 
own issues.

Darra had some long-held beliefs about people whose sexual orienta-
tion was different from hers. These biases and stereotypes made her 
uncomfortable and created blind spots. When Eve became her mentee, the 
situation brought up negative feelings that Darra needed to work through. 
Example 2.2 shows Darra’s reflection on the situation and how it helped 
her work it through.

The Context of Gender Identity and Gender Expression
Gender identity and gender expression are two other elements of identity 
that shape context. These are distinct from sexual orientation and should 
not be conflated.

According to the American Psychological Association, “Gender iden-
tity refers to a person’s internal sense of being male, female or something 
else; gender expression refers to the way a person communicates gender 
identity to others through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice or body 
characteristic.”25 Transgender is an umbrella term for persons whose gender 
identity, gender expression, or behavior does not conform to that typically 
associated with the sex to which they were assigned at birth.

To create an inclusive mentoring relationship, pay attention to correct 
names and pronouns. Ask your mentee what they like to be called and 
what pronouns they use. If you make a mistake, apologize, move on, and 
make every effort to get it right the next time.26



EXAMPLE 2.2 

Darra’s Reflection

My underlying biases and stereotypes:

•	 All gay people are different from me.

•	 Gay women have a hard edge to them.

•	 Only interested in women’s issues.

•	 Don’t like men and are angry about it.

My discomforts, disconnects, or feelings that might get in the way:

Discomforts Disconnects Feelings

Never before met a gay person Have nothing in common Negative

I don’t know how to talk to a gay person I am very feminine Morally uncomfortable

Afraid gay woman will come on to me Traditional marriage Fearful

Church looks down on it
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The Context of Race and Social Justice
“Among the characteristics of people that provoke prejudice and oppres-
sion in American society, race, class and gender are three of the most pow-
erful and pervasive.”27

In recent years, with issues of race and social justice prevalent in the 
social dialogue through movements in the United States and elsewhere, 
like Black Lives Matter, discussions about race in the workplace have 
become at once more necessary and more polarizing. Although we grew 
up in different generations (for Lois, the Traditionalist generation, and for 
Lisa, GenX), for most of each of our working lives, we were taught, explic-
itly and implicitly, that it was important to be color-blind at work. That is, 
that we couldn’t talk about or even acknowledge any racial or ethnic differ-
ences between us and our colleagues. The general feeling was that by 
avoiding any discussion of difference, we could avoid any inference of 
prejudice or discrimination.

Though perhaps the intent was correct, we now know that the instruc-
tion was misguided. Employees feel a sense of belonging when they feel 
comfortable with being themselves at work, and those who feel pressure to 
cover some aspect of their identities report that it significantly undermines 
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their sense of self.28 If we want to have effective mentoring relationships, 
we must encourage authenticity rather than minimize the differences that 
represent our mentee’s truth. To do this, we have to create enough psycho-
logical safety that mentoring partners can have conversations across differ-
ence. When you and your mentee have different racial or ethnic identities, 
it is critical to keep in mind that you will likely have had different life 
experiences and hold vastly different perspectives on the opportunities 
that are available to you and the barriers you face in your career. Honor 
your mentee’s perspectives and seek to understand their lived experiences 
and perceptions. Particularly when it comes to race and ethnicity, one’s 
perception of barriers and prejudice is one’s reality. Seek to understand 
these differences. It will create a safe space for your mentee to share and 
will undoubtedly broaden your perspective.

As a Black woman, Betty had been struggling for four years to find 
acceptance and trust from the people in her organization. There were very 
few women or people of color in the company—and in her own division, 
she was the only one. Although she had moved up quickly, she never really 
learned that much about the organization or how to navigate the system. 
Finally, she asked to be mentored. Not surprisingly, her mentor was a white 
male, George. Here are her reflections on that relationship:

George and Betty
I think George saw that I had a lot of frustration, and that is why he 
agreed to help me. It took a while for me to feel that I could trust 
a white man enough to share how alone I was really feeling. I was 
battling a system that didn’t support someone like me. When I told 
my mentor that I felt like an underdog, he reminded me of all my 
accomplishments. He listened and accepted that the barriers I per-
ceived felt real for me, and by asking me questions about my expe-
rience and my perspective, he began to understand why I might 
think that way. His questions also helped me realize that a lot of my 
thinking was based on people’s discomfort in asking me about my 
journey. This was a discovery moment that was enlightening for 
me. I always assumed that people weren’t interested in my story. 
My mentor made me feel that I could take a risk and open myself 
up. He helped me recognize that I should be proud of who I was 
and what I had accomplished on my own. He made me feel that I 
could tell my story and it would be all right.

Over the course of the year, I learned to see myself differently. 
I have found my voice and achieved greater self-understanding. 
George helped me understand how I might build stronger bonds 



EXAMPLE 2.3 

George’s Reflection

My underlying biases and stereotypes:

•	 Betty doesn’t have close relationships at work with white people.

•	 She is not very trusting.

•	 She has a chip on her shoulder.

•	 She is afraid of me.

My discomforts, disconnects, or feelings that might get in the way:

Discomforts Disconnects Feelings

Never mentored someone who is 
African American

Can’t seem to connect 
with one another

Maybe I should go talk with one of my African 
American colleagues and get some advice

Afraid that I will say the 
wrong thing

We are talking but not 
communicating

I have to try harder to understand where she is 
coming from

Can I meet her 
expectations?
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and learn how to network with people throughout the company. 
Our mentoring relationship has helped me in other ways too.

There have been some personal relationships that have been 
a source of stress for me. My mentoring experience has shown me 
that it’s okay to trust people. I now am so much happier person-
ally and professionally. By the way, George really surprised me last 
week. He was telling me how much he was learning by mentoring 
me. Apparently, he had never mentored someone who is African 
American before and even got some advice from colleagues at the 
beginning of our relationship to make sure that he understood 
where I was coming from. He really gets me, and I feel and appre-
ciate his support.

George found it useful to reflect on Betty’s underlying biases to try to 
get a handle on the best way to facilitate her learning. Example 2.3 shows 
his reflections. Everyone has biases and prejudice. We all stereotype others 
based on limited contact, misinformation, and assumptions. As a mentor, 
work on increasing awareness about yours and bring them into conscious-
ness by reflecting on your experience and taking yourself to task. This is 
challenging to do because we aren’t accustomed to thinking about it.
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My underlying biases and stereotypes:

My discomforts, disconnects, or feelings that might get in the way of mentoring relationships:

Discomforts Disconnects Feelings

EXERCISE 2.5 

Your Self-Awareness Reflection

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Many people automatically respond to their discomforts, disconnects, 
and feelings by choosing to avoid certain people or dealing with them 
inauthentically. Others are frequently surprised at what surfaces when 
they allow themselves time to think about their stereotypes and biases, and 
they are often caught off guard when they realize how their biases and 
stereotypes affect their relationships.

Many workplaces now offer training on unconscious bias to help 
employees surface their biases. These workshops can be useful, but they 
are a starting point, not an end point. Creating ongoing, authentic relation-
ships where you invite conversations about difference can be a game-
changer because you gain exposure to people with different perspectives 
and expose your preconceptions as misinformation by testing them against 
real-life experience.

Use Exercise 2.5 to reflect on your underlying biases and how they 
affect your interactions.

It is hard to be sensitive to the “other” unless you know something 
about the person you are mentoring. To really know that person is to be 
authentically curious, check out assumptions, and explore rather than 
ignore difference. To be indifferent renders others powerless. Facilitating 
learning means being sensitive to the abundant shades of difference among 
and between the individuals in the mentoring relationship.

In a mentoring relationship, difference is always at play in both subtle 
and overt ways. Even when we mentor people who are “like us”—same 
culture, generation, gender, race, orientation, or anything else—they 
are still their own person, the sum total of much difference. We need to be 
curious about difference and understand it better to be effective mentors. 
Even if it seems difficult and barriers seem insurmountable, stay in conver-
sation. Acknowledge that conversations are hard and that it is going to 
take work on your and your mentee’s part.

“Mentoring across barriers,” said Ensher and Murphy, “offers a 
fresh  perspective and is the ultimate in building empathy for a person 
whose perspective or interests may diverge radically from your own.”29 To 
have meaningful mentoring relationships, mentoring partners must be 
willing to engage in truth-telling that extends across difference.

Our friend and colleague Stacey Blake-Beard said, “Mentoring is 
always fraught with the concern of how to cross boundaries, how to bridge 
cultural differences to show yourself, and to accompany another on their 
journey.”30 It is the sum total of our differences and idiosyncrasies that 
makes us uniquely who we are. Some of these differences can be attributed 
to cultural differences, some to generational differences, some to gender, 
race, or power differences; the list goes on. Understanding difference is of 
paramount importance in facilitating effective mentoring relationships.
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We think we are objective when we see difference, but none of us truly 
is. Objectivity is a  journey. “We all carry cultural baggage,” said Daloz, 
“perhaps most of all those who claim to have none.” What matters, he said, 
is the willingness to acknowledge our own biases and stereotypes and to 
“continue working at more adequate, permeable and inclusive ways of 
knowing.”31

Other Elements of Identity and Intersectionality
We would be remiss if we did not note that there are many additional ele-
ments of identity that form one’s context, including ability, health condi-
tions, religion, socioeconomic status, veteran status, and many others. 
What’s more, none of these identities stands alone. Each of us contains a 
multitude of identities, and our perspectives and experiences emerge from 
the unique combination of these. We must also be cognizant of intersec-
tionality, the interconnected nature of social categorizations, and how they 
create overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disad-
vantage that impact one’s experience.32

THE CONTEXT OF POWER
The learner-centered mentoring paradigm is based on a  relationship of 
reciprocity, collaboration, and partnership. Power in the relationship is 
shared, yet positional power is still a formidable presence. If you are your 
mentee’s superior at work, that understanding is always part of the unspo-
ken context of your relationship.

To facilitate learning effectively, mentors must become aware of power 
dynamics that relate to difference. According to Hansman, “The biggest 
paradox surrounding mentoring relationships is that although mentors 
seek to ‘empower’ their protégés, the relationships themselves are 
entrenched with power issues.”33 Entrenched is a  great word to describe 
power issues.

Think for a moment about a time when you felt powerful. Now con-
trast it with a time when you felt powerless. Chances are that each image 
conjures up different reactions and feelings. Power might evoke words like 
pride and achievement; you may even stand up straighter. Powerless might 
suggest words like fear and humiliation, and you may find yourself feeling 
angry or sad. Both power and powerlessness can have a negative impact 
on the mentoring relationship and result in conflict, withdrawal, and inau-
thenticity, among other things.

For example, Betty brought a feeling of powerlessness to her relation-
ship with George. Her mentor recognized this and empowered her by 
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encouraging her to find her voice in the relationship and at work. Harry 
had positional and personal power that could compromise his mentoring 
relationship, but Aimee had come to him because of his positional power, 
and he had to make the relationship work. Earlier, we saw how Dominick’s 
alpha-male style was intimidating Luann and leaving her powerless.

Mentors like Harry often have positional power. Failing to manage 
positional power, however, can sabotage a mentoring relationship because 
it puts distance between people. Instead, it is important for a mentor to be 
sensitive to this power imbalance. As with any other element of difference, 
acknowledge the difference in positional power. Show up fully to the rela-
tionship and be willing to share about your own challenges and vulnera-
bilities. At the outset, make it clear to your mentee that you want to co-create 
the terms of your relationship together and that their preferences are as 
important as yours. Take extra time during the negotiating phase (see 
Chapter 5) to ensure that your agreements account for both of your learn-
ing styles and preferences (see Chapter 5). If you see your mentees acqui-
escing to your suggestions, gently remind them that they have equal say in 
the guidelines for your relationship.

In this chapter, we’ve looked at the context of difference and some spe-
cific examples of how they play out in mentoring relationships. In the next 
chapter, we explore the context of connection in terms of how people come 
together in the mentoring relationship.
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CHAPTER 3

The Context 
of Connection
Physical, Virtual, Personal

THE SPACES AND PLACES in which mentoring partners convene, connect, 
communicate, and learn with one another add another context for learning. 
In this chapter, we look at some of the approaches and configurations in 
which mentoring partners connect, and then turn to ways mentoring part-
ners can connect when they work remotely. Finally, we look at the deeper 
connections of mentoring that keep the relationship alive and evolving.

FORMAL AND INFORMAL MENTORING
As a mentor, you may be involved in a formal mentoring program, or you 
may be asked to mentor someone informally. Some mentors, like Nigel, are 
engaged in formal and informal mentoring relationships simultaneously.

Nigel
Everyone in the company knew Nigel—he was a  superstar, 
recruited away from a competitor. Nigel knew the business, how 
it operated, and how to drive a high-performing team. He also 
knew the value of mentoring and quickly became its champion. 
When the company initiated a mentoring program, he was the first 
to sign up. By the end of the year, he had a couple of mentees of 
his own. In addition, several other individuals had approached him 
and asked him to mentor them informally.

Each of his informal mentoring relationships was different. 
One mentee, who had been at the company for 10 years, was very 
clear about her goals. Nigel worked with her to lay out a timeline 
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and work plan to achieve them. The other mentee, fresh out of 
college, wanted career advice and asked to meet with him on an 
ad hoc basis.

MENTORING CONFIGURATIONS
The traditional form of mentoring involves two individuals: an older, more 
experienced person and a  younger, less knowledgeable one. The classic 
model of one-on-one mentoring is that of Odysseus’s son, Telemachus, and 
Mentor, from Homer’s Odyssey. When Odysseus goes off to fight in the 
Trojan War, Mentor (in the form of the goddess Athena) guides Telemachus 
in his quest to find his father. In the process, Mentor teaches the young man 
enduring lifelong lessons.

But that was then, and this is now. As is discussed in Chapter 1, men-
toring today is a partnership between individuals of varying ages, stages, 
and experiences. The mentor is not always the older partner in the relation-
ship, and the relationship can be informal or formal, face-to-face, or virtual. 
It can also involve younger people bringing older colleagues up to speed 
on new ideas, peers mentoring each other, and supervisors mentoring 
direct reports. Mentoring often takes place in groups.

Complementary Mentoring
In 1999, Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric, initiated a concept 
known as “reverse mentoring” by asking a group of senior executives to 
tap into the technical expertise from within the rank and file of his com-
pany. Although the concept of reverse mentoring (also known as 
R-mentoring or RM) has been around for more than a decade, it was not 
until the large number of Millennials entered the workplace that it gained 
traction.1

The term reverse mentoring is problematic in today’s work environments 
for several reasons. First, it reinforces an outdated view that mentoring is 
the transferring of knowledge from old to young. Second, “reverse” men-
toring holds tangible benefits for the more junior employee, yet the term 
itself minimizes that benefit. As is discussed in Chapter 1, all mentoring is 
reciprocal.

We believe the more accurate term is Complementary Mentoring (CM). 
The word complementary means “combining in such a way as to enhance or 
emphasize the qualities of each other or another.”2 This definition better 
reflects the mutuality and exchange that happens in this type of mentoring.

In CM, a senior leader or manager seeks to quickly gain technical or 
knowledge expertise (or a different point of view) from a younger person 
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or someone from the rank and file of the organization who has the knowl-
edge they need. The other person also benefits by interacting with and 
developing a relationship with someone they may never otherwise have 
gotten to know—a senior leader or manager—and gains valuable insights 
about the organization.

CM has gained momentum in recent years, with companies like Virgin 
Atlantic, Estee Lauder, Pershing, and KPMG establishing such mentoring 
programs. The real value of CM is not only its ability to pass technical 
expertise to those who didn’t grow up with it but it also provides a mecha-
nism by which senior employees can create better intergenerational under-
standing, expand their perspectives, and create relationships that provide 
exposure for succession planning. For the more junior employees, it pro-
vides the opportunity to develop greater confidence in interacting with 
senior colleagues, gain exposure to new people, become knowledgeable 
about existing resources and opportunities, and learn the ins and outs of 
the organizational culture. On a deeper level, CM serves to connect people 
who have traditionally been separated by the visible and invisible barriers 
of hierarchy.

Complementary mentoring has been used by organizations to foster 
intergenerational understanding and to create understanding across racial 
identity groups, sexual orientation, or disability.

Here’s an example:

Daniel and Elinor
Elinor, Executive Vice President of Human Resources, was worried. 
As the economy tanked, she had to let almost a third of the com-
pany’s workforce go. When things eased up, she brought new and 
younger talent into the organization. The culture of the company 
started to shift, and those who had been there for years were 
feeling uneasy.

To the older workers, their younger colleagues were speaking 
a different language. They were eager to get to work, in a hurry to 
participate in decision making and to advance their careers. They 
were asking for opportunities that didn’t exist, and they wanted 
as much information as they could get about how things really 
worked in the company. The older employees felt threatened; the 
new ones felt thwarted. Elinor was in a position to help create a 
more inclusive workplace culture for all employees, but wasn’t 
sure what to do. When one of Elinor’s colleagues suggested com-
plementary mentoring, she thought it was worth a try. In fact, she 
tried it herself.
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Elinor’s mentoring relationship with Daniel turned out to be 
a gift. At first, she thought he was speaking gibberish—he used so 
many expressions and acronyms that she couldn’t always follow 
or even understand his thinking. But she persevered, asking lots 
of questions, and she soon found his perspectives perceptive and 
thought provoking.

Daniel was enthusiastic and genuinely excited to be part of the 
culture shift that was taking place in the organization. They talked 
about the changes in depth and how they were affecting the rank 
and file. Elinor solicited Daniel’s opinions about what would cre-
ate value for him as an employee. She asked him if he thought his 
co-workers would agree. Daniel gave her a thumbs-up, and sug-
gested that she use the company’s internal discussion boards to 
create various forums for employees to find out.

This was foreign territory to Elinor, so she asked Daniel to show 
her examples of effective forums. Once he demonstrated how the 
discussion boards worked, Elinor was amazed that it was so easy. 
She began to wonder what other tools and technologies were avail-
able  for employees to connect with each other. She felt as if she 
were entering a new world of possibility. And Daniel found that CM 
was helping him feel more connected to the company. He appre-
ciated the opportunity to share his expertise, have personal time 
with Elinor, and see how open higher-ups were to employee input.

The real value of CM is not only its ability to broaden generational per-
spectives. On a deeper level, it serves to create connections between people 
who have traditionally been separated by the visible and invisible barriers 
of hierarchy

Peer Mentoring
In peer mentoring, one peer may mentor another peer, or both peers might 
mentor each other. They share some level of commonality—job title, aca-
demic success, experience, cohort, or something else. It works because 
even people in the same job inevitably have different skill sets.

Peer mentoring can take place in a one-to-one or group setting, either 
formally or informally. The Chicago Bar Association Alliance for Women 
developed a  peer mentoring program (mentoring circles) in which each 
member is both a mentor and a mentee. Not only do junior members learn 
from those with more experience, but mid-level and senior attorneys gain 
an opportunity to hone management skills, build relationships, and 
develop referral networks. Each circle (group) comprises eight to ten 
women of varying levels of experience and from a wide range of practice 
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areas. They meet at least four times a  year; some meet as often as once 
a  month. One of the members acts as a  coordinator of the meetings, 
although the meeting logistics are determined by each circle. Another 
member acts as a facilitator for the discussion.3

Group peer mentoring, like one-to-one peer mentoring, is self-managed 
by individuals with similar job functions, experiences, interests, or needs.

The group takes responsibility for crafting its own learning agenda and 
managing the learning process to meet members’ learning needs.

Peer mentoring has found a  niche in education, from elementary 
through postsecondary. A  student peer mentor, for example, may help 
another student learn the ropes, stay on course, and achieve academic suc-
cess. Nonprofit boards use peer mentoring to orient new board members. 
Peer mentoring has been useful in getting new employees up to speed and 
in facilitating cross-functional learning.

Supervisory Mentoring
Owen is one of Ramondo’s direct reports, and he is also Owen’s mentee in 
the company’s formal mentoring program. Not surprisingly, both men are 
struggling to keep their mentoring relationship separate from their 
work roles.

Ramondo and Owen
“Owen works hard, puts in long hours, and really wants to  
succeed,” Ramondo told his mentoring coordinator. “I want him to 
succeed too . . . although sometimes I think he is too conscientious 
and overconfident. I try to spend a  few minutes mentoring him 
every day.”

“Every day?” his coordinator asked.
“It’s not that I am micromanaging him,” Ramondo said quickly. 

“‘It’s just that I want to make sure that he’s doing the right thing in 
the right way. I don’t know . . . he seems defensive or something.”

“Can you give me an example?”
“Like yesterday,” Ramondo replied, “we sat down and talked 

about the company’s direction, our department goals, and his 
role as a contributor. I asked him to tell me his strengths and chal-
lenges as a contributor, and he reeled off a list of strengths a mile 
long. When I brought up two challenges I thought he was going to 
have, he took notes, got defensive, and dismissed my comments.”

Admittedly, engaging in a formal mentoring relationship with some-
one who reports directly to you is not ideal. But the reality is that if you are 
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an effective supervisor, you probably informally mentor your direct reports 
every day. This type of job performance–related mentoring is situational; it 
becomes a  series of additive and spontaneous mentoring moments and 
mentoring conversations.

In a formal mentoring program, supervisory mentoring can potentially 
be problematic. Most mentees will find it difficult to be candid and open 
with a mentor who is also responsible for evaluating their performance. 
They will have difficulty taking risks and being vulnerable especially if 
they feel that it impacts their livelihood.

If you find yourself in this position, you must be mindful that you have 
two separate roles—mentor and supervisor—and keep your boundaries 
clear. Here are some strategies:

•	 If conflict exists in your relationship, don’t take on the mentoring role.

•	 Acknowledge the potential role conflict at the beginning of the mentor-
ing process, and make respecting those boundaries part of your ground 
rules. (We discuss ground rules in Chapter 5.)

•	 Be mindful of the reciprocity in a mentoring relationship, and ensure 
that you and your mentee are co-creating the guidelines for your men-
toring relationship. For example, discuss how you are going to give 
and receive feedback.

•	 Share your own struggles. Modeling vulnerability can be a powerful 
way to encourage sharing.

•	 Make sure your mentee is clear about when you are moving from 
one role to another. For example, you might say, “I am stepping out 
of my role as your mentor now. In my role as your supervisor, I need 
to let you know that . . . .” This is particularly important when you are 
providing performance feedback.

•	 Set aside a regular block of time specifically dedicated to mentoring. 
Don’t combine supervision and mentoring time into one session to 
save time.

Group Mentoring
More and more organizations are embracing the innovative concept of 
group mentoring as a  way to manage human, knowledge, and time 
resources. Inevitably this was Nigel’s choice.

Nigel
As other managers learned about Nigel’s expertise in managing 
high-performance teams, they called him and asked for his men-
torship. He was flattered to be asked to mentor so many people, 
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but it was also draining on his time. When Nigel talked with his 
own manager about these issues, she suggested that he consider 
group mentoring. He liked the idea and decided to give it a try.

He began by making a  list of people who had called him to 
learn more about high-performance teams. Nigel asked each of 
them to elaborate on the questions they had and what specifically 
they wanted to learn. He collated the list and sent it to all of them for 
feedback. Based on the responses, he created a six-session agenda 
from the final list and posted an invitation. Most of them said yes.

When the group convened, they discussed ground rules and 
put an accountability process in place. As they worked together, 
it became apparent that people were connecting with each 
other in  new ways, and the opportunity to bounce ideas off one 
another generated a level of excitement none of them had experi-
enced before.

Nigel was delighted with the results. He had found a way to 
make an impact while learning more about the organization 
and creating new networks for himself and others. The success 
of the mentoring group produced great interest throughout the 
company, and soon other mentoring groups began to form.

In group mentoring, individuals rely on one or more individuals to 
facilitate the learning of a group of mentees. Sometimes referred to as men-
toring circles, facilitated group mentoring can involve diverse individuals 
from different parts of the organization, individuals with similar interests 
and experiences, or even an intact work team. The mentor-facilitator might 
periodically introduce a new topic according to a predetermined curricu-
lum, the group might agree on topics to discuss as they become relevant, or 
each session might focus solely on the goals of mentees without having a 
topical focus. In all instances, the role of the mentor is to facilitate learning. 
The mentor’s job is to ask questions to keep the dialogue thought provok-
ing and meaningful, share personal experiences, provide feedback, and 
serve as a sounding board.

The concept of mentoring triads or quads is a variation on this theme. 
As the name suggests, three or four people are involved: with one mentor 
and two or three mentees who all learn from one another. Often, one-to-
one mentoring relationships will develop from these arrangements; at 
some point, with the permission of the mentor, the mentee might invite 
other mentees into the relationship.4

Note: If you find yourself facilitating a mentoring group or mentoring 
circle, you will want to make sure all members of the group are aware of 
their role and responsibility and have a clear sense of the purpose, desired 
outcomes, and plan for moving forward. Co-creating a group work plan is 
a good way to begin (see Exercise 3.1).
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What do we want to focus on?

 
 
 
 

What would be a good outcome for all of us?

 
 
 
 

What is our work plan?

 
 
 
 

When is our next meeting date?

 
 
 
 

Participants won’t feel left out or unheard if you keep these success factors top of mind: establishing trust, 
engaging in good conversation, clarifying assumptions, defining clear roles for participants, establishing 
ground rules, setting SMARTER goals (see Chapter 5, ensuring opportunities for ongoing feedback, hon-
oring difference, checking in regularly, and reflecting on the group’s learning progress).

EXERCISE 3.1: 

Mentoring Circle Work Plan

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com



	 The Context of Connection	 83

Personal Board of Directors
There is one more mentoring configuration to mention here: the personal 
board of directors. Let’s look at Margo’s story.

Margo
Margo appeared to have it all: early success, the admiration and 
respect of her peers, job offer after job offer, and multiple leader-
ship opportunities. Her success took on a life of its own. Before she 
knew it, she found herself totally swept up in a constant bustle of 
activity, until the day she met the love of her life. That chance meet-
ing and the relationship that ensued gave her pause to reflect on 
her career choices and made her rethink her priorities.

Margo used the same skills that had already taken her far. 
Instead of wasting time going around in circles by herself, she 
looked around for others who could help her think through her 
career decisions—people who had experience that she thought 
would be relevant to her situation. She found five people who 
agreed to serve as mentors. To expedite the process, she brought 
them all together at the same time and place and convened 
a  personal board of directors meeting to begin the process of 
helping her “figure out the rest of her life.”

Increasingly, individuals seek personal mentors (apart from or as an 
adjunct to organizational mentors) to guide them at various transition 
points along their life’s journey. In Margo’s case, a group of handpicked 
mentors functions as a personal board of directors to help facilitate an indi-
vidual’s achievement of a clear and specific learning goal.

The board of directors model has the advantage of providing multiple 
perspectives and diverse feedback from a variety of mentors at the same 
time. The mentors meet together with the mentee at regular intervals. 
The mentee manages the learning process, calls and hosts the meetings, 
and (together with their mentors) shares accountability for the learning 
process and achievement of desired results.

Engaging in this process as a  mentor is very exciting. The synergy 
of bringing multiple mentors together (most of whom probably don’t know 
each other) is uplifting and generates new learning for everyone. We speak 
from experience when we tell you that it is exponentially rewarding to be 
one of several mentors sitting on a board of directors because you are learn-
ing from your mentor colleagues.
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CONNECTING VIRTUALLY
The first edition of this book included a  lengthy discussion about long-
distance mentoring. When that edition was released in 2000, there was 
great resistance to and unfamiliarity with “distance mentoring.” By the 
time the second edition of this book was released in 2011, it was necessary 
to include a section on virtual mentoring, which was then considered a 
phenomenon only for mentoring partners who were not located in the 
same office. Today, virtual meetings have become much more common, 
with many mentoring partners finding it necessary to create meaningful 
relationships from a distance, regardless of where they live or work. Indeed, 
mentoring by videoconference has become the norm rather than the 
exception.

Marla and Tammy managed their virtual mentoring with aplomb.

Marla and Tammy
Marla and Tammy worked for the same large medical products 
company. Marla had been in field sales for many years and was 
based at company headquarters. Tammy telecommuted from her 
home office in another state, where she had her field sales territory. 
Although the two women had never met face-to-face, they felt as 
if they had. Their mentoring relationship had begun with several 
email exchanges and morphed into monthly Zoom connections. 
They used email to send agendas and stay connected between 
meetings, and they attended webinars together in real time.

Frequently when Marla was online, she noticed that Tammy 
had logged onto Zoom and sent an instant message just to say “hi.” 
They continued to connect for the next nine months until they dis-
covered that they would both be attending the same conference. 
Meeting in person was a perfect way to celebrate their mentoring 
relationship.

Now that mentoring is happening more by videoconference than in in-
person meetings, mentoring pairs have lost an opportunity to “read the 
energy” of their partner. It becomes particularly important to take time to 
develop rapport when you aren’t meeting face-to-face. Taking the time at 
each meeting to connect and share personal stories can be particularly 
helpful, as is shorter, less formal written connection through texts or emails 
in between meetings.

Using videoconference is not the only way that mentoring partners 
connect when they live or work in different geographical locations. Because 
many people experience “video fatigue” after a full day of meetings on 
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videoconferences, some pairs choose to forego video connection in favor of 
virtual “walk-and-talk” meetings. In this format, the mentoring meeting is 
conducted by audio only, while mentor and mentee are out walking in 
their respective locations. While we don’t recommend using this approach 
exclusively, it can provide a new perspective and help each person protect 
the time they have designated for mentoring by getting them away from 
the distractions at their desks.

Don’t let the distance of video or phone connections lure you into skip-
ping over the crucial step of establishing points of connection for your 
mentoring partnership. As Robert and Marsha learned, creating parame-
ters can be even more critical in remote mentoring relationships.

Robert and Marsha
Marsha had never had a mentor—until now, she had never needed 
one. But after two weeks in her new position at the university, she 
felt uneasy. She was excited about her new responsibilities—
she was quite capable, and she knew it. But she was anxious none-
theless. She just didn’t understand the ins and outs of the system 
and its politics, and she felt that she was always one step away 
from making an unwitting mistake.

Robert, a full professor and dean of the health science school 
located on the main campus 70 miles away, agreed to be her men-
tor. Their initial conversation, which was brief and matter-of-fact, 
was followed by a series of frustrating telephone “conversations.” 
Marsha was always late, apologized for her tardiness, talked about 
the weather, and then bombarded Robert with questions 
about university news and people.

Robert tried to answer her barrage of questions but couldn’t 
wait to get off the phone. Her nonstop questioning was wearing 
him out. After another week of frustration, he told Marsha she 
might want to find another mentor.

What happened here? First, as her mentor, Robert, failed to establish 
ground rules for their communication. He also needed to be more candid 
with Marsha about her other commitments and about protecting their 
mentoring time. Both partners had just jumped in with no real understand-
ing of the other’s needs. Obviously, the goals and ground rules of this men-
toring partnership had not been clearly articulated. Had they been, Robert 
would have been able to refocus the conversation on Marsha’s goals. 
Instead, Marsha’s anxieties and her unfocused need for information domi-
nated the conversation. Because they had not met in person AND had not 
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taken the time to build the group rules in their relationship, Robert and 
Marsha had no real points of connection to sustain the relationship past the 
many stumbling blocks.

POINTS OF CONNECTION
When mentoring takes place face-to-face, we have any number of physical 
and other nonverbal cues to let us know if we are connecting or getting off 
track. But when the medium of communication is phone, videoconference, 
or written communication, we have far fewer cues and nonverbal ways 
into the conversation.

As we will see in Part Two, all mentoring depends on establishing and 
maintaining meaningful points of connection—the building blocks for 
effective interaction. By connecting first, we are better able to develop fruit-
ful and productive learning relationships. When we’re talking about effec-
tive mentoring across distance, where misunderstanding is easily caused 
by a typo or a misinterpreted offhand remark in the absence of nonverbal 
cues, these points of connection deserve special attention.

Table 3.1 identifies seven points of connection and what you can do to 
facilitate each of them.

Let’s look at Robert and Marsha’s relationship in terms of Table 3.1. 
First, it’s clear that Robert never set the climate for learning (point 1). He 
took on the responsibility of mentoring Marsha in good faith. He thought 
Marsha had great potential and wanted to help her. By talking about her 
learning needs and his own time demands (point 2), Robert probably could 
have avoided some of his frustration. He didn’t really know Marsha. 
Certainly, he knew her “on paper” and had met her at a recent retreat, but 
he really did not know who she was as a person.

Marsha and Robert had many communication options available in 
addition to the telephone (point 3). Perhaps they could have taken care of 
some of the basic “information” questions by email.

Scheduled times for contact—and an agreement about impromptu con-
tact or delays—are crucial (point 4). Had expectations been set more clearly, 
Marsha would have realized that she needed to call Robert to let him know 
she was running late. Robert then would have the option to renegotiate the 
timeframe.

Some of Robert’s frustration could have been avoided had he checked 
on the effectiveness of the communication from the very beginning 
(point 5).

Marsha may be learning from her mentoring relationship with Robert, 
but he has no sense of what that is; in fact, he feels that it is the “wrong 



TABLE 3.1

Seven Points of Connection

What You Can Do Making the Connection

1.	 Invest time and effort in setting 
the climate for learning.

Determine your mentee’s learning style and learning needs and 
how that might play out in your relationship, given that it is not 
face-to-face.

2.	 Be sensitive to the day-to-day 
needs of your mentee.

Spend time connecting with your mentee. Ask enough 
questions to give you sufficient insight into their work context.

3.	 Identify and use multiple venues 
for communication.

Explore all available options: email, videoconference, elearning 
technologies, telephone, mail, and emerging technology—and 
use more than one of these. Look for opportunities to connect 
face-to-face, even at a long distance.

4.	 Set a regular contact schedule, 
but be flexible.

Agree on a mutually convenient contact schedule, and 
make sure it works for you and your mentee. If you need to 
renegotiate a scheduled appointment, use that situation as an 
opportunity for connection and interaction.

5.	 Check on the effectiveness of 
your communication.

Ask questions: Are we connecting? Is what we are doing 
working for us? What can we do to improve the quality of our 
interaction?

6.	 Make sure that connection 
results in meaningful learning.

Is learning going on? Is the mentee making progress?

7.	 Share information and 
resources—but never as a sub-
stitute for personal interaction.

Set the stage to share information. Then share the information 
and follow up.
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kind” of learning. They have not had the learning conversation (point 6). 
And information—too much information, Robert would say—is being 
shared at the expense of interaction (point 7). It is helpful to keep these 
points of connection in mind in any mentoring relationship. It is crucial if 
you are engaged in distance or virtual mentoring.

MAKING TECHNOLOGY WORK FOR YOU
There is no question that technology has changed just about everything we 
do. It not only impacts how we live and how we work, but how we learn, 
and how we connect with one another. Technology can be a powerful tool 
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for building and maintaining mentoring connections. Murphy and Tanner 
used it well from the beginning.

Murphy and Tanner
In preparation for their first mentoring meeting, Murphy dropped 
his new mentor, Tanner, a  brief email to introduce himself. He 
knew very little about Tanner’s background and asked him about 
it. Within minutes, Tanner shot back a bio and a  link to his blog, 
an invitation to connect on social media and a detailed email 
response expressing his excitement about working together.

Following their first mentoring session, Tanner created a 
shared document with his notes and reflections on their session, 
and sent it to Murphy for his thoughts. Murphy added some com-
ments. Several times during the month, he checked out Tanner’s 
LinkedIn and Instagram posts to see what he was up to.

Get Comfortable with Virtual Mentoring Meetings
The French philosopher Voltaire is credited with the saying, “Don’t let the 
perfect be the enemy of the good.” It may well be true that meeting virtu-
ally doesn’t allow the same kind of connection as meeting in person, but 
waiting for a time when you meet in person may not be practical. Further, 
long periods of time in between meetings can be harmful to the relation-
ship as well. In fact, virtual connection can fast-track learning and does 
provide some benefits that in-person doesn’t, and it has its advantages.

Virtual mentoring requires preparation on your part. Here are a few tips:

1.	 Agree on a platform for your meetings, and discuss how you will use 
it. There are many options for videoconferencing. Choose a platform 
that allows you to share your screen, exchange and save the chat, and 
annotate documents. Get acquainted with these features and discuss 
how you will use them to enhance your mentoring. You might choose 
to record a meeting to refer to later on. If you do, be sure to agree on 
this in advance.

2.	 Utilize additional communication tools. Discuss how you will 
communicate with one another in between meetings. Like Tanner and 
Murphy, you will want to utilize email to provide pre-meeting 
and  post-meeting connection points and share your notes, agendas, 
and insights. Consider exchanging texts or Direct Messages in between 
meetings to provide updates and check-ins. Some modalities work 
better than others when it comes to different purposes. For example, 
if you need to give feedback to your mentee and you know that it is 
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going to be hard for them to hear it, connect in person (face-to-face or 
virtually) or by telephone.

3.	 Plan for failed connections. It is no surprise that occasionally internet 
connectivity will be interrupted or bandwidth can be strained, and you 
may need to switch to phone or seek an alternative way to communi-
cate. Don’t let poor connectivity derail you. In advance, decide on an 
alternative way to communicate when technology becomes unreliable.

4.	 Simulate in-person characteristics. One way to make the most of 
virtual connection is to intentionally create conditions that resemble 
in-person meetings.

•	 Make virtual eye contact: Eye contact is an important way to create 
connection. When you meet in person, creating eye contact comes 
naturally; not so when you meet virtually. Often, the camera on 
our computers is not at eye level. If we look directly at our mentor-
ing partner, our eyes will be below the camera, and it will seem to 
our partner like we are looking away. Do look at your mentoring 
partner, but every so often, deliberately move your eyes away from 
your partner and look directly in the camera. It will seem to your 
partner like you are looking them in the eye. At first this will feel 
awkward, but it does help build rapport and connectivity.

•	 “Hide” your self-view: When we meet by videoconference, the 
default of most platforms is to show us our own image in the 
conversation. This is both artificial and a hindrance to true connec-
tion. It is distracting to have our own image on a screen as we are 
meeting. Seeing your “self” impedes connection. Many videocon-
ferencing platforms have a feature that allows you to conceal your 
own image on your screen during the meeting. Find this feature and 
enable it during mentoring.

5.	 Avoid distractions. The biggest danger in meeting remotely is the 
myriad distractions that vie for your attention during your mentor-
ing meetings. Nothing kills rapport building more than not being fully 
present. If you do communicate by videoconference, set agreements 
on whether you will have your video cameras on at each meeting, and 
agree to shut down email and other distractions.

6.	 Share your space. One of the benefits of meeting virtually is that we 
can invite our mentoring partners into our homes or chosen spaces. 
This provides additional context and connection points that can foster 
authentic connection. Although videoconferencing platforms pro-
vide fun virtual backgrounds that conceal our real-life messes and 
imperfect workspaces, consider shutting off the virtual backgrounds 
during your mentoring meeting.
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7.	 Take time to notice your mentoring partner’s work environment and 
get curious. Ask questions about a painting on the wall, an item on 
their desk, or an interesting feature in their workplace. This provides 
another connection point and can deepen the relationship.

8.	 Give each other grace. With so many people working from home, the 
boundaries of our work and personal lives are blurred. When meet-
ing in an office, we don’t have children, pets, doorbells, and service 
providers that interrupt our meetings. Not so at home. It is, of course, 
important to manage these interruptions the best that we can, but they 
will occur. When boundaries are blurred, stress is high. When stress 
is high, we need understanding. Approach these interruptions with a 
sense of humor and remember to give each other grace.

9.	 Plan for occasional “live” connection. Many virtual pairs will plan for 
a quarterly in-person meeting that lasts a bit longer than their regular 
mentoring meetings. Some pairs use these live meetings to check in 
on the health and progress of their relationship. Some pairs meet at 
the end of the mentoring period to celebrate their learning. While not 
necessary for effective mentoring, these in-person extended touch-
points can be very helpful to create rapport.

CONNECTING ON A DEEPER LEVEL
Technology can accommodate most types of mentoring relationships. 
However, being virtually connected with your mentee doesn’t necessarily 
mean that you’ve connected on a deeper level. Palloff and Pratt suggested 
six essential elements that can help you connect to your mentee and suc-
cessfully facilitate learning: honesty, responsiveness, relevance, respect, 
openness, and empowerment.5 We would add one more: time. Let’s exam-
ine these one by one.

•	 Honesty. It is impossible to have honest dialogue with your mentee 
unless you first create a climate of safety and trust. Few people can just 
meet, shake hands (in person or virtually), and jump into honest give-
and-take without ruffling feathers. Taking the time to develop rapport 
will help you connect with your mentee on a meaningful level. If tele-
phone conversations are not providing that human connection, con-
sider other means. Sometimes it is easier for people to be more candid 
in an email than they are in person or on the telephone. Be willing to 
experiment, and find a way to connect that is comfortable for both you 
and your mentee. (For more on Trust, see Chapter 6.)
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•	 Responsiveness. Regular and timely communication maintains the 
feeling of connection. Let your mentee know when you are too busy 
to talk or to provide a  thoughtful response. When you travel across 
time zones, take the time difference into consideration in communi-
cating with your mentee. If a particular kind of online interaction is 
your preferred mode, discuss it with your mentoring partner. You 
don’t want to be sending instant messages if your mentee doesn’t give 
them priority.

•	 Relevance. Mentoring is a learner-centered relationship, so you must 
understand what is relevant and meaningful to your mentees. Find 
ways to connect to their life experiences. Become familiar with what 
else is going on in their lives, what they are thinking, what they value, 
and what they are doing. And make sure that the learning goals you 
agree on are relevant to their needs.

•	 Respect. You can demonstrate respect by listening in ways that affirm 
and value what your mentee has to say. Be considerate, and recognize 
that they may have ways of doing things that are different from your 
own but are equally valuable. You must be a learner yourself and gen-
uinely curious about your mentee. Check out assumptions. Ask ques-
tions. Stay in conversation. Value difference and learn from it.

•	 Openness. Demonstrate openness by being open yourself. Share your 
stories, and invite your mentees to tell their stories. Set a climate for 
openness by establishing ground rules that clarify mutual expecta-
tions. Discuss confidentiality, and agree on what should be discussed 
in virtual space and what should not.

•	 Empowerment. Palloff and Pratt said, “In a  learner centered environ-
ment, the learner is truly the expert when it comes to [their] own 
learning.”6 Engage in open, honest, and respectful conversation so that 
you can be attuned to your mentees’ learning needs and ensure that 
learning is appropriate to their context. Encourage ownership by sup-
porting your mentees so they can successfully apply new learning. Be 
available to answer questions, and encourage them to reflect on what 
they have learned.

•	 Time. One of the most important elements of deep connection between 
mentoring partners is time—in particular, committing yourself to give 
the relationship the time it needs to flourish, even if that means rear-
ranging your other tasks to make that space possible.

When mentoring becomes an add-on to the rest of your day, the con-
nection you need to get work done may never get a chance to grow. Here is 
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what one teacher mentor had to say about how time, or lack of it, affected 
her relationship: “It wasn’t her fault. It was mine. I thought I was commit-
ted. It was only when I tried to schedule time and couldn’t find any of it 
that I realized mentoring wasn’t enough of a priority for me at this time 
in my life.”

Time for mentoring requires more than willingness and dedication, or 
even meeting time. It needs to be an ongoing commitment throughout the 
mentoring relationship. It needs to be considered during the preparation 
process (particularly self-preparation), discussed as you negotiate goals 
and ground rules, honored and monitored during the enabling phase, and 
adhered to as you and your mentoring partner come to closure. Before you 
commit to a mentoring relationship, be sure you are prepared to block off 
a realistic amount of time—and then protect that time.

CONNECTING THROUGH REFLECTION
Co-author Lois was browsing in a store summers ago and picked up a note-
pad that had the following quote on it: “Words matter . . . Write to learn 
what you know.” Whether you are a mentor or a mentee, keeping a journal 
of the experience will stimulate ongoing reflection and facilitate your learn-
ing throughout the mentoring cycle, starting with the preparation phase 
and continuing until closure is reached.

Using a Journal
Using a journal facilitates connection because it helps focus your attention 
on the work of mentoring. The world goes on in between mentoring con-
versations, and it is easy to get distracted. When you make regular time to 
reflect in your journal, it creates a continuous placeholder for where you 
are in the relationship and points to the sweet spots of connection.

Some mentors find that including factual material (such as notes cap-
turing the content of the conversation), reactions, feelings, and process 
notes helps them reflect on their mentoring experience. Others record their 
mentee’s progress in achieving articulated learning goals. Through this 
process, they find that reflection informs their mentoring conversations by 
revealing questions and issues to pursue with their mentees.

Sentence Stem Reflection Triggers
There is no perfect way to reflect; choose the approach that works best for 
you. You may find writing your thoughts in a regular diary entry works 
well, or you may prefer using the ship’s log method to document time, 
date, and content of your mentoring meeting to record what is happening 
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at various junctures of the relationship. Regardless of the form you choose, 
sentence-completion stems can stimulate the flow of thoughts and ideas. 
Progoff, for example, used a three-step process (see Exercise 3.2):7

1.	 Begin reflection with the phrase “at first.” Write a paragraph or two.

2.	 Switch to “and then,” writing whatever comes to mind.

3.	 Follow with completion of the sentence stem: “and now.”

In the following example, a mentor reflects on using this approach fol-
lowing his initial mentoring session.

Reflecting on Dani
At first, when I met Dani, I was put off. She seemed flighty, and 
even the way she dressed seemed to say, “Don’t take me seriously.” 
And then, we started talking, and I was amazed at the depth of her 
insights and breadth of her experience. She knew far more than I 
had given her credit for. And now, I am looking forward to working 
with her and learning from the diversity of experience she brings 
to the relationship.

Regular reflection requires discipline. It is easy to procrastinate when it 
comes to recording reflections unless you make it a habit. The best advice 
is just to get started—and stay with it. You can use Exercise 3.2 to get started 
and write as much as you like.

The stem reflection triggers in Exercises 3.3 are particularly useful 
immediately following a mentoring session.

Use whatever methods you like, and don’t be discouraged. Stay with it: 
with practice, reflection flows easily.

Finally, here are some tips for successful journaling:

•	 Schedule it. Engaging in reflection regularly is more important than the 
time spent on this activity.

•	 Personalize the format. For example, use bulleted items.

•	 Don’t get bogged down in detail. Capture a brief description or note 
some specifics. Make sure you have written enough so that when 
you review your entry later, you will be able to recall the mentoring 
experience clearly.

•	 Note your feelings at the time. Remember that whatever it is that you 
experience or that stimulates your thinking will help you better under-
stand your own behavior.

•	 Note frustrations, learnings, curiosities (ruminating questions), and 
magic moments (peak experiences or synchronicities).
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•	 Describe particularly meaningful mentoring that you have observed or 
experienced.

•	 If you find yourself grasping at straws, sit down and write anything, 
even if it is that you have no thoughts. Reflect on why that is so. You 
may find that all you needed was a  starting point. Once you have 
begun, it is easier to continue the process.

Mentoring partners can connect in various configurations of mentoring 
relationships, formal and informal. They connect by valuing difference. 
They connect through virtual space and distance. They also connect on 
a deeper, more fundamental level as human beings, borne out of under-
standing who they are and what each brings to the relationship.

The learning that takes place within a mentoring relationship is con-
nected as well. The learner—the mentee—remains front and center at all 
times, but the mentor is learning as well. In Part Two, we look at the phases 
of the mentoring relationship and the components and processes that keep 
the mentoring relationship in connection and on course.
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At first,

And then,

And now,

EXERCISE 3.2 

Progoff’s Reflection Triggers

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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1.	 About my mentee:

What I am thinking:

 

 

 

 

What I am wondering:

 

 

 

 

My most difficult mentoring challenge so far:

 

 

 

 

What is working well:

 

 

 

 

What could be working better:

 

 

 

 

A new learning that has affected me:

EXERCISE 3.3 

Sentence Stem Reflection Triggers

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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PART TWO

The Predictable 
Phases of  
Mentoring

The chapters in Part One explore mentoring in the context of who we are. 
In Part Two, we shift our focus to what we do: the work of mentoring and 
the predictable phases that guide this work.

THE FOUR PHASES OF MENTORING
For new mentors and those who have mentored without formal guidance, 
the knowledge that mentoring relationships have a predictable structure 
can be liberating:

Phase 1: Preparing (getting ready).

Phase 2: Negotiating (establishing agreements).

Phase 3: Enabling Growth (facilitating learning).

Phase 4: Coming to Closure (looking back, moving forward).

These phases are predictable and sequential. In fact, we generally por-
tray them as a cycle, as shown in the following figure. The phases are less 
bound by time definition and psychological milestones; rather, you will 
know where you are, where you are  going, and where you need to be 
because of the behaviors required to move through each of the stages. With 
one mentee, for example, you may cycle through the phases smoothly; 
with another, you may find that although you are actively engaged in one 
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phase, you need to revisit the previous phase. Simply being aware of these 
phases—and knowing that they are indeed predictable—provides signifi-
cant signposts for both mentor and mentee.

Movement through the four phases follows a fluid yet foreseeable cycle 
and usually with some overlap between them. For example, during the ena-
bling growth phase, when mentoring partners are most likely to face poten-
tial obstacles, they may need to renegotiate aspects of their mentoring 
partnership agreement in order to move forward and maintain the rela-
tionship. Sometimes mentoring partners move into the coming to closure 
stage prematurely and find that they have unfinished goals to complete 
before they bring the relationship to a close.

Phase One: Preparing
The preparing phase is a discovery process. Because every mentoring rela-
tionship is unique, you and your mentoring partner must take this time to 
set the tone for the relationship by engaging in conversation, getting to 
know each another, and understanding each other’s contexts.

Clarifying both your expectations and your role is essential for estab-
lishing a  productive mentoring relationship. You can also explore your 
personal motivation and readiness to mentor this individual. Assess your 
mentoring skills to identify areas for your own learning and development.

Phase Two: Negotiating
Negotiating is the business phase of the relationship—the time when men-
toring partners come to agreement on learning goals and define the con-
tent and process of the relationship. Although you will establish goals and 
create a work plan during this phase, negotiating the relationship is not as 
simple as drawing up an agreement.

PREPARING
(Getting Ready)

COMING TO
CLOSURE

(Looking Back,
Moving Forward)

NEGOTIATING
(Establishing
Agreements)

ENABLING
GROWTH
(Facilitating
Learning)

Mentoring
Cycle

The Mentoring Cycle
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The heart of the negotiating phase focuses on creating a shared under-
standing about assumptions, expectations, goals, and needs. It  involves 
conversation, talking about some of the parameters of a relationship—
important topics like ground rules, confidentiality, boundaries, and emo-
tional triggers, which often are left out of mentoring conversations because 
the partners find these issues difficult to talk about. Establishing bounda-
ries in this way lays a solid foundation for building trust.

Another way to describe the negotiating phase is “the detail phase.” It 
is when the details of when and how to meet, responsibilities, criteria for 
success, accountability, and bringing the relationship to closure are mutu-
ally articulated.

Phase Three: Enabling Growth
The enabling growth phase is the “work phase” of the learning relation-
ship, when most of the contact and conversation between mentoring part-
ners takes place. Here you move from setting goals to working toward 
achievement of your goals. Although it offers the greatest opportunity for 
nurturing learning and development, the mentoring partners are also most 
vulnerable to the obstacles that can derail the relationship—even when 
obstacles and goals have been clearly articulated. Inevitably each relation-
ship must find its own path and maintain a  sufficient level of trust to 
develop a quality mentoring relationship and promote learning.

The mentor’s role during this phase is to facilitate learning by estab-
lishing and maintaining an open and affirming learning climate and pro-
viding thoughtful, timely, candid, and constructive feedback. Both you and 
your mentee will monitor the learning process and learning progress to 
ensure that the mentee’s learning goals are being met.

Phase Four: Coming to Closure
Coming to closure is much more than marking the end of the mentoring 
relationship; it is an opportunity for both partners to recognize and cele-
brate what they have learned. This evolutionary process has a beginning 
(establishing closure protocols when setting up a mentoring agreement), 
a  middle (anticipating and addressing obstacles along the way), and an 
end (ensuring that there has been positive learning, no matter what the 
circumstances). All three components are necessary for satisfactory clo-
sure. “Coming to closure thus marks the end of your mentoring relation-
ship as it once was and marks the transition to what it will become”1
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Successful closure encompasses evaluating, acknowledging, and cele-
brating achievement of learning outcomes. Both mentors and mentees can 
benefit from closure. It is an opportunity to harvest the learning and apply 
what you have learned to other relationships and situations.

The chapters in Part Two guide you through each of the four phases. 
(The enabling growth phase, the most complex one, spans two chapters.) 
Chapters 4 through 8 discuss the components of the particular phase, and 
offer exercises and approaches you can use to make the most of your men-
toring relationship. In Chapter 9, we explore ways you can contribute to 
your own growth and development as a mentor, and dig deeper into many 
of the topics presented in this book. It contains an annotated list of resources 
to further your learning.
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CHAPTER 4

Preparing
Getting Ready for  
a Mentoring  
Relationship

FEW RELATIONSHIPS IN LIFE give us a real opportunity to engage with the 
other person, to begin to know them, to understand their contexts and 
motivations, and to let them see who we are—before we jump in. For the 
mentoring relationship, the preparation phase is just that opportunity. 
Although it may be tempting to skip this phase—especially if you feel 
pressed for time, or you and your mentoring partner seem to have instant 
rapport—resist that impulse with all your might. Consciously setting aside 
the time needed to prepare yourself and your relationship promises a sat-
isfying and productive mentoring experience for you and your mentee.

Just as a good gardener always prepares the ground before planting 
a tender seedling, a mentor should prepare for the important work that lies 
ahead. Self-awareness—understanding our own motivations, our strengths 
and challenges—is the key to getting ready to mentor. And getting to know 
your mentee engenders respect, trust, and understanding—all necessary 
ingredients for a productive relationship. Taking time to prepare for a new 
mentoring relationship nurtures the meaningful connections that build 
a productive mentoring relationship and sustain it over time.

PREPARING YOURSELF AS A MENTOR
Considering your own motivation for engaging in a mentoring relation-
ship is a good place to begin your preparation. Your motivation will have 
a direct impact on your behavior and attitude, and on the quality of the 
mentoring interaction. Mentors who have a deep understanding of why 
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they are engaging in a mentoring relationship end up being more commit-
ted to it and are more effective in the long run.

Understanding motivation requires introspection and candor. We all 
have internal and external motivations for doing things, but we are often 
unaware of what these are. Even when we can articulate our reasons for 
mentoring, we may be surprised by new insights.

Perhaps you are motivated by the satisfaction of passing on knowl-
edge, helping to build a business, expanding someone else’s knowledge 
base, achieving recognition, receiving reward for the effort, or increasing 
your own productivity. Or perhaps you believe mentoring will help you 
expand your personal network, become better known at work, gain differ-
ent perspectives, repay the debt of what others have given to you, leave 
a legacy, or be in a position to exert positive influence: The possibilities are 
unlimited.

Let’s look at the motivations of one mentor.

Shira and Lester
Lester was a rising star in the training and development department 
of a public utility company. He had just asked Shira, a 23-year 
department veteran, to mentor him. He admired how easily she 
developed training curricula, and how agile and confident she was, 
and he hoped to possess those same abilities himself someday.

Shira was flattered, although ambivalent about accept-
ing the invitation to mentor Lester. She felt a sense of duty, but 
she knew  that  alone was not sufficient reason to say yes. A col-
league suggested she explore her motivation using the check-
list shown in Exercise 4.1. What she discovered after filling 
out the checklist surprised her.

She saw that most of her reasons for mentoring were exter-
nally driven by what others expected of her—her co-workers often 
sought her advice, and she liked that feeling. She did find helping 
others personally rewarding. She could point to a number of co-
workers whom she had positively influenced at some point in their 
careers. But now she was feeling the limits of her own knowledge. 
In looking for opportunities to further others’ learning, she  had 
been neglecting her own, and she was not confident that  she 
could adequately fill Lester’s learning needs.

Shira was honest with Lester. She told him that before she 
could consider saying yes to his invitation, she needed to learn 
more about his learning goals. Then she could determine if his 
goals would fit with her experience and knowledge.
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For each of the following items, check yes if the reason listed reflects your motivation for mentoring and no 
if it does not. For each item, list a concrete example to illustrate your answer.

Motivation Yes No Notes

I have specific knowledge that I want to pass 
on to others.

I find that helping others learn is personally 
rewarding to me.

I enjoy collaborative learning.

I find that working with others who are 
different from me is energizing.

I am always looking for new opportunities to 
further my own growth and development.

I have a vested interest in seeing this 
person succeed.

I am seeking an opportunity to enhance my 
visibility, reputation, and contribution to my 
organization or community.

I am committed to leadership succession.

I need to meet a performance requirement at 
work or in my profession.

I want to do the right thing.

I want to pay it forward.

Source: Adapted from Zachary and Fischler (2009, p. 115).

EXERCISE 4.1 

Mentoring Motivation Checklist

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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What Is Motivating You to Be a Mentor?
What is driving your decision to participate in a particular mentoring rela-
tionship? It may be an organizational imperative or a voluntary engage-
ment, or both. But if you dig a little deeper, you may find other reasons you 
didn’t suspect. Discovering your core motivation is a  little like peeling 
back the layers of an onion and finding even more layers underneath. 
Exercises 4.1 and 4.2 are designed to help you do just that. What you find 
in each case will depend on how candid and self-reflective you can truly be.

Now let’s explore your motivation further. We’ll begin with the outer 
layer of the onion, and gradually get to your core motivation. You may be 
tempted to stop after you have identified the first reason, but we encourage 
you to continue to work your way down through all three reasons. If you 
run out of steam, push yourself to keep going or put the exercise aside and 
come back to it later.

In Example 4.1 you can see how Lou, an account manager in a consult-
ing firm, used Exercise 4.2 to help him arrive at the root cause of his 
motivation.

When you have completed Exercises 4.1 and 4.2, you may find that 
your actual motivation was different or more complex than you originally 
thought. Or you may discover that you are even more committed to your 
original reason. For example, Leonard, a  retired small business owner, 
completed Exercise 4.2 and discovered that his real motivation for mentor-
ing Sally was quite different from what he had believed.

Leonard and Sally
Sally was looking for assistance in developing her fledgling pack-
aging business, and Leonard had volunteered to mentor her as 
part of the Small Business Association’s mentoring program. He felt 
an obligation to give back some of the wisdom he had received 
from the businesspeople who had helped him get started years 
ago, and he identified this as his primary motivation.

But as he began to look more deeply, he discovered that his 
underlying motivations were a  feeling of loneliness and a  lack 
of stimulation. He missed the give-and-take with other business 
owners that he used to have on a regular basis. Leonard found that 
his new understanding of his motivations actually made him feel 
more enthusiastic about his new mentoring relationship with Sally.

Selecting a Mentee
It is common for formal mentoring programs to adopt some manner of 
protocol for matching mentors and mentees. “In some programs, all of this 
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My motivation for mentoring is . . .

Reason 1: Jot down what you think might be the underlying reason for the preceding sentence:
 

 

 

Reason 2: Reflect on what you wrote as reason 1 and ask yourself what might have contributed to that 
response. Jot it down here:

 

 

 

Reason 3: Reflect on reason 2. What might underlie that response? Jot it down here:

 

 

 

Now, analyze your responses and jot down your motivation here. It may be the same one you began 
with or very different.

My primary motivation for mentoring is . . .
 

 

 

EXERCISE 4.2 

Identifying Mentor Motivation

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Lou’s Motivation for Mentoring

My motivation for mentoring is: I’ve worked here for 15 years and feel that I have gained important insights 
that may help accelerate someone else’s career development.

Reason 1: Other people have made it possible for me to be where I am today. As a senior leader, this is 
something I need to do.

Reason 2: It is my responsibility to help our employees become better contributors.

Reason 3: I have a particular area of expertise that is in great demand at this time.

My primary motivation for mentoring is: To share what it is I really know and am valued for within the company. 
I realize that I have a responsibility here. If I don’t share my expertise, the company won’t have that expertise in 
its next generation of managers.
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is done electronically; the prospective mentee goes ‘shopping’ online for a 
mentor. Sometimes the match is made using an algorithm or by committee, 
and the mentee or the mentor is assigned a mentoring partner to contact.” 
1 In other instances, mentees may be given free rein in selecting their men-
tors or given several options to choose or to prioritize.

If you find yourself disappointed or wondering why you were matched 
with a particular mentee, our advice (at least initially) is to trust the process 
and avoid overanalyzing why the match was made. Consider it a discov-
ery process and approach the relationship as a learner. Take the time to get 
to know your mentee first so that you avoid making inaccurate assump-
tions. Remember, you may not have been your mentee’s first choice either! 
We have seen many matches that seem unlikely at the outset exceed both 
partners’ expectations at the end of the mentoring period.

Even when you haven’t played a part in selecting your mentee, you do 
play a part in shaping the relationship. This is an important point to 
keep in mind.

Mentoring relationships often form outside of formal programs. In 
such instances, you may consciously seek and select a particular mentee 
who resonates with you in some way, as Maxine did with Marika.

Maxine and Marika
It was hard not to notice Marika. She demonstrated obvious 

leadership potential by the contagious energy and enthusiasm she 
brought to meetings, and her co-workers clearly respected her and 
sought out her opinions. And those opinions were always fresh and 
innovative. In didn’t take long for Maxine to think, “Yup, there is a 
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future leader. She clearly has untapped potential. She wanted to 
get to know Marika better and see the stuff she was made of. After 
a few sit-downs, Maxine decided that she would offer herself as a 
mentor. She told Marika that she would be willing to make herself 
available to her if and when she decided that she wanted to enter 
into a mentoring partnership.

You may also stumble across a mentee in a less structured way that 
naturally leads into an informal mentoring relationship.

Royce and Greg
Royce started out in the shipping yard and had successive pro-

motions. Five years later he was a manager of field operations. Greg 
was foreman of the daytime shift. One afternoon, Royce saw Greg 
sitting by himself in the cafeteria and asked if he could join him. The 
two struck up an easy conversation, and had lunch together a few 
times a week. Several weeks after that first lunch, Greg explained to 
Royce that he wants to move into the “back office,” but had no idea 
how to make that career transition. He asked Royce if he could help 
him understand what he would need to do to move up in the orga-
nization. “I guess I’m looking for some mentoring,” he said. “What 
do you think?”

Evaluating a Potential Mentoring Relationship
Your motivation has a great bearing on your commitment to a particular 
mentoring relationship. If your only motivation is external, you will not be 
likely to work at sustaining it. Nor will you be at your personal best in 
facilitating the learning relationship effectively and ultimately growing 
from it personally. That’s why it’s important to prepare for each new men-
toring relationship by evaluating what you can meaningfully contribute to 
a particular mentoring relationship and determine if you are ready for it. 
Exercise 4.3 will help you do just that.

Once you’ve analyzed your motivations, you may find that you are 
indeed ready and even eager to enter into this mentoring relationship. But 
you may also discover that although you would like to participate in the 
relationship, you cannot add value to it. Or you may find that although 
you are highly motivated to be a mentor, this relationship is not for you. In 
either case, you may then choose to forgo this opportunity.

Getting Comfortable with Mentoring Skills
“Mentoring” is not a monolithic skill. In fact, you may be surprised to dis-
cover the range of different skills that go into a successful mentoring 
partnership.
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1.	 I want to be a mentor because . . .

2.	 I want to participate in this mentoring relationship because . . .

3.	 My experience and expertise will contribute to this relationship by . . .

4.	 Specific things I can do to help this individual:

5.	 Specific things I am willing to do to help this individual:

EXERCISE 4.3 

Am I Ready for This Mentoring Relationship?

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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The more comfortable we are with a skill, the more likely we will use it. 
Often, even if we are knowledgeable about specific skills, we may not feel 
comfortable using them. A person who has received training in managing 
conflict, for instance, is not necessarily proficient at or comfortable with 
using those skills.

Some skills, which are discussed in the sections that follow, are more 
powerful than others in facilitating mentoring relationships. How well you 
use these skills will relate in whole or in part to your emotional intelli-
gence. If you are self-aware and socially aware and can effectively manage 
yourself and your relationships, you will be more likely to feel confident 
and comfortable with these skills. If you are not comfortable, consider this 
an opportunity to contribute to your own growth and development by 
finding assistance in this area.

Brokering Relationships
Brokering relationships involves accessing your own networks to connect 
your mentees to the people and the resources that will be of assistance in 
achieving their learning objectives. Mentors need to be experienced net-
workers and have a stable of diverse contacts from whom to draw exper-
tise, resources, and information in order to be successful.

Building and Maintaining Relationships
Too frequently we put great energy into starting a relationship and assume 
that this momentum will continue to drive the relationship. In fact, rela-
tionships that continue over time require ongoing tending, patience, and 
persistence. One of the testimonies to a successful mentoring relationship 
is the extent to which mentoring partners feel known by the other. Some 
people are better at building than maintaining. Mentors need to be adept at 
both. We will be exploring this salient theme from many angles as 
you read on.

Coaching
Coaching and mentoring are kindred spirits. Although the terms are some-
times used interchangeably, they are not the same thing. Coaching focuses 
on enhancing performance by helping an individual close their knowledge 
and skill gaps. Mentoring focuses on facilitating the future growth and 
development of the mentee. Mentors often need to use coaching skills to 
help a mentee in determining knowledge or skills gaps that are holding 
them back and assist in closing these gaps so that they can reach identified 
learning goals.

Communicating
Effective communication—being authentic, listening effectively, checking 
for understanding, and articulating clearly and unambiguously—is 
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a  critical part of any relationship. Facilitating a  learning relationship 
requires ongoing communication. Effective communication also involves 
silences: understanding nonverbal cues and being able to pick up on what 
is behind the words another person is saying.

Encouraging
Mentors who are good at encouraging come in many guises: cheerleaders, 
confidence builders, gentle persuaders, critical friends, inspirers, and moti-
vators. Encouragement keeps the mentee focused on the future by first 
holding out an optimistic vision of what is possible and then keeping up 
the momentum up while working toward achieving learning goals. Positive 
reinforcement and validation is important; the right word said at the right 
time can make all the difference.

Exercising Curiosity
When mentors demonstrate curiosity, showing a genuine desire to learn 
from, with, and about their mentees, they will develop more trusting and 
collaborative relationships. What’s more, they will be more likely to gener-
ate innovate ideas and spur positive change.2 Demonstrate curiosity by 
being inquisitive, letting mentees explore possibilities, and deeply listen-
ing to your mentees.

Facilitating
Artful facilitation is the key to promoting shared learning, reflective practice, 
and deeper insight for a mentee. This is the means by which mentors sup-
port and challenge mentees to learn, grow, and develop. Mentors must be 
aware of learning styles and use that knowledge as a basis for enlarging the 
mentee’s thinking and perspective. Respect for different perspectives is criti-
cal to creating a shared learning experience and demands that mentors be 
flexible and open to learning. When you engage your mentees as active par-
ticipants in their own learning, you encourage self-reflection and ownership.

Feedback
Mentees rely on mentors as trusted sources of candid and direct feedback. 
Try to create an expectation for ongoing constructive (not corrective) feed-
back. Remember that most people are better at giving feedback than they 
are at asking for it, receiving it, and accepting it. As a mentor, you need to 
model good feedback practices and ask for feedback on your own feed-
back. Feedback creates momentum by keeping mentees on track and mov-
ing in the right direction.
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Goal Setting
Well-defined goals drive the learning process of a mentoring relationship, 
but setting those goals requires time and good conversation between men-
tor and mentee. As a mentor, your role is to help your mentee clarify, crys-
tallize, and set realistic goals. This means engaging your mentoring partner 
in a  collaborative, robust goal-setting process that culminates in a game 
plan for how to achieve those goals.

Guiding
Mentors act as guides on the learning journey, leading mentees as they cre-
ate and grow into their desired future. The mentor guides by being a role 
model and leads by example. This means that mentors must be familiar 
with the path so that they can adequately prepare mentees for what lies 
ahead and help them stay focused on their destination. A good guide can 
interpret the language, help mentees make meaning of the experience, and 
arrive safely.

Listening
Being a good listener is the attribute that mentees value most in a mentor. 
Effective listeners balance talking and listening, and they grasp the content 
and context of what is being said. Good listeners listen for the noise and for 
the silence, and they use what they hear as teachable moments to encour-
age reflective thinking. Effective listening makes mentees feel heard and 
sends the message that you genuinely care.

Managing Conflict
Conflict can occur in any relationship. Managing it effectively requires 
direct and honest conversation about differing points of view. It does not 
mean eliminating differences. Rather, it is about inviting dialogue to under-
stand varying points of view.

Problem Solving
It is not your job as mentor to solve your mentees’ problems. Rather, you 
should provide assistance in the problem-solving process by engaging 
mentees in finding solutions to the problem. By asking questions and hold-
ing up a  mirror, you can help them define problems. Together, you can 
discuss problem-solving strategies and alternative scenarios for working 
the problem through to a viable solution.

Reflecting
If you personally engage in self-reflection, you are more likely to be adept 
at using reflection to facilitate learning in a  mentoring relationship. By 
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reflecting, mentors raise mentees’ levels of awareness about how they 
frame their thoughts, the way they make meaning, and the way they trans-
late ideas into action. Being comfortable with the process skill of reflection 
enables you to consistently model that skill for mentees.

Trust Building
Trust creates a relationship in which both you and your mentee are willing 
to share openly. With trust, your mentee is able to accept your feedback 
without defensiveness. Remember, trust is not a given. You must take the 
time to build trust—in yourself, and between yourself and your mentee—
from the very beginning of your partnership. (For more on self-trust and 
interpersonal trust, see Chapter 6.)

Valuing Difference
One of the benefits of mentoring for both mentor and mentee is the expo-
sure to different perspectives. During the course of a mentoring relation-
ship, mentors are likely to hear views that are different from their own. 
These may be positional differences, generational differences, learning 
style differences, or gender or ethnic differences. Each individual has their 
own story: Mentors need to be able to understand, learn from, and value 
differences.

SURVEYING YOUR MENTORING SKILLS
It is not unusual for first-time mentors (like first-time managers) to confi-
dently overestimate their skills.3 Self-preparation is a great opportunity for 
you to expand and deepen your own learning, hone your facilitation skills, 
and become a better mentor. Here is what Simone found when she com-
pleted the Mentoring Skills Inventory in Exercise 4.4.

Simone’s Story
When Simone completed the Mentoring Skills Inventory, she didn’t 
discover anything new. But the process did help to confirm her 
lack of comfort in managing conflict and reflecting. She generally 
tended to smooth things over and avoid conflict—taking time to 
reflect seemed like a luxury rather than a necessity.

As a result of taking the inventory, Simone became more con-
scious of these areas, and she was determined to work on strength-
ening them. She was also somewhat surprised when she looked at 
the skill list and saw that she was moderately comfortable in most 
areas but not very comfortable in any. Simone jokingly remarked, 
“I think I need a mentor to mentor me about mentoring!”
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Exercise 4.4  will help you gauge your comfort with using the skills 
listed in the previous section and help you identify which of them you 
need to work on. From time to time, you may want to seek feedback from 
your mentee on how you are doing relative to each skill.

Prioritize the Skills You Need to Learn
Once you’ve inventoried your mentoring skills, the next step is to prior-
itize the skills you need to learn. In addition to realizing that she needed 
some mentoring herself, Simone targeted two mentoring skills she wanted 
to work on: managing conflict and reflecting. Of the two, managing con-
flict was the more pressing need because it would immediately help her 
challenge and support her mentee’s learning.

The increase in self-awareness that comes with identifying your com-
fort with various mentoring skills may be just enough to help improve 
your effectiveness in a particular area. But the further step of developing 
and implementing a personal learning plan (Exercise 4.5 and Example 4.2) 
will provide the structure and discipline you may need to stay the course. 
The benefits of this approach enrich immediate and future mentoring rela-
tionships and potentially transcend the mentoring experience itself.

Develop a Personal Learning Plan
Simone decided that she needed to learn more about conflict management. 
She defined reasonable learning objectives for herself, and then identified 
the human and material resources and methods she needed to assess her 
progress. Her strategy was to talk with her co-workers and gather recom-
mendations on what how-to books to read. In the process of gathering rec-
ommendations, she would also have the opportunity to talk with her peers 
about their preferred methods of managing conflict and get some ideas on 
ways to hone her skills.

Once she made her reading selection, she intended to read several 
books and apply the strategies as she learned them, gathering feedback 
from her colleagues. Part of the plan was to create a learning log to record 
what she was learning as well as her successes in managing conflict. She 
decided that this would have the added benefit of helping her develop 
more comfort with the reflection process, her second objective.

Having defined her objectives, and identified resources and specific 
ways to assess her progress, Simone drafted a plan (Example 4.2), includ-
ing a realistic timetable for accomplishing her objectives. She then sought 
out colleagues and asked for feedback on her plan. Once she revised it, 
Simone started implementing her plan.
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Review each skill in the first column and indicate your comfort level with it by circling V (very comfortable), 
M (moderately comfortable), or U (uncomfortable). In the next column, jot down a situation when you were 
either comfortable or uncomfortable using the skill. Put a checkmark in the final column for each skill that 
you feel you need to work on to develop a comfort level with it. Once you have completed the skills inven-
tory, rank your overall comfort level with all of the skills on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very comfortable, 
3 being moderately comfortable, and 1 being uncomfortable.

Skill V  M  U Situation
Need to  
Work On?

Brokering relationships

Building and maintaining  
relationships

Building trust

Coaching

Communicating

Encouraging

Exercising curiosity

Facilitating

Goal setting

Guiding

Listening

Managing conflict

Problem solving

Feedback

Reflecting

Valuing difference

Overall comfort level:
1                  2                  3                  4                  5

EXERCISE 4.4 

Mentoring Skills Inventory

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Establish Your Stretch Goals
Mentoring is a development opportunity for mentors too. No matter how 
many times you have been a mentor, you can always get better at it. Stretch 
goals focus on the future—getting you out of your comfort zone and 
stretching you to grow into the best mentor you can be. These bold goals of 
possibility can help you bridge the distance between good and better. They 
can elevate your leadership, increase your personal satisfaction in the role, 
and achieve better outcomes for yourself and your mentee.

Peer into the gap between where you are and where you want to be to 
find the learning you need to make that journey. The following shows 
how Michael planned to bridge the gap between his current role as a new 
associate and his desire to eventually be the founding partner in his 
own law firm.

Michael’s Story
Michael, a new associate in a large law firm, dreamed about open-
ing a  private practice someday. He knew that in order to do so, 
he  needed to learn the business of law. Every year, he identified 
three stretch goals that would move him closer to his dream. In 
year 1, he worked on developing his accounting skills. In year  2, 
he developed professional networks through attending bar 
association meetings and section meetings in his area of practice. 
In year 3, he developed skills in legal specialties outside his regular 
area of practice.

Identifying stretch goals is now part of his life. He encourages 
the partners and associates in his own firm to make stretch goals 
a regular part of how they conduct business.

Create an action plan that lays out your strategy for achieving each of 
your stretch goals. The key is to define reasonable goals, and no more than 
three, that take you beyond where you are now and raise the bar on your 
mentoring practice.

For each goal, define clear-cut objectives, outline activities that will 
help you achieve them, identify the resources you need (and where you 
can find them), lay out a timeframe for accomplishing the objective, and 
identify the first step you will take toward achieving that stretch goal. 
Using the milestones you identified in Exercise 4.5 to evaluate your pro-
gress will provide momentum for your learning. Periodically review the 
measures of success you identify to keep yourself on track.

Completing the goal-setting exercises in Chapter 5 will help you work 
through the process with your mentee. Like other mentors we’ve worked 
with, you will come to appreciate the challenge of landing on specific and 
well-defined goals.
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First, identify the two or three skills from Exercise 4.4 that you need to work on that would most improve 
your effectiveness in a mentoring relationship. Write each one in the following space. Then determine your 
measures for success for each skills goal, and jot them down. Finally, jot down the specific milestones that 
would indicate that you are making progress toward developing those skills.

Skill goal 1:

Measures of Success Milestones

Skill goal 2:

Measures of Success Milestones

Skill goal 3:

Measures of Success Milestones

EXERCISE 4.5 

Establishing Learning Priorities, Measures of Success, and Milestones

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Simone’s Personal Learning Plan

Stretch Goal
Learn to be more comfortable and competent at conflict management.

Measures of Success
Getting positive feedback from colleagues. Feeling less anxious in situations that call for managing conflict. 
Using the skill regularly so that it comes naturally to me.

Objectives Activities Resources Needed Timeframe Next Step

Find out which books I 
should read.

Talk with good role 
models for this.

Various colleagues Next month Figure out 
whom I 
want to ask.

Draw up a list based on 
interviews.

Read the top three 
recommended books.

Purchase books Next month Order books.

Identify the most 
commonly used 
approaches.

Read the books. Books and 
learning log

February–April Keep at it 
regularly.

Create a list of three 
techniques to master, and 
select one to work on.

Review co-
workers’ lists and 
learning logs.

By April 30 Compare and 
contrast lists.

Practice using techniques. Keep notes on what 
I am doing.

Learning log May Try it.

Gather feedback. Ask colleagues for 
specific feedback.

Time with colleagues 
and direct reports

May–June Talk with 
mentor 
and manager.

Work at getting better. Continue to 
seek feedback.

Specific questions Ongoing Review 
learning log.
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Clarify Your Role Assumptions
Expectations and assumptions about the mentor’s role need to be clear to 
both partners from the outset. Role refers to the anticipated or expected 
functions a  mentor might play—team builder, coach, confidant, teacher, 
guide, advocate, and so on. You and your mentee may have different ideas 
about this. Complicating matters, different roles may be required at differ-
ent points in the relationship, blurring the mentor’s role.
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Because of this lack of clarity, it is crucial to keep revisiting both part-
ners’ understanding of their roles. The story of Fran and Carlotta illustrates 
what can happen when roles are not clearly defined.

Fran and Carlotta
Fran is a leader and politically astute. Articulate, bright, and ener-
getic, she is a go-getter. Carlotta, a former journalist a decade 
younger, is every bit as bright and energetic. When introduced 
at work, they liked each other instinctively and immediately 
connected around similar interests and hobbies of volunteer work, 
writing, and hiking.

As they got to know each other, Carlotta came to respect Fran 
and admire everything about her: her drive for success, her individ-
uality, and her leadership style. Fran was the role model of the suc-
cessful woman leader she wanted to become. Fran viewed Carlotta 
as her younger counterpart, her earlier self revisited. She admired 
Carlotta’s ideas and innovations, and especially Carlotta’s eager-
ness to please and her palpable hunger for success. She decided to 
help Carlotta accelerate her development.

Carlotta was delighted that Fran wanted to mentor her and 
worked hard to earn her praise and approval. She gave her time 
and energy freely, without limit. The result of the collaboration bet-
ween Carlotta and Fran was exciting to both of them. Their talents 
complemented each other, and the results they achieved together 
were impressive. Carlotta was learning new skills, and Fran was 
benefiting professionally and personally from Carlotta’s efforts.

In time, Carlotta developed a  reputation for innovation and 
high-quality performance. As Carlotta’s reputation grew, Fran 
became more and more possessive of Carlotta’s time and effort. 
As Fran’s demands escalated, Carlotta became increasingly over-
whelmed, and a list of unaddressed topics grew, eroding the trust 
between them.

The relationship became clouded with emotion and mixed sig-
nals. Still, Carlotta remained loyal to Fran and continued to meet 
and even exceed her mentor’s increasing demands, but she began 
to resent Fran. Because of her loyalty to Fran (“she owed her”), she 
did not want to hurt her, but, she said, “I felt as if she was extracting 
everything from me. I was giving her my best, and she was devour-
ing it—and me. I felt conflicted and angry.”
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Mentors need to be cognizant of what happens when there is lack of 
clarity, and make sure that roles are clarified from the beginning of the 
relationship. Both Fran and Carlotta took their relationship for granted, 
never doing the work required to clarify assumptions about roles and 
responsibilities. As their relationship changed over time, this confusion led 
to ill feelings.

Partnerships that fail frequently fall victim to one of the following 
difficulties:

•	 Role collusion results from taking the role for granted. The mentoring 
partners unknowingly collude because they do not discuss role expec-
tations. “We’ll get to it later,” they say, but never do. As a result, the 
relationship coasts along, never really getting to its destination.

•	 Role diffusion occurs when the mentor has the expectation of being 
all things to all people. The mentor assumes more roles than may be 
required or reasonable to expect and may end up being a  caretaker. 
“Oh, I’ll take care of that for you” is the typical response of this mentor.

•	 Role confusion occurs when lines of authority are blurred and there is 
lack of clarity about disparate (and sometimes overlapping) roles and 
responsibilities. The mentor is also the mentee’s supervisor, evaluator, 
or relative.

•	 Role protrusion occurs when mentors inject themselves into situations in 
which they do not belong, as when a mentor intercedes on behalf of the 
mentee when it is inappropriate or unwarranted.

All four role challenges can be overcome when mentors set aside ade-
quate time to engage in an open, frank, explicit, and direct conversation 
about roles. However, before you can do this effectively, you need to be 
clear about your own role. That takes self-reflection, as Andy discovered.

Andy and Myron
Andy and Myron worked together on several nonprofit board 
committees and naturally fell into a mentoring relationship. Both 
assumed that holding a specific discussion about their roles was 
unnecessary.

Myron relied on Andy, his mentor, for hints about how to dele-
gate responsibility and to help him understand the political work-
ings of nonprofit organizational life. Andy saw his role as preparing 
Myron, who was new to nonprofit work, to take on increasing 
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responsibilities. Their amicable and friendly relationship shifted 
very quickly when Andy started pushing Myron to sit on the 
other task forces that he chaired. While Andy was grateful for the 
exposure, he felt pressure to acquiesce to Myron’s requests, and 
couldn’t see how they would help him reach his own goals. Plus, 
serving on these other task forces required a time commitment 
from Andy that he wasn’t able to meet.

For his part, Myron had no idea that his requests didn’t sit well 
with Andy or that he had stepped over boundaries in their mentor-
ing relationship.

Belatedly, Andy realized that if he had explored his assump-
tions and motivations (Exercises 4.1 and 4.2), and had assessed his 
readiness for the role of mentor, he could have gotten his relation-
ship started on the right foot.

Preparing yourself for mentoring ensures better outcomes and requires 
conscious reflection. Reflection takes discipline and time to do well. Self-
reflection on the part of the mentor prior to the mentoring relationship is 
the heart and soul of the preparatory work for the mentor and continues 
throughout the mentoring cycle.

In completing the exercises thus far in this chapter, you have begun the 
process that will help you get your relationship moving in a positive direc-
tion. Here’s a quick refresher:

•	 Reflect on your motivation for becoming a mentor.

•	 Be clear about what you are looking for in a mentoring relationship.

•	 Get comfortable with the mentoring skills you may need to draw on.

•	 Identify two or three stretch goals.

•	 Establish criteria to measure success.

•	 Set milestones to keep up the momentum.

•	 Create a mentor development plan.

•	 Consider what you are willing to contribute to the relationship.

•	 Prepare for your role as mentor, understand it, and learn from it.

Once you have prepared yourself for the role of mentor, assessed your 
skill-comfort level, and considered your roles, it is time to prepare the rela-
tionship. Consider the exercises you have just taken to prepare yourself 
and what questions you might ask your mentee to guide them through the 
same process.
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PREPARING YOUR MENTORING RELATIONSHIP
Building a  sound relationship with your mentee is the most critical ele-
ment in laying a strong foundation for a mentoring partnership. Without it, 
mentoring runs the risk of becoming merely transactional and superficial. 
When mentor and mentee have no real connection, they are simply going 
through the motions and not truly engaging with each other or with 
the process.

Connecting Through Conversation
The renowned cellist YoYo Ma said, “There is something about conversa-
tion that outweighs everything else. It is the place where genuine curiosity 
lives and breathes.”4 Relationships take work, and they take time to 
develop. Building, establishing, and sustaining them begins with good 
conversation. According to poet David Whyte, “Any good conversation 
extends an implicit invitation to those who join it to meet at some as yet 
indefinable frontier, and through that joining to be part of the process of 
defining that new frontier.”5 This is a wonderful description of the goal of 
any mentoring relationship.

Mentoring conversations are conversations of connection. A while 
back, co-author Lois happened to overhear one of these conversations in 
a coffee shop. She hadn’t intended to listen in, but the more she heard and 
observed, the more transfixed she became. She snapped a mental picture of 
a man and a woman, clearly (to her, at least) a mentor and mentee. She was 
talking about her current work situation and was wondering how and if it 
related to her future career path. He was asking clarifying questions and 
connecting her questions to the twists and turns of his own career path. He 
said, “That was then, and now is now. There are a number of ways you 
could go.” Then he laid out some possible scenarios for her to consider and 
asked her how she felt about them. She responded with curiosity and asked 
lots of questions, which he guided into a mutual discussion of where their 
industry was headed and what it would mean for her company.

She was struck by the focus, intentionality, depth, and authenticity of 
the conversation. For them, no one else was present in the bustling coffee 
shop that morning.

Any observer would have seen the same thing: two individuals com-
pletely engaged in a  robust dialogue that had real connection, learning, 
mutual commitment, and meaning. It was only because a  foundation of 
trust and candor existed before that morning that the mentor could invite 
his mentee to explore her own frontier.
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A mentoring relationship without this kind of connection clearly 
misses the mark. The old notion of mentoring was not concerned with 
connection as much as it was with the transfer of knowledge and know-
how. Transfer of knowledge represents a  more impersonal and autono-
mous way of knowing. We now know that for learning to be effectively 
sustained, two conditions need to occur: The learner needs to be engaged 
in the learning process, and the learning needs to be connected to the 
learner and to their life experiences. Connected knowing emerges out of 
a  relationship between self and other. And as we saw in Chapter  2, 
connection comes as much through understanding and appreciation of 
abundant difference as it does through discovering commonality.

Staying in the Conversation
In our workshops, we frequently ask participants to think about a  time 
when they had a really good conversation and to give us some descriptors 
for that conversation. What they tell us, time and time again, is that listen-
ing, trust, openness, honesty, respect, safety, optimism, integrity, engage-
ment, reflection, and learning made it a high-quality experience for them. 
And yet when time and work pressures become an issue, as so often hap-
pens, conversation is the first thing that gets short-changed. To stay in the 
conversation, try the following exercise.

Think about a time when you had a really good conversation. 
What words would you use to describe that conversation? Make a list of 
whatever words come to mind. Then share your list with colleagues and 
friends and ask them for their input. Once you have a dozen items, stop 
and review your list. Make a  chart for yourself, similar to the one in 
Example 4.3. After every mentoring session, look at that list to see if you 
and your mentoring partner engaged in good conversation. Example 4.3 
shows my our own conversation accountability list.

Staying in Good Conversation
Engaging in conversation is not just important in a mentoring relationship, 
it is essential. But not just any conversation will do. When it comes to men-
toring, the importance of conversation escalates, and good conversation 
becomes essential. Learning increases in the presence of trust. And trust 
escalates in the presence of meaningful connection and learning.

Conversation moves along a continuum from information-giving to 
transaction to interaction to collaborative engagement, and in the best of 
situations, to dialogue. As trust and learning increase, you will progress on 
the continuum over time.



EXAMPLE 4.3 

Conversation Accountability List

Descriptor Yes No What I Need to Work On

Listening

Trusting

Two-way

Open

Dialogue

Honest

Safe

Optimistic

Engaging

Reflective

Active learning

Balance talking and listening
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The goal is to stay in collaborative engagement and dialogue. This is 
the place where deeper insight and reflection catapult the learning. Mentor 
and mentee must be willing to be vulnerable and consequently the rela-
tionship deepens.

The words you see on the left in Exercise 4.3 and the list you and your 
partner generate will become accountability guidelines to help you stay in 
good conversation.

See our guide to staying in good conversation on our website https://
www.centerformentoring.com/thementorsguide.

Engaging the Mentee
Mentoring should be a partnership. When you can engage your mentee as 
an active part of the mentoring process, you set a positive tone and level of 
expectation for the relationship.

https://www.centerformentoring.com/thementorsguide
https://www.centerformentoring.com/thementorsguide
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Edgar Schein’s book Humble Inquiry (2013) has a wonderful subtitle: 
The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of Telling. And that is precisely what is 
required of mentors. Mentors need to be askers rather than tellers to foster 
a growth mindset in their mentees. Asking questions encourages your 
mentee to be an active participant. Humility requires approaching your 
mentoring conversations with open, nonjudgmental curiosity. It means 
accepting that you don’t have all the answers. If you are humble then you 
provide space to hear your mentees’ voices and encourage them to be an 
active partner in their own growth and development.

Use the following approaches to invite your mentees into conversation 
and keep them engaged throughout the mentoring relationship.

Satisfying Information Needs
A mentee may have information needs about the subtleties of a particular 
situation, organization, or office. They may want to know the ins and outs 
of how to scale the corporate walls, publish an article, establish academic 
credibility, or land a much-sought-after promotion.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Start with the mentee’s questions.

•	 Identify the mentee’s goals.

•	 Determine what the mentee wants to know.

•	 Present alternative approaches for reaching the goals.

Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Solving your mentee’s problems. Encourage your mentees to present 
their concerns, and ask open-ended questions that help them better 
understand what their problem might be, and see how they might 
approach it. You can offer your own take on possible solutions, always 
checking in to ask whether your ideas resonate with them.

•	 Telling your mentees everything there is to know about a subject. It is 
easy to end up pontificating when you are a subject matter expert. Be 
sure you don’t automatically fall into a one-way stream of conscious-
ness that leaves no room for their ideas.

•	 Telling “war stories.” Share your experiences, but avoid regaling your 
mentees with stories of how things were “back in the day” unless it is 
in response to a specific question.

•	 Jumping right to solutions. Give your mentees ample time to vent, 
explore possibilities, and share their thoughts and feelings. This will 
help them generate ideas and feel heard.
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Broadening Mentee Vision
Sometimes all it takes is another perspective to help a  mentee reframe 
learning their and objectives. Sharing your own vision can broaden the 
mentee’s understanding of what might be possible.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Ask the obvious and the not so obvious.

•	 Provide potential alternatives: for example, “Have you thought 
about . . . ?”

•	 Provide information about similar situations: for example, “In my 
experience . . . .”

•	 Push the mentee’s thinking and acting forward by engaging them in 
the problem-solving process.

•	 Encourage the exploration of options before pushing to action.

Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Jumping in too soon without first building trust.

•	 Giving answers and providing solutions. This is expedient (and tempt-
ing) but it won’t foster mentee ownership. Neither approach will pro-
vide the tools for helping mentees develop a vision on their own.

•	 Demanding that the mentee do things your way.

Lending an Ear
You need to be attuned to what your mentees say and what they actually 
mean. Consciously listening to your mentees is necessary, and hard work, 
in establishing and maintaining any meaningful relationship. Sometimes 
we fixate on one particular aspect of what we listen to when what we need 
to consider are many factors: the words that are used, the meaning assigned 
to those words, and nonverbal behavior (such as tone of voice, facial 
expression, and body language). These affect not only what we listen for, 
but also what we actually hear and learn. Hearing means taking in the 
whole person and listening for a full understanding, and then taking the 
time to check in with your mentees about what it is you think you heard.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Suspend judgment.

•	 Acknowledge emotion.

•	 Be empathetic.
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•	 Provide feedback appropriately.

•	 Acknowledge what you hear as well as what is missing.

Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Solving your mentees’ problems for them rather than with them.

•	 Assuming the role of therapist. You do want to listen, but your job is not 
to psychoanalyze. Refer your mentees to a therapist when appropriate.

Setting Realistic Expectations
When difficulties arise, mentees find someone whose experience and 
expertise they trust and respect to learn from. But sometimes they lean too 
hard and expect too much support. An open discussion of realistic expecta-
tions and roles can release tension and pressure in the relationship.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Encourage future-forward thinking rather than situational complaining.

•	 Balance compassion with challenge.

•	 Ask questions.

Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Interfering in the problem.

•	 Becoming a “crutch” for mentees.

•	 Thinking you are the only one who can help your mentees (encour-
aging overreliance).

•	 Interfering prevents mentees from thinking through a problem and 
perhaps coming up with solutions themselves.

Establishing the Big Picture
There are layers of complexity to solving business problems. Helping men-
tees reach out from the immediate situation to embrace a  larger context 
establishes a  broader understanding of a  problem, issue, or challenge. 
Establishing the big picture is often the first step to real understanding and 
amps up the motivation to seek solutions and solve problems.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Encourage mentees to explore a range of options before moving 
to action.

•	 Seek to simplify complex problems.
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Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Rushing from problem to solution. Sidestepping the process creates 
missteps and inappropriate solutions.

•	 Making difficult tasks seem too easy. If you are not realistic, it can lead 
to frustration and failure.

•	 Not keeping the big picture in mind. This can easily lead to the 
wrong solution to mentees’ problems, or short-term solutions that 
lead nowhere.

Offering a Helping Hand
Sometimes a helping hand provided at just the right time becomes the cata-
lyst to promoting a fuller discussion.

Helpful Approaches

•	 Provide encouragement in multiple and timely ways.

•	 Know when to ask the right question and how to convey the message, 
“You can do it.”

•	 Tell your mentees what you are doing and why.

•	 Talk through possible strategies.

•	 Provide examples

•	 Co-create opportunities.

Unhelpful Approaches

•	 Talking for your mentees. Mentors want to be helpful, but laying out 
what mentees should say and how they should say it will not help 
them to think for themselves in the future, and may not even be helpful 
in the moment.

•	 Talking about mentees in their presence. This is a quick way to destroy 
the trust you have worked to build.

Assumption Awareness
We naturally base our assumptions on our experiences, and they deter-
mine how we see the world. After a while, they become our truth, and we 
act on them. But our assumptions are just that; they are not necessarily 
the truth.

Mentors and mentees are human beings, and we each inevitably have 
assumptions about our role that guide our behavior. Mentoring partners 
who operate under differing assumptions have a  very difficult time 



128	 The Mentor’s Guide

managing expectations. The process of checking out assumptions estab-
lishes the basis for candid communication, builds trust, and enables the 
partners to reach shared understanding—all necessary and vital compo-
nents of a mentoring relationship.

It is important to be aware of the assumptions you have about mentor-
ing and check regularly to make sure they are valid and accurate.6 Brookfield 
coined the term assumption hunting to describe this process. Assumption 
hunting is one of the most formidable ethical and caring tasks that mentors 
carry out. “In many ways,” he wrote, “we are our assumptions. Assumptions 
give meaning and purpose to who we are and what we do. Becoming 
aware of the implicit assumptions that frame how we think and act is one 
of the most challenging intellectual puzzles we face in our lives.”7 He 
breaks the process into three interrelated phases: identifying assumptions, 
checking them out for accuracy, and acting in a more inclusive and inte-
grative way.8

Assumption hunting is difficult and challenging work. As Bardwick 
notes, “When something is considered normal it is woven into our assump-
tions” and thus becomes difficult to challenge.9 We all have our unique 
definition of what is normal in a  mentoring relationship. Sharing those 
assumptions is a discipline that prepares us for mentoring in an honest, 
forthright way. Otherwise, we reinforce our existing assumptions and these 
mistaken assumptions guide our actions. A good place to start is with this 
question: “What is it I say to myself or to others to justify my actions?”

Assumption hunting is a three-step process:

Step 1: List your assumptions.

Step 2: Check their validity with others.

Step 3: Keep checking!

The story of Meg and Claude shows us how the process works.

Meg and Claude: Step 1
When Meg took on the role of mentor to Claude, a nurse practitioner, 
she made the following assumptions:

•	 That her role was to identify career and educational options 
that would move him out of his current job into one with more 
interesting challenges.

•	 That she would need to coach, cheerlead, and help Claude 
evaluate options.

•	 That her responsibilities would include meeting with Claude 
once a month, staying connected through email, and making 
introductions for him.
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•	 That Claude would come to the relationship with some ideas 
about his career options, would follow up on the contacts she 
provided for him, and would do research between mentor-
ing sessions.

•	 That the mentoring relationship would take about an hour 
a month of face-to-face contact time.

•	 That Claude could reach his goals within six months.

Try step 1 now. Using the form provided in Exercise 4.6, identify the 
assumptions you hold about mentoring. Complete each question candidly.

In step 2, you will check your assumptions for validity by asking for 
feedback from others. If you are participating in a formal or organizational 
program, you might check with the coordinator and your mentee. If you 
are engaged in an informal relationship, you might invite your mentee to 
complete a parallel exercise and share your own responses, and then dis-
cuss the implications for your relationship. This is a helpful exercise for 
both new and seasoned mentors. The assumptions you made in previous 
relationships may not be consistent across all relationships. Meg had a sur-
prise when she checked her assumptions with Claude.

Meg and Claude: Step 2
When she checked in with Claude, Meg was surprised to find 
that  he  held a  different set of assumptions about his role. He 
had anticipated that Meg would play a more active role in the rela-
tionship: setting up interviews for him, coaching him through the 
interview process, and advocating for him. He was also surprised 
that Meg had assumed that they would meet so infrequently. 
Holding a  discussion about the differences in their assump-
tions helped them both manage their expectations and forestall 
future problems.

In step 3, you make a habit of checking out your assumptions regularly. 
You can do this in conversation or by using the guidelines that Meg and 
Claude followed.

Meg and Claude: Step 3
Meg and Claude agreed on expectations, but later in their relation-
ship, Claude became increasingly dependent on Meg for direction. 
Meg decided to facilitate a discussion about his assumptions using 
a  similar but more structured approach than the one described 
in step 2.
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What assumptions are you holding about your role as a mentor?

What assumptions are you holding about your mentee’s role?

What assumptions might your mentee hold about your role as a mentor?

What assumptions is your mentee holding about their role in the relationship?

EXERCISE 4.6 

Assumption Hunting

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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She began by suggesting that both list their assumptions 
about how the relationship was going, share their responses 
without judging or analyzing them, and then discuss these points:

•	 What can we conclude based on these assumptions?

•	 Are our assumptions congruent? If so, on what items? If there is 
no agreement, why not?

•	 What are the implications for our mentoring relationship?

•	 Where are we likely to encounter choppy water? Smooth sailing?

Assumption hunting that is carried out consistently keeps the mentor-
ing process flowing and ensures that expectations are aligned. It should be 
part of the beginning of a mentoring relationship and surface when you are 
evaluating progress in the relationship or when the relationship falls into 
a rut. Assumption hunting helps raise awareness about why we do things. 
Examining the congruence between our beliefs and actions helps build and 
maintain ethically strong mentoring relationships. No mentoring partner 
is well served by a  mentoring relationship based on misunderstanding; 
that only adds additional layers of vulnerability to the relationship.

The Initial Conversation
Engaging the mentee in meaningful conversation from the very beginning 
starts building the connection, helps determine the compatibility of your 
goals, and helps the mentee decide whether the mentoring relationship is 
worth pursuing.

The natural tendency is to look for chemistry when meeting a  new 
mentoring partner for the first time. Surely, if you like one another, that’s 
a good sign, right? But chemistry as a clue to the success of a mentoring 
relationship is overrated. So often, if the chemistry does not feel right in the 
first few minutes, mentors and mentees may shut down or foreclose the 
opportunity for further engagement—and miss a learning opportunity in 
the process. Mentoring is about learning. The critical question is not 
whether you have chemistry, but whether you can engage in a productive 
learning relationship.

Use the initial conversation to begin to get to know each other apart 
from titles and job descriptions. This conversation should be about the two 
of you—the individuals in the mentoring relationship—and what each of 
you brings to the relationship. That means sharing your history, context, 
culture, uniqueness, and so on.

You can also share your previous mentoring experiences and discuss 
what worked for you and what didn’t (see Exercise 1.2). Ask your mentee 
to describe their career vision and articulate broad learning and development 



TABLE 4.1

Getting Ready: Initial Conversation
Agenda Strategies for Conversation Questions to Ponder

1.	 Take time to build 
trust and get to 
know each other.

Consider sending an 
introductory email before your 
first meeting.

What information might you exchange 
to get to know each other better?
What points of connection have you 
discovered in your conversation?
What else do you want to learn about 
each other?

2.	 Share guiding 
principles.

Share any truisms or words of 
wisdom with your mentee that 
might help your mentee get to 
know you better.

Is there a saying that you live by?
What is the best advice that you have 
ever been given?
Is there a mantra or motto to which 
you often turn?

3.	 Share career 
highlights and 
milestones.

Exchange bios or resumes in 
advance of the conversation.
Ask your mentoring partner 
questions about their key 
experiences so you can learn 
their significance and value.

What is the meaning/lesson from each 
experience?
What did you learn about yourself 
from each of your experiences?
Which of your mentee’s experiences 
are you curious about and what would 
you like to know more about?
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goals. Ask questions to clarify and determine how these goals align with 
their vision of the future.

You and your mentee should each communicate your own individual 
desires, needs, and expectations from the relationship. Together you can 
explore the assumptions that you hold about each other and the relation-
ship and discuss what each of you is willing and capable of contributing to 
the relationships.

Finally, you can talk about your personal style and your learning style 
and preferences, and how they might affect the learning and communica-
tion inherent in the relationship.

Table 4.1 presents an agenda for that initial conversation, along with 
strategies for conversation and questions for mentors to ponder.

It may take several conversations to address these items in a fully satis-
factory way before you move on to the next phase. Use the checklist in 
Exercise 4.7 to decide when and if you are ready.

If you have not checked some items, it may mean one of a number of 
things: you have more to do to prepare yourself adequately for the partner-
ship, you may need to have further conversations with your mentee and 
perhaps delay your decision to mentor. This may not be a good learning fit 
for you, or you may decide that you are not ready for this relationship.



Agenda Strategies for Conversation Questions to Ponder

4.	 Share mentor-
ing stories.

Discuss previous mentoring 
experiences with your 
mentee/mentor.

What did you like about your 
experiences?
What did you each learn from your 
experiences?
What would you like to carry forward 
into this relationship?

5.	 Share mentoring 
assumptions.

Talk about the mentoring 
assumptions and limitations 
that you each bring to the 
relationship.
Discuss implications for your 
relationship.

What assumptions do you hold about 
mentoring?
What assumptions do you hold about 
the role of the mentor and mentee?
What assumptions do you hold about 
each other and your relationship?

6.	 Determine your 
mutual relation-
ship needs and 
expectations.

Discuss your wants, needs, and 
expectations for the relationship.

What do you each want to get out of 
the mentoring relationship?

7.	 Begin to talk about 
the mentee’s broad 
learning and devel-
opment goals.

Have a conversation about the 
mentee’s learning goals, desired 
outcomes, and the reasons they 
are important.

Why does your mentee want to 
engage in this relationship?
What does your mentee hope to learn?
Does your mentee’s learning goals 
align with their vision of the future?

8.	 Discuss personality 
and learning styles.

Talk about your individual 
learning styles or 
personality profiles.

How will you communicate with 
each other in a way that honors your 
differences?

Source: Fain and Zachary, Bridging Differences for Better Mentoring, Berrett-Koehler, 2020, pp. 88–89.
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The preparation you do on your own in advance impacts your readi-
ness to mentor and the quality of the mentoring relationship. Preparation 
of the relationship begins in earnest when the mentoring partners get to 
know one another and explore issues together. Getting to know a mentee 
does not mean knowing everything about that person. Rather, gaining 
a good sense about who the person is and what they bring to the relation-
ship will help you make a strong connection and facilitate a more mean
ingful learning experience. Once the relationship preparation steps are 
complete, it is time to establish the agreements that build the foundation to 
support, guide, and nurture the relationship. The next chapter explores 
this important process.
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Review the following list, and check all items that apply to you with respect to your prospective mentoring 
relationship:

❑	 I have a sincere interest in helping this person succeed.

❑	 There appears to be mutual interest and compatibility.

❑	 My assumptions about the process are aligned with those of my mentee.

❑	 I am clear about my role.

❑	 I am the right person to help this mentee achieve their goals.

❑	 I can enthusiastically engage in helping this person.

❑	 I am willing to use my network of contacts to help this individual succeed.

❑	 I can commit adequate time to mentoring this person.

❑	 I have access to the kind of opportunities that can support this person’s learning.

❑	 I have the support that I need to be able to engage in this relationship in a meaningful way.

❑	 I am committed to expanding my own mentoring skills.

❑	 have a mentoring development plan in place for myself.

EXERCISE 4.7 

Preparing: A Readiness Checklist

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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CHAPTER 5

Negotiating
Establishing  
Agreements

THE NEGOTIATING PHASE of a mentoring relationship builds consensus and 
commitment through a process of co-creation. You and your mentee are 
now focused on the question: “How will we move our work forward?” The 
ground rules and agreements that grow out of this conversation will define 
your work together.

If you are about to engage in an informal mentoring relationship you 
may be wondering if the negotiating phase is relevant to your relation-
ship. The answer is yes. In order to reap the benefits of mentoring, it is 
essential to discuss your expectations about the way you interact and your 
desired outcomes for your relationship. It will provide a roadmap to help 
you stay on track, and is particularly important when mentoring happens 
remotely. Read on.

This free-flowing, focused discussion can take place over one or several 
sessions. Use this opportunity together to consider how each of you would 
like to see the mentoring process unfold; then add depth, specificity, and 
a framework to your broad mutual objectives. Your shared goal is to reach 
an understanding that you can express succinctly and concretely in writ-
ten form: a mentoring partnership agreement and a mentoring work plan, 
both anchored in well-defined goals; measurements for success; delinea-
tion of mutual responsibility; and accountability assurances.

The negotiating phase is when you address time expectations and time 
constraints that might be problematic for the relationship. Discuss how 
much time each of you is willing and able to give the mentoring relation-
ship. The words of this busy manager-mentor demonstrate the value of 
holding a frank discussion of how to deal with time-related problems: “We 
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spent time discussing background and information and planning to make 
sure that we would be able to make this relationship work for us. We both 
have tight schedules, and wanted to use the windows of time we had.”

Compounding the time issues idiosyncratic to mentoring are the time 
issues that relate to work, personal demands, and life in general. Mentoring 
is not something that can be done well on the fly or sandwiched between 
other appointments. Perhaps surprisingly, virtual mentoring relationships 
(discussed in Chapter  3) take more time and energy, particularly in the 
early phases of the relationship. Dealing with time concerns now will help 
you and your mentee maintain perspective so that you can better focus on 
the learning goals and prevent later misunderstandings.

A good mentoring negotiation process will result in co-creation of:

•	 Well-defined goals.

•	 Success criteria and measurement.

•	 Delineation of mutual responsibilities.

•	 Accountability assurances.

•	 A consensual mentoring agreement.

•	 A work plan for achieving learning goals.

A thoughtful negotiating conversation firmly sets boundaries. It also 
anticipates pitfalls, fosters the exploration of emerging possibilities and 
alternate pathways, and is flexible enough to accommodate renegotia-
tions and closure. Table 5.1 lists each outcome and the big questions that 
need to be answered during your negotiating conversation.

CO-CREATING YOUR MENTORING 
PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT

The mentoring partnership agreement is in essence a “learning contract.”1 
It is a working agreement between you and your mentee that structures the 
mentoring engagement by setting boundaries and defining expectations so 
that learning can flourish.2 Your partnership agreement will articulate spe-
cific components: objectives, evidence of accomplishment of objectives, 
learning resources and strategies, criteria, and the means for validating the 
learning.3

When you take the time to discuss the guidelines for your mentoring 
relationship and put them in writing, both partners know what to expect 
going forward and you create mutual buy-in. A  mentoring agreement 
arrived at without sufficient conversation is a missed opportunity for con-
nection. Take your time, and use this process to develop a relationship.
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Establishing Agreements
Outcomes Questions Answered

Clarity of purpose Why are we engaging in mentoring?

Mentoring expectations What is the role of the mentor and mentee in our relationship?

Well-defined goals What specific learning outcomes do we want to achieve?
What benchmarks or milestones can we use to guide us 
along the way?

Success criteria and 
measurement

How will we know that our mentoring relationship was successful?

Delineation of mutual 
responsibility

What are each of our roles and responsibilities in this relationship?

Accountability assurances How do we ensure that we will do what we say we are going to do?

Relationship ground rules What norms and guidelines will guide our relationship?
What process should we have in place to deal with stumbling blocks 
as they occur?

Communication What tools will we use to communicate?
How will we utilize technology to build and maintain our connection?

Confidentiality safeguards What do we need to do to protect the confidentiality of this 
relationship?

Boundaries and 
emotional triggers

What are the not-to-exceed limits of this relationship?
What personal and cultural boundaries, or emotional triggers, might 
potentially present barriers or boundaries?

Work plan for achieving 
learning goals

What is our process for achieving learning goals?
What action steps are necessary for us to achieve our goals?

Consensual 
mentoring agreement

How will we document our agreements?
How will we make sure we follow what we agreed to in the document?

Plan for closure How will we mark the end of the mentoring period?
What can we do to ensure we engage in a positive closure 
conversation?
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Resist any temptation to draft an agreement yourself and propose it to 
your mentee. Good partnership agreements must be co-created by the 
mentor and the mentee. This serves several purposes. First, it helps neu-
tralize any (perceived or real) power differential by giving the mentee as 
much say in the terms of the relationship as the mentor. Second, by taking 
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time to reveal expectations and preferences for interacting, you build rap-
port. Finally, co-creating an agreement offers the mentee increased psycho-
logical safety in contributing and sharing right from the start.

WELL-DEFINED GOALS
There is nothing quite as important as having well-defined learning goals 
in a mentoring relationship. A clear, compelling goal inspires action and is 
indispensable to the work of mentoring in enabling growth and evaluating 
the ongoing success of the relationship. That’s why it’s important for men-
toring partners to pay attention to the goals they agree on and regularly 
revisit them throughout the mentoring relationship.

The clearer a mentee’s goals are, the stronger their motivation will be to 
accomplish them. High motivation combined with specific goals focuses 
energy, time, and attention. As you create your learning goals, strive to be 
specific. Specificity is an important part of clarity. As Heath and Heath so 
aptly point out, “Some is not a number: soon is not a time.”4

Surprisingly, goals may not always be part of an experienced mentor’s 
toolkit. Jackie works in a social service agency and was asked to mentor 
a  colleague. But the relationship fell apart after a few weeks when both 
partners became confused and frustrated over what they were supposed to 
be doing. “I probably wasn’t as clear as I should have been about insisting 
we have specific goals,” she reflects. “We really didn’t sit down and talk 
about goals. No one told me that goals were an important part of 
mentoring!”

Even when goals are discussed in the preparing phase, they are often 
broad and amorphous starter goals (i.e., a glimmer of ideas about what 
they want to learn) that really aren’t goals at all because they lack specific-
ity and clarity. When Rhoda first met with her mentor, she was all over the 
map when it came to trying to express her goals.

Nadia and Rhoda’s Story
“Tell me something about what you think we need to accomplish,” 
said Nadia to her mentee, Rhoda.

“Well,” Rhoda said, “I’ve worked at trying to motivate change in 
my department—it’s vital to customer service excellence, and 
I know that, and they know that, but it’s hard to feel that I’m mak-
ing any real progress. My team members don’t really seem to want 
to change. They don’t seem to care about implementing our new 
policies and practices. Meanwhile, I’m working until 9:00 p.m. half 
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the time, just trying to cover my work and theirs.” Her voice trailed 
off, and tears came to her eyes. “I can’t really blame them, I guess.”

“What do you mean?”
“Handling difficult co-workers has always been a  challenge 

for me,” said Rhoda. “During my whole career, I’ve had a hard time 
getting people on board with new ideas. I guess I feel intimidated 
when I’m confronted, and I don’t speak up when I know I should.”

Nadia, an experienced mentor, knew right away that Rhoda’s starter 
goals begged for further specificity and exploration. They meandered and 
lacked coherence, and Nadia could see many different possible goal path-
ways. She immediately engaged Rhoda in a robust goal-setting conversa-
tion. That conversation eventually led to formulating well-defined goals, 
which is discussed later in this chapter. But it took several sessions to get 
there. In the process, Rhoda began to feel understood by her mentor, who 
in turn, was learning what Rhoda needed.

Goal setting is an evolutionary process that moves from general to spe-
cific. It usually begins with discussion of fairly broad starter goals like 
Rhoda’s. As the mentor listens and asks clarifying questions that stimulate 
reflection, insight, self-awareness, and focus the conversation moves to 
clarifying these goals.

When goals are too broad, chances are that neither the mentor nor the 
mentee will be satisfied with the learning process, the learning outcome, or 
the mentoring relationship. Because the length of a mentoring relationship 
(particularly an informal relationship) is at least in part determined by the 
accomplishment of desired learning goals, establishing well-defined goals 
is critical.

Most mentees come to mentoring with a  starter goal that becomes a 
starting point for the goal-setting process and robust conversation. Rhoda 
had multiple starter goals. Her mentor’s challenge was to help her figure 
out which of these were the most “mentorable” and important. It took sev-
eral conversations, some of which were especially challenging for Rhoda.

Sometimes, though, mentees come to mentoring with no idea of what 
their goals are. This is a common situation, and one to be aware of. When 
it happens, the first step is to develop starter goals. You can spark this dis-
cussion by helping mentees envision their ideal workplaces, develop ques-
tions that are lingering, or talk through your mentee’s most pressing 
challenges. Unpacking the outcomes of this discussion will lead to starter 
goals, which must be further shaped into goals with more specificity.

Even when your mentee comes to the mentoring relationship with 
well-defined goals, it is still important for you to talk about learning goals 
to make sure you don’t make assumptions about what your mentee is 
really saying. Test out your assumptions by asking clarifying questions—for  
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example, “What do you mean when you say you want to get ahead?” or, “I 
am a little confused. Can you give me an example of what you mean by 
that?”5 This focuses time and energy on what really matters. It is also 
a good opportunity for you to check to see if there is a good fit between 
your mentee’s desired learning outcome and your own experience and 
expertise. For example, if your mentee’s goals are to network with a wide 
range of people and your connections are limited, you may not be a good fit.

Whether your mentee’s goals are vague or well defined, goal setting 
should be your first priority. This must be done before the work phase of 
the relationship begins.

You can help your mentee develop concrete, concise, and clear goals in 
a number of ways.

Write Down Your Goals
Encouraging mentees to put their goals in writing is a good way to encour-
age specificity. Once goals are defined in writing, they can be used as an 
accountability tool to benchmark progress.

Create SMARTER Goals
Well-defined goals are like the mission statement of the relationship: They 
maintain focus and keep it on track. Smith identifies five criteria for creat-
ing SMART goals: goals must be specific (S), measurable (M), action-
oriented (A), realistic (R), and timely (T).6 Other authors have used the 
same acronym and labeled the letters somewhat differently—attainable (A), 
relevant (R), and time-oriented (T)—but the concept is a constant. Hyatt 
builds on this concept, suggesting goals should be SMARTER, by adding 
two additional criteria: exciting (E) and risky (R).7

The conversation between mentoring partners that leads to formulat-
ing a SMARTER goal is critical to ensuring positive results. Formulating 
SMARTER goals is an iterative process that requires time and good conver-
sation. It usually begins with a discussion of broad starter goals, like 
Rhoda’s, and moves to more specific goals. Here are some pointers. A 
SMARTER goal:

•	 Should accelerate and enhance the mentee’s professional or personal 
development.

•	 Can be stated in one sentence or as multiple statements. Substance is 
more important than form. The goal should be clear, concise, specific, 
and comprehensive enough to capture the seven requirements of 
a  SMARTER goal: specific, measurable, action-oriented, realistic, 
timely, exciting, and risky.
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•	 Should represent a challenge or a stretch for the mentee.

•	 Focuses on the mentee’s future development.

•	 Is specific, concrete, and clear.

•	 Seeks a quantitative or qualitative improvement that can be demon-
strated or measured.

•	 Is directly linked to the question, “Why?”—For example, “Why is this 
goal important to your development and success?”

•	 Requires more than one strategy in order to achieve it.

•	 Is something that mentor and mentee are enthusiastic about working 
on together.

•	 Pushes the mentee beyond their comfort zone and holds the promise of 
growth beyond the status quo.

Define Initial Goals
Best practice is to work on no more than two to three goals at a time.8 As 
mentors and mentees work together, other goals will emerge. Sometimes, 
even though the goal is a SMARTER one, circumstances may change. You 
don’t want to work on a goal that is no longer working for your mentee.

Rhoda and Nadia ultimately settled on two goals: Rhoda would (1) ini-
tiate and implement a highly visible customer service initiative by the end 
of the second quarter of the fiscal year; and (2) develop a system for man-
aging time and people better that would get her home by 6:00 p.m. at least 
three nights a week.

Use Exercise 5.1 to reflect on your mentee’s goals and assess how well 
these goals are defined. You and your mentee may also choose to complete 
the worksheet together as a basis for formulating your mentoring partner-
ship agreement.

Example 5.1 shows how one mentor completed this worksheet. This 
mentor quickly realized that the mentee’s goals were not well defined and 
that there was more work to be done before moving forward.
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Completed Mentor’s Worksheet for Evaluating Mentee’s Goals

Stated goal: To find a job situation in the next 12 to 18 months that will pay more, have opportunities for growth, 
and be closer to my family.

Specific: What is the mentee trying to accomplish in this relationship? Are the mentee’s goals 
specific, concrete, and clear?

Patsy states that she wants to find a situation where she can better balance work and family life. Her mother is 
becoming increasingly infirm, and she feels she needs to earn more money, take on more responsibility at work, 
and be closer to her mom.

Things I would like to know: What does “earn more” mean precisely? What kind of opportunities for growth is 
Patsy looking for? Is she talking about career advancement? Knowledge enhancement?

Measurable: Are the goals capable being of measured? In what ways can success be measured?
I will know more about this once I have a clearer idea of the answers to the previous question.
Success can be measured easily once she puts the dollar sign on. Distance is readily measured. In terms of 

career advancement, I need to know what Patsy’s goals are and what her definition is for those terms.
Action-oriented: Are the goals proactive? What results should you be able to see when the men-

tee’s goals are accomplished? When they accomplish their goals, what concrete things will the men-
tee be able to do?

No problem here. I should be able to see a woman who is feeling more balanced, satisfied, and enthusiastic 
about her work and less guilty about the geographical distance. Eventually she will be ready to move. When she 
does, I hope she will learn how to think about career development from an ongoing growth perspective.

Realistic: Are goals achievable? Are there other resources that need to be available in order to 
achieve the goals?

I see my job as guiding her through the process. Initially our time will be spent in getting more clarity on this 
opportunity thing. She is going to have to find time to do a  lot of the investigative work herself. I can set her 
on the right course, but she will have lots of decisions ahead of her. She is going to work on defining the career 
advancement piece. Patsy may need to go to a career placement agency, recruitment agency, or similar com-
panies to get access to some of the resources she will need. She will need to get online, stay online, and do plenty 
of networking.

Timely: Is the time allocated for accomplishing learning goals reasonable? Will the mentee be able 
to achieve the learning goals within the time period of the mentoring relationship?

Yes, assuming she is willing to dedicate time and energy to the task. She has laid out a framework in broad 
brushstrokes. I will want to urge her to be more specific when we see how things develop.

Exciting: Does the mentee have energy and enthusiasm about achieving the goal? Will the men-
tee be excited to do the work to achieve the goal?

I imagine so because it will make a difference in her quality of life, but I need to test this out with Patsy. I want to 
help her find ways to stay enthusiastic and can probably do this by helping her be mindful of the impact of a change.

Risky: Does achievement of the goal push the mentee to think bigger? Does the goal make the 
mentee a little bit uncomfortable?

I will need to keep this top of mind to make sure that Patsy is looking for something that will stretch her and 
help her continue to learn and grow.
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Answer the following questions to gauge the clarity of your mentee’s goals.

Specific
What is the mentee trying to accomplish in this relationship?

Are the mentee’s goals specific, concrete, and clear?

Measurable
Can the goals be measured?

In what ways will success be measured?

Action-Oriented
Are the goals proactive?

What results should you be able to see when the mentee’s goals are accomplished?

What concrete things will the mentee be able to do when they accomplish the goals?

Realistic
Are goals achievable?

Are there any resources you will need to achieve the goals?

Timely
Is the time allocated for accomplishing learning goals reasonable?

Will the mentee be able to achieve the learning goals within the duration of our mentoring relationship?

Exciting
Does the mentee have energy and enthusiasm for achieving the goal?

Will the mentee be excited to do the work to achieve the goal?

Risky
Does achievement of the goal push the mentee to think bigger?

�Does the goal make the mentee a little bit uncomfortable?

Source: Adapted from Smith (1995), and Hyatt (2018).

EXERCISE 5.1 

Mentor’s Worksheet for Evaluating Mentee’s Goals
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TABLE 5.2

Evaluating Mentee’s Learning Goals: Conversation Guide

1.	 Is your goal clearly anchored in the future? How do we know that?

2.	 Is the goal realistic? What evidence do we have to support that it is?

3.	 Will the goal be challenging? Is it a stretch goal rather than a maintenance goal? In what ways?

4.	 Will this goal help you grow personally or professionally? How?

5.	 Will this goal require you to make a personal investment of time, energy, and effort? Is this 
something you can manage?

6.	 Is this goal achievable within the timeframe of our mentoring relationship? What makes you 
think that it is (or is not)?

7.	 Will you feel a sense of pride and satisfaction in accomplishing this goal? How will that 
manifest itself?

8.	 Is attaining the goal in your best professional or personal interest and in the best interest of your 
organization? In what ways?
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You may also want to use the conversation guide in Table 5.2 to engage 
your mentees in analyzing the goals that you developed together.

SUCCESS CRITERIA AND MEASUREMENT
Once you’ve defined the goals, the next step is to figure out how you are 
going to know when the goal is achieved (your criteria or indicators of suc-
cess) and how are you going to measure success (the scorecard). This means 
first identifying specific indicators that demonstrate that the learning out-
comes have been accomplished—for example, “a 30 percent increase in 
personal sales by January 1” or “develop a strategy to free up 20 percent of 
my time so that I can spend more time meeting with each of my team mem-
bers.” Since these criteria flow directly from the goals, it’s an easy 
conversation.

With the criteria defined, the next step is to think about how success 
will be measured. What will be your process for evaluating success? Often 
the process is readily apparent. Sometimes, however, the answer to that 
question may need time to germinate. This is because learning often comes 
from application and integration, long after the mentoring relationship has 
concluded.
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What are your benchmarks? In the first instance (personal sales increase 
of 30 percent by January 1), we see a date on the calendar and a specific 
numerical target. The second criterion suggests two indicators: the physi-
cal evidence of a plan and a log of meetings, before and after.

Note that key results are not tasks. They are outcomes. Resist the temp-
tation in your Objective & Key Results (OKR) statement to list a series of 
tasks that you will complete to get to your objective. You will come up with 
tasks when you develop your work plan. Goal setting is about articulating 
the “what,” not the “how.”

One test for whether you’ve sufficiently defined success is to fit your 
goal into an OKR format.9 We call this the “Whitney Houston test” after the 
1980s Whitney Houston song “How Will I Know?” Exercise 5.2 is an exam-
ple of how you might do this.

I will achieve ________ (Objective) as determined by (Key Results).
Examples: I will become better at navigating organizational politics (Objective), as determined by 

feedback from my boss, ability to get my annual budget to approval, and mending relationships with the 
Procurement and Finance Departments (Key Results).

I will improve my sales performance (Objective), as determined by a 30% year-over-year increase in lead 
generation and a 20% year-over-year increase in my close rate (Key Results).

I will better understand my career goals and aspirations (Objective), as determined by a three-year 
vision I set with my mentor that is realistic, that I am excited about, and that accommodates the work/life 
demands I face (Key Results).

EXERCISE 5.2 

Objective and Key Results
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DELINEATION OF MUTUAL RESPONSIBILITIES
It’s important to clarify your own responsibilities and those of your men-
toring partner. If you are in a formal mentoring program, you can begin by 
reviewing the mentor’s role expectations (if your organization has such a 
document), and discussing its implications for this particular relationship 
with your mentoring partner. In an informal mentoring situation, the out-
lines are less clear. Let’s look at two examples.

Formal Mentoring Program: John
John’s accounting firm has an internal mentoring program to 
orient its new employees to the firm’s culture and business prac-
tices. The program also is intended to contribute to individual skill 
development and competency development.

John has learned that his responsibilities include providing 
support, guidance, and hands-on opportunities for the men-
tee to  learn. It is also John’s responsibility to provide specific 
feedback  to his mentee and ongoing programmatic feedback to 
the mentoring program oversight committee.

As a mentor, John attends training sessions twice a year and 
meets regularly with his mentee—at least twice a week for the first 
month, once a week for the next five months, and twice monthly 
for one year after the date of hire.

John’s mentee has a list of responsibilities as well. Among them 
are participating as an active learner in the relationship, attending 
a mentoring orientation program, agreeing to the protocols out-
lined in the mentoring program, honoring the confidentiality of 
their conversations, and providing feedback to John and to the 
program oversight committee.

John’s mentoring relationship is very well defined: Both partners have 
a good idea of what is expected from the outset. In addition, there are less 
visible partners involved in this mentoring relationship. The mentee’s 
manager, the program supervisor, and the human resource specialist have 
responsibilities that affect the relationship directly or indirectly. Being 
aware of those responsibilities militates against the problem of role diffu-
sion. Contrast this with Gerald and Linda’s informal arrangement.

Informal Mentoring: Gerald and Linda
Linda is new to her job as managing editor for a  monthly publi-
cation. Although she writes well and has good ideas, her job also 
involves scheduling and management capabilities. Linda has not 
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previously been a managing editor, and she needs to learn quickly 
so that she can make a positive impression on subscribers, adver-
tisers, her staff, and her boss. Her goal as a mentee is to learn every-
thing she can about becoming a managing editor.

Linda chose to go outside the company for mentoring 
assistance, and Gerald, a retired managing editor, has agreed to be 
her mentor. Gerald asks Linda to schedule their meetings and keep 
them both on task. They agree that it is Linda’s responsibility to 
bring the problems, situations, and questions. Gerald has accepted 
responsibility for getting her connected with some professional 
associations. They agree to meet monthly and accept mutual 
responsibility for evaluating Linda’s progress every quarter.

ACCOUNTABILITY ASSURANCES
Ensuring accountability means that both mentor and mentee must answer 
the question, “How are we going to hold ourselves and each other account-
able in this mentoring relationship?” and then commit to those agree-
ments. This process calls for clarity. As Patrick Lencioni wrote in The Five 
Temptations of a CEO, “You can’t hold people accountable for things that 
aren’t clear.”10

Accountability melds self-responsibility and rigor; people engaged in 
an informal mentoring relationship may view an imposed accountability 
procedure as cumbersome. Unless explicit accountability measures are 
built into the relationship, the temptation is to sidestep it altogether. Yet 
when the topic of accountability is squarely addressed, it becomes an ongo-
ing part of the relationship and a shared frame of reference. Let’s look at 
the elements of a reasonable framework for accountability.

Ground Rules for the Mentoring Relationship
We sometimes take partnering for granted, assuming that it happens 
organically. Too often, however, this erroneous assumption adversely 
affects the mentoring relationship.

Sara and Luis
When Luis received his mentor assignment, he was very excited 
and couldn’t wait to meet Sara, his mentor. After several weeks 
had gone by and he still hadn’t heard from her, he sent her an 
email expressing his excitement about getting started.

Sara immediately replied, inviting Luis to lunch the following 
week. Over the next several months, Sara and Luis met occasionally, 
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when their schedules allowed. But even sticking to this loose 
schedule was difficult, and both had to cancel sessions. As a result, 
huge time gaps separated their meetings.

Luis was frustrated because Sara didn’t remember what they 
had discussed at their prior meetings. He wondered if she wasn’t 
really listening, was too preoccupied with her own issues, or simply 
didn’t care enough about their relationship. Waiting until they 
could get something on the calendar wasn’t working for him.

Sara, for her part, found too many of their meetings focused 
on solving Luis’s day-to-day problems. Several times when she 
had suggested he read an article to discuss at their next session, 
he came unprepared. She was willing to commit her time working 
toward Luis’s long-term development, but she didn’t want to get 
involved in his crisis du jour.

Luis and Sara were paying the price for not setting ground rules for 
their relationship at the beginning. Each was stockpiling assumptions 
about the other, and the higher the pile grew, the more adversely it affected 
the relationship. Establishing ground rules at the beginning would have 
helped them keep lines of communication open and manage their 
expectations.

Here’s another example.

Fred and Meg
After doing quite a bit of research on leaders she admired in the oil 
and gas industry, Meg approached Fred, a well-respected executive 
whom she met at a conference and worked with on an association 
committee, to be her mentor. Fred was excited to mentor Meg, a 
rising star.

Meg and Fred agreed to meet by videoconference biweekly. 
Things went smoothly for the first few meetings, and then Fred 
began to appear distracted on their calls. His eyes would wander 
back and forth, and it seemed to Meg that he was doing something 
else. Sometimes, Fred wouldn’t turn on his video camera, leaving 
Meg to stare at her own image on the screen. Although Fred was 
technically present for the call, it always seemed to Meg like there 
was something more important to him than their meetings and 
she worried that their conversations were merely perfunctory.

The most challenging part of the ground rule conversation is the dis-
cussion about what happens if and when agreements are not followed. 
What will happen if one partner dominates the relationship? What are the 
consequences if one partner repeatedly does not honor appointment times? 
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What happens when a  partner compromises confidentiality? A  formal 
mentoring situation may impose additional programmatic consequences 
that will need to be taken into consideration.

It’s a  good bet that you and your mentee will eventually encounter 
a stumbling block in your relationship. Make these moments less of a prob-
lem by taking time together beforehand to anticipate what the stumbling 
blocks might be and discuss procedures to follow when and if they do occur.

You can begin by talking about internal and external factors that might 
affect the mentoring relationship—for example, the birth of a  child, the 
imminent death of a loved one, pressures at work, a job change, or a sab-
batical. Once these are identified, you can work together to determine how 
to deal with them when they do occur.

Some stumbling blocks are built into the mentoring relationship. If you 
don’t consider them ahead of time, you may stumble right over them with-
out seeing them and wonder what happened. For example, closure (which 
we discuss in more detail in Chapter 8) is a potential stumbling block for 
most relationships. You and your mentee must agree at the start how you 
will mark the end of your mentoring engagement when the time arrives. 
Successful closure depends on having well-defined goals, so that you both 
know when they have been met, as well as the opportunity for high-level 
conversation that engages both of you in processing the learning, the learn-
ing experience, and the accomplishments. It is important to predefine the 
terms of the closure to the extent that you can as part of your ground rules 
(see Table  5.1). If you are participating in a  formal mentoring program, 
these will likely be defined in part for you.

Not all stumbling blocks are predictable. Mapping out what you will 
do when and if they occur keeps the lines of communication open.

Ground rules are the norms—the acceptable behaviors, house rules, 
guidelines, or conventions that partners agree to abide by in a partnership. 
Rather than restrict the relationship, they serve to encourage and support 
accountability. Use the list of common mentoring ground rules in Table 5.3 
to jump-start the discussion.

Checking in periodically to determine whether the ground rules are 
working effectively, particularly following the first several mentoring ses-
sions, helps smooth the way and avoid difficulties later on. Whatever you 
and your mentoring partner ultimately decide about the ground rules of 
your mentoring partnership, you should consider establishing checkpoints 
to monitor the status of the relationship and agree in advance on what 
those will be.

We have provided a list of common issues and some sample ground 
rules in Table  5.3. These samples are intended to illustrate the scope of 
agreements—they do not need to be the ground rules you choose.



TABLE 5.3

Common Mentoring Ground Rules
Issue Sample Ground Rules

Time Our meetings will begin and end on time.
We will manage our time well and use agendas to keep us on track.
We will put interruptions aside.
We will meet biweekly for an hour.

Feedback We will make regular feedback an expectation.
We will formally check in on our relationship every three months.

Role expectations Each of us will actively participate in the relationship.
We will each keep a mentoring journal to reflect on our experiences.
We will honor each other’s expertise and experience.
Mentee will set the agenda and send it ahead of time.
Mentor will ask questions, share their experience, be a sounding board, and 
occasionally give advice, but will not solve mentee’s problems for them.
The focus of our discussions will be primarily on mentee’s development, not 
on day-to-day firefighting.

Communication Our communication will be open, candid, and direct.
We will respect our differences and learn from them.
We will meet by videoconference with our cameras on and email closed.
We will use email and Direct Messaging to provide updates 
between meetings.
We will spend some time catching up at each meeting, but will set a time limit 
on this so we can always discuss goals.
If there is a present issue mentee would like to discuss, we will do so, but we 
might need to limit the amount of time so we can stay focused on goals.

Stumbling blocks If we come up against a stumbling block, we will address it immediately and 
not wait until the next meeting.
If one of us is uneasy about how the relationship is going, we won’t wait until 
our check-in, but will discuss it right away. It will be a no-fault conversation.

Closure In the event that our relationship doesn’t work out, we will have a closure 
conversation and use it as a learning opportunity.
Even if we decide to continue our relationship, at the end of the mentoring 
engagement, we will have a conversation to discuss what we’ve learned and 
how we want to move forward.
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Confidentiality
Breach of confidentiality is a major stumbling block in mentoring relation-
ships. Although mentors and mentees often confide in one another, people 
have differing assumptions about what confidentiality in a mentoring rela-
tionship actually means. Being a confidant does not always mean that the 
person you trust automatically safeguards confidentiality the way 
you would.

As a general rule, people shy away from talking about confidentiality; 
they just assume it. And because they assume it, their assumptions remain 
undisclosed and untested. They see confidentiality as a particularly diffi-
cult issue to discuss and an important topic only when an issue related to 
confidentiality presents itself. Mentees, in particular, resist broaching the 
topic of confidentiality; they often fear reprisal or they worry that asking to 
talk about it will offend the mentor or make them think that their mentee 
doesn’t trust them.

Assumptions about what confidentiality means in a  mentoring rela-
tionship are myriad. Some view mentoring conversations as private, 
restricted, secret, undisclosed, and classified—forever. For others, confi-
dentiality has a limited duration. It is important to talk candidly with men-
tees and agree on every aspect of confidentiality in a  mentoring 
relationship—before the issue arises.

If confidentiality is breached, address it immediately. Make sure that 
you put some agreements in place to safeguard confidentiality in the future 
so that such a situation doesn’t happen again. Witness the following con-
versation between Carly and her mentor, Jorge.

Jorge and Carly
Jorge: Carly, the other day I got a call from Maryann, head of billing. 
She was pretty upset with me. She said she had heard that I was 
bashing her department about delays in processing requisitions. 
I have to tell you, I was pretty embarrassed.

Carly: I can guess. What did you say to her? I know that you’re upset 

with the way things get done down there.

Jorge: Well, that’s actually a secondary issue for me. I told her that I 

did have issues with the speed at which things get turned around, 

but that I absolutely didn’t bash her or her department in public. 

That’s not my way. In fact, the only time I ever actually griped about 

it was with you in our last session.
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Carly: We did talk about it. And I knew you had issues. Then I was 

having lunch with someone who was in billing and I thought I 

could help—so I mentioned it to her.

Jorge: Carly, when you and I talk about something during our 

mentoring time, I expect you to honor the confidence of our 

conversation. I don’t share with others what you and I talk about, 

and I expect the same from you. I guess I just assumed that was 

understood as part of this relationship.

Carly: Well, I know things are confidential—but I thought it was 

when we were talking about personal issues or my boss or your 

boss. In this case, I thought I was helping you out with a problem. 

I really didn’t mean to get you in trouble.

Jorge: It’s not about being in trouble—I’m not in trouble. It’s just 

not the way I handle problems. I was venting with you about the 

expediting of orders, but if I had a real issue with it, I would have 

called Maryann directly. That’s how I do business—not behind any-

one’s back. It’s what I would expect someone else to do with me if 

our department had problems.

Carly: I feel terrible! You’re right; I just didn’t think. I certainly didn’t 

mean to break a confidence. I’m so sorry.

Jorge: I know, thanks. Let’s just agree right now that what we talk 

about here stays here. If you think you want to share something 

that happens here with someone else, clear it with me first. And I’ll 

do the same. Agreed?

Carly: Agreed!

Getting the conversation about confidentiality started is sometimes 
awkward. Let’s look at two possible approaches that can be used sepa-
rately or in combination to frame the conversation: perception identifica-
tion and assumption testing.

In perception identification, the mentor and mentee begin the discussion 
of confidentiality using a free association exercise. They individually write 
down words associated with the word confidentiality, thereby generating 
a list that can serve as a basis for discussion. Ultimately the partners will 
come to mutual agreement about what confidentiality will mean in their 
relationship.

Assumption testing can be accomplished using Exercise 5.3, which lists 
eight common assumptions about confidentiality. The mentor and mentee 
review the list independently to establish a  framework for candidly 
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Make copies of this checklist before you complete it: one for you to complete and the other for your mentee 
to complete. With your mentee, look at the assumptions and decide whether either of you holds assump-
tions that should be added. Write these in the bottom box.

Answer each question with a checkmark in the “Yes,” “No,” or “Not sure” box. When you have completed the 
checklist, review and discuss each item with your mentee. Then come to consensus about what confidenti-
ality will mean in the context of your agreement.

My Assumptions Our Consensus

Which of the following assumptions about confi-
dentiality do you hold?

Yes No Not Sure

What we discuss stays between us for as long as we are 
engaged in our mentoring relationship.

We can freely disclose what we talk about in our 
conversations with other people.

After our mentoring relationship has ended, it is okay 
to talk with others about what we discussed or how 
we related.

If there is a demonstrated need for someone else to 
know, we can appropriately disclose our conversations 
and impressions with that person.

What we say between us stays here unless you give me 
specific permission to talk about it with others.

Some issues will be kept confidential, while 
others will not.

It is okay to discuss with others how we relate to one 
another, but not the content of our discussions.

It is okay to talk about what we talk about as long as it 
is positive.

Other assumptions I hold that should be added to this list:

EXERCISE 5.3 

Checklist for Assumption Testing About Confidentiality

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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discussing their own assumptions about confidentiality. This discussion 
encourages additional assumptions to emerge. Working from this prepared 
list focuses the conversation and makes discussion of this slippery concept 
much less threatening.

As a mentor, you may have more than one mentee. This means that you 
must have clarity about what confidentiality means to both partners within 
each mentoring relationship. This can be tricky. The object is to create con-
sensus about what should remain confidential without getting so specific 
that conversation becomes restricted, unnatural, and guarded. The under-
lying goal of agreements about confidentiality is to allow both partners to 
feel comfortable. Whatever you decide, make sure that your understand-
ings promote open and candid communication that is authentic and 
flows freely.

Honoring confidentiality generates trust, but having a confidentiality 
agreement is meaningless unless you’ve taken the time to build trust. For 
more on trust, see Chapter 6.

Boundary Setting
A frank discussion about the limits of a mentoring relationship enables 
mentoring partners to sustain their focus on learning, manage expecta-
tions, and ensure mutual accountability. Undefined boundaries frequently 
undermine the relationship by deflecting energy away from the learning 
focus of the relationship. When boundaries are too loose, they may be mis-
interpreted, and when they are too rigid, they constrain the relationship.

Boundaries vary according to circumstance, and individuals vary in 
their ideas about what is acceptable and what is boundary crossing. When 
you set boundaries with your mentee, you will need to maintain a delicate 
balance between meeting your own needs and your mentee’s needs. An 
explicit discussion about boundaries—both before and during the mentor-
ing process, if necessary—is crucial. The following is an example.

Dora and Theo
Dora saw great promise in her mentee, Theo, and wanted to see 
him succeed as quickly as possible. She encouraged him to stop 
by her office whenever he had a question. Before long, however, 
responding to Theo’s interruptions was taking up a  significant 
portion of Dora’s work time, and she fell behind in meeting the 
demands of her own job. At her next meeting, she raised the topic 
with Theo of how to set limits on their mentoring time.

The push and pull Dora was experiencing was the result of not having 
set and communicated personal boundaries with her mentee. The most 



	 Negotiating	 155

overlooked aspect of boundary setting has to do with access, which directly 
relates to managing expectations. To figure out what you are willing to do 
and unwilling to do in the mentoring relationship, and communicate that 
to your mentee, consider the following questions:

•	 Does being a mentor mean your mentee has unlimited access to you?

•	 Will your mentee need to go through a gatekeeper to get to you?

•	 Will your mentee need an appointment with you?

•	 What kind of access does the mentee have to you (email, LinkedIn, 
Zoom, Slack, Facebook, and so forth)?

•	 What kind of access do you have to the mentee?

•	 Is there a limit to the amount of time you can give?

•	 Are there particular days or times of the day when you will be 
unavailable?

Mentees also need to set their own boundaries. The following is 
an example.

Maria
Maria was so anxious to please that she volunteered time to 
help her mentor and did whatever was asked of her to perfection. 
Soon her mentor came to expect that level of responsiveness from 
her and made frequent requests that seemed to be unrelated to 
Maria’s mentoring goals. The ante had been raised, and Maria felt 
there was nothing she could do, even though she was letting other 
things slide in her personal affairs. She had allowed her mentoring 
relationship to encroach on the rest of her life.

You are more likely to cross a boundary when you don’t know it exists, 
so it is critical to hold a frank and open discussion about the “not-to-go” 
places in the relationship at the beginning of your relationship. This keeps 
the relationship and the learning moving forward.

Mentors can guide the boundary-setting conversation by facilitating 
discussion of the following questions:

•	 What sorts of boundary issues might we face in our mentoring 
relationship?

•	 Are any topics, issues, or discussions out of bounds?

•	 What is our process if either of us crosses the boundaries we have 
agreed to?

•	 What strategies can we put in place that would help prevent us from 
crossing boundaries?
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Responses to Crossed Boundaries
Boundary Crossed What to Do

Mentee wants more time 
from mentor than mentor is 
willing to give.

Revisit the mentoring partnership agreement. Re-emphasize 
your dedication to the relationship and state your needs. Set 
limits to the mode and scope of communication as needed.

Mentee misses scheduled meetings 
and fails to contact you to explain.

Revisit the mentoring agreement. You may need to 
renegotiate expectations about attending scheduling. Assign 
responsibilities for scheduling and rescheduling as needed.

Mentee starts confiding serious 
personal problems.

Be empathetic and explain the limits of the relationship. 
Avoid playing therapist. The mentor-mentee relationship 
focuses on fulfilling learning needs, not psychological needs.

Mentee calls too frequently 
for advice on performance-
related issues.

Revisit the mentoring partnership agreement. Talk about 
why this is happening. Table discussions until a scheduled 
mentoring meeting, or suggest the mentee raise their issue 
with their manager.
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Despite the best of intentions, mentoring partners do cross boundaries 
and limits are tested or exceeded—often unintentionally. This can harm the 
mentoring relationship and negatively affect the learning taking place 
within it. The best way to handle crossed boundaries is to have a strategy 
in place to deal with the situation when it occurs. Table 5.4 presents some 
potential strategies to consider when boundaries are crossed.

To ensure flexibility in the relationship and make sure it continues, 
mentoring partners might agree to the following procedures when bound-
aries are crossed.

•	 Let your mentoring partner know that they have crossed a boundary.

•	 Refer to the ground rules outlined in your mentoring agreement.

•	 Describe the behaviors that clearly demonstrate how the boundary 
was crossed.
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•	 Request that the behaviors stop.

•	 If your mentoring partner acknowledges they have crossed a boundary, 
let them know you appreciate the understanding.

•	 If boundaries go unacknowledged and continue to be crossed, ask 
your mentoring partner to stop crossing the line. If the behavior con-
tinues, insist that it be stopped. And, if that fails, walk away from the 
relationship.

Emotional Triggers (ETs)
We all have emotional triggers, things that consistently irk us and evoke an 
emotional response in us. We  become annoyed or even angry, make 
assumptions about that person’s behavior and intentions, and react accord-
ingly. The following shows what happened to Matt and James.

Matt and James
James was driving his mentor, Matt, crazy. Every one of their men-
toring sessions seemed to start with James’s venting—usually a 
full-blown description of his current work crisis or his shaky rela-
tionship with his girlfriend.

James was obsessed with his crises and called Matt at home 
one night to get his advice. James even took a call from his girlfriend 
during their mentoring session at their last meeting. In addition to 
being rude and distracting, it added to Matt’s increasing frustra-
tion. Having to hear about other people’s dramas was one of Matt’s 
emotional triggers.

Matt was impatient and more than a  little uncomfortable. 
James came to most mentoring meetings without any intention 
to talk about his developmental goals. He frequently bashed his 
peers and especially his immediate supervisor, a colleague whom 
Matt respected and liked very much. Matt couldn’t keep it in much 
longer. He grew to dislike James, which he knew wasn’t helping 
their relationship.

James just kept pushing Matt’s buttons and crossing his 
boundaries. Matt grew intolerant of James’s disorganization and 
small talk. One day, he blew up. He told James to get out and not 
come back. He felt terrible afterward and wished he could have 
handled the whole situation better.

Like boundaries, you can’t avoid an emotional trigger if you don’t 
know it exists. Much conflict and emotional upset can be avoided if men-
toring partners spend some time telling each other about their emotional 
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triggers. A  mentee who knows that a  mentor has zero tolerance for 
interruptions, for example, can avoid devolving into chat. A mentor who 
knows that a particular mentee needs time to gather his thoughts won’t 
push with unnecessary questions. Both partners should share the things 
that annoy them. If either mentor or mentee crosses that agreed-on bound-
ary, the issue needs to be addressed.

Encouraging Accountability
Mutual accountability begins with a candid and open conversation about 
the softer issues in a mentoring relationship: ground rules, confidentiality, 
boundary setting, and hot buttons. Discussing these four topics builds 
trust and avoids stumbling blocks later. As you think about meeting the 
challenge of mutual accountability in a mentoring relationship, consider 
how best to encourage and support accountability.

Table 5.5 summarizes the discussion of accountability assurance.

A CONSENSUAL MENTORING AGREEMENT
Putting shared understandings about a partnership in writing facilitates 
the learning process. The form a  mentoring agreement takes is not as 
important as its content. The agreement might consist of a series of bul-
leted notes that resulted from the negotiating conversation, a written con-
tract, a memo of understanding, or a learning contract. When you mutually 
choose a format, the agreement becomes meaningful to both partners. Use 
Exercise 5.4 as a template, with the answers to the questions serving as the 
basis of a mentoring agreement. Example 5.2 illustrates a completed men-
toring partnership agreement.

There may be other forms or formats that you use. Whatever the ulti-
mate form the agreement takes, it must be clear to all mentoring partners 
and emerge from shared understandings. The very process of constructing 
the agreement together builds trust and creates shared accountability.

Use the following guidelines in developing your partnership agreement:

•	 Agree on the goals.

•	 Determine the criteria for success.

•	 Articulate the relationship ground rules.
(Guidelines continue on page 162)



TABLE 5.5

Accountability Assurance: A Summary
Ground rules Mentoring partners establish norms or guidelines to manage mutual 

expectations and minimize the likelihood of problems developing. Examples: 
how often you will meet, when and where; dealing with interruptions; how 
meeting cancellations will be handled; meeting notes and documentation; 
how to raise concerns and give feedback to each other; how and when to end 
the relationship.

Confidentiality Mentoring partners should hold a frank conversation about confidentiality 
even though this is often an uncomfortable topic. Once breached, trust is hard 
to restore. Discuss what confidentiality means to you. Examples: what we talk 
about stays between us unless we specifically agree otherwise; we can share 
good things with others; the mentor won’t speak to the mentee’s supervisor 
without advanced notice or permission.

Boundary setting Mentoring partners talk about the limits of the relationship and what they 
are willing to commit to do. Examples: the availability of the mentor, the 
degree of advocacy, discussion of personal issues and problems, evening and 
weekend contact.

Emotional 
triggers (ETs)

Mentoring partners talk about things that personally irk them. By sharing ETs 
early in the relationship, they avoid conflict and misunderstanding. Examples: 
being late, cancelling at the last minute, coming unprepared, not following 
through with a commitment, multitasking during a mentoring meeting.
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We have agreed on the following goals and objectives as the focus of this mentoring relationship:

1.	  

2.	  

3.	  

We have discussed the protocols by which we will work together, develop, and, in that same spirit of 
partnership, collaborate on the development of a work plan. In order to ensure that our relationship is a 
mutually rewarding and satisfying experience for both of us, we agree to:

1.	 Meet regularly. Our specific schedule of contact and meetings, including additional meetings, is 
as follows:

2.	 Look for multiple opportunities and experiences to enhance the mentee’s learning. We have identified, 
and will commit to, the following specific opportunities and venues for learning:

3.	 Maintain confidentiality of our relationship. Confidentiality for us means:

4.	 Honor the ground rules we have developed for the relationship. Our ground rules are:

5.	 Provide regular feedback to each other and evaluate progress. We will accomplish this by:

We agree to meet regularly until we accomplish our predefined goals or for a  maximum of [specify 
timeframe]. At the end of this period, we will review this agreement, evaluate our progress, and reach 
a learning conclusion. The relationship will then be considered complete. If we choose to continue our 
mentoring partnership, we may negotiate a basis for continuation, so long as we have stipulated mutually 
agreed-on goals.

In the event one of us believes it is no longer productive for us to continue or the learning situation is 
compromised, we may decide to seek outside intervention or conclude the relationship. In this event, we 
agree to use closure as a learning opportunity.

Mentor’s signature and date ___________________________________________________________

Mentee’s signature and date ___________________________________________________________

EXERCISE 5.4 

Mentoring Partnership Agreement Template



EXAMPLE 5.2 

Sample Mentoring Partnership Agreement for Louis and Felipe

We have agreed on the following goals and objectives as the focus of this mentoring relationship:

•	 To develop a leadership career pathway to prepare Felipe to assume a significant high-profile leadership 
position within the community.

•	 To assist Felipe in depth analysis of leadership strengths and weaknesses.

•	 To create a leadership development plan for Felipe.

•	 To introduce Felipe to best-practice leadership experiences.

We have discussed the protocols by which we will work together, develop, and, in that same spirit of part-
nership, collaborate on the development of a  work plan. To ensure that our relationship is a mutually 
rewarding and satisfying experience for both of us, we agree to:

1.	 Meet regularly. Our specific schedule of contact and meetings, including additional meetings, is 
as follows:

•	 We will meet for an hour twice a month virtually and be in contact by Direct Message or email at least 
once a week.

•	 We will meet in person for a meeting over lunch once a quarter.

2.	 Look for multiple opportunities and experiences to enhance the mentee’s learning. We have identified, 
and will commit to, the following specific opportunities and venues for learning:

•	 Felipe will attend board meetings as Louis’s guest. We will meet prior to each meeting and debrief follow-
ing each meeting.

•	 Felipe will attend a nonprofit institute with Louis.

•	 We will attend community leadership forum meetings.

3.	 Maintain the confidentiality of our relationship. Confidentiality for us means that what we discuss 
remains between us.

•	 We will agree ahead of time if specific information is to be shared with anyone else.

4.	 Honor the ground rules we have developed for the relationship. Our ground rules will be:

•	 Except for our quarterly lunch, we will meet after business hours.

•	 Felipe will assume responsibility for confirming meetings.

•	 Felipe will pay own expenses during lunch.

•	 We will each maintain an ongoing journal of mentoring experience.

•	 At the conclusion of each meeting, we will target topics for discussion at the next session.
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5.	 Provide regular feedback to each other and evaluate progress. We will accomplish this by:

•	 Reviewing learning goals once a month, discussing progress, and checking in with each other regularly 
for the first month to make sure our individual needs are being met in the relationship, and periodically 
thereafter.

•	 We agree to meet regularly until we have accomplished our predefined goals or for a maximum of eigh-
teen months. At the end of this period of time, we will review this agreement, evaluate our progress, and 
reach a learning conclusion. The relationship then will be considered complete. If we choose to continue 
our mentoring partnership, we may negotiate a basis for continuation, so long as we have stipulated the 
mutually agreed-on goals.

•	 In the event one of us believes it is no longer productive for us to continue or the learning situation is com-
promised, we may decide to seek outside intervention or conclude the relationship. In this event we agree 
to use closure as a learning opportunity.

Mentor’s signature and date ___________________________________________________________

Mentee’s signature and date ___________________________________________________________
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•	 Spell out the “what-ifs.” For example: what to do in case time avail-
ability becomes an issue, or in case of incompatibility.

•	 Decide how to come to closure if the relationship terminates by mutual 
consent (or not).

•	 Establish how to process learnings and bring the relationship to a pro-
ductive conclusion.

Whether the result is a  formal or informal agreement, a  contract, or 
a written set of goals and operating procedures depends entirely on the 
partners. It may be that a written document is more than you need; in this 
situation, a  dedicated conversation, with something in writing—notes, 
a  journal entry, or an email exchange—is highly recommended. “In the 
final analysis,” says Owen, “what is right will be what works for you. It 
must be appropriate to your style, circumstances and way of doing 
things.”11 Arriving at a  mentoring partnership agreement together is as 
important as the agreement itself.

Once the agreement is negotiated, both mentor and mentee should be 
clear about the following issues:

•	 The goals of the relationship

•	 What the mentee needs from the relationship

•	 How often the mentor and mentee need to meet

•	 What kind of learning supports the mentee’s needs
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•	 How much time the mentee has committed to achieving the 
learning goals

•	 How the mentee prefers to learn

•	 How the mentoring partners plan to monitor their progress and keep 
the relationship on track

•	 How the mentor plans to encourage and support accountability

A WORK PLAN FOR ACHIEVING LEARNING GOALS
A mentoring agreement is just the beginning. Once you and your mentor-
ing partner have come to agreement, the next step is to develop a work 
plan that includes strategies to achieve each of the goals and objectives. 
The following five steps will take you through this process:

1.	 Identifying the learning goals and success criteria. Remember that this will 
take time and good conversation. You will need to check out assump-
tions, make sure the goals really matter,10 and that they meet  all 
SMARTER goal criteria. A goal might be “Strengthen and leverage my 
leadership capabilities by developing three new strategic partnerships 
in the next twelve months.”

2.	 Lay out the objectives. These will describe how to achieve the goals. 
Objectives must be specific and measurable, with visible results. 
For example, an objective would be, “Determining which three new 
assignments I can take on that would give me the exposure and expe-
rience I need.”

3.	 Identify the learning tasks. These are the specific steps that need to be 
taken to meet the objectives. For example, in order to “determine new 
assignments,” what will the mentee have to do? Attend a conference? 
Take on a  project? Shadow the mentor? Make presentations? It is 
helpful to know something about the mentee’s learning style when 
designing this part of the work plan.

4.	 List potential resources. These can be both human and material. For 
example, will the mentee be interviewing specific individuals, reading 
briefing documents, or participating in a community of practice?

5.	 Set a target date. People are more likely to make progress if they have 
a deadline to work toward. Setting a date designates a specific time to 
evaluate progress, assess where the partners are, and determine how 
the relationship is going to proceed. You can always renegotiate this 
deadline if necessary.

Use the form in Exercise 5.5 to develop a partnership work plan.
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Learning Goal(s)                                          Success Criteria

Objectives Learning Tasks 
and Processes

Resources Target Date

EXERCISE 5.5 

Mentoring Work Plan
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MOVING FORWARD
When learning permeates the negotiating phase, it is often quite liberating: 
You and your partner have created a  map and a  compass to guide you 
through the remaining phases. Your mutual commitment to fulfilling the 
mentee’s goals enriches the partnership and gives you a better chance of 
holding each other accountable. So whether you are in a formal or informal 
relationship, co-creating your agreements is essential. Even informal rela-
tionships benefit from building a strong foundation, and that means co-
creating the terms of the relationship. Articulating the commitment simply 
ensures accountability and increases the likelihood of success.

Once you come to agreement and articulate a work plan, it is time to 
begin implementing the plan. The items in Exercise 5.6 provide a checklist 
to see whether the work of the negotiating phase is complete.

If you could not check every item in the checklist in Exercise 5.6 as com-
plete, you may need to seek clarification and talk further with your mentee 
until you feel comfortable enough to check all these items “Yes.” If you 
were able to complete the checklist, you are ready to move on to the next 
phase: implementing the mentoring partnership agreement as you facili-
tate your mentee’s learning in the enabling growth phase. We explore this 
phase in Chapters 6 and 7.
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Complete the following checklist to determine if you have completed the negotiating phase:
Check yes, if complete:

YES

❏❏ Goals are well defined and SMARTER.

❏❏ Ground rules have been developed and agreed to.

❏❏ Expectations and responsibilities are clear.

❏❏ Protocols for dealing with stumbling blocks and obstacles are in place.

❏❏ Operating assumptions about confidentiality have been clarified.

❏❏ Boundaries and limits of the relationship have been established.

❏❏ Mutual responsibilities have been defined.

❏❏ A meeting schedule has been created.

❏❏ A plan for when and how to connect outside regularly scheduled meetings is set.

❏❏ Criteria for success have been laid out.

❏❏ A work plan has been designed that allows flexibility and midcourse correction.

❏❏ Agreements for how to bring the relationship to closure have been articulated.

EXERCISE 5.6 

Negotiating: A Readiness Checklist for Moving Forward

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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CHAPTER 6

Enabling  
Growth
Support, Challenge,  
and Vision

THE REAL WORK, the heart of the mentoring process, begins here, in the 
enabling growth phase. Once agreements are made and your work plan 
is in place, you and your mentee are ready to implement the plan you’ve 
developed together. It is time to create a climate that enables your mentee 
to learn and grow by keeping the learning fresh, your mentee engaged, and 
the relationship on track.

The work of this phase falls into three broad categories: managing the 
process, maintaining momentum, and encouraging movement. Daloz’s 
three core conditions for facilitating learning—support, challenge, and 
vision—offer an especially good model for us to follow:

•	 Support: Manage the relationship and support learning by creating 
a learning environment and building, maintaining, and strengthening 
the relationship.

•	 Challenge: Maintain momentum by providing appropriate levels of 
challenge, monitoring the process, and evaluating progress.

•	 Vision: Encourage movement by providing a  vision, fostering reflec-
tion, and encouraging personal benchmarking against desired 
learning outcomes.

Ruth and Lorraine’s story provides an overview of this phase.

PREPARING
(Getting Ready)

COMING TO
CLOSURE

(Looking Back,
Moving Forward)

NEGOTIATING
(Establishing
Agreements)

ENABLING
GROWTH
(Facilitating
Learning)

Mentoring
Cycle
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Ruth and Lorraine
Ruth, a graduate student and research fellow in her mid-fifties, and 
Lorraine, a  stay-at-home mother with a  master’s degree, met by 
chance at a coffee bar. Before long, they struck up a conversation 
and discovered many shared interests and professional connec-
tions. As she listened to Ruth talk about her work, Lorraine was 
suddenly transported into a world she had not realized she missed. 
Ruth sensed Lorraine’s interest and invited her to attend a univer-
sity seminar she was conducting. Just two days later, Lorraine was 
back in a  graduate school classroom—fascinated, mesmerized, 
and totally immersed.

A month later, Ruth asked Lorraine to participate as a  team 
member in a research project. Lorraine was not sure she was ready 
for the challenge, but with Ruth’s support, Lorraine exceeded even 
her own expectations.

Ruth facilitated Lorraine’s learning by managing the learning 
process and providing appropriate support, maintaining the 
momentum as Lorraine faced challenges, and encouraging 
movement, which continued to enable her growth and learning. 
Ruth’s adeptness at continuously providing feedback accelerated 
Lorraine’s learning curve.

Ruth patiently listened as Lorraine shared stories about 
her new experiences and daily challenges, and offered regular 
feedback (managing the process). She coached Lorraine on how 
to use a variety of research tools and methodologies, and provided 
ongoing support (maintaining momentum). When Lorraine had 
moments of doubt about how to apply her new knowledge, Ruth 
suggested that she experiment (encouraging movement). After 
several years, Lorraine became project team leader.

Enabling growth—ensuring support, challenge, and vision—is where you 
will be spending most of your mentoring time. This means that you must 
be adept at giving (and receiving) feedback and addressing (or preventing) 
obstacles. We give each area its due by considering the first three topics in 
this chapter and feedback and obstacles in the next. There is much to take 
in during this exciting phase. We encourage you to take your time, and use 
Table 6.1 as reference for the ongoing work of both chapters.

MANAGING THE PROCESS: SUPPORT
Managing the mentoring process effectively means supporting your men-
tees in their efforts: providing a safety net, holding a place for connection, 



TABLE 6.1

Facilitating Growth and Development
Conditions That Facilitate 
Growth and Developmenta

Enabling Processb Mentor’s Key Tasks

Support Managing the process
Listening
Providing structure
Expressing positive 
expectations
Serving as advocate
Sharing yourself
Making it special

Creating a learning environment
Building, maintaining, and 
strengthening the relationship

Challenge Maintaining momentum
Setting tasks
Engaging in discussion
Setting up dichotomies
Constructing hypotheses
Setting high standards

Monitoring the process
Evaluating progress

Vision Encouraging movement
Modeling
Keeping tradition
Offering a map
Suggesting new language
Providing a mirror

Fostering reflection
Assessing learning outcomes

a  For a full description of the facilitative behaviors, see Chapter 8 in Daloz (1999).
b  The functions listed here are discussed extensively in Daloz (1999) and are not directly explained in this chapter. 
They are listed here to illustrate processes a mentor might use to enable learning.
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and offering a wellspring of trust.1 Jeff, who made a successful transition 
during the midpoint of his career, described his mentor’s support in this 
way: “Since the start of our mentor-mentee relationship, Tom has always 
made time to discuss my career aspirations and has been very supportive 
during periods of uncertainty. His guidance has had a significant influence 
over my approach to learn the business outside of the financial field.”

Support can take many forms, especially when deep or uncomfortable 
emotions surface. One mentee commented, “The ugliest parts of me were 
exposed, accepted and relabeled with positive words. At times I ran from 
[my mentor], yet I felt drawn to her because she helped me see that I nei-
ther had to be perfect or positive . . . only real.”2
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Most mentees will tell you that the most important way that a mentor 
can support them is to listen. When you genuinely listen to what  your 
mentee is saying, and prove it by reflecting that understanding back to 
your mentee, your mentee will feel heard and cared for.

Nina’s conversation with her mentee, Marc, demonstrates what can 
happen when a  mentor intends to listen, fully concentrates, checks for 
understanding, and pays attention to the underlying meaning of what is 
being said.

Nina and Marc
Nina: Marc, catch me up. What’s been going on for you in the 
last month?

Marc: Nothing really. Just the same old stuff.

Nina: Sounds like you might be bored.

Marc: Yes, as a matter of fact, I always seem to be bogged down in 

all the operations stuff, and it’s really not what I’d rather be doing.

Nina: What would you rather be doing?

Marc: Well, I’m an ideas type of person. I get excited when I am in 

a creativity mode. I think the company needs new ideas, and that 

could be a really good use of my talent.

Nina: What is it about being creative that energizes you so much?

Marc: I’ll give you an example. I was at a meeting last week, and 

everyone there was stuck for ideas. I stepped up and put an idea 

out there that everybody just grabbed right onto. Before I knew it, 

we had a timeline, a strategy, and implementation teams. I was so 

excited, and it felt great.

Nina: So I just want to make sure that I understand. What was it 

that excited you most: generating the idea, the fact that people ran 

with it, or that it was being done so quickly?

Marc: You know, first of all, I really felt valued—like I was a contrib-

utor, like I was making a difference. I was finally getting credit for 

something around here. I felt respected, and it gave me confidence. 

I also felt a  little sad in the sense that other people had taken 

my idea, tweaked it, and came out with something different from 

what I had originally thought.

Nina: So I’m hearing several things. One, you felt a  sense of loss 

that the idea was no longer yours. Two is something very exciting—

your idea generated excitement among others, and they took it to 
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the next level. Three, you did something nobody else could do. You 

broke the logjam!

Marc: I never thought about it that way. I guess I created value for 

myself in creating value for everyone else. Maybe I need to speak 

up more and look for other opportunities to light a spark. Maybe 

I can make that carry over into operations. What do you think?

Nina: I think you’re on to something. I sense more energy and 

excitement coming from you than I’ve seen in a long time.

Marc: Awesome!

This is a great example of how listening can work to gain new under-
standings. Nina and Marc were both fully engaged in the conversation. 
Nina heard not only what Marc was saying, but what he was not saying. 
She asked good, thoughtful, and well-timed questions that showed she 
was listening and thinking about the meaning and emotions that lay 
beneath Marc’s words. She consistently checked for understanding and 
validated her assumptions. She supported Marc by sharing her reflections, 
which gave him the space to make a leap of understanding about himself.

Referring back to your own mentoring experiences (perhaps the ones 
you identified in Exercise 1.2) can help you deepen your understanding 
about the critical role a mentor plays in providing support. Take the oppor-
tunity to do this in Exercise 6.1.

The key tasks in providing support are creating a  learning environ-
ment, and building, maintaining, and strengthening the relationship. As 
Daloz noted, mentees are most likely to feel support when mentors listen, 
provide structure, express positive expectations, serve as advocates, share 
themselves, and make the relationship special.3

Creating a Learning Environment
One of the best ways to keep the mentoring relationship fresh is to take 
advantage of all the learning opportunities it offers, even expanding them 
beyond your established agreement. In this way, you will create a dynamic 
environment that encourages and enables learning.

By now, you and your mentee have gotten to know each other better; 
you should also have a much clearer understanding about your mentee’s 
context and learning needs. If you think your mentee could benefit by expo-
sure to additional knowledge, skills, and experience, reach out to colleagues 
and professional networks to find out what kinds of learning opportunities 
they would recommend. You will need to take learning style, context, indi-
viduality, goals, and timing into account as you and your mentee brainstorm 
possibilities. Don’t be surprised if your mentee comes up with ideas you’ve 
never considered as you work through Exercise 6.2 together.
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Take a moment to reflect on your previous mentoring relationships, particularly when you were the mentee. 
Then ask yourself the following questions and write down the answers. Be sure to cite specific examples.

What support did you need?
 

 

 

Were there times in your career when you needed more support? Less support?

 

 

 

 What did your mentor do or say to support you as a learner?

 

 

 

 What more would you have wished that your mentor had done to support you?

 

 

 

Which of the support functions in Table 6.1 is likely to be the most difficult for you?

 

 

 

 What do you need to do to increase your skill at providing support?

 

 

   

EXERCISE 6.1 

Facilitating Learning Through Support: Self-Reflection
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Use this worksheet in one of the following ways:

•	 Jot down ideas about possible learning opportunities, and then discuss them with your mentee.

•	 Expand your list by brainstorming learning opportunities together.

•	 Complete this worksheet yourself and ask your mentee to do the same (seeking input from others, 
such as experts and colleagues). Bring your completed worksheets to the next mentoring session, 
compare your results, and come to consensus.

Learning Opportunities Inside the Organization Outside the Organization

Gain exposure to new learning

Reinforce learning

Accelerate learning

EXERCISE 6.2 

Identifying Learning Opportunities

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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Mentors can help mentees leverage their learning by pointing out how 
they can take full advantage of opportunities. For example, when Marc 
mentioned to Nina that he was going to attend an off-site team meeting 
with his manager’s manager, Nina went beyond simply wishing him well.

Nina and Marc
“That off-site meeting is a great opportunity,” said Nina. “Let’s talk 
about what you might see and experience so that you don’t miss 
anything. I want you to take full advantage of this opportunity.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” replied Marc. “I have no idea what 
goes on at these things.”

Marc and Nina discussed the purpose of the meeting, who 
would be attending, the key players, and specific things Marc 
should look for during the meeting and at the trade show. Nina 
also encouraged Marc to keep a  journal of what he observed, 
including his questions and his insights.

Marc found that the discipline of noting his observations 
helped him pay attention. He made another note to thank Nina for 
preparing him—he was taking in much more information than he 
would have if he had gone to the meeting cold.

Several days later, Nina met with Marc to talk about what he had seen 
and learned, and especially how this new input might relate to his learning 
goals. Out of their discussion, they generated a new list of learning oppor-
tunities, shown here in Example 6.1.

Building, Maintaining, and Strengthening 
the Relationship
Building, maintaining, and strengthening your mentoring relationship 
requires respect, trust, and effective communication. Let’s look more 
closely at each of these important elements.

Respect
Respect helps individuals engage effectively and learn from one another. 
Taking respect for granted eventually hampers the partners’ ability to build 
rapport and earn each other’s trust. Sometimes we equate respect with 
trust, but you can respect another person even if you don’t fully trust them. 
Respect without trust, however, is not enough to build a strong mentoring 
relationship, and respect lost because trust has also been lost will under-
mine the relationship.
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EXAMPLE 6.1 

Marc and Nina’s List of Possible Learning Opportunities 

Learning Opportunities Inside the Organization Outside the Organization

Gain exposure to new learning Journal club

Annual operations meeting

Conferences

Trade shows

Site visits to other facilities

Reinforce learning Project committee

Prepare a presentation together

Attend office meetings

Check-in conversations

Present at a conference

Accelerate learning Stretch assignments

Shadowing

Make presentations to managers

Attend regional operations 
Advance training sessions

Even if you and your mentee do not immediately respect each other, it 
is important to act as if you do. When you begin by treating one another 
with respect, even if it is not authentic, real respect has a chance to grow.

Trust
Trust can grow, but it cannot be maintained automatically, and once it is 
lost, it is not easily regained. Attitude and intention, as Wells pointed out, 
are both important to creating it.4

Mentoring partners have to work at holding on to the bond of trust 
between them. The authenticity of the relationship depends on it, and so 
does effective communication. The potential for mistrust and miscommu-
nication in a mentoring relationship should not be taken lightly. That is 
precisely why establishing and then honoring ground rules for communi-
cation is so important.

The potential for real learning in a  mentoring relationship increases 
commensurate with the level of trust you have built. When trust is high, 
mentoring partners can more honestly engage with one another. They can 
discuss issues, solve problems, and engage in genuine dialogue. This is 
where the significant learning takes place.

In this anecdote, Judith had to work harder than usual to build trust 
with her mentee, Kari.
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Judith and Kari
Kari, a new school principal, selected Elisa as a mentor. She knew 
Elisa from leadership team meetings and was very comfortable 
with her. But after three months of mentoring meetings with Elisa, 
Kari received a call from the central district office announcing that 
a  retired veteran principal, Judith, had been assigned to mentor 
her instead.

Kari was resentful and resistant because she had abruptly been 
assigned a new mentor, especially since the relationship with Elisa 
had been going so well. She was standoffish when she and Judith 
met, and made up excuse after excuse as to why she couldn’t meet 
with her mentor.

Judith had her work cut out for her. She needed to find a way to 
engage Kari in the conversation and connect with her on a mean-
ingful level. It took time and considerable effort, and Judith had to 
remind herself to be patient—she understood how Kari felt and 
shared this with her. With each conversation, they began to add 
a layer of trust between them. Rather than push forward when Kari 
wasn’t ready, Judith took her time and kept Kari in the conversation.

If Judith had not worked to establish a connection with Kari, their rela-
tionship would have been a superficial one at best. This was a risky situa-
tion for Judith. She could have been angry and resentful that Kari didn’t 
come to the table as a willing partner and showed her annoyance. Instead, 
she was respectful, managed her emotions, didn’t take it personally, and 
listened to Kari’s concerns. She had to demonstrate that she was trustwor-
thy in order for Kari to be willing to learn from her and to make progress 
toward her learning goals.

Without shared understanding, trust quickly erodes. Authentic com-
munication is challenging without trust; facilitating learning without it is 
impossible. And, as with most things, trust begins with trusting in yourself.

Self-Trust: Somewhat counterintuitively, the first step in trust building 
is to build self-trust. Having self-trust means you understand that you can 
add value to the mentoring relationship and that you don’t have to know 
all the answers to do so. It means that you trust yourself enough to know 
you will give mentoring the attention, time, and energy that it requires. 
Self-trust requires you to have confidence that being vulnerable and shar-
ing your challenges openly with your mentee will strengthen the relation-
ship and the mentoring outcome. You must be willing to look inward and 
be willing to show up fully to the mentoring relationship. As Reina and 
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Reina note, “Trusting yourself gives you a starting point to face chal-
lenges.”5 Here are two ways mentors can build self-trust:

•	 Set aside time for self-reflection before engaging in mentoring. Self-trust 
begins with self-awareness. Take a few moments to think about what 
you are bringing to the mentoring relationship, and to articulate your 
own expectations and assumptions.

•	 Get comfortable being uncomfortable. This means admitting when you 
don’t know the answers and sharing your own challenges with 
your mentee.

Interpersonal Trust: Interpersonal trust is marked by a shared intent to 
focus on the developmental needs of the mentee, an openness to feedback, 
and an assumption of positive intent. One’s trustworthiness comes from 
their behavior, not their intent, so it is critical to demonstrate the behaviors 
that catalyze trust. Professor Roger Mayer and his colleagues at the 
University of Notre Dame and Purdue University identified three factors 
of perceived trustworthiness: ability (possessing the skills, competencies, 
and characteristics necessary for success), benevolence (wanting to do 
good to and for the other), and integrity (adherence to principles, values, 
and agreements that the other finds acceptable).6 Here’s how to demon-
strate trustworthy behavior in each of those categories:

•	 Behaviors that demonstrate ability: Mentors can demonstrate their ability 
to be trustworthy by exercising sound judgment and by developing the 
ability to ask questions of the mentee so the mentee can come to their 
own conclusions.

•	 Behaviors that demonstrate benevolence: Demonstrate benevolence by pri-
oritizing mentoring, limiting distractions during mentoring, and show-
ing up for mentoring meetings prepared. Check in frequently on the 
relationship—show a willingness to improve your mentoring relation-
ship by adjusting the way you conduct your meetings if necessary. Be 
candid about your observations and opinions. Extend your network to 
your mentees.

•	 Behaviors that demonstrate integrity: Integrity requires each mentoring 
partner’s fidelity to principles, values, and agreements that the other 
finds acceptable. To demonstrate integrity, make sure you adequately 
prepare for mentoring, honor your agreements, protect confidentiality, 
and stay connected and accountable to one another.

Remember, trust is not a given, and successful mentoring relationships 
are built over time through a series of conversations. “Relationship building 
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is not a one-time task, but rather an ongoing aspect of mentoring conversa-
tion. Each rich, honest, personal, and real conversation strengthens trust 
and deepens the relationship. Depending on a variety of factors (past his-
tory with each other, organizational culture, personal compatibility, repu-
tation, personality, or propensity to trust), you may find that you need to 
engage in several conversations before you have developed a solid founda-
tion of trust.”7

Effective Communication
Differences in learning and communication styles can often lead to misun-
derstanding and conflict. It is important to be aware of your own and your 
mentee’s communication style, and shape your communication and 
responses accordingly. Chad and his mentee, Nate, serve as an example of 
communicating effectively.

Chad and Nate
Chad is personable, friendly, energetic, and enthusiastic. He loves 
to be with people. His mentee, Nate, appears reserved and shy. 
Where Chad uses broad brushstrokes to paint the big picture, Nate 
is practical, orderly, and realistic. Chad is a quick decision maker; 
Nate takes time to process information. In style, the two could not 
be diametrically more opposed.

Their first meeting was awkward: Nate felt that Chad was 
racing ahead and not making sense, and Chad was frustrated that 
Nate seemed to chew over every little thing and say nothing. But 
that didn’t last long, mostly because Chad had had some experi-
ence mentoring different sorts of people. He suggested that they 
start over by talking about their opposite styles. Chad knew that 
he would need to be more specific in his interactions with Nate. 
Nate, for his part, realized that he would need to be more open and 
outgoing to get his needs met. Together, they set up some ground 
rules that allowed them to talk openly without misconstruing style 
for conflict.

If you consciously behave in ways that build trust, your mentees will 
feel comfortable acting in ways that are consistent with the level of trust 
you demonstrate and desire. Review this list to identify ways in which you 
demonstrate each of these trust-building behaviors as part of your com-
munication strategy:

•	 Listen in ways that show you respect your mentee and that you value 
their ideas.

•	 Practice openness when sharing information.
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•	 Speak authentically about your feelings.

•	 Explain what you understand and admit what you do not understand.

•	 Explain why you shift the level of your support according to the 
situation.

•	 Follow through. Do what you say you will do.

•	 Continuously work at safeguarding confidentiality.

•	 Be open to feedback.

•	 Be truthful.

•	 Be consistent.

•	 Be supportive publicly and privately.

Deeper Issues: The Ethics of Mentoring

Reggie
Being a mentor was not new to Reggie. He had played this role 
several times before, but he hadn’t been very successful at it. Now, 
even though he already had a full plate of technical assignments, 
he signed up for the mentoring program at New Company because 
of peer pressure—everyone else in his department was doing it.

So when the mentoring program coordinator called him out 
on his poor participation in the program, he wasn’t surprised. On 
reflection, he really didn’t know what he was doing and didn’t feel 
invested. Sometimes he gave his mentees directives; sometimes he 
offered advice. Often, he just sat back and waited for his mentees 
to contact him. His MO was to figure things out as he went along. 
In the past this “off-the-cuff” approach had always worked for him.

From this preceding brief scenario, we can assume that either Reggie 
had no standard or guidance to follow, or that he lacked the will or the time 
to follow the guidelines the program did provide. As his experience makes 
clear, good intention alone doesn’t cut it when it comes to ethically respon-
sive mentoring.

According to John C. Maxwell, pressure, pleasure, power, pride, and 
priorities are the five factors that most often get in the way of ethical prac-
tices.8 This applies to mentoring as well. We believe ethics isn’t just about 
compliance to rules and expectations; it is about governing your behavior 
according to a set of standards that ensures you stay true to yourself and 
your mentee.

Over the last decade, many organizations have adopted HR codes of 
ethical practice. In 2016, the first Global Code of Ethics for Coaches, Mentors, 
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and Supervisors was adopted.9 It has since been revised (July 2021) and is 
currently the most comprehensive code of ethics for people working in the 
world of coaching, mentoring, and supervision. This document reinforces 
the guidance we offer here, and we encourage you to make it part of your 
mentor’s toolkit.

Here are some highlights combined with our comments:

1.	 Clarify your assumptions about your role as a mentor. This will help 
you avoid role collusion, role diffusion, role confusion, and role pro-
trusion. (See Preparing, Chapter 4.) Be forthright with your mentees 
about what they can and cannot expect from you.

2.	 Early in the relationship, co-create and agree on the process you and 
your mentee will follow to address conflict when and if it occurs. Adopt 
an accountable process to keep your relationship moving forward.

3.	 Strive to be inclusive, open, and culturally sensitive. Define and main-
tain clear and culturally appropriate boundaries. You will be able to 
monitor your conscious and unconscious biases throughout the rela-
tionship only if you are aware of them. This is where reflection in the 
preparing stage really pays off.

4.	 Remain open and willing to question what you know and don’t know. 
Your mentee may be looking to you for answers, and you may not 
have them. Admitting that you don’t know opens the door to mutual 
exploration and learning.

5.	 Work at understanding your mentee with an open and interested 
mindset. Use individual differences as an opportunity to learn. Be 
curious and ask questions.

6.	 Stay focused on meeting your mentee’s learning needs. The learning 
goals you and your mentee set should frame the trajectory of your 
relationship. Use them as benchmarks to measure your progress.

7.	 Continue to work on building and strengthening the relationship 
throughout your partnership. Relationships take work to keep them 
fresh. Check to make sure you are deepening the relationship by 
learning more about your mentoring partner.

8.	 Agree on the limits of confidentiality and adhere to them. Do a confi-
dentiality check to see if what you agreed to is still working for you. If 
confidentiality is breached, address it immediately.

9.	 Let professional conduct be your guide. Act in ways that are honest, 
lawful, and free of discrimination. Declare and avoid conflicts 
of interest.

10.	 Be on the alert and stay true to yourself.
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We hope you will refer to our four-phase model and consider the prac-
tices we’ve suggested in this book as an ethically responsive guide for 
aligning your personal and professional mentoring practice.

MAINTAINING MOMENTUM: CHALLENGE
Moving mentees from their current reality to their desired future requires 
momentum. You can maintain momentum by challenging mentees to keep 
moving forward. Daloz suggested setting tasks, engaging in discussion, 
setting up dichotomies, constructing hypotheses, and establishing high 
standards.10 Brookfield suggested challenging your mentees by asking 
questions that offer other ways they might interpret their experience, as 
illustrated by the following example.11

Challenging a mentee gently can serve to push a mentee out of their 
comfort zone. Exercise 6.2 can be used to accomplish this. Sometimes a 
disorienting dilemma forces itself on a mentee. Sometimes a mentee 
becomes stuck. Sometimes a mentee finds themselves in a new or scary 
situation. Role playing, stretch assignments, and a robust conversation 
about the root cause for the problem is all it takes to maintain for-
ward momentum.

Frank and Zoey
“I just got promoted from customer service representative to 
supervisor, which is awesome,” said Zoey. “But the idea of having 
people report to me makes me really nervous.” Her mentor, Frank, 
could see that she would need his support. After their first meet-
ing, Zoey texted Frank several times a day to ask if she was doing 
the right thing and to get his advice about how to handle almost 
every problem that came up. Frank’s first thought was, Uh‑oh, this 
could be high maintenance. The degree of affirmation she needed 
seemed extreme.

Frank didn’t want to create a dependent relationship. He had 
his own work, and as Zoey’s mentor his goal was to help her learn 
to do her work. Yet he also realized that for Zoey to get launched 
successfully, he would need to make himself available to her, but 
he had to set some boundaries. They agreed that she would text 
or call only about the most urgent problems, and for the rest, she 
would “batch” her questions and send them weekly or save them to 
discuss at their mentoring meetings.

Frank made a point of being encouraging and supportive, but 
rather than tell Zoey what to do, he first asked how she thought 
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she might approach the problem. He then gently offered Zoey 
alternative points of view so that she wouldn’t feel intimidated. 
He facilitated discussions with her on the pros and cons of dif-
ferent approaches so she could begin to think through things on 
her own. He frequently engaged in “what if” conversations to get 
her thinking about the possible ramifications of a particular course 
of action.

To help her change her habit of thinking that she had to react 
immediately to each challenge, they developed a  task list that 
encouraged her to plan ahead for problems. Frank encouraged 
Zoey to seek feedback from her manager, peer group, and direct 
reports to check that she was on the right path. They set three 
stretch goals to help Zoey develop in her role and set times to 
evaluate her progress. But Frank didn’t stop with advice and verbal 
support; he went a step further and offered himself as a model of 
the behavior they were trying to achieve.

One of Zoey’s goals was to lead more effective, productive staff 
meetings, so Frank invited her to sit in on several of his own meet-
ings to get a sense of how productive meetings were run. He was 
pleased to see that she was not only paying attention but taking 
notes. “Thanks,” she said later. “I learned a lot.” Then he went a step 
further. “I know this might take you out of your comfort zone,” he 
said with a smile, “but I think I could get a good sense of your style 
if you allowed me to observe one of your team meetings.”

“You’re right,” said Zoey, “that does make me nervous. But 
I think it might speed things up, so let’s do it.”

The experience of watching her lead a  meeting and then 
sitting together and assessing the outcome proved to be positive 
for them both. Frank was surprised that she exhibited so much 
presence and confidence in front of her team; it was not at all what 
he’d expected from her comments about her insecurities.

In their next meeting, Frank began his feedback by telling 
her  how impressed he was with her ability and offered specific 
observations to help build her confidence. When he addressed 
areas for improvement, he focused on issues and took care not to 
make his comments personal. Zoey listened attentively and stayed 
engaged. Frank was relieved to see that the fear and defensiveness 
she had shown in the past were gone. He attributed that to the 
support he provided as he challenged her thinking. Although his 
mentoring relationship had once felt as if it was going to require 
high maintenance, he saw that as Zoey grew more confident, she 
would become less dependent on him.
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Frank’s work with Zoey shows two major tasks in action: monitoring 
the mentoring process and evaluating progress. Both are key components 
of challenging mentees and keeping the momentum going.

ENCOURAGING MOVEMENT: VISION
“Good mentors,” said Sharon Daloz Parks, “help to anchor the promise of 
the future.”12 They inspire, motivate, inform, and even empower a mentee 
to step boldly into the future. By inviting conversation that releases imagi-
nation, creativity, and energy, mentors can keep their mentees moving 
steadily to higher ground to give them a vision of their future. By sharing 
your unique story, modeling behavior, and holding up a mirror, you create 
possibility.

Mentors encourage movement and momentum during (and after com-
pletion of) the relationship by facilitating continuous reflection and assess-
ing learning outcomes. Karen’s mentor, Vicki, was a  successful account 
manager. Karen was eager to learn everything about how Vicki got started, 
what she had to learn, what the career path ahead looked like, and what it 
took for a woman to succeed in a male-dominated industry. Their story has 
a lot to say about encouraging momentum.

Vicki and Karen
Vicki told Karen about her own journey, her struggles, and her suc-
cesses. She reflected on trends in the industry and where she saw 
it headed in the next five to ten years. Karen was intrigued and had 
lots of questions. Instead of answering every question herself, Vicki 
suggested that Karen talk with other female account managers 
about their careers. Together, Karen and Vicki narrowed down the 
list of questions so that they focused specifically on skills, compe-
tencies, talents, and behaviors that led to career success. Vicki then 
made a few calls, and Karen set up interview appointments.

At their next meeting, Karen reported on her findings. With this 
information in hand, Vicki was able to deepen the conversation. 
Now they could begin talking in earnest about how to create 
a path for Karen’s future development and growth.

Vicki had just completed reading The Art of Possibility, a book 
in which the authors, Zander and Zander, described an interesting 
exercise called “Getting an A,” which she thought might be helpful 
in the situation.13 She asked Karen to write her a letter entitled, “I 
got my A as a successful account manager because . . . .” She gave 
her the following guidelines: “Write in the past tense as if it has 
already happened; don’t use phrases like ‘I hope,’ ‘I intend,’ or ‘I will.’”
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Karen found that doing the exercise pushed her thinking for-
ward and created momentum. Now she was able to conceptualize 
some concrete ideas about what her future might look like.

Fostering Reflection
As we have seen throughout this book, reflection—on both the past and the 
future—is instrumental in the facilitation process. Help your mentees to step 
back and use hindsight to make sense of their experience. Ask questions that 
bring past actions into consciousness and promote insight about change. You 
can also inspire a vision of possibility by encouraging foresight about what 
might be.14 The right questions asked at the right time can stimulate mentees 
to reflect on their experiences and frame their interpretations into suitable 
actions.15 In this way, reflection on experience becomes the text for learning.

Mentees are often better able to focus and accomplish more when they 
have engaged in reflection before a  mentoring session. This preparation 
saves an incredible amount of time, and promotes richer, more focused 
discussion and discovery learning. You can help the process along by 
reflecting about where you are in the mentoring relationship and what the 
next steps might be.

For example, you might call your mentee and ask them to think about 
feedback they received on a previous performance review and reflect on 
what reinforced what you both already knew, what was a  surprise, and 
what they are now doing differently. Your mentee arrives at the mentoring 
session primed for conversation, having already reflected on their experi-
ence. This allows you, as their mentor, to focus mentoring time more on 
building for the future than reflecting on the past.

What you do as a mentor is as important as what you say. Let’s take a 
moment to step back and consider more strategies you can use to facilitate 
your mentee’s learning.

MENTORING STRATEGIES
Mentors facilitate learning by keeping the learner front and center. To men-
tor effectively, you will use the learning approach most appropriate for 
your mentee. Asking questions, reformulating statements, summarizing, 
listening for the silence, and listening reflectively will help you do this. 
These strategies should always be part of your toolkit.

Ask Questions
Questions encourage learning by allowing us to reflect. Asking questions 
that require thoughtful answers (like those in the exercises in this chapter) 
is a good way to help mentees articulate their own thinking. Use questions 
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to engage the mentee in the conversation. Remember: ethical, role-
appropriate questioning is imperative. When you stray outside these 
boundaries, it is easy to exceed limits of appropriateness and fairness.

•	 Ask questions that support and challenge—for example: “That’s a nice 
way of describing the culture. How would you apply some of that 
thinking to the staff?”

•	 Ask questions to stimulate reflection—for example: “Could you tell me 
a little more about what you mean by . . . ?” “Is there another way to 
look at this?”

•	 Ask specific questions that draw on your mentee’s unique thinking 
and learning style—for example: “That seems logical, but let’s take a 
moment to brainstorm some other possibilities.” “It sounds like you 
have a lot of good options! Is there one that you really resonate with?” 
“That’s a great idea. How do you think we might put it into action?”

•	 Allow time for thoughtful reflection—for example: “It sounds as if 
we’ve only begun to scratch the surface. Let’s think about this some 
more and discuss it further in our next conversation.”

Reformulate Statements
When we rephrase what we’ve heard mentees say, we can clarify our own 
understanding, and encourage mentees to hear and reflect on what they 
have articulated. This offers an opportunity for further clarification:

•	 Paraphrase what you heard—for example: “I think what I heard you 
saying is . . . .”

•	 Continue the process of rephrasing and paraphrasing until you clearly 
understand, and the mentee is no longer adding new information—for 
example: “My understanding is . . . .”

Summarize
Summarizing what you’ve learned during a session reinforces the learn-
ing. It also serves as a reminder of what has transpired and acts as a way to 
check assumptions:

•	 Share the content of what you have heard, learned, or accomplished—
for example: “We’ve spent our time today doing . . . . During that time 
we . . . . As a result, we achieved the following outcomes . . . .”

•	 Omit judgments and opinions when you summarize—for example: 
“Did you say that . . .?” “I understood you to say . . . . Is that correct?”

•	 Deal with the facts of the situation, not the emotions—for example: 
“So, I am hearing three things. Number 1 is . . . , number 2 is . . . , and 
number 3 is . . . . Have I got that right?”
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Listen for the Silence
Silence provides an opportunity for learning. Some individuals need time 
to think quietly. Silence can also indicate confusion, boredom, or even 
physical discomfort:

•	 Don’t be afraid of silence.

•	 Encourage silence.

•	 Use the silence as an opportunity for reflection—for example: “I notice 
that whenever we started to talk about . . . you get kind of quiet. I’m 
wondering what that is about.”

Listen Reflectively
Often we hear but do not really listen. When you listen reflectively, you 
hear the silence, observe nonverbal responses, and hold up a mirror for 
the mentee:

•	 Be authentic—for example: “What I’d like to see is . . . .”

•	 Clarify—for example: “What do you mean by . . . ?”

•	 Provide feedback—for example: “You did a great job with that. I like 
the way you . . . . I also thought that . . . . Next time you might try . . . .”

Assessing Learning Outcomes
Learning is the quintessential outcome of mentoring. As we said earlier, it 
is the purpose of engaging in the first instance. It is the process for staying 
the course and it is the product of your engagement. Assessing learning 
outcomes is a natural outgrowth of ongoing monitoring and evaluation. 
This means that you need to engage in a conversation about what you have 
learned. It is appropriate when a mentee completes a particular learning 
goal or cluster of objectives, and is especially important in deciding when 
the time has come to end a mentoring relationship. Assessing outcomes 
requires a fulsome conversation to prepare the mentee for the transition 
out of the relationship and helps to create the vision for the future that fol-
lows closure of the relationship. It also places accountability squarely back 
on the mentee’s shoulders.

Assessing learning outcomes is connected to the mentee’s specific 
SMARTER learning goals. It is not a matter of checking items off a list, but 
of getting accurate feedback that forces continuous improvement and 
ongoing learning.

Because this is more than a check-in conversation, feel free to invite 
feedback from a variety of sources. Your mentee may choose to seek objec-
tive feedback from co-workers, colleagues, family, and friends, in addition 
to subjective evaluation with the mentoring partner.
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Now it is time to pack your toolkit with specific things you can say and do to enable the growth of your 
mentee.

Support What specific things can I do to support and facilitate my mentee’s growth and 
development?

Challenge What specific things can I do or say to challenge my mentee in ways that will 
facilitate their growth and development?

Vision What specific things can I do or say to help my mentee develop, crystallize, and 
realize their career vision?

EXERCISE 6.3 

Growing in the Role: Deepening Your Skills

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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MANAGING YOUR MENTORING TIME
Time is a major challenge for mentoring relationships in general and spe-
cifically during this phase, the longest of the mentoring relationship. 
Effectively managing and monitoring your time keeps the relationship on 
track. You can begin to manage your time effectively by following these 
simple guidelines:

•	 Schedule mentoring sessions wisely. Avoid the pitfalls of mentoring 
on the run, such as sandwiching mentoring between meetings, multi-
tasking, and giving advice without taking time to explain the context.16

•	 Encourage your mentee to use the available time constructively.

•	 Maximize time spent together by coming to the meeting prepared.

•	 Start each session with a progress review or update to help you both 
regain focus. Consider an email, a text, or instant messaging to jump-
start the discussion.

It takes time to sustain a learning relationship and to keep it fresh and 
vibrant. Time becomes an issue when the partners cannot find enough of it 
or do not use the time they do have wisely. Here are some pointers:

•	 Finding time.  You may be procrastinating because you begrudge the 
time spent on the mentoring relationship. Step back and ask yourself 
why it is you cannot get started or continually postpone. Perhaps you 
are assuming too much—or too little. You may be seeing your mentor-
ing obligation as bigger than it is.

•	 Calling time-out.  The importance of the pause as a transforming moment 
should not be overlooked.17 If you need to give the relationship space, 
call a time-out from mentoring sessions. Reflection and contemplation 
are necessary for real learning. You may find that you need to build in 
time to let new learnings sink in, gel, and come together or to let new 
ideas emerge.

•	 Using time consciously.  Finding the time is one thing; using it well is 
another. Use Exercise 6.4 to reflect on how you use your mentoring 
time and changes you might make.

Martin and Irene
Irene’s goal is to become an entrepreneur, and she was delighted 
that Martin, who has a reputation as the entrepreneur’s entrepre-
neur, had agreed to mentor her. But after three months of meeting 
together, something in their relationship seemed to be amiss.

Martin completed the mentoring time pie in Exercise 6.4 and 
discovered two things that surprised him: He and Irene have not 
spent enough time on exploring topics that would help her meet 



	 Enabling Growth 	 189

Use the circle here to represent a “time pie”: the totality of your mentoring relationship time. Divide it into 
slices based on how much time you spend on various activities and topics.

Check out your perceptions with your mentee’s perceptions, and then answer these questions:

1.	 What does this circle say about the quantity and quality of time you spend in your mentoring 
relationship?

2.	 What would you like to do less of?

3.	 What would you like to do more of?

4.	 Look at the circle again from the perspective of the percentage of time you spend talking and the 
amount of time your mentee is speaking. What do you learn from that analysis?

5.	 Identify three ways you can improve the quality of the time you spend on this mentoring relationship.

EXERCISE 6.4 

Reflection: How You Use Your Mentoring Time

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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her goals, and he has not really let Irene participate actively in the 
relationship. He realized that he has been grandstanding while she 
has been the passive listener.

At their next meeting, Martin shared his time pie with Irene 
and asked for her thoughts. As they discussed ways to strengthen 
their relationship, Martin had several new ideas about how he 
could facilitate Irene’s learning more effectively—and how he 
might make better use of his mentoring time in general.

The dynamics of time involved in a  mentoring relationship are not 
always straightforward. The following strategies promote successful time 
management in a mentoring relationship:

1.	 Schedule time in advance.  Always try to keep a mentoring meeting date 
on the calendar. If you need to postpone a mentoring session; do it, 
but make sure you schedule your next one when you do. Used wisely, 
a calendar reminder is a point of contact for communication. Just a few 
minutes spent in talking about how you will spend your mentoring 
time can make all the difference in the world. Email ahead of time or 
at the end of a meeting.

2.	 Monitor your time.  Be aware of the amount of time you are spending on 
mentoring (also in proportion to your other tasks). Acknowledge when 
you are pressed for time, but do not put mentoring on the back burner.

3.	 Spend quality time.  Make the most of your time together. How you 
spend your time in the relationship is far more important than the 
quantity of time you spend together. Be fully present, and plan to use 
the time well.

4.	 Pay attention to personal and actual time zones.  One person’s morning 
is another person’s night, both figuratively and literally. Knowing 
whether your mentee is a night person or a day person is important 
when planning when and how to meet. When you are mentoring vir-
tually, be mindful of actual time zones too

5.	 Take care of yourself.  Make time to work on your own growth and 
development. We often think about what we can do for others 
through mentoring, but this is an opportunity to optimize personal 
development too. Consider the time you will need to receive training, 
hone skills, and get feedback from your mentee.

In the next chapter, we continue our exploration of the enabling growth 
phase with a look at two very important strategic enabling processes: engag-
ing in feedback and overcoming obstacles. Feedback is a critical aspect of man-
aging the process, maintaining momentum, and encouraging movement. It 
helps facilitate learning, anticipate stumbling blocks, overcome hurdles, and 
deal with obstacles and maintain an ethically sound mentoring practice.
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CHAPTER 7

Enabling  
Growth
Engaging in Feedback  
and Dealing with  
Stumbling Blocks

ENGAGING IN FEEDBACK—asking for it, giving it, receiving it, accepting 
it, and acting on it—is a  vital part of enabling growth for your mentee. 
Feedback given and received in the right way nurtures the growth of the 
mentoring relationship. Feedback given or received in the wrong way can 
upend a relationship, but doesn’t necessarily need to end it altogether.

Every relationship faces stumbling blocks, and the mentoring relation-
ship is no exception. The challenge is to deal with stumbling blocks to-
gether and learn from the experience. A mentor who understands how to 
support, challenge, and provide vision can facilitate mentee growth and 
development even when the partnership encounters stumbling blocks. 
Mentoring partners who are prepared to engage in a meaningful feedback 
process have a much easier time moving forward.

The Feedback Process
Feedback is much more than the linear act of asking and receiving. As 
Figure 7.1 shows, it is a dynamic process that engages both partners fully: 
setting the stage for feedback, asking for feedback, giving feedback, receiv-
ing feedback, accepting feedback, and acting on feedback.

PREPARING
(Getting Ready)

COMING TO
CLOSURE

(Looking Back,
Moving Forward)

NEGOTIATING
(Establishing
Agreements)

ENABLING
GROWTH
(Facilitating
Learning)

Mentoring
Cycle
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The Feedback Process
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Setting the Stage for Feedback
Feedback is a  powerful vehicle for learning. Your role as a mentor is to 
provide thoughtful, candid, and constructive feedback in a  manner that 
supports individual learning and development while encouraging the 
mentee’s authorship and expression. As Fairly and Zipp pointed out, feed-
back must be both safe and sound: “Being safe is creating the context for 
effective feedback by controlling our emotions and attending to the needs 
of the relationship in being careful how we say things. Being sound is 
delivering the content of effective feedback by focusing on the issue at 
hand and making sure that what we say is honest and truthful.”1

A safe context for giving and receiving feedback is built on a founda-
tion of trust and within a framework of readiness and expectation. When 
your mentee trusts that your intention is aligned with their best interest, 
and you trust that their intention in feedback is to make the most of your 
mentoring relationship, you pave the way for ongoing feedback. As the 
previous chapter demonstrated, doing the work necessary to build trust 
invites reflection, introspection, and sharing.

Asking for Feedback
Encouraging mentees to take the initiative in asking for feedback facilitates 
self-direction. Learners who invite their mentor’s feedback are able to 
accomplish more than those who do not. Sometimes, however, a mentee’s 
lack of experience, lack of power, feelings of intimidation or inadequacy, or 
fear of revealing personal vulnerabilities may get in the way.

The following is an example.
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Marcus and Roger (Part 1)
Roger is studying for the clergy and has been paired with a mentor, 
Marcus, who holds a senior clergy position in a large, urban con-
gregation. Marcus is easygoing and a great conversationalist who 
is always open to questions. Roger knows that he is lucky to have 
Marcus as a mentor, but is concerned that his mentor is leaving too 
much up to him in the relationship. He feels that Marcus never ini-
tiates, directs, or guides him, and lets him talk about whatever he 
wants to in their sessions. Roger doesn’t know what to do. For his 
part, Marcus thinks things are going well, but is irritated that Roger 
never asks for feedback.

Roger is not getting the support he needs because he does not know the 
right questions to ask. Sometimes mentors need to coach mentees like 
Roger on how to ask for feedback, what to expect from feedback, and the 
importance of feedback in the mentoring relationship. When and if this 
happens, it is helpful to set the stage for feedback. Find out what the men-
tee’s experience has been with asking for feedback and what, if any, hesita-
tion they might have.

Encourage your mentee to:

•	 Be specific and descriptive in asking for feedback.

•	 Confirm that what you are asking for is clear and understandable.

•	 Stay focused.

•	 Avoid being defensive.

•	 Seek alternatives, not answers.

•	 Check for understanding.

•	 Make sure your mentee is getting what they need.

•	 Ask for feedback on a regular basis.

One way to do this is to defuse tension around feedback from the begin-
ning by establishing the practice of inviting a feedback discussion in each 
of your meetings. Keep the relationship moving forward by focusing on 
where you are in the goal achievement progress, how the mentoring rela-
tionship is progressing, advancing of the mentee’s learning and 
your insights.

Here are a few suggestions:

•	 Ask “How?” Questions. Ask each other: “How am I doing?” “How is 
it going?”

•	 Use Stop/Start/Continue. Create a simple chart: What am I/we doing 
that I/we should stop doing? What aren’t I/we doing that I/we should 
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start doing? What am I/we doing that is working well, so that I/we 
should continue to do it?

•	 “Liked It/Learned It/Lacked It.” Chandler and Grealish suggested 
using the framework of “liked it, learned it, lacked it” to engage in an 
informal feedback process.2 At the end of each meeting, reflect on what 
you liked, what you learned, and what was missing from the meeting.

Marcus and Roger (Part 2)
At their next meeting, Marcus said to Roger, “I want to make sure 
this relationship is focusing on your development. Let’s talk about 
it. What is working well for you, and what should we change?”

Roger was surprised by this approach, but he was relieved to 
finally have an opening to share that he needed more structure 
and that he wanted more of Marcus’ guidance. They had a good 
chuckle when Marcus shared that he wanted Roger to ask for his 
guidance more.

Marcus and Roger agreed to create a new practice going for-
ward. They decided to set an agenda for each meeting, and to add 
as the final agenda item, time to share feedback, both on how 
Roger was doing on achieving his goals and how the mentoring 
relationship was going.

Giving Feedback
Giving feedback may be one of the most valuable and challenging aspects 
of the mentor’s role. Daloz cautioned that “balancing the imperative of 
providing ‘honest feedback’ with the equally compelling need to let them 
[learners] know that they ‘can do it’ is enough to strain the best of us.”3

Three factors are potential barriers to providing effective feedback to 
a mentee: your own attitude and comfort level, mentee feedback requests, 
and organizational situations. If you are hesitant to provide the feedback 
your mentee requests, ask yourself:

•	 Is my personal aversion to getting feedback affecting my attitude?

•	 How comfortable am I with providing feedback? (Refer to the Mentoring 
Skills Inventory in Exercise 4.4.)

•	 How can I best provide the information in ways that promote learning?

Before responding to a  request for specific feedback, you should be 
able to answer yes to each of the following questions:

•	 Is the request for feedback clear?

•	 Do I know why my mentee is seeking this feedback?
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•	 Is the request or inquiry an appropriate or reasonable one?

•	 Is there enough time to respond to the request adequately?

•	 Is what my mentee is asking really what they want to know?

Be aware that some practices and procedures in a mentee’s organiza-
tion, or the mentee’s own cultural orientation, may discourage candid 
feedback. For example, some organizational cultures encourage avoiding 
conflict, so employees submerge their honest feelings. There may also be 
some situations in which it is inappropriate to give feedback. If you suspect 
that this is the case, consider the following questions:

•	 Am I the right person in this organization to provide this feedback?

•	 Am I compromising another person’s role by giving feedback?

•	 Is this the right time in my mentee’s career (and in this organization or 
institution) to provide the feedback being requested?

•	 What opportunities are available within the organization that will 
allow the mentee to apply this knowledge?

•	 How would others within the organization react to the advice I 
have given?

•	 Am I delivering the feedback in a way that will trigger defensiveness 
or reflection?

•	 Is the feedback going to be consistent with the policies of the organiza-
tion and aligned with the organization’s mission?

•	 Have I build sufficient trust to encourage openness and candor?

Ensuring Feedback Is Effective
Ineffective feedback can erode trust and undermine the process. If you 
deliver feedback in a way that is either watered down, disrespectful, or 
culturally misaligned, you risk alienating your mentee or inadvertently 
causing resentment. Be aware of your tone as you deliver feedback. Even if 
you are well-meaning, your mentee may be hearing your words as dis-
missive or defensive. Tone, and perception of tone, also varies by culture. 
An elevated voice, for example, may come across as chastening to one per-
son but as normative to another.

Other cultural issues may also be in play, and they may be issues you 
have not considered. Meyer said, “People from all cultures believe in ‘con-
structive criticism.’ Yet, what is considered constructive in one culture may 
be viewed as destructive in another.”4

You and your mentee, for example, may have different cultural prefer-
ences for direct or indirect communication. Direct communication is usu-
ally simple and frank, without too much context or illustrative language. 
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Indirect communication is higher-context and nuanced. The United States, 
the Netherlands, Australia, Canada, and Germany are regarded as the 
most low-context cultures, with most European, South American, and 
Central American cultures in the middle. Most Asian cultures are high-
context cultures.5 Be especially aware of this if you and your mentee are 
from different cultures.

Another factor is a culture’s preference for the language used in deliv-
ering feedback. Some cultures use what Meyer called “Upgraders,” which 
are often (but not always) used by direct cultures. These are words that 
make the feedback seem stronger and more absolute, such as totally or 
strongly. “Downgraders,” most commonly used by more indirect cultures, 
are deliberate understatements that soften the criticism. These are words 
like kind of, sort of, maybe, and slightly.6 Note that this doesn’t necessarily 
correlate with the previous direct/indirect scale. For instance, although the 
United States is considered to be a very direct culture in overall communi-
cation, Americans also have a tendency to use Downgraders in delivering 
negative feedback, to “soften the blow.”7 Unfortunately, this discomfort 
with seeming too critical or hurting the mentee’s feelings just waters down 
both the positive and the critical feedback.

Above all, avoid making assumptions. Although the preceding infor-
mation will help you understand where cultural preferences might vary, 
the bottom line is that everyone is different. Note that gender, geographic 
region, and other cultural factors may also influence how we give and 
receive feedback. It is important to be aware of your own cultural prefer-
ences and those of your organization, as both will influence your feedback 
experience. The most important consideration, though, is to learn what 
your mentee’s individual cultural preferences are.

When you and your mentoring partner set the ground rules for your 
relationship, be sure to explore your mentee’s personal challenges in receiv-
ing feedback. For example, you might ask your mentee, “When you receive 
feedback from me, how would you prefer to receive it?” Your mentee might 
say, “Be gentle,” or “Be direct,” or “Give me time to reflect on it before I 
discuss it.”

Receiving Feedback
Receiving feedback is not a  passive, one-sided activity. It should be an 
open, interactive, clarifying, and confirming experience.

When receiving feedback, both mentoring partners need to keep an 
open mind so that what is being said is also being heard. Remaining open 
avoids creating a  situation where the feedback is ignored, dismissed, or 
met with resistance. One way to make sure that feedback has been heard as 
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it was intended is to encourage the mentee to summarize their understand-
ing and share their feelings once feedback is received. Doing so provides 
an opportunity for further clarification, as it did for Seema and Andrew.

Seema and Andrew
Andrew, a  middle-school language teacher, was experiencing 
difficulty in managing his students. With each passing day, the 
challenge of teaching rambunctious seventh and eighth graders 
was becoming more than he could handle. He tried being more 
directive, showing his displeasure, and even setting up some 
classroom ground rules—better late than never, he thought—but 
nothing seemed to be working.

Andrew shared his concerns with his mentor, Seema. “Seema, 
I am having a problem. I’ve tried just about everything I can think 
of. I know you’ve had tons more experience than me. Tell me 
what to do.”

Seema listened and then turned to him and said, “Andrew, help 
me out here. What exactly is troubling you? Is it the kids them-
selves? Are you feeling out of control?”

Andrew shrugged and replied, “I guess it’s a bit of both.”
“Okay, Andrew. Let’s start at the beginning. I know you’re dis-

couraged, but if I am going to help you, I am going to need more 
to go on. Let’s focus on what is happening before the students start 
acting out. What are you doing? What are they doing?”

After Andrew described a couple of situations that had come 
up, Seema asked, “Do you think that there might be some correla-
tion between the time of day the incidents occur and the work you 
are asking the students to perform?”

“Whoa,” said Andrew. “You’re right. The worst is 11:15  in the 
morning and around 2:15 in the afternoon. Low blood sugar time.” 
He smiled. “I can’t believe I didn’t realize that myself!”

“Okay, so we have something to work with. I always have 
a couple of high-energy activities in my back pocket for times like 
that, and I’d be happy to share those with you. I’m also wondering 
how you are feeling around that time of day. Could that be contrib-
uting to the situation?”

“Oh yeah. I really want coffee around then. Why couldn’t I see 
this? It’s so obvious!”

Seema started to laugh. “And along those lines, there’s one 
more thing we might talk about: how you set expectations. Shall 
we take them one by one?”
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As they reviewed these possibilities and talked about how 
to  address them, Andrew began to relax. Seema encouraged 
him to respond, ask questions, and checked to make sure he under-
stood. She asked him to recap what he was taking away from the 
conversation. The experience of checking for understanding (as 
opposed to just listening) provided new insights for Andrew and 
also suggested to him that perhaps he needed to check for under-
standing with his students in the same way.

Accepting Feedback
It is common for a mentee to have a strong reaction to feedback. As a men-
tor, you should try to set an environment in which your mentee can respond 
to your feedback rather than react to it. A reaction is instinctual, rooted in 
emotion and a need to defend oneself. It can heighten tension, promote 
conflict, and create an environment where discussion and future feedback 
is, at best, awkward, and at worst, unwelcome.

A response, by contrast, is rooted in thought, perspective, and insight. 
When there is trust in the relationship, a mentee is more likely to offer a 
response instead of a reaction. To encourage a response to the feedback, 
make sure to set the context for your feedback and allow time for reflection.

Sometimes recipients of feedback react with denial or resistance, or 
even surprise and shock. When mentees offer such a strong reaction, pre-
sent information linking the past to the present and future outcomes and 
then present a strategy or suggestion that demonstrates the benefits of the 
particular strategy (the answer to the question: “What’s in it for me?”). 
When mentees can vividly see the strategic advantage and how it might 
positively play out in their future, it creates momentum to change.

If mentees appear to be resisting feedback, it could be that they doubt 
their ability, feel hurt, or blame others for the situation. The first step here 
is to allow time for mentees to be heard. Be supportive by letting your men-
tees vent—in the session or later, if necessary—before you begin to offer 
suggestions. It helps to ask your mentees to think about setting priorities. 
The point is to suggest that they consider new possibilities and steer them 
toward identifying a new course of action. Effective feedback generates the 
energy needed to start making changes

Similarly, if your mentees offer you feedback, take the time to pause 
and reflect. This will steer you to a response rather than a reaction. When 
receiving feedback, you will need to let go of reaction and resistance in 
order to integrate new learning.
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Feedback Processes, Guidelines, and Questions
Process Guidelines Questions or Issues for Your 

Mentee—Examples

Setting the stage 
for feedback

Talk about the value of feedback 
with your mentee.
Early on, create the expectation that 
feedback will be an ongoing part of 
the process.
Encourage your mentee to be 
proactive about asking you for 
feedback and offering you feedback.
Ask for and provide feedback on 
a regular basis.

Tell me about how you like to 
receive feedback.
What kind of feedback works 
best for you?
In what areas do you expect or need to 
receive feedback?

Asking 
for feedback

Model the way your mentee can 
ask for feedback in how you ask 
for feedback.
Encourage your mentee to be 
specific and descriptive when asking 
for feedback.
Make sure the time is right and that 
your mentee is open to feedback 
before you offer it.
Listen and stay focused.
Encourage your mentee to ask for 
feedback regularly.

In what ways has mentoring 
been helpful?
What else can I do to make our 
mentoring sessions more useful for you?
What specific support do you need from 
me to help you grow and develop? What 
can I do more of? Less of?
Am I helping you see and realize your 
personal or professional vision?
What challenges have I provided 
that are most helpful? Are they 
challenging enough?

(Continued)
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Acting on Feedback
The ultimate goal of feedback is to take action. Encourage your mentee to 
move forward to meet new challenges. As the feedback cycle begins again, 
be ready to provide feedback, ask challenging questions, and help inte-
grate new learnings. This is an opportunity to encourage your mentee to 
become more self-reflective and gain a new perspective. It may be helpful 
to encourage your mentee to develop a step-by-step action plan (and per-
haps a contingency plan) with follow-up and accountability mechanisms 
and to review that plan together.

Table 7.1 summarizes the key components in each of these feedback 
processes and offers some questions and issues for you and your mentor-
ing partner.



Process Guidelines Questions or Issues for Your 
Mentee—Examples

Giving feedback Wait until the relationship and trust 
have been established.
Offer feedback when it is timely 
and relevant.
Allow sufficient time to provide 
effective feedback.
Create a “feedback habit” by giving 
positive and critical feedback 
regularly.
Be as specific with your positive 
feedback as you are with your 
critical feedback.
Link feedback to the mentee’s goals, 
organizational imperatives, and 
areas of mentee self-development.
Allow your mentee time to reflect 
and respond.

Is now a good time to give 
feedback on xxx?
What areas should we focus on?
Please rephrase the feedback you just 
heard so I can be sure you understood.
What did I miss?
How does all of this sit with you?

Accepting  
feedback

Encourage your mentee to think 
about the message they heard 
rather than focus on the delivery.
Help your mentee to avoid being 
defensive by asking how they see it 
differently.
Suggest to your mentee that 
feedback serves as a way to 
challenge their own thinking.
Engage in a discussion about your 
feedback but resist the temptation 
to debate it.

What information surprised you and why?
What questions does the feedback 
raise for you?
If were to accept all the feedback 
as accurate and valid what action 
would you take?
What new insights does this 
feedback raise?

Acting 
on feedback

Focus on your mentee’s goals and 
priorities.
Create accountability check-ins to 
help your mentee make progress 
on feedback.
Identify concrete behaviors your 
mentee can take to address 
the feedback.

How will you apply the feedback to your 
self-development?
What action plan can we develop to 
address the feedback?
What is the best way to check in on 
your progress?

TABLE 7.1 (Continued)
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ENGAGING IN FEEDBACK
When it is unexpected, well-meant feedback can be jarring and not well 
received. As a mentor, you need to set the stage for success by creating the 
expectation early on that feedback will be an ongoing part of the mentor-
ing process. For example, you might ease the way by relating your own 
personal story about someone who provided feedback that had a signifi-
cant impact on you.

To truly harness the power of feedback, you must regularly provide 
feedback that is both reinforcing and challenging. When you agree from 
the start to welcome feedback on an ongoing basis, you create a habit of 
sharing with each other your observations of positive and negative behav-
ior, and your suggestions for ongoing improvement.

Commit to each other to engage in feedback through what Chandler 
and Grealish called “the fine art of noticing.” They wrote, “Noticing is 
observing without judgement. When we notice ourselves, other people, or 
behaviors without judgement, we observe things as they are, without 
attaching emotion.”8

As a mentor, it’s important to create a habit of noticing what works and 
what doesn’t work, sharing what you notice with your mentee, and invit-
ing your mentee to do the same with you. This requires paying full atten-
tion and being tuned in to the details of each interaction. It sets the stage for 
an ongoing exchange of ideas and experiences that will raise awareness for 
you and your mentee and transform your mentoring relationship into fer-
tile ground for learning and growth.9

It is critical to make sure both partners have the same understanding of 
what feedback is. Sue thought she had set up a climate for feedback, but 
found that she needed to take a step back to help her mentee understand 
what feedback really looks like.

Sue and Cathy
Sue: Cathy, this is the third month into our mentoring relationship, 
and we said we were going to build in some regular feedback dur-
ing the year. I think this is a good time to do it. What do you think?

Cathy: Okay, I guess I’m ready. Okay, give it to me.

Sue: Hold on! First of all, I’m not here to “give it to you.” I want us 

both to be able to give each other feedback about how it’s going 

and what we could do better—both you and me.

Cathy: Yeah, you’re right. Sure, I agree. Do you want to go first?
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Sue: Okay. Let me start by saying that even though we got off to 

a rocky start at the beginning with the problem of—

Cathy: Wait. I told you that the scheduling screw-up wasn’t my 

fault. My manager—

Sue: Hold on a  minute, Cathy. It wasn’t my intention to focus on 

that issue. I actually wanted to comment on how well I think the 

mentoring is going since that difficult beginning. And I wanted—

Cathy: Oh, I’m sorry. I just get upset about how my manager tends 

to throw new things at me, no matter what I have on my plate. It 

happened when we were trying to find time to meet, and it hap-

pens all the time. In fact, even yesterday, she did it again. I almost 

couldn’t make this meeting because she dumped this big assign-

ment on me yesterday and she wants it done tomorrow. I get so—

Sue: Cathy, I have to interrupt. Your manager’s way of doling out 
assignments is not the subject that we are talking about now. 
Let’s get back to what we were focusing on, which was giving 
each other feedback. But you know, in fact, what just happened is 
a good example of something that I think is a problem in the way 
we use our time. I think we frequently get off track in the middle of 
our conversations.

Even though Sue and Cathy had a conversation early on about regu-
larly checking in to make sure their mentoring relationship stayed on track, 
Cathy had work issues on her mind that she wanted to talk about and felt 
under attack by her manager. She wasn’t in the frame of mind to talk about 
the relationship. Sue did her best to help Cathy step back, shift gears, and 
reframe the collaborative nature of the conversation, and to focus the use 
of their mentoring time.

Timing of feedback is important. A good rule of thumb is to wait until 
rapport has been built and trust has been established before giving feed-
back. Here, Sue was able to give Cathy feedback using a situation that was 
occurring at the time. It was a teachable moment.

Making Feedback Meaningful
Giving feedback is not as simple as offering advice or constructive criti-
cism. Your goal in providing feedback is to facilitate your mentee’s learn-
ing, so feedback must be relevant, practical, and specific to your mentee’s 
needs. It is an act of caring that requires knowing what you need to do and 
how to do it meaningfully.10



TABLE 7.2

Giving Positive Feedback

What Went Right Why It Was Effective Impact of Behavior

It was really effective when you started 
your presentation with a story.

The audience could really 
relate to you.

This will help create 
buy-in and establish your 
credibility.

It was a great decision to enlist the 
sponsorship of your VP for your 
new project.

Having her endorsement 
helped you project credibility.

She has now seen you 
shine and now you can 
nurture that relationship.

I appreciated that you put in a lot of hard 
work on that report. It really shows in the 
extra details and examples you included.

There are so many details that 
people rarely take the time to 
attend to, but when they do, 
it makes a difference.

You will surely be trusted 
with important reports in 
the future.
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Notice, praise, and reinforce achievements, accomplishments and posi-
tive behavior, but also bring to your mentee’s attention areas that need 
some work. Specificity is everything: A “Good job!” by itself will not help 
your mentees understand what was well done and will not enable them to 
repeat or build on that behavior; saying, “I don’t like the way this is going” 
or “You really blew that one” will not help them understand where they 
went wrong or how to course correct.

We cannot overemphasize the importance of giving positive feedback. 
Along with talking about what’s going wrong, remember to acknowledge 
what is going right—and be as specific as possible. Share why their behav-
ior was effective, and what the impact of the behavior was. We’ve offered 
some examples in Table  7.2. Use the empty spaces below for your own 
situation.

Table  7.3 offers some practical tips and examples for giving criti-
cal feedback.

Monitoring the Mentoring Process
A healthy mentoring relationship requires care and attention. Monitoring 
your partnership provides the opportunity to make midcourse corrections, 
address mentoring stumbling blocks before they become obstacles, and 
keep your communication on track. Most important, checking in regularly 
with your mentee about how the process and the conversations are going 



TABLE 7.3

Feedback Tips
What to Do How to Do It Examples

Point to specific behavior 
or action.

State your observations in as 
objective and specific a way as 
possible. Think about what a 
camera would capture.

“I noticed that you . . . .”
“When you did this . . . .”

Align your feedback with 
your mentee’s needs and 
learning goals.

Provide real-time feedback.
Make it usable and realistic.
Offer concrete, practical steps 
and options.

“I have a few ideas that 
might help.”
“What works for me is . . . .”

Be mindful of your 
mentee’s cultural and 
individual preferences for 
receiving feedback.

Discuss preferences for 
feedback early on.
Take notes and reference these 
prior to delivering feedback.
Reference as necessary.

“I know you will need time 
to think about this so we can 
schedule a follow up if needed.”
“Let me be a bit more direct 
than is my tendency.”

Provide feedback about 
behavior that the mentee can 
do something about.

Stay with the mentee’s behavior, 
and try to walk in their shoes.

“Tell me about the impact of 
the behavior . . . .”
“How might someone else see 
that behavior?”

Share your own relevant 
experience.

When you talk about your own 
experience, set the context. Be 
descriptive so the mentee can 
see the parallels.

“In my experience, which  
was . . . , I found that . . . . I know 
that’s not your situation, but 
maybe there’s something to 
learn here.”

Check out your understanding 
of what is being said.

Listen actively.
Clarify and summarize.

“If I understand what you are 
saying . . . .”
“Help me understand what you 
mean by . . . .”

Use a tone of respect, especially 
when you and your mentee see 
things differently.

Take care not to undermine your 
mentee’s self-esteem.

“I appreciate that you are 
trying to give me another 
point of view.”
“I am curious about . . . .”
“I wonder . . . .”
“Have you ever considered . . . .”

Be aware of your 
communication and learning 
styles and how they work with 
your mentee’s style.

Acknowledge different styles, 
and speak to both.

“I find that I get defensive 
when . . . .”
“I react positively to . . . .”

(Continued)
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What to Do How to Do It Examples

Avoid giving feedback when you 
lack adequate information.

Ask for time to get the 
information you need.

“To be honest with you, I 
need to think about that 
a little more.”

Encourage the mentee to 
experience feedback as 
a movement forward rather than 
an interruption in the journey.

Keep linking progress and 
learning to the big picture, the 
journey, and the learning goals.

“When we started out . . . . And 
then . . . . And now . . . .”

Invite reflection. Give your mentee time to 
process what you have said, 
either aloud in the meeting or 
afterward.

“I’d like to hear your thoughts 
about this.”
“Do you want some time to 
process this?
“How does this resonate 
with you?”

Ask for alternative perspectives. Acknowledge that you may not 
have all the information and/
or that there may be a different 
way to look at things.

“What am I missing?”
“What don’t I know?”
“Do you see it differently?”

TABLE 7.3 (Continued)
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maintains the momentum of the relationship, contributes value to the 
learning of each mentoring partner, and strengthens the relationship. 
Feedback is an essential part of that process.

Monitoring should be done on a regular basis, whether it is once 
a  month or every quarter. Before you check in with your mentee, use 
Exercise 7.1 to help you assess the quality of your mentoring interaction.

Monitoring the Quality of Your Mentoring Interaction
Monitoring the quality of the mentoring interaction (Exercise 7.2) affords 
an opportunity to reflect and prepare for mentoring conversations.

Use Exercise 7.2 to guide your conversation about meetings, relation-
ships, and learning. This worksheet is particularly helpful when each part-
ner completes it independently and then both partners discuss their results.
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Answer the following questions to reflect on the quality of your mentoring interaction and prepare yourself 
to monitor the relationship with your mentee. This tool can become a useful developmental log for evaluat-
ing progress with respect to interaction in the relationship.

1.	 What are some words or phrases I might use to describe our current interaction?

2.	 How would I describe our interaction more fully?

3.	 Where is my mentee on the continuum from dependent to interdependent learner?

_________________________________________________________________
Dependent	  Independent	  Interdependent

4.	 To what extent are our interactions authentic and genuine?

5.	 Are the frequency and duration of interactions adequate? If not, what needs to be done to correct the 
situation?

6.	 How would my mentee characterize our relationship?

7.	 Does my interaction reflect interest and caring?

8.	 Am I balancing talking and listening?

9.	 Am I being too forceful or not forceful enough?

10.	 What action strategies do I need to take to improve the quality of the mentoring interaction?

EXERCISE 7.1 

Assessing the Quality of the Mentoring Interaction

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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You can use this worksheet in three ways: (1) each mentoring partner completes this form independently, 
and then partners discuss individual responses together; (2) mentoring partners discuss each item and 
complete the form together; or (3) each time you complete a  mentoring partnership reflection, save it 
and use it as a starting point for conversation.

Meetings

1.	 When and under what circumstances did we get together?

2.	 Generally, when we met, what did we talk about? (List subjects or topics.)

3.	 What are we working on right now?

4.	 What is our progress to date in achieving our goals and objectives?

Relationship

1.	 What is going particularly well in our mentoring relationship right now?

2.	 What has been our greatest challenge in our mentoring relationship thus far?

3.	 What do we need to work on to improve our mentoring relationship?

4.	 What assistance could we use?

Learning

1.	 What are we learning about ourselves? Each other? The relationship?

2.	 What has the mentee learned?

3.	 What are some of the conditions that promote that learning?

4.	 What are some personal insights? Hunches? Things to watch for?

EXERCISE 7.2 

Mentoring Partnership Accountability Discussion Guide

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Evaluating the Progress of Your Relationship
As you look to assess the learning, remember that mentoring is grounded 
in goal achievement. Your mentee’s goals—including the objectives out-
lined on the Mentoring Work Plan form (Exercise 5.5) and the goal state-
ments articulated in your mentoring partnership agreement—are 
benchmarks for measuring the progress and achievement of learning goals. 
Be sure to refer to them frequently. Evaluating progress regularly helps 
maintain momentum, keeps learning goals at the forefront of the relation-
ship and allows you to adjust them, and holds partners accountable for 
achieving the goals.

Use your Mentoring Work Plan form as a yardstick for measuring pro-
gress and to alert you to when it is time to consider bringing the relationship 
to closure. Refer to it at each mentoring session. If your mentee is not making 
good progress toward achieving goals, consider whether these goals are still 
relevant. You may need to revisit the goals and reformulate them.

Although it may seem that taking the time to actively reflect on the 
quality of your mentoring relationship adds work to your already busy 
schedule, it can actually save time and strengthen the partnership. Look at 
Rachel’s experience:

Rachel and Annie
Rachel had been meeting with her mentee, Annie, for several 
years, and both would have assessed the relationship as “fine.” 
But as she completed Exercise 7.1, Rachel suddenly saw that the 
quality of interaction in her mentoring relationship was no longer 
satisfactory—something she had known on a  visceral level but 
hadn’t wanted to think about. She realized that she needed to 
pump new life into the relationship or end it.

Rachel began to think about what she had contributed to the 
current situation and decided that her desire to meet at 6:00 a.m. 
every Tuesday was not productive. Neither was the small talk that 
diverted their conversation from the real purpose of the relationship. 
When she apologized to Annie for letting the relationship coast for 
so long, Annie confessed that she had been having similar thoughts. 
Both wanted to continue the relationship. In fact, this conversation 
made it clear that over the past three years, both had accomplished 
more than they had originally believed possible. Now they were able 
to talk about what each could do to strengthen the relationship in 
the future and agreed to monitor it more regularly.

Use the feedback checklist in Exercise 7.4 to gauge your personal effec-
tiveness and identify strategies for improvement.
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Monitoring Your Own Feedback Skills
How are your feedback skills? When you regularly ask for feedback about 
your own feedback, your personal performance as a mentor improves. It 
sets the bar for the mentee, especially one who is not comfortable asking 
for feedback. The more specific you can be, the better the quality of the 
feedback and, ultimately, the more effective you will be as a mentor. For 
example, you might ask questions such as these:

•	 Was my feedback helpful in improving your performance in that 
situation?

•	 What else might I have done to make that feedback even more use-
ful to you?

•	 What specific support do you need from me right now?

•	 Am I offering learning challenges that are pushing you in the direction 
you want to go?

•	 Am I challenging you enough?

Exercise 7.3, the Feedback Preparation Template, is a useful tool for pre-
paring for feedback sessions with your mentee. It will help you prepare the 
feedback you want to give your mentee, and it will help you stay focused, 
specific, and on track in your conversation. Populate the form with specific 
feedback you plan to give your mentee and use it to guide your discussion.

Ongoing Feedback
In a healthy mentoring relationship, mentoring partners check in often on 
the effectiveness of their relationship. Here are some tips on how to do that:

•	 Check in at the beginning of your meeting. Regularly ask, “How is it 
going?” Be genuinely curious. Probe your mentee’s response, and take 
it to a deeper level.

•	 Share your observations about how things are going and what con-
cerns you have about the learning process—for example: “I’ve noticed 
that our discussions are very general and theoretical. Are you finding 
them helpful?”

•	 Take a step back before you go forward. For example: “Let’s look at 
how we are doing. What is particularly helpful to you in your learning? 
What has been least helpful? What do you think is going well? What do 
we need to improve? What kind of additional assistance do you need?”

In addition, Exercise 7.5 provides a tool to check in on your mentoring 
partnership.
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My feedback What specific observable 
behavior is this feed-
back based on?

What action should my 
mentee take to correct, 
substitute, or continue this 
observed behavior?

Other notes/
observations

EXERCISE 7.3 

Feedback Preparation Template

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Use this chart to assess your feedback effectiveness and consider how to improve.

Feedback Techniques Yes Strategies for Improvement

I pay attention to and build on my 
mentee’s unique experiences.

I encourage my mentee to reflect 
on experience and use it as 
a learning opportunity.

I allow enough time for my mentee 
to integrate and reflect on the 
feedback I give.

I regularly check in with my 
mentee to confirm that the 
learning process is effective.

My feedback focuses on 
behavior that the mentee can 
actually act on.

I regularly check my understanding 
about what is said.

I use a tone of respect in 
providing feedback.

I am sensitive to my 
mentee’s learning style when 
giving feedback.

I avoid giving feedback when I 
lack adequate information or the 
timing is inappropriate.

I encourage my mentee to 
welcome feedback and see its 
value in making progress.

EXERCISE 7.4 

Feedback Checklist for Mentors

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Complete this check-in periodically throughout your relationship to make sure your relationship stays on 
track and the trust level remains high. Discuss your results, and decide what you can do to improve your 
relationship.

Today’s Date: Never Sometimes Most 
of the Time

Always

We meet regularly.

We communicate schedule changes that may 
affect mentoring meetings.

We notify one another if we cannot follow up or 
honor our commitments to each other.

We eliminate outside influences and 
distractions when we meet.

We check out our assumptions.

Our communication is clear, and 
misunderstandings are infrequent.

We check in with each other to make sure that 
we stay on track with the learning goals.

We provide feedback regularly and make sure it 
is two-way.

Our meetings are relevant, focused, and 
meaningful.

We respectfully acknowledge and address 
conflict when it occurs.

We acknowledge our differences and make it a 
point to learn from them.

We are conscientious about safeguarding 
confidentiality.

EXERCISE 7.5 

Mentoring Partnership Check-In

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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STUMBLING BLOCKS
Every mentoring relationship holds the potential to be derailed by unfore-
seen stumbling blocks. The enabling growth phase, where mentoring part-
ners spend the bulk of their mentoring time, is the phase in which these 
difficulties are likely to crop up.

Mutual Accountability
When relationships fail, either party—or both—may be the cause, and such 
failure can undermine the relationship.11 Eby describes a  continuum of 
relational problems ranging from minor to serious.12 Even the most minor 
issue, untended, can end up crashing a mentoring partnership. The follow-
ing is one example.

Ted and Jeremy
Ted and Jeremy never seemed to do more than exchange pleas-
antries during their sessions. Ted felt that he had been dragged 
into his role as mentor and resented it. Without taking the time to 
learn more about his mentee, he discounted Jeremy as someone 
who didn’t have much potential. In this way, he gave himself per-
mission to slide through mentoring with the minimum exertion 
of effort.

Jeremy had initially been excited about having a  men-
tor, but Ted’s detached attitude quickly dashed his hopes. The 
combination of low expectations (on Ted’s part) and unmet expec-
tations (on Jeremy’s part) minimized the possibility of personal 
and professional growth. As Ted and Jeremy became increasingly 
disengaged, their interactions became more strained.

The decision to end mentoring was the first and last thing Ted 
and Jeremy agreed on. Neither of them ever thought to take the 
other to task for not living up to expectations, and both vowed 
they would never again have anything to do with mentoring.

Mutual accountability is an essential part of mentoring success, and is 
critical to avoid derailment. The best way to foster mutual accountability in 
your mentoring relationship is to hold regular accountability conversa-
tions. The exercises provided in this chapter and the previous one can facil-
itate the process for you and your mentoring partner. Some mentors 
encourage their mentees to use journals, or to summarize the learning and 
next steps at the conclusion of each mentoring session. This ensures conti-
nuity and sets a common point of reference for jump-starting the next men-
toring session. Exercise 7.6 offers ideas.
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Journaling for Mentors

Journaling is particularly helpful for mentors during this phase of the mentoring relationship. It is useful to 
summarize the session and make notes about insights, and it also helps you remember and stay on track. 
To that end, after each mentoring session, you might reflect on these questions:

1.	 What did I do to support my mentee’s learning?

2.	 In what ways did I challenge my mentee to learn and to grow?

3.	 Did I effectively balance support and challenge?

4.	 How did I assist my mentee in envisioning and moving toward a possible or desired future?

Take care with your answers. This is an opportunity for you to deepen your own mentoring practice.

Journaling for Mentees

You might want to ask your mentee to reflect on these questions. Then you can follow up with a candid 
discussion.

1.	 In what ways is my mentor supporting me? What do I need more of? What do I need less of?

2.	 Is my mentor challenging me appropriately? What do I need more of? What do I need less of?

3.	 Do I feel that I am making progress in defining and moving toward a future vision? What additional 
assistance do I need from my mentor?

EXERCISE 7.6 

Journaling for Mentors and Mentees

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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Keeping Your Relationship on Track
What to Do Something to Think About Call to Action

1.	 Be proactive. It is easier to prevent a problem 
than cure it.

Set ground rules up front. It will help 
to prevent some of the common 
stumbling blocks in a mentoring 
relationship.

2.	 Be on the alert for 
common red flags.

Ask yourself:
Does my mentee lack interest in 
their professional development?
Are they following through on 
agreements?
Have they been postponing 
meetings at the last minute?
Are my mentee’s daily crises 
dominating our mentoring 
conversations?
Is my mentee working only on low-
level goals?
Are my mentee’s goals still fuzzy 
and unfocused?
Has my mentee breached 
confidentiality?
Has my mentee failed to 
take action?
Is my mentee resisting being open 
or authentic?

Talk about the red flags with your 
mentee as you see them occur. Don’t 
postpone a conversation you know 
you are going to need to have.

(Continued)
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During the enabling growth stage, it is particularly important to 
acknowledge potential problems and deal with them when they occur. 
Purposeful discussion can dispel tension by bringing topics out in the open 
that might later become impossible to talk about, for example, breach of 
confidentiality. Few roads run smoothly for the entire distance. Addressing 
situations immediately rather than letting them fester keeps mentoring 
partners in conversation where they can reevaluate and renegotiate the 
relationship and still move forward.

Getting Back on Track: Think and Act
Table 7.4 offers five actions you can take to keep your relationship on track.



What to Do Something to Think About Call to Action

3.	 Double down on 
trust building.

You might have been tempted to 
skip over relationship-building 
conversations if you had prior 
experience working with your 
mentee and felt that you already 
know them. Or, pressed for time, 
you may simply have decided you 
both need to get down to business 
and start working.

Acknowledge your shared past 
history up front. Check out your 
assumptions based on that history. 
Be sure to take time to learn more 
about each other.

4.	 Keep checking 
out your assump-
tions and hunches 
throughout your 
relationship.

If you sense something is missing 
or not going well, you are 
probably right.

Address issues as soon as possible. 
Simply stating, “I want to check 
out my assumption that . . . .” will 
keep you from making invalid 
assumptions.

5.	 Don’t let too much 
time lapse bet-
ween meetings.

The most important factor for 
sustained momentum is to stay in 
relationship.

Even though mentees are “in the 
driver’s seat,” when they stop 
communicating, be proactive and 
assertive about re-engaging.
If you can’t meet in person, connect 
by email, phone, or videoconference.

TABLE 7.4 (Continued)
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When It’s Just Not Working
Every so often, a mentoring relationship takes a wrong turn and becomes 
unsalvageable. Read the following to see what happened with Elaine 
and Brianna.

Elaine and Brianna
Elaine, 43, is a concerned, compassionate, and resourceful mentor. 
She raised two children alone while working full time and earning 
a master’s degree, and she is committed to helping other women 
do the same. Brianna, 10 years younger, is the divorced mother 
of a 12-year-old daughter and a 6-year-old son. She has a history 
of family dysfunction—parental abuse, neglect, and alcoholism. 
When she relocated to a  new community to start over, she was 
offered the opportunity of working with a mentor.
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Elaine’s motivation to become a mentor was connected to her 
work as a counselor. She was excited about working with Brianna, 
and felt she could offer direction and motivation for her to grow 
socially and professionally. Elaine and Brianna had chemistry. They 
liked each other immediately, and both looked forward to the new 
learning that the mentoring relationship would bring them. But 
the initial spark didn’t last, and soon both became dissatisfied.

Elaine expressed her frustration to her mentoring coordinator. 
“Brianna seems to have issues of entitlement,” she said. “When I try 
to move her toward personal and professional growth, she just 
says, ‘I don’t think so,’ or ‘I tried that already.’” The few goals Brianna 
did set, she soon abandoned.

Despite these setbacks, Elaine remained committed to helping 
Brianna become self-sufficient and attain a  better quality of life. 
She remembered her own difficulties as a  single parent without 
support. Elaine even researched a scholarship to summer camp for 
Brianna’s son and provided a list of agencies that could assist her in 
relocating to a better neighborhood. But the longer they worked 
together, the more Brianna met Elaine’s efforts with excuses, resis-
tance, and reasons not to follow through.

As time wore on, Brianna either failed to show up for sched-
uled appointments or would bring her son, who was often disrup-
tive. Brianna’s negativity increased. She insisted she was simply “a 
victim once again” and “not understood.” She regularly complained 
about her mother’s negative influence on her, her children’s 
fighting, and the problems in her housing complex. Still, Brianna 
refused to consider making any change.

After four months, Elaine had had enough. She met with her 
coordinator and blurted out, “I feel burned out and used. I worked 
very hard to get Brianna the free tuition to summer camp for her 
son. I cannot understand why she turned down the offer. I raised 
two boys alone. I know how hard it is to be a  single mother. If 
someone offered me the help I offered Brianna, I would have been 
grateful and accepting. I really do not think she wants to be helped. 
I don’t think I am able to motivate Brianna to make meaningful 
changes in her life.”

What’s going on here? Among other things, we see a mentee who is 
sabotaging the relationship (not showing up, being disruptive) and pas-
sively participating in this relationship (her attitude of entitlement, resist-
ance to help). Elaine was projecting her own needs on her mentee. She had 



TABLE 7.5

Dealing with Difficult Mentees
Challenging Mentees Strategy Use This Phrase

User mentees. Mentees who 
assume entitlement often have 
a user mentality and exploit 
mentor knowledge and time.

Focus on development, not day-
to-day problem solving.
Avoid becoming your mentee’s 
go-to call for information 
or emergencies. If you let 
that happen, you become 
codependent.

My role is not to engage in 
firefighting. It is to help you 
develop. Let’s switch our 
focus to the long term.
This is what I am able to do. 
This is what I cannot do.

Unfocused mentees. Unfocused 
mentees are all over the place. 
They don’t stick to the goals and 
keep changing direction without 
further action. They ask for advice 
but show little follow-through or 
commitment.

At each mentoring session, focus 
on the goals of the relationship 
and preplanned agenda. At the 
end of the session, review how 
much progress there has been 
against the goals and agenda.

Let’s revisit our goals to make 
sure we are on track. What 
are the outcomes of the 
action you committed to at 
our last meeting?

(Continued)
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assumed that she was standing in Brianna’s shoes, but had not taken time 
to discover if her assumptions were correct.

The relationship also suffered from lack of goals, trust, and inauthentic 
communication. Elaine may have been in denial about where the relation-
ship was headed; Brianna was clearly in resistance. A wall built up that 
was too tall for either of them to scale. Each had contributed to the toxic 
situation in which they found themselves.

Obstacles like these can easily alter the dynamics of a mentoring rela-
tionship. By recognizing potential problems that mentees can bring to the 
relationship, as well as those that mentors themselves bring, both partners 
can anticipate problems and preserve productive relationships.

Mentoring Difficult Mentees
Some mentees present particular challenges for mentors. It’s helpful to 
become familiar with some of the possibilities in advance so you can con-
sider your best options for working with them. Table 7.5 offers some strate-
gies for resolving issues with particularly challenging mentees:



Challenging Mentees Strategy Use This Phrase

Manipulative mentees. 
These mentees seek favors, 
opportunities, or control in the 
relationship. Mentors in this 
situation can feel used and 
resentful.

This is the time to revisit 
boundaries and roles in 
the mentoring partnership 
agreement.

I am feeling uncomfortable, 
and I’d like to review our 
agreement.

Submissive mentees. These 
mentees are extremely passive. 
They look to the mentor to drive 
the relationship, relying on 
them too much and accepting 
everything that they say 
without question.

This is a signal that there 
should be more focus on trust-
building or that it is time to 
review relationship roles and 
expectations.

Let’s check in on our 
relationship.
I am wondering why I am 
not hearing more from you. 
You have so much to give to 
our relationship. Maybe it’s 
time to review our roles and 
expectations.

Apathetic mentees. Some mentees 
lack good intentions and follow-
through. They are not prepared 
or committed to the relationship, 
and only seek to satisfy their 
immediate needs.

Often this is related to lack 
of internal motivation. Get 
commitment by clarifying goals 
and roles, and linking your 
efforts to an overall purpose. 
The mentee may not have 
a clear understanding of roles 
and responsibilities or may lack 
commitment to goals that are 
not specific and clear enough.

How about if we take time at 
the end of our meetings to 
review the follow-up items 
and evaluate our progress 
toward reaching your goals?

Saboteur mentees. These mentees 
can damage a mentor’s career. 
They may blame their mentors for 
their failure to win a promotion, 
or they may make false 
accusations.

Give yourself permission to 
reset boundaries and limits, or 
bring the relationship to closure 
immediately.

I do want you to succeed 
and I know you can. What 
I don’t want is for you to 
misinterpret my motives.

TABLE 7.5 (Continued)
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Stumbling Blocks
Sometimes it’s the mentor who has the problem or is the stumbling block. 
Mentors may feel like imposters, be under stress, or feel burned out, among 
other common issues. Table 7.6 offers some common stumbling blocks that 
mentors face and strategies on how to overcome them.



TABLE 7.6

Mentor Stumbling Blocks
Stumbling Block Strategy

Impostership. Mentors feel like they are not 
qualified. In the mentoring context, Impostership 
has to do with the expectation that a mentor 
needs to be all things to a mentee.

Be clear about what you do not know. Do not 
expect to be able to do it all or provide it all. Let 
go of the expectation that you need to have all 
the answers. Your job is not to know everything; 
it is to help your mentee ask good questions 
and guide the mentee in their quest to find 
the answers.

Burnout. Mentors who take on too much 
responsibility in or for the relationship, or let 
themselves be manipulated, may burn out.

When mentoring becomes a burden, try to 
figure out why, and then do something about 
it. Perhaps you need to rethink your time 
commitments or other stressors in your life. Think 
about setting boundaries and revisiting your 
mentoring agreements.

Stress. Mentoring is just one part of a complex life. 
There will always be calls on your time or situations 
beyond your control.

Communicate with your mentee about your 
conflicting commitments and agree to a time-
out if you need to refocus your attentions for a 
short period to lessen stress.

Lack of disclosure. Being unwilling to share 
information and feelings may create a situation 
where mentees read more into communication 
than is intended.

Be straightforward and firm in your 
communication. If there is sensitive information 
you cannot share, address this up front so your 
mentee does not make assumptions

Crossing boundaries: Mentors need to let mentees 
know when a boundary has been crossed.

Don’t make it personal. Use the mentoring 
partnership agreement as your point of 
reference, and begin the conversation there.

Prejudice and bias. “Although we may think we 
don’t have biases, the fact of the matter is we are 
all biased for or against something. Some biases 
serve us well”13 and some limit us. It serves us 
well as mentors to check ourselves so we become 
aware of them before they negatively impact our 
relationship.

If you find that you are exhibiting prejudice or 
your biases are getting in the way, it is time to do 
some self-reflection and learning. If you cannot 
overcome them, consider closure.

Procrastination. When mentors find themselves 
rescheduling mentoring meetings or putting off 
mentoring conversations, it is time to consider why 
this is happening.

If it is a time-crunch issue, it may be a signal to 
bring the relationship to closure and you should 
acknowledge it.

(Continued)
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Stumbling Block Strategy

Jealousy. Mentors may experience jealousy if 
a mentee advances beyond them.

Express pride in your mentee’s accomplishments. 
Then decide if it is time for you to move on. 
If it is, help the mentee set new goals or find 
a new mentor.

Chain of command. When the mentor also signs the 
paycheck, it can be intimidating to the mentee, or 
implicitly discourage authentic conversation and 
vulnerability.

Mentors can have a productive mentoring 
relationship with someone in their chain of 
command if they are clear about the boundaries 
of the relationship. Keep lines of communication 
open and focus on the learner’s questions 
and needs.

Mentee neglect. Intended or not, when you neglect 
your mentee and don’t show an active interest, 
your mentee begins to make assumptions.

If you take on the role of mentoring, be 
committed to it. Stay in conversation with your 
mentee. If you do find you have been neglectful, 
acknowledge it to your mentee, apologize, and 
see if you can re-engage.

Lack of Preparation. When you fail to prepare for 
your mentoring meetings, you lose continuity and 
miss opportunity for continued reflection.

Block out five minutes before and after each 
mentoring meeting to prepare and record your 
reflections, respectively.

TABLE 7.6 (Continued)
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MOVING THROUGH
It is easy to see why the enabling growth phase is challenging. Its unex-
pected delights, vast opportunities, learning challenges, and possibilities 
of derailment and distraction present relationship peaks and valleys. 
Readiness, in this phase, is about moving through rather than moving on.

The Readiness Checklist in Exercise 7.7 will help you determine where 
you are in your learning journey. You may find it helpful to come back 
to  this exercise periodically to make sure that you stay on track. From 
time to time, you may find that you answer some of the items negatively. 
When that is the case, the checklist is useful as an indicator that you need 
to work on strengthening the support, challenge, and vision you are 
providing.
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Answer each of the following questions, adding examples after each yes or no response.

Prompt Yes No Examples

1.	 Am I providing enough balance of 
support, challenge, and vision to effec-
tively facilitate learning?

2.	 Have we identified sufficient and varied 
opportunities and venues for learning?
Is the learning still fresh?

3.	 Are we continuing to build and maintain 
a productive relationship?

4.	 Is our mentoring interaction 
satisfactory?

5.	 Are we continuously working on 
improving the quality of the mentoring 
interaction?

6.	 Are we continuing to work at maintain-
ing the trust in this relationship?

7.	 Have we put in place a variety of mecha-
nisms to ensure continuous feedback?

8.	 Is the feedback I am giving thoughtful, 
candid, and constructive?

9.	 Do we make time to reflect on our part-
nership regularly?

10.	 Are there topics that seem difficult to 
discuss in the mentoring relationship?

EXERCISE 7.7 

Enabling Growth: A Readiness Checklist

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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The list of ways to support mentees in the enabling growth phase is 
a long one. This phase is fluid: there is no beginning, middle, or end to the 
process tasks within in it.

Follow these best practices throughout your relationship:

•	 Meet with your mentee on a regular basis.

•	 Establish a regular pattern of contact.

•	 Keep focused on achieving goals and not just day-to-day challenges.

•	 Follow through on your commitments.

•	 Be open to new learning opportunities.

•	 Periodically reflect on what you and your mentee are learning.

•	 Hold your mentee accountable for their growth and development.

•	 Provide regular feedback.

•	 Invite and welcome feedback from your mentee.

•	 Use your time well.

•	 Expect to make midcourse corrections.

•	 Check in and check things out.

•	 Be consistent in your participation.

You will know you are ready to move on to closure when your men-
tee’s learning goals have been completed, or if you are in a formal mentor-
ing program, when the established period is coming to an end. The process 
of bringing a  mentoring relationship to closure offers a developmental 
opportunity for you and your mentee to look back on the learning, cele-
brate it, and move forward. Regardless of whether the relationship has 
been positive, it always presents an opportunity for growth and reflection. 
It is this experience that we explore in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 8

Coming to  
Closure
Looking Back,  
Moving Forward

COMING TO CLOSURE should be a mutually satisfying learning experience. 
For this to happen, however, mentoring partners must be prepared for it 
and be mindful of it throughout the mentoring process. This means build-
ing in closure protocols and processes from the beginning and letting them 
evolve with the relationship—hence, the term coming to closure. Jesse and 
Felipe brought their mentoring relationship to closure well. They talked 
about the good times and the not-so-good times, and celebrated 
their triumphs.

Jesse and Felipe
Jesse and Felipe’s relationship had gotten off to a  rocky start 
because Jesse had never been a mentor before. At first, he treated it 
as simply another item on his to-do list. But Felipe was very serious 
about the relationship and was determined to make it work. He 
pushed hard to build the relationship and get the time he needed 
from Jesse. Over the months of their mentoring relationship, they 
had established a real bond. Now, both knew it was time to come 
to closure.

For their closure conversation, Felipe suggested that instead of 
meeting at the office, they meet for drinks at one of Jesse’s favorite 
restaurants not too far from work (he checked out the location first 
with Jesse’s assistant). On the appointed day, Felipe walked into 

PREPARING
(Getting Ready)

COMING TO
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(Looking Back,
Moving Forward)
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(Establishing
Agreements)
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(Facilitating
Learning)
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the restaurant with a package under his arm and plopped down in 
the chair next to Jesse, who had already ordered drinks for them.

“Hey, Felipe, how are you?” said Jesse. “I’m in my element here. 
Thanks for suggesting it.”

“No problem,” Felipe said, smiling. “It’s my way of saying thank 
you for your time and support this last year.”

“Well,” said Jesse, shaking his head, “I have to say even though 
I was your mentor, you taught me a few things about mentoring. 
I couldn’t have asked for a better first mentee. You’re doing great. 
Even if the program weren’t ending now, I don’t think you need me 
anymore. You’ve nailed every learning goal we agreed on.”

“You know what really helped?” said Felipe. “Getting the num-
bers thing under my belt. Before, I couldn’t make sense of them. I 
didn’t know what they meant or how to use them to make decisions. 
You taught me that numbers were my friend, not my enemy. I don’t 
know why I was fighting it so long—maybe it was the math thing. 
You’ve given me the language to ask the right questions. Oh—do 
you remember the time we sat down and I asked you for advice 
about firing my direct report?

“How could I forget it?”
“Well, you were right on. Letting George go was not a  good 

idea. What you said stuck with me, even though I didn’t follow your 
advice. I needed to learn how to delegate and to listen better. And 
I’m on it.”

“We may as well learn from our mistakes; we make enough of 
them! I can’t believe I didn’t want to do this mentoring thing in 
the beginning. That’s a mistake I won’t make again.” Jesse looked 
Felipe right in the eye. “I really do want to thank you for making my 
first go at mentoring such a great experience. I’ve enjoyed getting 
to know you.

“Me too,” said Felipe. “Hey, Jesse,” he said, handing him the box, 
“this is for you—just a  way of saying thanks. I hope we can stay 
in touch.”

“Definitely,” said Jesse. “It’s been a pleasure.”

THE CASE FOR CLOSURE
Sometimes, as was the case for Jesse and Felipe, closure is a graceful pro-
cess. But it can also present significant challenges for mentoring partners.

The end of any relationship is often beset with anxiety, sadness, resent-
ment, or surprise. Sometimes partners hang on indefinitely, not wanting to 
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let go of the emotional and personal ties; inertia or a sense of comfort often 
sustains a mentoring relationship long after it should end.

Closure sometimes evokes an emotional reaction from mentoring part-
ners. Acknowledging these emotions and moving on is an expected part of 
the process. But dealing with them takes more time than most people antic-
ipate, and it is often tempting to avoid the conversation altogether.

Closure can be a psychologically or culturally challenging experience 
for some individuals. You may find that your mentee is reluctant to bring 
your relationship to closure. Your mentee feels a bond with you that they 
fear breaking. Or long-term relationships may be normative for them 
because of their cultural conditioning.

Avoiding Closure
Sometimes mentoring partners prefer to avoid closure because they fear 
hurting the feelings of their mentor partner or are otherwise anxious about 
terminating the relationship. Let’s look at two examples.

Betsy and Helen
Helen felt obligated to Betsy, who had been her mentor for over 
a year. Although she was not satisfied with their mentoring rela-
tionship, Helen did not want to hurt Betsy’s feelings, so closure was 
not an option. Helen preferred to let her mentoring relationship 
run its course and live with the discomfort of obligatory niceness. 
As a result, she was stuck and unable to move on.

Greg and Art
Greg never felt connected to his mentee, Art. He had agreed to be 
part of the staff mentoring program because he felt that it made 
him look good to have a mentee. As time went on, however, main-
taining the relationship became a chore. Greg felt that he had no 
choice in the matter; he thought it would look bad if he asked for 
another mentee. He kept his feelings to himself and lived with the 
pretense until the program came to its natural end.

Things were not going well in Betsy’s or Greg’s mentoring relation-
ships. No one wanted to take action. Neither was comfortable discussing 
closure, although each participant knew that their relationship had already 
ended. If they had each held a negotiating conversation early in their rela-
tionship, they would have had a pre-established process in place to bring 
the relationship to closure comfortably.
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Unanticipated Ending Without Closure
Many mentoring relationships end because one partner has a shift in pri-
orities that changed the balance of the relationship. If closure is not planned 
for, abrupt changes can leave mentees feeling bitter about the process as in 
the following two situations.

Sam and Gretchen
One day Gretchen received a  telephone call from her mentor, 
Sam, telling her that he was being promoted to another division 
of the company—a promotion that meant immediate relocation 
to another city. Sam assured Gretchen that he would be in touch 
“when everything settled down.”

Gretchen waited two months for Sam to call; finally, she called 
Sam and left a message. He never called her back. Gretchen had 
shared personal vulnerabilities about her work issues with Sam, and 
his inability to even call her back left her feeling betrayed and hurt.

Mark and Ken
Life circumstances caused Mark to pull back from everything but 
the basics at work. His spouse had developed a life-threatening ill-
ness, and it was all he could do to take care of her and their chil-
dren, and still do his job. Their conversation was brief: Mark called 
Ken and told him that he was sorry, but he had his hands full and 
hoped Ken would understand.

Ken, his mentee, was disappointed, but chose not to push. 
He let Mark off the hook by finding another mentor, but he felt as 
if he was starting all over again and that his time with Mark had 
been wasted.

In these examples, both Gretchen and Ken had previously articulated 
their learning goals with their mentors, but the unanticipated closure 
caught them off guard. The lack of formal closure for Gretchen and Ken 
foreclosed an opportunity to process what they had accomplished and 
learned and to celebrate their mentoring relationship.

When mentoring partners become friends and drift into a more infor-
mal relationship based on the growing familiarity, it is particularly difficult 
to let go of the mentoring component of the relationship. In such a situa-
tion, it is important to mark the transition out of the mentoring relationship 
and into friendship and use it as an opportunity for learning.
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Caren and Juanita
Caren and Juanita had a  lively and engaged mentoring relation-
ship and enjoyed their meetings immensely. After several months, 
Juanita had accomplished her learning objectives—much more 
quickly than she had thought possible.

“Well,” said Caren, looking at her notes, “I think you’ve done it! 
It’s been a  real pleasure. We should definitely get together next 
month, when we both have some time, maybe get some dinner.” 
Then she rose, gave Juanita a  brief hug, watched her leave, and 
went back to work. That afternoon, however, she found herself 
feeling sad and even guilty, as if she’d forgotten something very 
important.

Juanita left Caren’s office feeling confused. Were they friends 
or mentoring partners? Was the mentoring part of their relation-
ship really over?

Caren and Juanita had never discussed closure and drifted from men-
toring partnership to friendship without celebrating their own good work 
together. Although both felt that they had accomplished much together, 
they had missed out on an opportunity to learn even more.

The intimate nature of the relationship makes the transition from men-
tor to friend a common occurrence and happens imperceptibly. With the 
new relationship, attention to accountability may wane, and closure with 
respect to learning goals may appear to be superfluous because the rela-
tionship is continuing through friendship.

In all these examples, the mentoring partners lacked prior agreement 
about how to come to closure. If they had planned for this phase, they 
could have preempted some of the emotional aftereffects of not coming to 
closure and instead would have optimized the positive learning outcomes 
of the relationship.

When closure does not happen, the transition to the next stage of the 
relationship (post-relationship or re-engagement) is often attenuated and 
awkward. Because there is a particular point when the relationship is ready 
for closure, timing is critical. Drawing out the separation process serves 
neither the mentor nor mentee well and can turn a  positive mentoring 
experience into a negative one.

Closure is also a demarcation between what is (the mentoring relation-
ship) and what will be (perhaps friend, manager, or colleague). Closure 
helps prevent situations where a mentee might continue to expect access 
and advice when it is no longer appropriate.

As long as one mentoring partner continues to view the relationship as 
a learning opportunity, the process of closure itself can still be a valuable 
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source for learning. If there is no other choice but to terminate the relation-
ship, it may be better to make a clean break and discuss what went right 
and what went wrong. In both situations, the mentor and mentee can learn 
something from the experience.

Even when mentoring partners discuss the inevitability of closure or 
establish a no-fault learning conclusion agreement early on in the negotiat-
ing phase of their relationship, most rarely revisit that agreement when 
closure is at hand.

Unanticipated Ending with Closure
Most healthy mentoring relationships end at some point. Planned closure 
is often the easiest way to deal with this ending, but it nevertheless pre-
sents its own set of challenges.

Unanticipated endings occur even in the healthiest mentoring relation-
ships. Whether the change is forced by an external event or a shift in per-
sonal circumstances, planning for how to deal with such unanticipated 
obstacles ahead of time helps mentoring partners know what to do when 
circumstances change.

Liam and Tricia, Marie, and Tom
Tricia, Marie, and Tom had been group mentoring partners with 
Liam, their mentor, for nearly eight months. When Liam was sud-
denly pulled into a  new project that would require increasing 
amounts of his time over the next six months, he felt terrible 
about leaving them in the lurch. Rather than putting off telling his 
mentoring partners about the change in his work responsibilities, 
Liam scheduled a  meeting with all of them and confronted the 
issue head-on.

“Wow,” said Tricia. “That’s kind of a shock—but congratulations. 
Your project actually sounds pretty interesting. Does this mean 
you won’t have any time for our group?”

“I have no idea how this is going to affect our relationship,” 
he said. “I just know that it will. Any ideas about how we can work 
with this?”

Tom looked at his partners and said, “I don’t know what your 
timeline is, Liam, but I think we’d like to continue. Maybe we can 
still be in touch with you, but on your schedule and for shorter 
periods of time. Would that work?”

Liam thought that might be workable, and the group also 
agreed to set up regular online get-togethers in the interim. They 
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planned to review the situation in a month; if the new setup was 
not satisfactory, they would bring the relationship to a formal close.

Everyone left the meeting feeling positive. Liam was relieved 
that he didn’t have to leave his mentees in the lurch, and his men-
toring partners felt empowered, supported, and respected. By 
squarely facing foreseeable obstacles, these mentoring partners 
were able to anticipate closure and develop a contingency plan for 
dealing with it.

RECOGNIZING THE NEED FOR CLOSURE
A number of telltale signs and signals can suggest that it is time to consider 
coming to closure (see Table 8.1). When such signals are ignored or over-
looked, they can eat away at even a good relationship. Learn to recognize 
these signals when they first appear, and then try to validate your percep-
tions and assumptions.

Sometimes there are no overt signals that indicate mentoring partners 
should come to closure, yet a mentee or mentor may decide to end the rela-
tionship. When this happens, it is important for the other person to respect 
that decision. At other times, a mentee wants to end a mentoring relation-
ship and the mentor does not feel that that decision is a  logical or well-
reasoned choice. Nevertheless, a  wise mentor respects that choice and 
knows when, and how, to leave the door open in case the mentee’s circum-
stances change. Here are two approaches from mentors who have kept the 
door open:

1.	 Even though we need to end the formal mentoring relationship now, I want 
you to know that I am very interested in continuing to know how you are 
progressing in applying your learning. Please stay in touch, and let me know 
how you’re doing. In fact, how about if we put a date on the calendar now?

2.	 I know that you’re going through a hard time personally right now, and I 
understand why continuing to meet is no longer feasible. I’ve enjoyed our 
relationship, and I’d be glad to work with you again. Hang on to my phone 
number and email, and please let me know when you’re ready to pursue your 
learning goals again.

Both of these mentors have signaled that they are not hurt because the 
mentee decided to end the relationship. They remain interested and sup-
portive, and leave the door open for their mentees to return.



TABLE 8.1

Signals That It Might Be Time to Come to Closure
Signals Possible Indications

I am bored, uninterested, and thinking about other 
things when I meet with my mentee.

I am just going through the motions, and 
this relationship is not meaningful or 
important to me.

My mentee shows up on the scheduled date, and we 
meet whether or not there is an agenda.

We are meeting just to meet, and there is no 
real purpose to our meeting.

I begrudge the time I must spend to maintain this 
relationship. There are more important and pressing 
matters I must attend to.

Mentoring is not a high priority for me 
right now. I am no longer engaged in the 
relationship.

It feels as if my mentee is hanging on and will 
not let go.

My mentee has accomplished her learning 
goals and is ready to move on, but she does 
not see it that way.

I have run out of things to talk about with my mentee. We are wasting each other’s time.

There has been a consistent breach of confidence. I do not trust my mentee and need to be 
selective about what I choose to share.

My mentee listens to my advice or counsel but does 
not follow through.

I am spinning my wheels and 
wasting my time.

We have been meeting for many months and haven’t 
made progress.

Someone else could better fill my 
mentee’s needs.

After most meetings, I feel wrung out, as if my mentee 
has drained all my energy.

This is not a healthy relationship.

This appears to be a one-way relationship. I get little, if any, satisfaction from 
contributing to this mentee’s growth.

Being with my mentee is unpleasant and painful. I do not like or respect my mentee.

My mentee is high maintenance. My mentee requires a lot more support than 
I can or want to provide. It may be that I no 
longer want to continue this relationship.
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PLANNING FOR CLOSURE
Most mentoring relationships don’t have the kind of closure we are talking 
about here. Certainly, the mentee may have achieved their learning  
goals, and the mentoring partners may feel they have ended on a  high 
note; but because they did not plan for closure from the beginning, they 
have lost the opportunity to capitalize on learning and enrich the entire 
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experience. As is discussed in Chapter 5, the time to agree on the closure 
process is when you are negotiating the mentoring partnership agreement 
as part of the relationship ground rules.

It is essential to plan the process of coming to closure, taking into con-
sideration how it will play out both when closure is anticipated and when 
it is not. Using the learning goals of the mentoring relationship as a focal 
point provides a basis for discussing best-case and worst-case closure sce-
narios. Identifying potential stumbling blocks such as avoidance of closure 
or continuation of the relationship when one or both partners are unhappy 
makes it easier to plan how to overcome them.

Formal mentoring programs help facilitate the process of coming to 
closure because structures for reviews and end dates are usually specified. 
Mentors in informal mentoring relationships have to be more conscien-
tious about bringing a mentoring relationship to closure because there is 
no prescribed end date.

Virtual closure offers a welcome opportunity for closure when meeting 
in person to bring a relationship to closure is not timely, convenient, or 
practical. Once you acknowledge the need for closure, you will need to 
establish a process that will help you end on a positive note and identify 
a  framework for organizing a “learning conclusion” conversation—a 
highly focused conversation about learning outcomes that have resulted 
from the mentoring relationship. Let’s look at two examples of what can 
happen when closure is planned for.

Frank and Minh, Part 1
Frank and Minh’s mentoring relationship came to closure when 
their company’s mentoring program cycle ended. “I’m sorry to see 
it end,” said Frank, “but it looks as if you really did achieve the goals 
you set out to achieve.”

“Yes,” said Minh with a laugh. “If the company hadn’t set up this 
deadline, I don’t know how long it would have taken to accomplish 
all this.”

Frank and Minh attended the company’s formal mentoring 
luncheon and received congratulations and certificates acknowl-
edging their participation in the program.

Without that formal event, they might not have brought the relation-
ship to closure, or acknowledged their accomplishment and mutual appre-
ciation. But knowing that closure was expected triggered a conversation 
about this phase and provided a rallying point for the transition that was 
to follow. Because their relationship was part of a formal program, Frank 
and Minh were able to tailor Minh’s learning goals according to the 
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timeframe that his company had set. By the time the final luncheon rolled 
around, Frank and Minh had met these articulated goals and had held their 
closure conversation.

Frank and Minh, Part 2
“You know, I’ve learned a  heck of a  lot from this experience,” 
said Frank. “I’ve never thought of myself as a mentor before, but 
working with you has shown me that I’ve got a  few more skills 
than I was giving myself credit for. I was telling my wife the other 
day that if the company ever lets me retire, I might want to put 
more time into helping out people who are just getting into the 
business.”

Minh laughed. “You’ve definitely got the chops for mentoring, 
Frank. For me, maybe not so much, but I make a much better men-
tee than I would have thought going into this. I would never have 
done  this if the company hadn’t made it part of my job require-
ments. To tell you the truth, when we started I didn’t even under-
stand what mentoring was.”

“Well, you took to it like a  natural,” said Frank. “You accom-
plished your goals in nothing flat. I’ve been really impressed with 
your energy and dedication.”

“Okay, okay, that’s enough of sharing the love,” said Minh. 
“Let’s eat!”

Yvonne and Raj
Yvonne and Raj’s informal mentoring relationship resulted in 
meeting three of the five learning objectives they had set out to 
accomplish for the year. When they met to process the learning at 
the end of the year, they realized that it would be advantageous to 
continue their work together.

They talked about what went well for them and what might 
improve their relationship, and then they renegotiated a timeline 
for accomplishing the remaining learning goals. Despite the initial 
timeframe they had set, they realized they were not yet ready to 
end the relationship.

In this case, reaching closure meant re-negotiating rather than ending the 
relationship. It still required engaging in a meaningful closure conversation.

Tara and Oren
Tara and Oren met twice a month for 18 months. They never missed 
a meeting. Mentoring was a priority for both of them and it was  
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convenient to arrange in-person meetings since their offices were 
just three buildings apart. Oren had made great progress. It was 
time for their closure conversation, and Oren was looking for-
ward to celebrating with Tara in person. Then a monkey-wrench 
got thrown into their plans. Oren received a surprise assignment, 
a project in Paris, and he was going to relocate immediately. 
Rather than postpone their date, they decided to do a virtual clo-
sure meeting. Oren sent Tara a handwritten note of appreciation, 
sharing what he had learned and what he valued about her as a 
mentor. Once he settled in Paris, they met by videoconference 
for an hour, reflecting on their time together, Oren’s progress on 
his goals, and what he wanted to achieve next. Tara offered to be 
a sounding board for Oren as he acclimated to his new role, and 
they decided to meet quarterly to catch each other up and remain 
connected.

REACHING A LEARNING CONCLUSION
An indispensable part of the experience of coming to closure is bringing 
the relationship to a  learning conclusion: a  highly focused conversation 
about specific learning that has taken place during and as a result of the 
mentoring relationship. It is a blameless, no-fault, reflective conversation 
about both the process and content of the learning.1 As the following exam-
ple shows, even when the relationship has been problematic, this conversa-
tion can be constructive:

Jim and Carol
Jim and his mentee, Carol, had not had a  productive mentoring 
experience. In fact, in just a few months, they had placed so many 
demands on one another that they wore themselves out trying to 
maintain the relationship. When Jim finally said, “I hate to say it, 
but I think we need to end this relationship,” Carol breathed a deep 
sigh of relief. They agreed in advance to hold a learning conclusion 
conversation, and both actually looked forward to it.

They began by reviewing Carol’s learning goals. Using that as 
a personal benchmark, they focused on the specifics of what Carol 
had learned and what else she would need to reach the remain-
ing learning outcomes. They talked about what went well for 
them in the relationship—they did like each other—and what did 
not, and why.

During the conversation, Jim realized that he had not focused 
well on Carol’s needs. He hated to admit it, but a mentoring 
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relationship might require more patience than he had. Carol saw 
that she needed to take more responsibility for her own learning; 
she had kept waiting for Jim. She decided to work on being more 
focused on her own needs and taking some risks. “I think I’ve 
learned more in this one conversation than I have in the last few 
months,” she said, laughing.

“Yeah,” said Jim. “Live and learn, I guess. But listen, I think I can 
help connect you with a  couple of other leaders who have the 
expertise and background you need and who are good at mentor-
ing.” Carol was pleased and agreed to contact them. She really did 
want to further her learning.

It is important to remember that mistakes, failures, and missteps offer 
rich experience for learning. Because they had a  blameless conversation 
focused on the learning, both partners were able to take something positive 
away from the mentoring experience. The negative aspects of Jim and 
Carol’s relationship were softened by focusing the conversation on what 
each had learned and how they might apply that knowledge in the future.

When mentoring partners prepare and plan for closure, it can be a 
mutually satisfying and meaningful learning experience. Exercise 8.1 offers 
step‑by-step guidance in planning for closure. Ideally this conversation 
takes place as part of the negotiating conversation and is revisited again 
toward the end of the enabling phase in preparation for the closure 
conversation.

When a  mentoring relationship disintegrates or fizzles out (with no 
closure), the mentor and mentee miss an opportunity to learn from the 
relationship. Routinely reviewing goals and objectives throughout the rela-
tionship keeps the relationship focused on the mentee’s goals and enables 
mentoring partners to take stock of their progress. This process builds 
momentum and helps to identify the appropriate time for closure.

As soon as goals and objectives have been met, it is time to reflect on 
what has been learned, celebrate, and move on. If you agree to continue the 
mentoring relationship, it is necessary to articulate new goals, renegotiate 
the terms of engagement, and review what has worked well in the past and 
what has gotten in the way.

INTEGRATING LEARNING
Closure gives mentoring partners the opportunity to apply and integrate 
what they have learned as a result of their relationship. Without closure, 
that opportunity is lost. Your questions and thoughtful analysis can help 
mentees evaluate learning outcomes and identify how to maximize and 
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Follow the steps in column 1 by asking the related questions in column 2.

Closure Preparation Step Related Questions

1.	 Revisit your purpose. What was our goal in working together?

2.	 Envision a best-case scenario for 
closure.

What would we ideally like to see happen when this 
mentoring relationships ends?

How can we ensure the relationship reaches a positive 
learning conclusion?

If the ideal isn’t possible, how can we still ensure a positive 
learning outcome?

3.	 Envision a worst-case scenario for 
closure.

What might get in the way of a positive learning conclusion?

What might a positive learning conclusion look like under 
these circumstances?

4.	 Plan for mutual accountability. What will we do to overcome any factors that get in the way 
of reaching a learning conclusion?

5.	 Establish a process for acknowl-
edging the time for closure.

How will we know when it is the right time to bring the 
relationship to closure?

6.	 Establish ground rules for the 
learning conclusion conversation.

What will the agenda be for our learning conclusion 
conversation?

EXERCISE 8.1 

Closure Preparation: Steps and Questions

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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build on that learning. The following shows how Neal and Elliott handled 
the opportunity to learn from closure.

Neal and Elliott
For over a year, Neal and his mentee, Elliott, have been engaged in 
a mentoring relationship that came about as a result of a corporate 
mentoring initiative. In a recent memo from the company’s training 
and development department, Neal was reminded that the year’s 
mentoring cycle was almost through, and he realized that it was 
time to bring closure to the mentoring relationship.

Neal began the process by sending an email asking Elliott 
to come to the next mentoring session prepared to review the 
learning plan they had laid out when they started meeting. When 
they met, Neal focused the conversation on each of the original 
learning goals and then asked Elliott for his assessment of each 
of them. Elliott responded that his goal had been to learn how to 
position himself for new opportunities within the department and 
felt he had made considerable progress.

Neal then asked Elliott to describe the progress he felt he 
had  made and to identify how he had specifically applied what 
he had learned. Once Elliott articulated his response, he and Neal 
explored other questions: What were the implications of that 
learning? In what ways could Elliott apply learning to other situa-
tions? What other learning would be helpful for Elliott?

Once they addressed these questions, Elliott focused on the 
process of learning, asking questions such as: What did we learn as 
a partnership? What did we learn as individuals about ourselves? 
How can we integrate that learning?

Let’s look at a more detailed mentoring closure scenario that addresses 
Elliott’s questions, and illustrates how this conversation can be handled.

Mentor: As we bring our mentoring relationship to a  close, it’s 
time to reflect on what we’ve each taken away from our mentor-
ing experience. You know, I’ve really been impressed with how far 
you’ve come. I have seen you grow into your role as a leader, and 
it’s obvious that you now have a  better understanding of what 
is required for you to take the next step. I’ve  watched you learn 
to handle yourself much more competently, particularly when it 
comes to managing conflicts with your staff. You seem to be so 
much more comfortable and confident than you were when we 
first met.
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Mentee: Now that you mention it, I do feel more comfortable. You’ve 

really helped me with that. Plus, I see that by improving my own 

skills in managing conflict how much it has positively impacted my 

team and helped the team grow and learn—which was not really 

something I considered before.

Mentor: Speaking of learning, you’re not the only one! You’ve been 

really helpful to me in my growth as a mentor.

Mentee: Really? Thanks. How so?

Mentor: Well, I could have done some things differently to support 

you better. I’ve been so involved in my own department projects 

that I don’t think I gave you enough time sometimes, and I really 

apologize for that. So I’ve learned that I need to commit my time as 

well as my intention. And my advice to you is that if you are going 

to be a mentor, be prepared to commit the time.

Mentee: You know, initially, when it was hard to meet with you 

because you had work to do, I took it personally. But that also 

taught me that I have to fight for the time I need. I also realized 

that our styles are different, and sometimes I let those differences 

get in the way. At first, I just wanted a mentor whose style is more 

like mine, but over the months, I saw that this difference was really 

an opportunity for me to figure out how to interact with someone 

who thinks and processes differently than I do—which, basically, 

will be true of most of the people I interact with.

Mentor: Well, I guess this process has been good for both of us. But 

it’s not over yet! As you move forward, there are some next steps 

to consider. I was thinking that you may want to focus your time 

and attention on developing your strategic thinking and on being 

able to align what you do on a daily basis with your own long-term 

goals and the challenges your department is facing right now.

Mentee: Your suggestion about strategic thinking is really right-on 

for me. So many times this year you pointed out how easily I get 

trapped in the day-to-day. I have come to see how that focus holds 

me back from getting to the next level. But listen—is that a goal 

that you and I can continue with, even though our time is up? Or 

do you think I should get another mentor to help me with that?

Mentor: It’s a possibility, and I’d be open to it, although you may 

want to get another mentor’s perspective, too. Let’s talk about it 

again in another month. How about the twenty-fifth?
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Mentee: Excellent. I’ll let you know if that needs to change, but for 

now it sounds good. I want you to know that I have learned so 

much from you about what it takes to be successful. You have truly 

been a great role model for me. I especially appreciate getting to 

know you better. Your insights have given me a lot to think about. 

Thank you so much.

As this scenario suggests, mentors can also learn about themselves and 
how to improve their personal mentoring practice from engaging in a  
mentoring relationship. To turn the closure experience into a learning expe-
rience takes some self-reflection.

If you have been keeping a learning journal, now is the time to take it 
out, review it, and reflect on your development as a mentor. Exercise 8.2 
provides a worksheet to stimulate self-reflection before your closure con-
versation with your mentee. You might use the sentence stems as a journal 
entry or separately. The important thing is that you use this as a personal 
and professional learning opportunity.

Even when a mentoring relationship has been beset with a problem, 
reaching a  learning conclusion can turn it into a  positive experience. In 
such a situation, mentoring partners should use the following approach:

1.	 Acknowledge the problem or difficulty encountered without casting 
blame or passing judgment—for example: “It looks as if we’ve come 
to an impasse.”

2.	 If the decision is to end the mentoring relationship, make a clean break 
and end on an upbeat note. Consider what went right with the rela-
tionship as well as what went wrong—for example: “Let’s look at 
the pluses and minuses of our relationship so that we can each learn 
something from the relationship.”

3.	 Express mutual appreciation. Acknowledge the progress and accom-
plishments that did result from the relationship—for example: 
“Although we haven’t been able to accomplish all of your objectives, 
we were successful in one area. I attribute our success to your persis-
tence and determination; those are the very characteristics you will 
need in your new job.”

CELEBRATING LEARNING
We are more likely to celebrate success in our personal lives than in our 
workday life, where celebration is viewed as appropriate only within limits. 
In fact, celebration is a fundamental part of concluding a mentoring rela-
tionship because it reinforces learning and signals the transition process.

If celebration is to have value, it must be genuine. Authentic celebra-
tion engenders enthusiasm, builds a  sense of community, and creates 
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Use the following prompts to reflect on what you have learned from your mentoring relationship:

1.	 What I have learned about myself:

 

 

 

 

 

2.	 My mentoring gifts and strengths:

 

 

 

 

 

3.	 What I wish I could learn to do better:

 

 

 

 

 

4.	 How I will apply what I have learned:

 

 

 

 

 

5.	 Specific steps for applying what I have learned:

  

 

 

EXERCISE 8.2 

Self-Reflection: Turning Closure into Learning

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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venues for communication. Terrence Deal and M. M. Key, in Corporate 
Celebration: Play, Purpose and Profit at Work, spoke to the value of celebrat-
ing: “Celebrations infuse life with passion and purpose. They summon the 
human purpose. They attach us to our human roots and help us soar 
toward new visions. They touch our hearts and fire our imaginations.”2

Celebrating Learning Together
Mentoring relationships can be celebrated in a variety of settings, from for-
mal events to informal meetings. Here are some suggestions for incorpo-
rating celebration into the closure of a mentoring relationship:

•	 Collaborate on the planning. Don’t take on all the work of celebration 
yourself. Engage your mentee in the planning process; it will heighten 
the sense of individual contribution and foster the sense of partnership 
that permeates a mentoring relationship.

•	 Elevate and expand knowledge. Celebration can be a vehicle to continue 
to educate about the past, present, and future of the organization; use 
it as a context for growth. Ask your mentee to relate their perspectives, 
experiences, and challenges.

•	 Leverage learning. The opportunity to leverage and maximize learning 
is the very essence of a  mentoring relationship. By sharing your 
own development stories with your mentee, you create a  sense of 
momentum that extends beyond the celebration.

•	 Expand your thinking. When considering how to celebrate, look for 
permanent mementos or meaningful ways to remember the partner-
ship. Formal mentoring programs, for example, often give partners cer-
tificates of completion.

•	 Brag about accomplishments. Boast about your mutual mentoring accom-
plishments with your mentee. Celebrate the triumphs and big wins 
with big celebrations. And while you’re at it, make connections with 
the mentee’s personal mission (and, if you are mentoring in an organi-
zational context, with the organization’s mission).

•	 Rekindle memory. Revisit the journey. There is an old saying, “If you 
don’t have a sense of where you come from, going backward looks like 
progress.” Look to create a shared sense of progress and purpose with 
your mentee. You may find that it will reawaken your own sense of 
purpose and keep the focus on learning.

•	 Appreciate. Honor achievement. Let mentees know what it is that you 
appreciate about them. Tell them they matter and why, and be honest 
when you do. Leave space and opportunity for mentees to express 
their appreciation to you. This allows them to feel that they are giving 
something of themselves to you.
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•	 Talk about transitions. Talk about changes before they take place. 
Celebration is an opportunity to create self-awareness, educate for 
change, and prepare for next steps.

•	 Espouse the vision. Articulating personal (and organizational) vision har-
nesses energy and engages the spirit. Linkages to vision help leverage 
learning. Create consistent thought and action by helping your mentee 
keep the vision out front.

Ways to Celebrate
Celebration is nurturing; it engages people through connection. Challenge 
yourself and your mentee to create ways to celebrate. Celebrate small steps, 
mile markers, and finish lines. Here are some ideas you can use to get started:

•	 Gift giving. Gifts—meaningful tokens or souvenirs related to the 
purpose of the mentoring relationship—should be kept to a minimum 
and be modest in cost. For example, you might choose a book relating 
to your mentee’s area of interest, inspirational or motivational books 
you think your mentee will enjoy, or a  blank journal for reflection 
which your mentee can use going forward.

•	 Written expressions. Written notes offer a permanent record of support 
and encouragement as well as a memento. You might write your men-
tee a note about what you learned from them, a simple message wish-
ing good luck in the future, or a motivational message for the future.

•	 Face-to-face conversations. Sometimes the right words uttered at just the 
right moment are the best and most remembered gifts in the long term.

•	 In expressing appreciation, be specific and focus on behaviors. You 
will remind the person of their value—for example: “I admire your . . 
. ,” “You have a real knack for . . . ,” “I especially appreciated it when 
you . . . .”

Deal and Key described effective celebrations as “well-crafted pro-
cesses that embrace and honor participants.”3 And it was Kahlil Gibran 
who spoke so eloquently about the value of personalism in gift giving: 
“You give but little when you give of your possessions. It is when you give 
of yourself that you truly give.”4 Personalism should be part of mentoring 
celebrations.

REDEFINING THE RELATIONSHIP
Before you and your mentee engage in a conversation about how your rela-
tionship will be different once this phase of it ends, you need to decide if 
you want to continue to be in contact with your mentee, and if so, on what 
basis. Consider if you want to continue the relationship on an ad hoc basis 
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or informally. Perhaps you will want to re-engage and work on a new set 
of goals or work on goals that you were not able to complete. See what 
Greta and Marina did in the following situation.

Greta and Marina
By all accounts, Greta and Marina had had a  wonderful mentor-
ing year. Although it had taken them considerable time to iden-
tify the goals they wanted to focus on, they made steady progress 
once that was done. The year flew by fast, and at the end, they 
met together over a good meal to celebrate and talk about what 
they learned.

Both admitted they would have liked the relationship to con-
tinue the way it was, but the intensity of the work and the time it 
required to fully engage with one another precluded another year 
of mentoring. Marina put down her fork and asked, “Couldn’t we 
just touch base occasionally? It seems a shame to stop now that 
we’ve built such a good rapport.” Greta agreed. They decided the 
best plan was to continue to stay in touch by email and phone 
from time to time.

During one of their phone calls, they decided to re-engage as 
mentor and mentee, but to do it on a much more informal basis. 
It meant having different ground rules, expectations, and goals for 
the relationship, and they scheduled a  meeting to discuss what 
these would be.

Moving On
Once you have redefined your relationship, it is time to let go of it as it was 
and embrace it as it will be as you move forward. Moving on is often dif-
ficult for mentees and mentors. Frequently, there is an emotional compo-
nent to coming to closure. Mentors often experience a sense of loss; their 
mentoring conversations have stopped, yet their commitment to  their 
mentee’s growth and success remains. They often worry about how 
their mentees will fare without them. For mentees, the sense of loss is often 
greater. They no longer have the continuity of regular mentoring sessions 
they have come to depend on for support, feedback, and safety.

Even after the mentor and mentee have come to closure, there may be 
times when the mentee reappears in the mentor’s life. It could be by way 
of a personal visit some years later, a letter, an email, or a telephone call. At 
these mostly unpredictable times, the mentee will likely report on their 
accomplishments and wait for the mentor’s approval. In this way, mentors 
become a bellwether in mentees’ lives for measuring progress and receiving 



TABLE 8.2

Summary of Closure Steps and Action Strategies
Steps Action Strategies

1.	 Planning Discuss the best- and worst-case scenarios.

2.	 Learning  
conclusion

Decide how to structure the closure conversation.

Reflect on lessons learned.

3.	 Integrating learning Focus on the application of learning and next steps.

4.	 Celebrating success Identify meaningful ways to celebrate the learning and express 
appreciation.

5.	 Redefining the 
relationship

Decide whether or how to re-engage and what will happen after the 
mentoring relationship ends.

6.	 Moving on Let go and move forward.
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validation and kudos for their accomplishments. The exchange is a satisfying 
but very different one from the relationship that spawned the initial learn-
ing experience.

Years later, it is not uncommon for mentees to hear their mentor’s voice 
in their head or literally give voice to something their mentor helped them 
learn. This is when they are likely to contact you to share how they are 
applying the specific lessons learned during your mentoring relationship. 
Whenever a mentor learns that their mentee is applying lessons learned 
from the mentorship, it is appreciated and a gift back from the mentee.

Table 8.2 summarizes the closure steps and action strategies that lead to 
a successful closure experience.

Closing Thoughts About Closure
Good closure should elevate a mentee’s learning and catapult it forward, 
raising the learning to another level. Unsatisfactory closure can block 
growth by minimizing the desire to achieve learning goals. Although indi-
vidual needs for closure vary, at least some closure is essential for growth. 
When mentoring partners do not come to closure, they forfeit the potential 
for future learning.

Effective mentoring comes from learning throughout the mentoring 
relationship. The process of coming to closure is not just for the benefit of 
the mentee or the mentoring relationship. It presents a development oppor-
tunity for the mentor as well. After closure of the relationship, mentors 
should take time to focus on their own learning and consider how they can 
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apply what they have learned to their advantage in future mentoring rela-
tionships. Exercise 8.3 provides a worksheet for mentor self-reflection.

Coming to closure in mentoring is an important part of learning, devel-
opment, satisfaction, and promise. It frees you and your mentee to move 
on and helps ensure that your mentee comes away with significantly 
deeper learning that will lead down the road of possibility.

To be sure it is time to move on, answer the questions in Exercise 8.4. If 
you cannot answer all the questions affirmatively, you may need to do 
more work on your own mentoring partnership to come to closure success-
fully. Refer to items 1 through 6 with your partner at the end of the closure 
conversation to make sure that you have covered all the necessary bases.
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Every relationship has its unique path. Use the following questions to help you reflect on your journey and 
think about its successes and challenges. The questions will assist you in identifying your next steps.

1.	 What are your mentoring gifts and strengths?

 

  

2.	 In what ways have you grown and developed as a mentor?

  

  

3.	 What have you learned about yourself?

    

 

4.	 How has that learning contributed to your own professional development?

  

 

5.	 What do you need to work on to further your development as a mentor?

 

  

6.	 How will you hold yourself accountable for your development?

 

  

7.	 What action steps will you take, and when?

 

 

 

EXERCISE 8.3 

Mentor Self-Reflection on Learning

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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Answer each of the following questions, adding examples after each response. The first six questions by 
themselves provide a checklist for concluding the closure conversation.

1.	 Did we use the protocols we established to bring closure to the relationship effectively?

2.	 Did we hold a meaningful learning conclusion conversation?

3.	 Did we adequately evaluate learning outcomes?

4.	 Did we discuss the application and integration of new learning?

5.	 Did we acknowledge our accomplishments?

6.	 Did we celebrate milestones?

7.	 Did I identify the signals when it was time for closure?

8.	 Did I personally evaluate my own learning from this experience?

9.	 Have I identified ways to apply and integrate my new learning?

10.	 Have I decided what I would do differently as a mentor the next time?

EXERCISE 8.4 

Coming to Closure: A Readiness Checklist

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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CHAPTER 9

Digging Deeper
Integrating Your Learning: Tips and  
Resources

YOUR MENTORING RELATIONSHIP has come full cycle. Along the way, you’ve 
challenged your mentee to think about who and what they might become, 
and you’ve set your mentee on a path. You’ve supported, challenged, and 
encouraged them to envision new possibilities. You’ve engaged in reflec-
tive conversations so that they might learn from experience.

As a mentor, you hope the lessons your mentee learns continue to light 
their path. But these lessons can also continue to light your path. One of the 
gifts of mentoring is the gift of re-engagement. It is a gift that keeps giving 
if you are open to receiving it.

INTEGRATING YOUR LEARNING
Mentoring can be a life-changing experience that offers opportunities to 
engage with life in new and powerful ways. Many mentors, attuned to the 
habit of critical reflection with their mentees, find that they are more 
focused in their mentoring relationships. They bring expanded energy, 
take more informed action, and are generally more satisfied with their 
mentoring relationships. They also experience a carry-over to their per-
sonal and professional relationships, and become re-engaged in new ways 
as the habit of critical reflection becomes internalized. The following are 
some stories of real mentors who have connected with life in a new way as 
a direct outcome of mentoring.
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Cyril: A Sense of Purpose
Cyril was in a high-pressure job and always on the run, whether he was on 
the road or in the office. Still, he continued to connect regularly with his 
two mentees. He enjoyed the intellectual and emotional stimulation each 
of these relationships provided, and he made them a priority. Cyril’s men-
toring experience ultimately reconnected him with his own sense of pur-
pose and made him rethink his priorities.

Dana: A New Perspective
Before her mentoring relationship with Clark, Dana had had no interest in 
sports. But her mentee, Clark, was a sports enthusiast whose spirited 
descriptions about games and events were contagious. As a result, her curi-
osity was piqued, and she began to listen more closely to the conversations 
her co-workers were having about sports, to which she had previously 
turned a deaf ear.

As Dana learned more, she began to make connections between sports 
metaphors and her work as a leader. She became a keen observer of the 
team process. Dana started observing how coaches did their jobs on the 
field. She learned skills that she could apply as a mentor at work—and 
negative behaviors that she should stay away from. Dana began seeing 
ordinary things from a whole new perspective and was having fun in 
the process.

Bertrand: Staying Fresh
Bertrand, a retired interior designer, discovered that mentoring re-
energized him. It added to his sense of purpose, kept him abreast of cur-
rent trends in the furniture industry, and made him feel useful. By 
mentoring young people, which he had done for the past seven years, he is 
always engaged in doing something new.

Marna: Re-engaging with Ideas in New Ways
Marna holds a chair of distinction at her university. She is a renowned and 
respected scholar, and has been mentoring students for three decades. 
Students flock to her classes just to be in her presence. One of the greatest 
joys and pleasures of her career is mentoring the next generation of schol-
ars. She derives enormous personal satisfaction from sharing her expertise 
and experience.

As her mentees begin their academic journeys and grow, and then dis-
tinguish themselves in their careers, she keeps a watchful eye. Mentees 
continue to share insights with her for many years after their respective 
mentoring relationship has come to closure. These insights allow her to  
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re-engage with concepts and ideas in new ways. Mentoring has prolonged 
and energized her six-decade career.

Leslie: Exposure to New Ways of Thinking
Leslie, a career counselor and pastor, looks forward to mentoring relation-
ships because of the constant exposure to new ways of thinking, perspec-
tives, and views they bring. What he learns from his mentoring relationships 
stimulates new ideas and pinpoints areas for his personal growth and 
development. He feels that he learns as much from his mentees as they 
learn from him.

Elisha: Developing Relationship Skills
Elisha, an attorney in a large law firm, has mentored many mentees, 
some more successfully than others. She attributes the development of 
her relationship skills to the feedback she has received from her men-
tees. She takes their comments very seriously and has worked diligently 
to develop the interpersonal skills to which she attributes her 
career success.

Martha: Becoming a More Effective Mentor
Martha had been a mentor several times during her 15-year career as a 
public service employee. In one formal mentoring relationship, the focus 
was on orienting a new employee. In another, an informal mentoring rela-
tionship, she was mentoring a friend who was working on rebuilding her 
image. She also mentored a man who had moved to the United States from 
Argentina and wanted to set up a home-based business. She enjoyed each 
of these relationships and received a good deal of satisfaction from watch-
ing each of her mentees succeed.

Only recently, when she reflected on the quality of her mentoring inter-
action, did she realize that her previous relationships had been more about 
transfer of knowledge than self-directed learning. This was eye-opening 
for her. She became aware of who she was as a mentor and how she was 
able to enrich a mentoring relationship.

As a result, she started reading about mentoring and learning all she 
could about the process. The more she read, the more she realized that 
mentoring could be about her own growth too, and that reflection needed 
to become a regular part of her mentoring practice.

What You Can Do
As you’ve worked your way through the phases of the mentoring relation-
ship, you’ve probably gained some new insights about yourself, about 
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Think for a moment about your most recent mentoring relationship. Then answer the following questions:

1.	 What insights did you gain about yourself?

2.	 What did you do well in the relationship?

3.	 What could you have done better?

4.	 What commitment are you willing to make to raise the bar on your performance as a mentor?

5.	 How are you going to measure the success of your improvement goal?

6.	 What did you learn that can carry over to other situations?

EXERCISE 9.1 

Self-Reflection: What You Learned from Mentoring

The Mentor’s Guide, 3rd ed. © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
Reproduced by permission of Jossey-Bass, an Imprint of Wiley. www.josseybass.com
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mentoring, and about how you can apply what you’ve learned to other 
situations. Make the time now, in Exercise 9.1, to reflect on your experience 
and capture your learning while it is fresh in your mind.

Lessons Learned
Our focus in The Mentor’s Guide is to encourage reflective mentoring prac-
tice, and thus raise the bar on the practice of mentoring. By working 
through the exercises and reflecting on your own mentoring experiences 
after each of your relationships is completed, you will find that you will 
become an even more effective mentor and enhance your personal mentor-
ing practice.

This book is designed to encourage your growth, enhance your devel-
opment, and enrich your mentoring experience. Just because you are a 
good leader doesn’t mean you are prepared to be a mentor, or that you 
have the requisite skill sets and competencies. But, because you are a leader, 
you need to be prepared. Keep in mind, mentoring is both a leadership 
responsibility and a leadership competency. It requires bettering ourselves, 
each other, and our workplaces.

Mentor was the consummate teacher: he faithfully educated Telemachus 
in the ways of the world and gave him the requisite knowledge to live in 
that world. When Telemachus grew up and Odysseus returned, his respon-
sibilities as a mentor were complete. But that was then, and this is now—
mentors, as we have seen, have evolved far beyond this model. Today’s 
mentor is a facilitator, a partner in an evolving learning relationship focused 
on meeting a mentee’s goals and objectives. Today’s mentor is an active 
learner and reflective practitioner in pursuit of continuous improvement.

Here are some final tips for nurturing your own growth and 
development.

•	 Heighten awareness. This book is a guide to facilitating effective mentor-
ing relationships. Heightened awareness leads to more informed action. 
Use the concepts presented in this book to heighten your awareness 
and to spark other ideas, stimulate reflection, and catalyze learning.

•	 Stay in the conversation. This book is about the engagement of mentoring 
partners. Be present when you meet with a mentee. Keep communica-
tion open, authentic, and flowing. Don’t let mentoring become another 
to-do list item or a transaction.

•	 Capture the learning. This book advocates reflective practice. When you 
capture the learning, you can improve the clarity of your thinking and the 
quality of your skill as a mentor. Take the time as soon as possible after 
each meeting to note what you and your mentee learned. If you wait too 
long, your memory may not be as fresh or as accurate as you’d hoped.
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•	 Partner. This book presents mentorship as a relationship of commit-
ment and care that can be nurtured with the mentor’s purposeful prep-
aration. Partner with the learner. Do not let yourself become merely a 
dispenser of knowledge. Seek to promote self-directed learning.

And that brings us back to you. What’s next? Are you willing to con-
tinue to hone your mentoring skills and grow in the role? If you are, con-
sider this an invitation to keep learning about mentoring. To help you in 
that effort, we’ve compiled resources to help you dig deeper into key con-
cepts presented throughout the book. We’ve included many of the older 
classics that have stood the test of time and added more recent books that 
delve specifically into the topics we’ve homed in on in this third edition.

RESOURCES FOR MENTORS

By the Authors
Bridging Differences for Better Mentoring: Lean Forward, Learn, Leverage, by  

L. Z. Fain and L. J. Zachary. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2020.

Fain and Zachary offer a practical guide to help mentors develop the 
level of cultural competency needed to bridge differences in today’s 
diverse workplace. The book presents an array of accessible tools and 
strategies designed to increase self-awareness and leverage differences 
in mentoring relationships. Its ultimate purpose is to help the mentor 
and mentee make a genuine connection and learn from each other.

Creating a Mentoring Culture: The Organization’s Guide, by L. J. Zachary. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005.

Zachary provides a comprehensive guide for leaders, exploring men-
toring from a broad and deep strategic perspective that enables orga-
nizations to create a culture in which mentoring is a well-honed and 
practiced competency.

The Mentee’s Guide: Making Mentoring Work for You, by L. J. Zachary with  
L. A. Fischler. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009.

A guide for mentees about what to expect in a mentoring relationship, 
how to make the most of the relationship, and how to ask for what they 
need. The book includes stories from over 30  mentors and mentees, 
and digs into the day-to-day realities of a mentoring relationship, with 
all its exhilarations and frustrations.
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“Examining and Expanding Mentoring Practice.” Adult Learning. L. J. Zachary, 
Theme Editor, 2009, 20 (1–2).

This issue of Adult Learning draws on the rich experience of researchers 
and practitioners, presenting personal and organizational stories in 
a variety of mentoring practice contexts. Zachary and her colleagues 
examine the shifting role of the mentee and the dynamics of the rela-
tionship, shift to an in-depth look at two popular mentoring processes 
(peer mentoring and virtual mentoring), and finally focus on expand-
ing theory to practice in two institutional examples of mentoring pro-
grams in different educational settings.

Starting Strong: Strategies for Success in the First 90 Days, by L. J. Zachary and  
L. A. Fischler. San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2014.

This book allows the reader to become an armchair observer, listening 
in on conversations between Cynthia, an experienced executive and 
savvy mentor, and Rafa, an ambitious GenYer who is impatient and 
wants to advance his career quickly. Cynthia and Rafa discover the 
importance of a well-launched mentoring relationship; the critical 
role of preparation; how to build a trusting, open, and honest rela-
tionship; how to maximize their mentoring time; how mentors help 
mentees take charge of their own learning; and how to address stum-
bling blocks, without jeopardizing the relationship. A conversation 
playbook that can be used as a reference for mentoring interactions 
is included.

Learning: Grounding the Work of Mentoring
Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice, and Mind, by M. Belenky, 

B. Clinchy, N. Goldberger, and J. Tarule. New York: Basic Books, 1986.

This classic book provides five approaches to understanding cognitive 
development based on qualitative research with women. The authors’ 
findings about how individuals receive and process knowledge are 
applicable to both men and women. Connected knowing (in contrast 
to separate knowing) is congruent with the type of effective mentor-
ing practice we’ve described in this book. Knowledge about ways of 
knowing helps explain behavior and develop the mentor’s ability to 
understand how mentees process knowledge.

Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning: A Comprehensive Analysis of 
Principles and Effective Practices, by S. D. Brookfield. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1986.
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Effective facilitation is a basic process skill in the mentor’s toolkit, and 
Brookfield explores it in depth. Using six principles of effective prac-
tice, he outlines ways to keep the learning relationship on track in order 
to stimulate reflection and assist mentors in helping mentees reflect on 
their learning processes.

Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners, by L. Daloz. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1999.

This book is required reading for any mentor concerned with adult 
development and learning. Daloz uses the metaphor of the guide to 
describe the mentor’s role in accompanying the learner on a journey. 
His depth perspective expands the current understanding of mentor-
ing as a developmental journey. He offers rich examples and practical 
approaches to transform the learning and the learner.

Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young Adults in Their Search for 
Meaning, Purpose, and Faith, Revised 10th Anniversary Edition, by S. Daloz 
Parks. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011.

Parks affirms the purpose, promise, and possibility of mentoring for 
mentor and mentee, and solidly anchors mentoring in the rich dynamic 
of developmental theory. At the same time, she challenges mentors 
to heightened levels of accountability. The examples she offers are 
inspiring. She addresses cultural issues, events, shifts, and some of the 
changing and dramatic forces influencing young adulthood.

Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ (10th anniversary ed.), 
by D. Goleman. New York: Bantam, 2006.

When Goleman, a writer for the New York Times, published this book in 
1995, it became an instant classic. He introduced and popularized the 
concept of emotional intelligence as a predictor of success. This book 
describes the origin of the concept, its foundational principles, and the 
research that substantiates it.

Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know, by A. Grant. New York: 
Viking, 2021.

Grant argues that learning to question your own opinions and recon-
sider your past decisions is critical to achieving great results. Read 
this book to gain inspiration and motivation to invite curiosity and 
challenge into your mentoring conversations.

Learning in Adulthood: A Comprehensive Guide, by S. B. Merriam and L. M. 
Baumgartner (4th ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2020.

An impressive and comprehensive in-depth approach to understanding 
adult learning. Merriam and Baumgartner explore adult learning 
in contemporary society, adult learning theories and models, newer 
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approaches to adult learning, and the links between learning and 
development. It provides many of the theoretical underpinnings of the 
theories presented in The Mentor’s Guide and firmly embeds mentoring 
in context.

Transformative Learning in Practice: Insights from Community, Workplace, and 
Higher Education, by J. Mezirow and E. W. Taylor and Associates. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009.

It is important that we, as mentors, understand the nature of transfor-
mative learning, and equally essential that we build our capacity to 
facilitate it in a variety of contexts. This book describes transformative 
learning theory, and includes chapters on how reflection on practice 
(an essential part of transformative learning) gets translated into differ-
ent settings. The final part of the book is a distillation of the common 
themes and implications for practice.

Unlearn: Let Go of Past Success to Achieve Extraordinary Results, by B. O’Reilly. 
New York: McGraw-Hill, 2019.

O’Reilly makes the case that to achieve better outcomes, leaders need 
to unlearn old patterns and be open to new perspectives. If you are 
looking for new ways to achieve outcomes in your mentoring relation-
ship, this book will help guide you by providing powerful anecdotes 
and probing questions that can prompt self-reflection and action.

The Language of Emotional Intelligence, by J. Segal. New York: McGraw-Hill,  
2008.

Emotional intelligence is essential in building relationships. Segal’s 
book provides five tools and multiple strategies to help assess and 
improve relationships. She outlines how to recognize a low emotional 
quotient, how to replace negative behaviors with constructive behav-
iors, and how to have less stressful, more honest, and more effective 
communication—all of them essential in a mentoring relationship.

Considering Context
The Art & Science of Mentoring: A Festschrift in Honor of Dr. Frances Kochan, 

by E. H. Reams and L. J. Searby (eds). Charlotte, NC: Information Age 
Publishing, Inc., December 2020.

This book is a compilation of chapters written to honor Dr. Fran Kochan, 
a luminary in the mentoring field. Its three sections include chapters 
authored by Kochan’s colleagues, mentees, and thought leaders in the 
field. The volume is divided into three sections: an introduction, an 
exploration of pivotal mentoring concepts, and essays from individ-
uals whom she mentored throughout her life
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The Blackwell Handbook of Mentoring: A Multiple Perspectives Approach, by  
T. D. Allen and L. T. Eby (eds.). London: Blackwell, 2010.

This compendium of scholarly mentoring work contains articles drawn 
from the multiple perspectives of 38 contributors (academicians and 
practitioners). It offers an in-depth look at mentoring models, methods, 
and theoretical approaches. Its last part integrates the multiple perspec-
tives into a coherent framework for understanding mentoring practice 
today and its implications for the future.

Relevance: Hitting Your Goals by Knowing What Matters, by D. Apgar. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008.

This is a technical resource on how to strengthen strategies for hitting 
your development targets. Apgar, an experienced business consultant, 
suggests that failure to develop testable strategies and the difficulty of 
identifying relevant experience often lead to disappointing results. His 
four rules for developing workable strategies with relevant experience 
offer intriguing possibilities for dynamic mentoring conversations.

Surviving the Baby Boomer Exodus: Capturing Knowledge for Gen X and Y Employees, 
by K. Ball and G. Gotsill. Boston: Cengage Learning, 2011.

Ball and Gotsill argue that as more and more organizations employ mul-
tigenerational workforces, it is imperative (as never before) to capture 
explicit, implicit, and tacit organizational knowledge. Each genera-
tion has its own way of communicating, learning, and working that 
challenges an organization’s ability to capture and share knowledge. 
Mentors need to be aware of these differences to facilitate learning.

Planning Responsibly for Adult Education: A Guide to Negotiating Power and 
Interests, by R. M. Cervero, A. L. Wilson, and Associates. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1994.

Power is a topic that is often alluded to but not discussed when it comes 
to mentoring, and yet it is ever present in mentoring relationships. The 
authors bring it front and center, and offer examples and perspectives 
on the topic that transcend higher education and are relevant when 
it comes to mentoring, particularly transforming boundaries of power 
and the power of race and gender.

Teaching Strategies in the Online Environment, ed. S.C.O. Conceição. New 
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, no. 113. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2007.

The strategies and tools offered in this volume will be helpful to mentors 
who spend significant time engaging with their mentees online. The con-
tributors to this volume offer practical tips and guidelines that address the 
cognitive, affective, and managerial roles that facilitate learning online.
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What’s Next Gen X? Keeping Up, Moving Ahead and Getting the Career You Want, 
by T. Erickson. Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2009.

Gen Xers often face a disconnect with their Boomer superiors, and 
Gen Y direct reports who, they think, just don’t understand them. As 
a result, many get caught up in doing something because they think 
it is “going to lead to something else even though they don’t enjoy or 
it or think it is worthwhile.” Erickson suggests ways that mentors can 
help define expectations, provide a longer-term perspective, recalibrate 
a career path, and better manage both superiors and direct reports.

Diversity and Motivation: Culturally Responsive Teaching in College (2nd ed.), by 
M. B. Ginsberg and R. J. Wlodkowski. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009.

Ginsburg and Wlodkowski articulate the need for a more culturally 
responsive pedagogy that supports student motivation across diverse 
student groups. Culturally responsive pedagogy is important to men-
toring relationships as well. A successful mentoring relationship is 
built on respect for diversity, recognition of individualized motivation, 
and creation of a safe and inclusive, blame-free, and respectful learning 
environment. The authors include case studies, step-by-step guides to 
constructing motivational frameworks, lesson plans, and resources to 
aid in facilitating discussion.

The Culture Map: Breaking Through the Invisible Boundaries of Global Business, by 
E. Meyer. Philadelphia, PA: Public Affairs, a Member of the Perseus Book 
Group, 2014.

Meyer draws on her experience working and teaching internationally 
to explain how cultural orientation and dynamics can impact working 
relationships. Use this book as a reference when your mentoring 
partner (or colleagues) have cultural differences attributable to global 
geographic diversity.

Good Guys: How Men Can Be Better Allies for Women in the Workplace, by  
D. S. Smith and W. B. Johnson. Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2020.

Smith and Johnson offer a practical guide on how to be a male ally. 
Based in research and filled with instructive real-life scenarios, this 
book will help men understand how to create more inclusive mentor-
ing relationships with women.

Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding Diversity in Global Business (3rd ed.), 
by F. Trompenaars and C. Hampden-Turner. New York: McGraw Hill, 2012.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner set forth a series of continua that 
help us understand cultural differences. This creates greater under-
standing of a variety of factors that influence culture, such as how we 
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manage time, how we relate to each other and to nature, how we accord 
status, and how we view the role of the group and the individual. Use 
this book to create self-awareness and to spur discussion of cultural 
differences with your mentee.

Enhancing Adult Motivation to Learn. A Comprehensive Guide for Teaching All 
Adults (4th ed.), by R. J. Wlodkowski and M. B. Ginsberg. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2017.

It is important to think motivationally when planning instruction and 
teaching. These authors detail dozens of strategies designed to elicit 
and encourage adult motivation. They provide concrete examples and 
guidelines for assessment, learning transfer, self-regulated learning, 
and growth mindsets—all necessary for supporting adult learners. 
The authors also examine the latest neuroscience and psychological 
research pertaining to adult motivation and learning, delve into 
alternative formats (including online learning and interactive learning 
materials), and advocate a culturally responsive instructional approach 
for an inclusive and equitable learning environment.

How to Be an Inclusive Leader: Your Role in Creating Cultures of Belonging Where 
Everyone Can Thrive, by J. Brown. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2019.

Brown introduces a continuum for understanding how to develop your 
skills as an inclusive leader. Particularly helpful is her discussion about 
how to understand and disrupt bias. Mentors will find practical steps they 
can take to create inclusion in their mentoring relationships and beyond.

White Privilege and Racism: Perceptions and Actions, ed. C. L. Lund and S. A. J. 
Colin III. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education. no. 125. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010.

This collection of eight essays focuses on a discussion of white privilege 
and racism, and how they manifest in adult and continuing education. 
The authors note the continuing prevalence of racism in a nominally 
post-racist society on both an individual and institutional level. Mentors 
need to be aware of their own biases and stereotypes, and their poten-
tial for making a negative impact on a mentoring relationship.

The Handbook of Mentoring at Work: Theory, Research and Practice, by B. R. Ragins 
and K. E. Kram (eds.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2007.

This comprehensive state-of-the-art scholarly resource is a classic that 
focuses on mentoring theory, research, and practice rooted in research 
findings. We include it here because of its treatment of mentoring con-
text and connection. Chapters 8–13 discuss gender and mentoring, the 
impact of race, informal and formal mentoring, peer mentoring, and 
virtual mentoring.
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Keeping the Millennials, by J. G. Sujansky and J. Ferri-Reed. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2009.

Managing and maximizing the talent in today’s workforce is no easy 
job. Sujansky and Ferri-Reed help us understand this large segment in 
our workforce. Millennials, they say, seek spontaneous feedback in real 
time, want to know what they are doing right, and be able to improve 
and correct in the here and now, and they want to be fully engaged in 
a meaningful way. Mentoring and coaching top their list of the support 
they need.

The Predictable Phases of Mentoring
How Learning Works: Seven Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching, by  

S. A. Ambrose et al. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010.

Although set in the context of teaching, the seven principles laid out in 
this book apply equally to mentoring: (1) students’ prior knowledge can 
help or hinder learning; (2) how students organize knowledge influ-
ences how they learn and apply what they know; (3) students’ moti-
vation determines, directs, and sustains what they do to learn; (4) to 
develop mastery, students must acquire component skills, practice inte-
grating them, and know when to apply what they have learned; (5) goal-
directed practice coupled with targeted feedback enhances the quality of 
students’ learning; (6) students’ current level of development interacts 
with the social, emotional, and intellectual climate of the course to have 
an impact on their learning; and (7) to become self-directed learners, 
students must learn to monitor and adjust their approaches to learning.

Managers as Mentors: Building Partnerships for Learning (3rd ed.), by C. R. Bell. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2013.

Written for managers who have assumed responsibility for mentor-
ing employees, this book is full of techniques, strategies, and steps for 
building the careers of direct reports and making the role of mentor 
both comfortable and possible. Grounded in a partnership philosophy, 
the book helps in understanding power-free facilitation of learning, 
consultation, and connected mentoring. It examines personal strengths 
as a mentor, how to give advice and feedback, and the importance of 
deep listening.

Blended Coaching: Skills and Strategies to Support Principal Development, by  
G. Bloom, C. Castagna, E. Moir, and B. Warren. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin Press, 2005.
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Bloom and his colleagues developed blended coaching to support the 
professional development of school principals, and it is applicable to 
mentoring as well. The book demonstrates how effective coaches move 
between facilitative and instructional depending on where the learner 
(in their case, a principal) is at a given time. Mentors will especially 
note the reflective prompts and insightful exercises.

Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes (rev. 25th anniversary ed.), by  
W. Bridges. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2004.

This classic book offers many insights into the transition process and 
concrete strategies and processes for making successful transitions. 
Mentors can use this book’s understandings to guide mentees through 
the process of recognizing the new beginnings, making sense out of 
them, and learning from them.

The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety: Defining the Path to Inclusion and Innovation, 
by T. R. Clark. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2020.

Psychological safety is an outgrowth of trust. Clark presents a model 
by which you can measure the degree of psychological safety in your 
working relationships. This will inspire you to devote the time necessary 
to create a mentoring relationship where you give and receive ongoing 
feedback, and where your mentee feels assured that they can share 
openly and challenge the status quo.

The Speed of Trust: The One Thing That Changes Everything, by S. M. R. Covey. 
New York: Free Press, 2006.

Perhaps the most well-known and oft-cited book on trust, this classic 
identifies 13 core behaviors that engender trust. Covey is a master sto-
ryteller, which makes this book easy and fun to read as well as practical 
and timeless.

The Business Coaching Toolkit: Top Ten Strategies for Solving the Toughest Dilemmas 
Facing Organizations, by S. G. Fairley and B. Zipp. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2008.

The tools presented in this easy-to-read book make a good companion 
to The Mentor’s Guide. The chapter on SMART goals will be especially 
useful during the negotiating phase of the relationship. The authors 
make the business case for better goal setting, delve into SMART goals, 
offer a SMART goals worksheet, and suggest 10 ways to use SMART 
goal setting.

Masterful Coaching (3rd ed.), by R. Hargrove. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008.

If you are looking for a step-by-step tactical resource packed with 
resources you can use tomorrow in conversations with your mentee, 
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this is it. The guidance Hargrove provides is as masterful as the title of 
the book suggests. “From Defensiveness to Learning” and “Create and 
Extraordinary Coaching Relationship” are particularly useful chapters.

Mentoring: The Tao of Giving and Receiving Wisdom, by C. A. Huang and J. Lynch. 
New York: HarperCollins, 1995.

Maintaining trust, compassion, and connection is foundational to an 
effective mentoring relationship. An underlying theme of this book is 
the centeredness that results when both partners have clarity of intent 
and like-mindedness of purpose. Centeredness is used to frame the 
mentor’s roles and to suggest ways to provide meaningful communi-
cation and connection between the partners.

Mentoring at Work: Developmental Relationships in Organizational Life, by  
K. E. Kram. Glenview, IL: Scott Foresman, 1988.

This classic book provides a realistic view of the mentoring process 
based on years of research in corporate settings. The book focuses on 
the role of workplace mentoring relationships in promoting personal 
development during early, middle, and later career stages. It examines 
the potential benefits and limitations of workplace mentoring rela-
tionships, and illustrates various forms of development relationships 
through case studies and analysis.

Trust and Betrayal in the Workplace: Building Effective Relationships in Your 
Organization (3rd ed.), by D. Reina and M. Reina. Oakland, CA: Berrett-
Koehler, 2015.

Drs. Reina and Reina underscore the importance of creating trust 
across multiple dimensions. They introduce the “Three Cs of Trust”: 
Trust of Character, Trust of Communication, and Trust of Capability. 
This framework is helpful for you as a mentor as you think about how 
to build trusting mentoring relationships.

The Discomfort Zone: How Leaders Turn Difficult Conversations into Breakthroughs, 
by M. Reynolds. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2014.

This short and practical book will assist you in delivering feedback to 
your mentee. Reynolds teaches that the greatest learning can happen 
in the moments of discomfort, and offers guidance on how to leverage 
discomfort for growth.

Facilitative Coaching: A Toolkit for Expanding Your Repertoire and Achieving Lasting 
Results, by D. Schwarz and A. Davidson. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass/
Pfeiffer, 2009.

Here’s another toolkit with exercises you can use to support, challenge, 
and empower your mentees to create and own their vision. It delivers 
just what it says: “a toolkit and instructions for expanding and 
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building your repertoire.” Although the audience is coaches, many of 
the exercises are perfect for mentors. You will have fun with this one.

Mentoring Teachers Toward Excellence: Supporting and Developing Highly 
Qualified Teachers, by J. H. Shulman and M. Sato (eds.). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2006.

The 13 case studies in this book are of special interest to those who mentor 
teachers and staff development specialists. The case studies showcase the 
dynamics and development of the mentoring relationship in educational 
settings, and touch on such important topics as maintaining boundaries, 
conflict, difficult conversations, and strategies for mentee support.

We Can’t Talk About That at Work! How to Talk About Race, Religion, Politics, and 
Other Polarizing Topics, by M. Winters, Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2017.

If you are looking for a practical guide to safely engage in conversations 
about sensitive topics, this book will help by providing concrete steps 
to approach these conversations, create self-awareness, and build trust.
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4 Stages of Psychological Safety, The (Clark), 262

A

Accountability
assurances, 147–158, 159t
encouragement, 158
mutual accountability, 213, 215

Action plan, creation, 115
Adult learning

concepts, application, 15–16
facilitation, 26, 28
principles, 5–14

Agassiz, Louis, 15–16
Agreements

consensual mentoring agreement, 158–163
establishment, 135, 137t
negotiation, 162–163

Andy and Myron (case), 119–120
Angela (story), 26
Art & Science of Mentoring, the  

(Reams/Searby), 257
Assumption

awareness, 127–131
clarification, 180
hunting, 130e
testing, 152, 154

checklist, 153e

validation, 171
Awareness, elevation, 253

B

Bateson, Mary Catherine, 19
Baumgartner, Lisa, 5
Beard, Stacey Blake, 71
Berends, Polly, 16
Bertrand (learning integration case), 250
Betsy and Helen (case), 227
Big Questions, Worthy Dreams (Daloz Parks), 256
Black Lives Matter, 67
Blackwell Handbook of Mentoring, The 

(Allen/Eby), 258
Blended Coaching (Bloom/Castagna/Moir/

Warren), 261–262
Boomers

context, 51–53
mentoring, 52–53

Boundaries
crossed boundaries, responses, 156t
setting, 154–157

Bridging Differences for Better Mentoring 
(Zachary/Fain), 37

Brookfield, Stephen, 16, 28, 181
Business Coaching Toolkit, The  

(Fairley/Zipp), 262
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Caren and Juanita (case), 229
Carlo and Jocelyn (case), 2
Chad and Nate (case), 178
Challenge (learning facilitating condition), 167
Closure (mentoring phase), 97, 99–100, 225

absence, 228–230
avoidance, 227
case, 226–231
closing thoughts, 245–246
conversion, self-reflection, 241e
formal mentoring programs, usage, 233
mentoring partner preparation/planning, 236
need, recognition, 231
occurrence, absence, 229
planning, 232–235
preparation, steps/questions, 237e
presence, 230–231
readiness checklist, 248e
signals, 232t
steps/action strategies, 245t
virtual closure, 233

Coaching, usage, 109
Cognitive frameworks, 14–15
Collaboration (learning-centered mentoring 

element), 4
Coming to closure, 225

phase. See Closure. 
Commitment (cognitive framework 

component), 14, 15
Communication

effectiveness, 109, 174, 178–179
importance, 47
inadequacy, 218
intercultural communication checklist, 46e
lines, openness, 148
options, 86
skills, 45, 47, 49
tools, 88–89

Complementary mentoring (CM), 76–78
Composing a Life (Bateson), 19
Confidentiality, 151–154

assumption testing, checklist, 153e
breach, 151
limits, agreement/adherence, 180

Conflict, management, 111
Connection, 90–92

context, 75
conversation, usage, 121–122
failed connections, 89
points, 86–87, 87t
reflection, usage, 92–94

Conscious competence, 12, 13–14, 13t
Conscious incompetence, 12, 13, 13t
Consensual mentoring agreement, 158–163
Constructive feedback, 99
Context

connection, 75
consideration, 257–261
culture, 38–49
difference, 37
gender, 60, 62–64
gender expression/identity, 64, 66
importance, 36
intergenerational understanding, 50–64
mentoring relationships, embedding, 34
power, 72–73
practice, 34–35
race/social justice, 64, 67–72
sexual orientation, 64–66

Context, consideration, 33
Conversations

accountability list, 124e
initial conversation, usage, 131–133, 132t–133t
mentoring, 121
staying in, 122–123, 253

Corporate Celebration (Deal/Key), 240
Critical reflection (learning concept), 11
Cross-cultural context, mentoring 

(requirements), 45
Cross-cultural mentoring, 40

skills inventory, 48e
Crossed boundaries, responses, 156t
Cross-functional learning, facilitation, 79
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Cross-gender working relationships, 
unfavorable optics (avoidance), 64

Cultural assumptions, reflection, 41e
Cultural competency, 38
Cultural issues, 195
Cultural lens, flexibility (development), 44–45
Cultural self-awareness, 39–40
Cultural understandings, impact, 38
Culture

attunement, 43–44
awareness, importance, 40
context, 38–49
knowledge/appreciation, development,  

40, 42–43
Culture Map, The (Meyer), 259
Curiosity, exercise, 110
Cyril (learning integration case), 250

D

Dana (learning integration case), 250
Dani (reflecting), 93
Daniel and Elinor (case), 77–78
Darra and Eve (case), 65–66

Darra, reflection, 67e
Deal, Terrence, 240
Development

facilitation, 169t
learning-centered mentoring element, 4
learning concept, 11

Difference
context, 37
valuing, 112

Direct/indirect communication, cultural 
preferences (differences), 195–196

Discomfort Zone, The (Reynolds), 263
Distance mentoring, 84
Diversity and Motivation (Ginsberg/

Wlodkowski), 259
Dominick and Luann (case), 45, 47
Dora and Theo (case), 154
Downgraders, impact, 196
Dualism (cognitive framework 

component), 14, 15

E

Elaine and Brianna (case), 216–217
Elisha (learning integration case), 251
Emotional intelligence, 5–9

questions, consideration, 9t
student/steward role, 7

Emotional Intelligence (Goleman), 256
Emotional triggers (ETs), 157–158
Empowerment (connection element), 91
Enabling growth. See Growth
Enhancing Adult Motivation to Learn 

(Wlodkowski/Ginsberg), 260
Entrenched, term (usage), 72
Experience, 24, 26

learning concept, 11
reflection, 27e

F

Face-to-face conversations, impact, 243
Facilitation

importance, 110
reflection, 29e

Facilitative Coaching (Schwarz/Davidson),  
263–264

Feedback, 47, 110, 125
acceptance, 198
actions, 199
context, safety, 192
denial/resistance, 198
effectiveness, ensuring, 195–196
engagement, 191, 201–212
gathering, 113
giving, 80, 194–196
guidelines, 199t–200t
meaningfulness, making, 202–203
mentor checklist, 211e
mentor, providing, 36
need, 54
ongoing feedback, 209
positive feedback, giving, 203t–205t
power, harnessing, 201
preparation template, 210e
process, 191–200, 192f, 199t–200t
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providing
advantage, 83
barriers, 194

questions, 194–195, 199t–200t
receiving, 80, 196–197
request, 129, 192–194
response, basis, 198
result, 8
skills, monitoring, 209
stage, setting, 192
suggestions, 193–194
timing, importance, 202

Five Temptations of a CEO, The (Lencioni), 147
Formal mentoring, 35, 75–76

program (John), 146
programs, usage, 233
relationship, cessation (need), 231

Fran and Carlotta (case), 118–119
Frank and Minh (case), 233, 234
Frank and Zoey(case), 181–182
Fred and Meg (case), 148

G

Gender
context, 60, 62–64
expression/identity, context, 64, 66
identity, APA definition, 66

Generational context, awareness, 50
Generational differences, reflection, 58e
Generational do’s/don’ts, 59t–60t
Generation, knowledge, 57
Generation X (Gen X)

context, 51, 53–54
mentoring, 53–54

Generation Y (Gen Y) (Millennials)
context, 51, 54–55
mentoring, 55

Generation Z (Gen Z)
context, 51, 56
mentoring, 56

George and Betty (case), 68–69
George, reflection, 69e

Gerald and Linda (informal meeting 
example), 146–147

Gift giving, 243
Global Code of Ethics for Coaches, Mentors, and 

Supervisors (adoption), 179–180
Global mindset, usage, 44
Goals

absence, 218
defining, 138–144
initial goals, defining, 141
setting, 110–111, 139
SMARTER goals, creation, 140–141
writing, 140

Good Guys (Smith/Johnson), 259
Greg and Art (case), 227
Greta and Marina (case), 244
Group mentoring, 80–81
Group peer mentoring, 79
Growth

enabling (mentoring phase), 97, 99, 167, 191
challenge, 221–222
readiness checklist, 222e

facilitation, 169t

H

Handbook of Mentoring at Work, The  
(Ragins/Kram), 260

Harry and Aimee (case), 61–62
Harry, reflection, 63e

Honesty (connection element), 90
How Learning Works (Ambrose), 261
How to Be an Inclusive Leader (Brown), 260
Hugo and Ed (case), 40, 42
Humble Inquiry (Schein), 123

I

Identity
defining, 37
elements, 72

Feedback (Continued)
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Informal mentoring, 35, 75–76
Gerald and Linda (example), 146–147

Information needs, satisfying, 123–124
Initial conversation, usage, 131–133, 132t–133t
Initial goals, defining, 141
In-person characteristics, simulation, 89
Intercultural communication checklist, 46e
Intergenerational understanding, context, 50–64
Interpersonal trust, 177
Intersectionality, elements, 72

J

Janine and Gabe (case), 7–8
Jeanne and Emily (case), 50
Jesse and Felipe (case), 225–226
Jim and Carol (case), 235–236
John (formal mentoring program), 146
Johnson, Brad, 64
Jorge and Carly (case), 151–152
Journal

keeping, 2430
usage, 92

Journaling, 214e
Journey, worksheet, 25e
Judith and Kari (case), 176

K

Keeping the Millennials (Sujansky/
Ferri-Reed), 261

Key, M.M., 240
Knowledge, elevation/expansion, 242
Knowles, Malcom, 5, 9, 26

L

Language of Emotional Intelligence, The 
(Segal), 257

Language, usage (cultural preference), 196
Lauren and Jonas (case), 11–12
Leadership development, 30
Learner-centered mentoring paradigm, 

elements, 6t

Learning, 1–4
adult learning principles, 5–14
capture, 253
celebration, 240–243
closure conversion, self-reflection, 241e
conclusion conversation, organization 

(framework), 233
conclusion, reaching, 235–236
contract, 136
desire, 40
environment, creation, 171, 174
facilitation

conditions, 167
implications, journey worksheet  

(usage), 25e
support, usage, 172e

goals
achievement, work plan, 163, 164e
creation, 138
identification, 163

integration, 236–240, 249–254
journal, keeping, 240
learning-centered mentoring element, 4
levels, 12–14, 13t
leverage, 242
mentee leverage, 174
mentor self-reflection, 247e
opportunities, identification, 173e, 175e
outcomes, assessment, 186
partnership, creation, 3
personal learning plan, development, 113
priorities, establishment, 116e
process, 30
styles, 14–15
tasks, identification, 163

Learning-centered mentoring paradigm, 
elements, 3–4

Learning in Adulthood (Merriam/
Baumgartner), 5

Lencioni, Patrick, 147
Leonard and Sally (case), 104
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Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer 
(LGBTQ) workers, identification, 65

Leslie (learning integration case), 251
Liam and Tricia, Marie, and Tom (case), 230–231
Listening, importance, 49, 111
Lowry, Cheryl, 10

M

Madeline and Gordon (case), 20, 22
Managers as Mentors (Bell), 261
Marcus and Roger (case), 193–194
Margo (case), 83
Maria (case), 155
Mark and Ken (case), 228
Marla and Tammy (case), 84
Marna (learning integration case), 250–251
Martha (learning integration case), 251
Martin and Irene (case), 188, 190
Masterful Coaching (Hargrove), 262–263
Matt and James (case), 157
Maxine and Marika (case), 106–107
Maxwell, John C., 179
Ma, Yo Yo, 121
Meg and Claude (stories), 128–129, 131
Memory, rekindling, 242
Mentee

access, 155
assistance, offer, 127
attention, 125–126
closure, 244
cultural orientation, 44
engagement, 123–127
expectations, setting, 126
experiences, reflection, 21e
feedback

denial/resistance, 198
encouragement, 193

generalization, avoidance, 57
goals

evaluation, mentor worksheet, 142e, 143e
goals, clarity, 138
initial conversation, 131–133, 132t–133t
journaling, 214e

journey, 17, 19, 22
learning, 1

goals, evaluation (conversation guide), 144t
mentoring problems, 218, 218t–219t
personal boundaries, problem, 154–155
problem, broader understanding, 126–127
problem solving, avoidance, 124
racial/ethnic identities, differences, 68
timeline, 23e
understanding, 180
vision, broadening, 125

Mentor
boundaries, 80
boundary-setting conversation, guiding, 155
closure, 244
encouragement, 110
energy/re-engagement, 31
experience/excellence, 8
feedback checklist, 211e
functions, 118
gain, 28
journaling, 214e
journey, 16–31
learning, 1
listening, importance, 111, 170
motivation

defining, 104–107
example, 106e
identification, 105e

positional power, 73
preparation, 101–112
problem solving, 111
relationships, strengthening, 30
role, 10
self-awareness, increase, 30
stumbling blocks, 220t–221t

Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners 
(Daloz), 256

Mentoring
adult learning

concepts, application, 15–16
principles, basis, 5–14

circle work plan, 82e
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closure scenario, 238–239
configurations, 76–83
consensual mentoring agreement, 158–163
definition, difference, 60
ethics, 179–180
ground rules, 149, 150t
guiding, 111
inclusive relationship, creation, 66
interaction, quality (monitoring/assessment), 

205, 206e
journey, reflection, 19–20
learning-centered mentoring paradigm, 

elements, 3–4
learning, self-reflection, 252e
lessons, 253–254
model, 2
motivation checklist, 103e
outcome, 186
phases, 97–100, 261–264
preparation, 120
process

management, 168–180
monitoring, 203, 205

skills
comfort, 107, 109–112
learning, prioritization, 113
surveying, 112–120

strategies, 184–189
time

management, 188–190
requirement, 92
usage, reflection, 189e

transformational aspect, 11
triads/quads, 81
work, grounding, 1, 255–257

Mentoring (Huang/Lynch), 263
Mentoring at Work (Kram), 263
Mentoring partners

closure, emotional reaction, 227
friendships, 228
prior agreement, absence, 229

Mentoring partnership
accountability discussion guide, 207e

agreement
co-creation, 136–138
template, 160e–162e

check-in, 212e
Mentoring relationship, 71, 128

cessation, 240
connection, importance, 122
differences, 2–3
evaluation, 107
formation, 106
goals/trust/communication, absence, 218
ground rules, 147–149
impact, 34
learning goals, usage, 233
listening, importance, 49
preparation, 101, 121–134
problems, 216–218
progress, evaluation, 208–209
readiness, 108e

checklist, 134e
tracking, 215, 215t–216t
transformation, 201

Mentoring Skills Inventory, 112, 114e–115e
Mentoring Teachers Toward Excellence  

(Shulman/Sato), 264
Mentoring Work Plan, 164e, 208
Mentors

resources, 254–264
Men/women (power inequalities), awareness 

(increase), 63–64
Merriam, Sharan, 5, 36
#MeToo movement, rise, 63–64
Michael (story), 115
Milestones, establishment, 116e
Miriam (timeline), 17, 19
Momentum, maintenance/encouragement, 167

challenge, 181–182
Motivation, understanding, 102
Movement, encouragement, 183–184
“Moving On” (Fain), 28
Multiplicity (cognitive framework 

component), 14, 15
Murphy and Tanner (case), 88
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Mutual accountability, 213, 215
Mutual appreciation, expression, 240
Mutually defined goals (learning-centered 

mentoring element), 4
Mutual responsibilities, delineation, 146–147

N

Nadia and Rhoda (story), 138–139
Nancy and Mario (case), 43
Neal and Elliott (case), 238
Negotiation (mentoring phase), 97, 98–99, 135

readiness checklist, 166e
result, 136

Nigel (case), 75–76
Niles and Juliana (case), 24
Nina and Marc (case), 170–171, 174

O

Objective & Key Results (OKR), 145e
Observation process, steps, 17
One-way communication, engagement, 8
Ongoing feedback, 209
Open-ended questions, usage, 49
Openness (connection element), 91

P

Palmer, Parker, 8
Partnership, 254

agreement, development (guidelines),  
158, 162

learning-centered mentoring element, 4
Peer mentoring, 78–79

program (Chicago Bar Association Alliance 
for Women), 78

Perception identification, 152
Perry, William, 14–15
Personal board of directors (mentoring 

configuration), 83
Personal journey, 17–19

timeline, 18e
Personal learning plan, 117e

development, 113

Personal/professional satisfaction, 28, 30
Perspective, gaining, 17
Peter and Wen (case), 39
Planning Responsibly for Adult Education 

(Cervero/Wilson), 258
Positive feedback, giving, 203t–205t
Power

context, 72–73
evocation, 72
positional power, 73

Practice, context, 34–35
Preparing (mentoring phase), 97, 98, 101
Problem solving, 111

Q

Quality time, 190
Questions, asking, 184–185

R

Race/social justice, context, 64, 67–72
Rachel and Annie (case), 208
Ramondo and Owen (case), 79
Randi and Henry (case), 1–2
Reciprocity (learning-centered mentoring 

element), 3
Reflection, 24, 26, 111

fostering, 184
triggers, 95e
usage, 92–94

Reflective listening, 186
Relationship

authenticity, 175
brokering, 109
building/maintaining, 109, 174–179
learning-centered mentoring element, 4
management, 167
refining, 243–246
skills, development, 251
strengthening, 30–31, 174–179
stumbling blocks, 149

Relativism (cognitive framework 
component), 14, 15
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Relevance (Apgar), 258
Relevance (connection element), 91
Respect

connection element, 91
requirement, 174–175

Responsiveness (connection element), 91
Reverse mentoring (R-mentoring) (RM), 76
Riding the Waves of Culture (Trompenaars/

Hampden-Turner), 259–260
Robert and Marsha (case), 85
Role assumptions, clarification, 118–120
Role collusion/diffusion/confusion/

protrusion, 119
Royce and Greg (case), 107
Ruth and Lorraine (case), 168

S

Sam and Gretchen (case), 228
Sandvik, Gloria, 45
Sara and Luis (case), 147–148
Schein, Edgar, 123
Scott and Olivia (case), 51
Seema and Andrew (case), 197–198
Self-awareness, 22, 24

absence, 8
gaining, 17
importance, 101
increase, 30
reflection, 70e

Self-care, 190
Self-directed learning (SDL), 9–10
Self-knowledge, importance, 39–40
Self-preparation, 112
Self-reflection, 111, 172e, 241e

time, allocation, 177
Self-regulated learning (SRL), 10
Self-trust, 176–177
Sentence-completion stems, process, 93
Sentence stem reflection triggers, 92–94, 96e
Sexual harassment/misogynistic behavior, 

attention/accountability, 63–64
Sexual orientation, context, 64–66

Shira and Lester (case), 102
Silence, learning opportunity, 186
Simone (story), 112

personal learning plan, 117e
Skills, deepening, 187e
SMARTER. See Specific, Measurable, 

Action-oriented, Realistic, Timely, 
Exciting, and Risky

Smith, David, 64
Specificity, importance, 203
Specific, Measurable, Action-oriented, Realistic, 

Timely, Exciting, and Risky (SMARTER)
goals, creation, 140–141
learning goals, 186

Speed of Trust, The (Covey), 262
Statements, reformulation, 185
Stem reflection triggers, 93–94
Stretch goals, establishment, 113, 115, 117
Stumbling blocks, 149, 191, 213–221

mentor stumbling blocks, 220t–221t
Success

benchmarks, 145
criteria, 144–145

identification, 163
measurement, 144–145
measures, establishment, 116e

Sue and Cathy (case), 201–202
Summarizing, usage, 185
Supervisor, boundaries, 80
Supervisory mentoring, 79–80
Support (learning facilitating condition), 

167, 168–180
forms, 169

Surviving the Baby Boomer Exodus  
(Ball/Gotsill), 258

Sylvia and Jon (case), 50–51

T

Tara and Oren (case), 234–235
Teaching Strategies in the Online Environment 

(Conceição), 258
Technology, usage, 87–90
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Ted and Jeremy (case), 213
Think Again (Grant), 256–257
Thinking, expansion, 242
Time

connection element, 91
finding, 188
monitoring, 190
scheduling, 190
time-related problems, 135–136
usage, 188

Timeline exercise, 17–19, 18e, 23e
Time-out, 188
Transformational learning, 11–12
Transformative Learning in Practice  

(Mezirow/Taylor), 257
Transgender, definition, 66
Transitions (Bridges), 262
Trust

absence, 218
erosion, 195
requirement, 174, 175–178
trust-building behaviors,  

178–179
Trust and Betrayal in the Workplace  

(Reina/Reina), 263
Trust, building, 112

U

Unanticipated ending, closure
absence, 228–230
presence, 230–231

Unconscious bias, training, 71
Unconsciously incompetent (learning level), 

12–13, 12t
Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning 

(Brookfield, S.D.), 255–256

Unlearn (O’Reilly), 257
Upgraders, impact, 196

V

Vicki and Karen (case), 183
Videoconferencing

options, 88
usage, 84–85

Virtual closure, 233
Virtual connection, 75, 84–86
Virtual meeting, preparation, 89–90
Virtual mentoring, preparation, 88–90
Virtual mentor meetings, comfort, 88–90
Vision, 183–184

learning facilitating condition, 167
Voltaire, 88

W

Walk-and-talk meetings, 85
“War stories,” telling (avoidance), 124
We Can’t about That at Work! (Winters), 264
Welch, Jack, 76
What’s Next Gen X? (Erickson), 259
White Privilege and Racism (Lund/Colin III), 260
Whyte, David, 121
Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky/Clinchy/

Goldberger/Tarule), 255
Workplace

generations, identification, 51
sexual harassment/misogynistic behavior, 

attention/accountability, 63–64
unconscious bias, training, 71

Written expressions, usage, 243

Y

Yvonne and Raj (case), 234
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