
Does Mentoring 
Breed Success? 
The Author shows that mentoring is to the organization what 
the sequoia is to the forest. 

By JERRY W I L L B I R 

Tndividuals are important to organiza-
tional success. That ' s a truism that 
borders on the cliched, but study after 

study confirms it. Well-managed com-

panies have a strong people orientation 
and get r e c ru i t s and e x p e r i e n c e d 
employees to adopt and keep the organiza-
t ions collection of shared values, beliefs, 
and practices. In addition, we find that 
succes s fu l o rgan iza t ions c o n s t a n t l y 
develop their people. 

T h e s e companies, and a steady stream 
of best-sellers proclaiming their virtues, 
issue a stirring challenge to the rest of the 
business world, but what are we to do? As 
our organizations evolve in an increasing-
ly high-technology world, how can we be 

sure to include what Megatrends author 

specifically, I decided to investigate two 
key variables that appeared to hold prom-
ise for developing people in a corporate 

sett ing: mentor ing and achievement 
motivation. 

Mentoring 
The concept of sponsoring or mentor-

ing is not new: it relates closely to the ap-
prenticeships typical of craft trades. Bui 
mentoring, as viewed today, doesn't con-
cern formal roles as much as it does rela-

tionships. Even though mentoring rela-
tionships often flourish in work settings, 
they can also evolve informally. Kriends. 
neighbors, and relatives can all act as 
mentors. 

Recent vears have witnessed extensive 

Encouragement-and-promotion mentoring was the most 
signifieant predictor of protege success 

John Naisbitt called "high-touch" people 
e lements—elements we know are so 
essential? As H R D implemented , we all 

believe in including in our corporate 
cultures such concepts as fostering per-
sonal growth, discovering individual 
potential, and involv ing employees in their 
ow n career development . But how do we 
accomplish these worthy goals? 

T h e s e concerns and questions led me 
to design a research study that a t tempted 
to determine the most effective means for 
achievement-oriented people have realistic 

developing organizations" people. More 
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research into mentoring, and most people 
readily agree that mentoring c an be an im-
portant career-building factor. Mentors can 
help new managers learn the ropes in in-
creasingly complex organizations. They 
can provide models for new managers who 

aren't sure how to tackle problems. It also 
appears that mentors can pro\ ide en-
couragement at critical points in proteges' 
careers and act as boosters to promote 
proteges' long-range interests. 

Indeed. Rosabeth Moss Kanter, in her 
1977 study Men and Women of the Corpora-

tion. suggests that the mentor relationship 
is a critical e lement in building effective 

careers. By assisting proteges' careers, 
mentors can build their ow n power and 
support bases within their organizations. 
Kanter also suggests that this power base 

in turn helps the proteges as mentors 
become better able to stand up for rising 

employees and promote them for promis-
ing opportunities. Mentors can help pro-
teges bypass the normal hierarchy when 
necessary. 

Other studies on mentor ing indicate 
that, for females and members of minor-
ity groups entering management , the 
chances for career success improve w hen 
these individuals obtain mentoring. Of 
course mentoring isn't the sole determi-
nant. Several studies indicate that suc-
c e s s f u l w o m e n or m i n o r i t y - g r o u p 
members who receive mentoring but w ho 
lack the motivation for high achievement 
find their ascents ascribed to politics alone. 
Conversely it appears that if they possess 

a high-achievement motivation but receive-
no mentoring, they might appear to be 
merely overly aggressive. T h o s e who both 

receive mentoring and exhibit high lev els 
of achiev ement behavior are the ones most 
likely to succeed. 

Achievement 
Thus my study had to consider achieve-

ment motivation in addition to mentoring. 
Research into achievement motivation was 
identified as a field of study and refined in 
the 1950s. Research conducted then 
focused on how individual differences in 
the need to achieve affected performance 
or productivity levels. T h e working 
hypothesis was simple: As the strength of 
the tendency motivating an activity in-
creased. the level of performance or pro-
ductivity would also increase. 

I his early research created a generally 
accepted profile of the high-achievement-

oriented person. T h e s e people's motives 
to achieve success are stronger than their 

m o t i v e s to avoid fa i lure . H i g h -
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achievement-oriented people have realistic 

aspira t ions , are capab le of delaying j | 
gratification, prefer modera te risk situa- -S 
tions, and are very persis tent . T h e y are ^ 
willing to seek high levels of responsibil-
ity for their own actions, set challenging 

but a t ta inable goals for themse lves , 
develop detailed plans to help them attain 

their goals, and seek and make use of 
measurable per formance feedback. 

Early organizational socialization seems 

to have a major effect on t h e level of 
achievement motivation managers exhibit. 
T h e amount of challenge presented to new 

managers shapes their percept ions of 

whether the organization expects them to 
achieve high levels of success. 

It's important to note that managers can 

learn achievement-motivat ion a t t i tudes 
and behaviors . It also appears that 

teaching managers to be achievement 
o r i e n t e d i n c r e a s e s e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l 
behavior and success. 

The relationship 
In light of the impact mentor ing and 

achievement motivation can have on in-
dividual and organizational success, I was 
surprised by the lack of research into the 
relationship be tween the two concepts . 

M u c h of t h e exis t ing research was 

f ragmented or not directed specifically at 

the impact on both individual and 

organizational success. I wanted to know 
if leaders should include mentor ing and 

achievement motivation as key e lements 

in leadership strategies. 

Many studies indicated to me that effec-

tive leaders' styles o f ten feature both an 

achievement orientation and a high con-
cern for people. T h u s it makes sense for 

t hem to look for other high achievers to 

mentor. In fact, I believed that much of the 
behavior that high-achievement-oriented 

new managers exhibit tends to attract 

mentors . 
But the early s tudies only suggested 

these conclusions; I sought a real correla-
tion. My goal in formulating this study was 

to a t tempt to get clear-cut evidence that 

mentor ing and achievement motivation 
can predict career success . 

The study 
Specifically my stud\ investigated the 

extent to which mentor ing and achieve-

men t motivat ion could predict managers ' 
career success. I designed the study to col-
lect data on the managers ' level-of-

achiev ing tendency, the extent managers 

received mentoring, and the amount of 

mentor ing managers in turn gave others . 
I also collected data on educational level, 

seniority, age. and career expecta t ions 
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since previous research shows that these 

variables can affect career success. 
As I began 1 faced one crucial question: 

How do you measure career success? I 
settled on four initial criteria: the rate of 
wage growth, total career wage level at-
tained, rate of position change, and total 
career position level attained. I also com-
bined the rate of wage growth and rate of 
position change to produce a fifth success 
variable—speed of career success. Th i s 
variable didn't concern how far people had 
moved in wage or position; it only focused 
on how fast they had progressed in these 
areas. I thought this variable would help 
me identify fast-track people. 

I obtained a sixth measurement of 

career success—range of career success— 
by combining total career wage change 

with total career position change. T h i s 
variable concerned itself with how far a 
person moved in his or her career, not with 
how fast. T h i s variable would help me 

ident i fy s t eady - t r ack ca r ee r - succes s 
people. 

T h e seventh career-success v a r i a b l e -
overall career success—came f rom com-
bining the speed of career success and the 

tract the findings. T h e response rate of 

more than 80 percent also set it apart. 

The findings 
T h i s research established that mentor-

ing was a significant predictor of career 
success for fast-track career-success peo-

ple as well as for the less spectacular 
steady-track form of career success. Men-
toring received from others or mentor ing 
given to others played a part in all seven 
types of career success. Mentor ing grow 
to proteges was a significant predictor for 
six of t he career-success variables. Men-
coring rvcefoedfrom others was a significant 
predictor for five of the career-success 
variables. Both mentor ing given to others 
and mentoring received were significant in 
four of the career success measures. When 
both types of mentoring predicted a single 

success variable, mentoring received from 
others always emerged as the more impor-

tant of the two. 
T h e number of mentors or proteges a 

manager had was not a significant predic-
tor of career success. T h e quality or inten-
siveness of the relationships—not the 
quantity or extensiveness — made mcntor-

By assisting proteges* careers, mentors can build their own 
power and support bases within their organizations 

range of career success. This variable 
measured indi\ iduals who moved both far 
and fast in their careers, as measured by 
position and wage change. 

To test the assumption that mentoring 
and achievement motivation could predict 
career success. I selected for study a large 
service-industry corporation. I drew from 
a population of 716 a random sample of 
300 male managers and distributed to the 
subjects an extensive 158-item instru-
men t : 258, or 86 percent , of the sample 
responded. This instrument contained 
two mentoring questionnaires—mentoring 
given and mentor ing received—designed 
and validated for this study and a com-
monly accepted instrument to measure 
achieving tendency. 

This study went beyond much of the ex-
isting research. It looked at the relation-
ship of both mentoring given and received, 
and it examined both steady-track and 
fast-track success. Methodology also dif-
fered: I controlled other know n predictors 
of career success by including them in the 
study and used sophisticated statistical 
procedures to establish the validity and 
reliability of all research tools and to ex-

ing a significant predictor of career 

success. 
Several intriguing concepts about how 

mentor ing takes place emerged from the 

study. 

For mentors 
Successful mentors assist their proteges 

in two basic ways: they provide career 
counsel ing, and they encourage or 

promote. 
Career counseling represented the most 

c o m m o n form of mentoring. Managers 
prov ided to proteges active, available 
counsel and support on career decisions. 
Proteges could rely on their mentors for 
support during t imes of stress and uncer-
tainty. Mentors made themselves available 
to talk to at all t imes, provided career 
guidance on an informal basis, supported 
proteges' efforts to advance in their 
careers, and influenced proteges' careers 
in a positive way. 

T h e encouragemen t -and-p romot ion 
form of mentoring was less significant in 
predict ing career success. Encourage-
m e n t - a n d - p r o m o t i o n m e n t o r s were 
described as positive and encouraging, ac-

tively promoting proteges and their skills 

to others. T h e y openly expressed pride in 
their proteges' successes, helped them 
develop a sense of confidence in their abili-
ty to produce results, took personal in-
terest in the development of proteges' 
careers, praised protege efforts in the 
presence of fellow workers and upper 
management , and stood up for t hem in 
meetings if controversy arose. 

Interestingly enough, organizational-
guidance mentoring, w ith a manager pro-
viding to proteges a role model of how to 
function in an organization, was not a 
significant predictor of mentors ' career 
success. Managers who mcntored this way 
helped proteges learn the organization's 

values, ground rules, and expectat ions of 
the organization. T h e y also demonstrated 
for proteges ways of tackling problems and 

how successful leaders behave. T h e s e 
types of mentors also helped proteges 
b e c o m e commit ted to their careers and 
helped them realize they could function ef-
fectively in the organization. 

I expected this type of mentor ing to be 

the most significant, but successful peo-
ple said this was not so. perhaps because 
good organizations provide clear-cut and 

available career charts, development pro-
grams. job descriptions, and s tandards of 
per formance for all management posi-
tions. When an organization defines its 
standards of success so clearly, maybe one 
needs a cheerleader, coach, and counselor 
more than a model or example. 

For proteges 
Encouragement-and-promotion men-

toring was the most significant predictor 
of protege success. Successful proteges 
had mentors who encouraged them and 
actively promoted them and their skills to 
others. They indicated that their mentors 
praised their efforts in t he p resence of 

fellow workers and upper management , in-
fluenced their careers in a positive way. 
supported and took a personal interest in 
efforts to advance their careers, and 
recognized their potential as effective 

managers. 
Receiving organizational guidance was 

not a significant predictor of success for 
proteges, perhaps for the same reasons 
that influenced organizational guidance 
given. H a d the study examined ineffective 
or poorly organized corporat ions with 
unclear expectat ions and career pat terns , 
this form of mentor ing might have 
emerged as a more significant predictor. 

Achievement motivation was a signifi-
cant predictor for only o r e of the seven 
career success variables: the rate of annual 
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wage change. Remember , I s tudied men-
toring only in highly successful organiza-
tions. T h e companies involved reward and 
a t t empt to develop high-achievement 

mot ivat ion while screening out low 
achievers. T h e sample of managers was 

w ay above the national norm for managers' 
achievement motivat ion. Indeed, low 
achievers would have a hard t ime surviv-

ing in such a goal-oriented herd of go-
getters and there were few in the sample. 

So it should c o m e as no surprise that 

achievement motivation predicted career 
success in the fast-track rate-of-annual-
w age-change category. T h e s e people were 

highly educated , possessed a great deal of 
seniority for their relative youth , and 

definitely expec ted substantial wage in-
creases in the next five years. T h e y were 

extraordinarily oriented to high achieve-
ment . But these managers did not receive 

significant levels of mentor ing of any kind! 

N o n e t h e l e s s , aggress ive fas t - t rack 
managers tended to give career-guidance 

advice to others . T h i s surprised me —I 
thought people like this would b e too ab-

sorbed in their own careers to mentor 
others. But as I discussed the study results 
w ith various senior executives, they im-

mediately recognized the profile. T h e y 

said this type of manager "has high 
a m o u n t s of technical training, [is) over-
aggressive, often int imidat ing. . . ta lented, 

but too young at this t ime to take on a high 

pos i t ion . . . smar t , skilled, but lacking in 

experience, people skills, and maturity." 

T h a t these managers provide career 
counsel ing may indicate a t t empt s to 

develop people despite the fact, or perhaps 

because of the fact, they did not receive 

mentor ing themselves. Perhaps, as Kanter 
indicated, they men to r o thers to build a 

power base. 
People who have gone both far and fast 

in their careers also indicated that mentor-
ing was a significant e lement in their 
careers . T h e profi le of t h e s e high-
achieving managers portrays a highly 

e d u c a t e d i n d i v i d u a l w h o r e c e i v e d 
encouragement-and-promotion mentoring 

and provided career-counseling to others. 
In o ther words, top achievers represent 

what many descr ibe as effectiv e leaders. 
The i r effect iveness lies equally in their 
motivation to achieve and their ability to 
give and receive concerned guidance. 

Implications for HRD 
This study's findings should interest 

organizations concerned with the best 

ways of developing their human resources, 
lb this point, few companies have invested 

heavily in developing mentor ing and 

a c h i e v e m e n t m o t i v a t i o n as ca r ee r -

enhancing skills for their employees . 

My research shows that mentoring given 

and received can predict career success , 
along with other factors such as educa-
tional level, wage increase expecta t ions , 

and, to a lesser degree, achievement 
motivat ion. D e p e n d i n g on the manager 
and his or her career pace and stage, dif-

ferent mentor ing factors could predict 
success. 

How can I I R I ) practitioners use this in-

formation? Four ways stand out . 
• Encourage mentor ing for new and 

early-career managers. H R D depar tments 
can play a valuable role in fostering men-

toring programs. 
• Develop courses on how to mentor . 
These might include training in how to en-

courage and praise proteges, w ays of pro-

mot ing others ' s t rengths , and how to pro-

vide career counseling. Proteges also need 

training in how to attract and work with 
mentors . T h i s training might focus on the 

skills indicated as vital to achievement 
motivation. 

• Examine the educational levels required 

for success at each career stage and find 

ways to provide this important success 
predictor to as many managers as possible. 

Tuition re imbursement and in-house adult 

educat ion programs should increase the 
probability of career success. 
• Include achievement-motivat ion train-

ing in management -deve lopment pro-
grams. Even though achievement motiva-

tion w as a significant predictor only for rate 
of wage change, the high incidence of 

achievement in this sample indicates that 
achievement motivation could play an im-
portant role in career success. 

The sequoia connection 
Successful people say they have been 

men to red in the past and that they men-
tor o thers now. As H R D leaders we must 
do what we can to encourage mentor ing 

as a means to fu r ther t ransform organiza-
tions into env i ronments that constantly 

nurture and develop employees . 
I like to compare mentors and the men-

toring process to sequoia trees. T h e se-
quoia grows to be hundreds of feet tall and 
lives for more than a thousand years. Why 
does it grow to such proport ions? For one 

thing, the tree feeds f rom its environment 
through its strong, deep, wide-ranging 

roots. But it doesn't just take f rom its en-

vi ronment ; it also gives. By providing 
shelter and nutrition to neighboring plants 
and animals, the sequoia contr ibutes 80 
percent more to the forest env i ronment 
than it takes. It drops its branches and 
needles to feed other life, enriching the en-
vironment in which it lives. My study sug-
gests mentor ing and achievement motiva-

tion do the same thing. As peop le receive 
mentoring 's benef i ts , they grow and 

achieve. T h e y also develop roots in their 

organizations and begin to mentor other 

achievers, thus giv ing back more than they 
received. 

But there's someth ing else about se-

quoias and mentor ing that carries equal 
importance, and it is so obv ious that I 

missed it for years. A sequoia never s tops 

growing. As long as it lives, it develops and 
contr ibutes to everything around it. T h a t 

is the real mean ing of mentor ing and 
achievement motivation. Both will help 

you and your organization cont inue to 

Mentoring received from others or mentoring given to others 
plays a part in all types of career success 
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