Why and how to Mentor

In my opinion, formal mentoring programmes are one of the most powerful ways of encouraging true organisational learning. They are probably also the most underutilised organisational learning mechanisms.

Mentoring is a process that enables an individual to follow in the path of an older and wiser colleague who can pass on knowledge, experience and open doors to otherwise out-of-reach opportunities. Mentoring, when properly managed, has the power to make significant transitions in knowledge and thinking for both parties in the mentoring process.
Mentoring focuses on the individual within the context of a one-on-one relationship. There has been much research in social psychology that suggests that as individuals feel valued and connected with organisational change, morale, motivation and productivity are enhanced and staff turnover reduced.

In fact, role modeling and mentoring are one of the most important ways in which children learn. If you cast your mind back on the people who most influenced your life, you’ll probably find that this was within the context of an informal mentoring relationship. This is particularly true at school when special bonds were formed with certain teachers and peers. The key aspect of the relationship is that the mentor identifies a ‘uniqueness’ in the mentee. The mentor also sees what is possible as opposed to what exists. As a result, rapid growth and development is facilitated. In a wider context, mentorship has always been a vital component in the transmission of knowledge in all traditional cultures. 

The other vital aspect of mentoring is that it focuses on interpersonal skills, which cannot be readily or effectively transferred in a traditional training environment.  The higher up one ascends in management; the value of technical skill declines while the value of interpersonal skills increase. 
Particularly when using mentoring for purposes of leadership succession, it becomes apparent how vital this process is as there are so many intangibles involved. Mentoring is then the only way in which knowledge and skills can be transferred.

The kind of mentoring programmes I recommend for organisations are those involving uninterrupted regular on-on-one encounters lasting around 1.5 hours per week. These normally can be characterised as conversations wherein participants can what-if, ask questions and role play some situations. During these sessions, both parties can gain in-depth insights into what are the actual thinking processes and interpersonal skills required. The mentor will then be able to assess progress and give instant feedback during those sessions.

Some typical topics that might be dealt with within mentoring relationships include motivation, goal setting, interpersonal relationships, business and organisational insights, personal success recipes, personal & professional plans, progress benchmarks, personal roadblocks and pressing decisions.
If you want to establish a formal mentoring programme in your organisation, here are some ideas; Identify the key skills to be transferred. Identify who can teach these skills and find out who should learn these skills. Both mentors and mentees should be individually approached for their reaction to the idea of conducting formal mentoring. One you have positive input, a meeting can be facilitated and the parameters of the relationship should be discussed. When agreement has been reached, a simple written contract can be established to outline the frame of reference of the mentoring relationship. Important to include in the contract are factors such as the overall length of contract in months, key skills to be transferred and the time period within which these skills will be transferred. And of course, both parties to the contract should sign it.

And if you have any second thoughts about whether you should use mentoring, think on this; If you had one or more people, whom you admired a great deal, offer themselves and their resources to help you reach your personal & professional goals in the next few years, how do you think it would accelerate your progress? And how much happier would shareholders and citizens be if they knew that mentoring was once again a normal way of passing on knowedge and ensuring continuity?
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