
Improving the 
Mentoring Process 
This no-nonsense approach gets around the usual 
interpersonal and organizational problems that inhibit 
mentoring. 

B y K A ' T H Y E . K R A M 

Me n t o r i n g — t h e b road range of 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

be tween juniors and seniors and 

a m o n g peers—rare ly achieves its p o t e n -

tial. M o s t o f t en , m e n t o r s are available to 

only a f ew high-potent ia l m a n a g e r s . 

T h o s e not labeled as "fast t rackers" are 

less likely to find the guidance , coaching , 

challenging ass ignments and o the r oppor-

tunit ies that e n c o u r a g e individuals and 

organiza t ions to deve lop the i r h u m a n 

r e sou rces fully. 

R e c e n t work sugges ts tha t organiza-

tions can facilitate effect ive m e n t o r i n g by-

crea t ing certain cond i t ions . T h e role of 

t he H R D pract i t ioner in helping build in-

te rpersona l skills, a reward s y s t e m , task 

s t ructures and managemen t practices that 

suppo r t d e v e l o p m e n t a l alliances is vi tal . 

Leg i t imiz ing interact ion b e t w e e n jun iors 

and seniors th rough formal m e n t o r i n g 

p rog rams is a c o m m o n r e sponse ; unfor-

tuna te ly , t h e risks usually ou twe igh the 

benef i t s . T h o s e w h o are n o t m a t c h e d 

b e c o m e r e s e n t f u l and i n c r e a s i n g l y 

pess imis t ic about their career p ro spec t s ; 

those who are ma tched can feel bu rdened 

by che new responsibil i ty; and immed ia t e 

superv isors may be t h r e a t e n e d by a pro-

gram that appears to u n d e r m i n e their 

au tho r i t y . W h i l e s o m e r e l a t i onsh ips 

b e c o m e helpful and enduring, m o r e o f t en 

than not , t he m a t c h e d pairs remain super-

ficial all iances at bes t . 

Involving an organizat ion in a sys te-

mat ic diagnosis of t h e obs tac les to ef fec-

tive men to r ing is an organization develop-

m e n t al ternat ive to formal men to r ing pro-

grams . T h e results are educa t iona l of fer -

ings or changes in sys tems , n o r m s or pro-
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c e d u r e s that d i rect ly address t h e forces 

l imiting d e v e l o p m e n t a l re la t ionships . 

An organizat ional d e v e l o p m e n t ap-

proach to improv ing the m e n t o r i n g p ro-

cess involves four s t eps : def in ing t h e ob-

ject ives and s cope of the pro jec t ; diagnos-

ing the individual and organizat ion cir-

c u m s t a n c e s p r o m o t i n g or interfer ing with 

effective mentor ing; implement ing educa-

tional p rog rams , changes in t h e reward 

s y s t e m , task des ign, or o the r manage -

m e n t p rac t ices ; and eva lua t ing t h e in-

t e rven t ion to d e t e r m i n e w h a t modif ica-

t ions are n e e d e d . 

Why develop mentors? 
W h y m a k e the ef for t to i m p r o v e t h e 

men to r ing process? Isn't this jus t window-

d re s s ing for improv ing in t e rpe r sona l 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n — a subjec t for which 

senior managers have little t ime? W i t h o u t 

ob jec t ives that are related direct ly to ex-

isting bus iness and h u m a n r e sou rce 

s t ra tegies , e f for ts to improve m e n t o r i n g 

can appear super f luous . 

T h e focus of t he m e n t o r i n g p r o c e s s 

m u s t be re levant . For e x a m p l e , in grow-

ing organiza t ions , m e n t o r i n g can b e 

critical for social izing new m e m b e r s . In 

m a t u r e organiza t ions tha t no longer hire 

or p r o m o t e heav i ly , m e n t o r i n g or 

coach ing offers creat ive w a y s for keep ing 

p l a t eaued m a n a g e r s involved. O n c e the 

focus is identified, target audiences should 

par t ic ipa te in shap ing and i m p l e m e n t i n g 

ob jec t ives . In o n e f i rm, an aff i rmat ive ac-

t ion c o m m i t t e e m a d e up of m e n and 

w o m e n of var ious races w o r k e d with t he 

h u m a n r e s o u r c e staff . T o g e t h e r , they 

deve loped educat ion for improving cross-

g e n d e r and cross- race m e n t o r relat ion-

ships a m o n g the firm's y o u n g eng inee r s . 

In another instance, educat ion on men-

tor ing was incorporated into a career plan-

ning program already in place. Manage r s , 

engineers and technic ians in this program 

learned abou t t h e role of m e n t o r i n g in 

e m p l o y e e d e v e l o p m e n t , as well as skills 

for se l f - a s sessment and career p lanning . 

T h e mentor ing concept was int roduced as 

another important deve lopmen t tool, con-

s is tent with exis t ing p rog rams . 

Excel lent educa t ion is of little value if 

t h e su r round ing cu l t u r e does not en -

cou rage appl icat ion of k n o w l e d g e and 

skills. Senior m a n a g e m e n t involvement is 

necessa ry for init iating and suppor t i ng 

s y s t e m - w i d e changes in n o r m s and prac-

t ices , as well as for al locat ing budge ta ry 

r e sou rces . 

Diagnosing circumstances 
Col lec t ing data abou t t h e factors that 

p r o m o t e and inhibit d e v e l o p m e n t a l rela-

t ionsh ips is a critical s e c o n d s t ep . If in-

dividuals repor t little u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 

how deve lopmenta l relationships suppor t 

ca reer a d v a n c e m e n t and personal g rowth 

at each career s tage , then educa t ion is 

n e e d e d . Alternatively, if data suggest that 

p e o p l e d e v e l o p m e n t activities are per -

ce ived as u n i m p o r t a n t , t hen c h a n g e s in 

t h e reward s y s t e m and the organizat ion 's 

cu l ture are n e e d e d for educa t iona l in-

te rven t ion to have an impact . A diagnosis 

shou ld include in format ion abou t in-

dividuals ' a t t i tudes , k n o w l e d g e and in-

te rpersona l skills, and how the reward 

s y s t e m , p e r f o r m a n c e m a n a g e m e n t sys-

t e m s , task design and the organizat ion 's 

cu l ture shape t h e quality of relat ionships. 

In terv iews with organizat ion m e m b e r s 

highlight fac tors tha t e n c o u r a g e m e n t o r -

ing behavior . T a s k des ign may already 

f o s t e r f r e q u e n t i n t e r ac t i on b e t w e e n 

jun io rs and seniors or a m o n g pee r s . Pro-

The risks of formal mentoring programs usually 

outweigh the benefits 
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ject t e a m s and task fo rces e n c o u r a g e col-

laboration and offer opportuni t ies to form 

deve lopmenta l alliances. O r . pe r fo rmance 

appraisal a n d ca ree r p lanning s y s t e m s 

may m a k e discussing career p lanning and 

o ther c o n c e r n s legit imate, t he r eby allow-

ing m a n a g e r s to se rve as m e n t o r s to their 

subo rd ina t e s . 

O t h e r condi t ions i m p e d e c o n s t r u c t i v e 

men to r ing . Potential men to r s may be op-

posed to t h e c o n c e p t b e c a u s e t h e y neve r 

r e c e i v e d m e n t o r i n g , o r t h e y a r e 

experiencing career blocks that extinguish 

the desire to suppor t junior col leagues . 

Potential p ro teges m a y b e skeptical if they 

do not t rus t senior managers ' m o t i v e s , if 

they d o not respec t t h e c o m p e t e n c e and 

advice of senior col leagues, or if they do 

not have t h e a t t i tudes and in te rpersona l 

skills to initiate re la t ionships wi th p o t e n -

tial m e n t o r s . Finally, senior m a n a g e m e n t 

res i s tance can s t e m f rom a resul ts orien-

tation tha t over r ides interest in peop le 

d e v e l o p m e n t object ives . 

Implementing eh untie 
Insight f rom the diagnosis should be 

reviewed with t he liaison g r o u p to de te r -

mine appropr i a t e act ions . Usual ly , bo th 

educat ion and organizational changes are 

warranted. Educat ion provides the oppor-

tunity to acquire requisi te knowledge and 

skills for deve lop ing suppor t ive alliances, 

and c h a n g e s in t h e reward s y s t e m , task 

design and o the r s y s t e m s a re des igned to 

a c c o m m o d a t e change efforts. In organiza-

tions w h e r e the cu l ture and prac t ices en -

courage m e n t o r i n g and reward deve lop-

m e n t act ivi t ies , educa t ion may b e suffi-

cient . In mos t se t t ings , obs tac les to 

bui lding re la t ionships are subs tan t ia l . 

In addi t ion to increasing unde r s t and ing 

and i n t e r p e r s o n a l ski l ls , e d u c a t i o n 

min imizes res i s t ance . In an educa t ion 

w o r k s h o p , skep t i c s and s u p p o r t e r s can 

discuss the role of m e n t o r i n g in careers 

and m a k e choices abou t how to e n h a n c e 

its value, both personal ly and for t he 

organizat ion. In t roducing senior manage-

m e n t to educa t ion on the role of m e n t o r -

ing in career deve lopment before address-

ing middle managers to the c o n c e p t s is an 

e f fec t ive s t ra tegy w h e n res is tance exis ts 

at all levels. 

Educa t ion can be des igned for in-

dividuals at any career stage and it can be 

of fered to h o m o g e n o u s or h e t e r o g e n o u s 

groups . T h e specifics of a s i tuat ion de te r -

mine which opt ions are most appropr ia te . 

In all ins tances , offerings should c o m b i n e 

c o n c e p t u a l i n p u t , d i s c u s s i o n s , se l f -

assessment exercises, role plays and plan-

ning for appl icat ion. S ince d e v e l o p m e n -

tal c o n c e r n s s h a p e one ' s wil l ingness and 

capaci ty to build deve lopmen ta l relation-

ships , par t ic ipants benef i t mos t f r o m ex-

a m i n g their own career s tages . 

In early career s tages , individuals want 

to k n o w how coach ing and counse l ing 

f rom senior col leagues e n h a n c e deve lop -

men t and how to e n c o u r a g e such interac-

tion in the organiza t ion . Midca ree r in-

dividuals n e e d to asses w h e t h e r he lp ing 

o thers e n h a n c e s or th rea tens se l f -es teem. 

E d u c a t i o n based on a tho rough n e e d s 

a s s e s s m e n t for es tab l i shes t h e a t t i tudes 

and in terpersonal skills tha t suppo r t 

d e v e l o p m e n t a l re la t ionships . Dia logue 

with senior manage r s p e a k s t h e in teres t 

and involvement of t h o s e who can modi fy 

inhibi t ing fea tu res , such as the reward 

s y s t e m or work des ign . Finally, if t he 

diagnost ic s t ep indica tes that insuff icient 

r e sources for e d u c a t i o n exis t , or tha t 

changes in work design or reward sys tems 

require m o r e s tudy and h u m a n effort than 

is available, in te rven t ions should b e 

p o s t p o n e d until priorit ies c h a n g e . 

Evaluating and monitoring 
impact 

Assess ing p rog rams does more than in-

dicate w h e t h e r or no t t he c o m m i t m e n t , 

energy and h u m a n resources s p e n t have 

had the i r i n t ended impac t . S y s t e m a t i c 

evaluat ion in forms po ten t ia l par t i c ipan ts 

of a program's value, d e m o n s t r a t e s to 

senior m a n a g e r s that i n v e s t m e n t in such 

p rog rams benef i t s individuals and the 

organization, and highlights wha t changes 

are needed to encourage effective men to r -

ing at all career s tages . 

Ideally, evaluat ion of t ra in ing and 

d e v e l o p m e n t e f for t s includes pre - tes t s , 

pos t - t e s t s and long- te rm fol low-up with 

part icipants and control groups. Ques t ion-

naires or interviews reveal part icipants ' at-

t i tudes toward m e n t o r i n g , their under -

s t and ing of t he m e n t o r i n g p r o c e s s and 

their p e r c e p t i o n s of the organizat ional 

c l imate . 

Us ing bo th e x p e r i m e n t a l and cont ro l 

g roups for fol low-up evalua t ion o f t e n is 

i m p r a c t i c a l . M o n i t o r i n g p a r t i c i p a n t 

g roups over t i m e is m o r e realist ic. 

Mon i to r ing sheds light on changes in at-

t i tudes , i m p r o v e m e n t s in in te rpersonal 

and se l f -awareness skills, and w h e t h e r or 

not barr iers to appl ica t ion r ema in . T h e 

human resource staff can use this informa-

tion to improve p rograms . If little applica-

tion of learned skills is ev iden t and infor-

mat ion f rom fol low-up obse rva t ions in-

dicates tha t m a n a g e r s don ' t be l ieve m e n -

tor ing is va lued b y super iors , then 

modi f ica t ions in t h e reward sys t em are 

n e e d e d . If midca ree r managers still resist 

m e n t o r i n g ro les , a h u m a n r e s o u r c e 

special is t m a y act as a th i rd-par ty consul -

t an t , or t he oppor tun i t i e s for midcaree r 

e m p l o y e e s m a y need to b e c h a n g e d . 

Mon i to r ing reveals how educa t ion can 

be improved, leading to the next four-s tep 

Cycle of d i agnos i s , i m p l e m e n t a t i o n , 

c h a n g e and evaluat ion . 

Is a mentoring program really 
the answer? 

T h e t e m p t a t i o n is great to latch on to a 

p rog ram that can be i m p l e m e n t e d quick-

ly and eff ic ient ly . H o w e v e r , failure to 

def ine objec t ives and conduc t a diagnosis 

can p r o m o t e res is tance a m o n g t h o s e w h o 

should benef i t f r om the p rocess . R a t h e r 

t han in t roduce a formal m e n t o r i n g pro-

g ram, the H R D profess ional should 

es tabl ish a s e q u e n c e of p rog rams and 

organizational c h a n g e s tha t support r a the r 

than force t he men to r ing process . T a k i n g 

t h e t i m e to i n v o l v e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 

m e m b e r s in a collaborative approach pays 

off. 

If ob jec t ives suppor t o the r h u m a n 

resource and bus iness goals, the necessary 

c o m m i t m e n t s are likely to b e f o r t h c o m -

ing. An organizat ional approach to m e n -

tor ing affects t h e whole organizat ion, and 

requires t ime, pa t i ence and effor t . T h i s is 

certainly m o r e useful than a formal p ro-

gram with little r e l evance for t h e in-

dividuals and the organizat ion involved. 
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