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AN OVERVIEW OF MENTORING

The Context of the Mentoring Relationship for Interns 
and Entry-Level Employees

As a first step to designing a mentoring program for interns 
and entry-level employees (I/ELEs), it is important to view 
the program as a part of the compensation package. I/ELEs 
are willing to accept lower wages and benefits in exchange 
for professional development and opportunities to rise in 
the field. As such, senior professionals must remember that 
mentoring and sponsorship are part of the compensation 
package for I/ELEs.  It means a commitment of time, energy, 
and effort in exchange for the services that I/ELEs provide to 
the firm at a huge discount.  (It is likewise helpful to remember 
that firms with reputations for being good training grounds 
will get more-talented I/ELEs who can do better work!) The 
added benefit to the company is to have a pipeline for home-
grown talent that can be socialized to the ways of the firm 
and familiarized with its methodologies, which can be great 
for the company.2

Mentoring is Focused on Career Development

Many of the premier scholars3 in the field of mentoring note 
that what distinguishes mentoring are its primary focus on 
development and growth in the context of the career, and 
the fact that the relationship comprises an experienced 
practitioner and a novice. Mentoring can also include 
sponsorship, which is more focused on entry into the field and 
career advancement, and apprenticeship, which is experiential 
learning that exposes apprentices to the processes and 
characteristics of the profession.4 “Mentoring” tends to be 
a catch-all phrase for all three types of relationships, but it 
is important to note that it is the career development and 
growth that is part of the I/ELE compensation package.

The Basic Functions of a Mentor: Career, Psychosocial, 
and Role-Modeling

Researchers in the field of mentoring have described three 
primary functions of a mentor, namely career, psychosocial, 
and role-modeling. Many of the career functions are similar 

to sponsorship, and usually include promoting the protégé’s 
advancement by making the protégé more visible to key people 
in the firm.  This often involves making introductions and 
highlighting the protégé’s work, the latter of which coincides 
with challenging tasks that showcase the protégé’s strengths 
and help develop new knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes 
(KSA’s). Additionally, mentors protect their protégés from 
harmful forces and politics in the company.  The psychosocial 
functions refer to the ways in which the mentor-protégé 
relationship promotes personal and professional growth, 
especially in terms of identity and self-efficacy. This often 
involves an emotional relationship with the mentor that is 
predicated upon trust and respect. Role-modeling is about 
being the kind of professional that an I/ELE would want to 
become; it is walking the talk and leading by example. In 
doing so, the mentor makes the world in which (s)he works 
a lesson of itself.

THE MECHANICS OF A GOOD 
MENTORING RELATIONSHIP

Matching Mentors and Protégés: 
Let Mentors and Protégés Choose for Themselves

One of the most common errors that companies make is 
assigning mentor-protégé pairs. While it is expedient in the 
short term, it is too often ineffective, if not disastrous, in the 
long term. Because of the emotional bonds and trust that 
are necessary for effective mentoring, this is not the kind of 
relationship that can be dictated, and the selection needs to 
be up to the two individuals who will build the relationship. 
One helpful way to initiate this process is to introduce the  
I/ELE to potential mentors within the firm based on his/her 
goals, attitudes, interests, and personality, and let the I/ELE 
have the opportunity to chat with several possible choices. 
Pragmatically, there may be only one person available, but 
then it becomes important to respect the fact that this may 
need to be more of an apprenticeship than a mentoring 
relationship. Under such circumstances, the firm is advised to 
frame the experience as such, and focus on building specific 
skills rather than on general career development.  When there 
are large intern pools, as in the case of summer internship 
programs at a company, it is often fun and informative to 
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have a mentor showcase in which all of the possible mentors 
describe themselves and their work, after which everyone 
mingles for a while so that interns and potential mentors can 
assess the style/culture fit informally.

Two other pitfalls are worth noting. The first is that companies 
sometimes set relationships in stone after they are chosen, 
and do not allow I/ELE’s to change mentors. Sometimes, 
the initial fit appears strong, but turns out to be superficial, 
and keeping an I/ELE with a bad mentor is going to have 
a negative impact on the employee and the company. The 
second major pitfall is putting the onus on the I/ELE to make 
the mentoring relationship work – while it takes two to make 
any relationship, the senior member of the partnership must 
take the lead in mentoring.  

Keep the Mentoring Relationship Informal

Just as it is impossible to dictate whom a person will trust, it is 
unrealistic to try to force mentoring to happen on a schedule.  
The most effective mentoring occurs spontaneously, and 
sometimes happens outside of the formal office environment 
and traditional supervisor-subordinate context. To promote 
such interactions, the firm can sponsor off-site events like 
happy hours, or offer to pay for the expenses of informal 
meetings. Mentors should make themselves available, keep 
an open-door policy, and encourage the protégé to take the 
initiative on when to have a meeting.

Tailor Teaching and Advising to the Needs of the Protégé

A one-size-fits-all mentoring program is rarely effective; 
each mentor needs to tailor the instruction and advising  
to the protégé, as I/ELEs join companies with a variety of 
aims. The mentoring relationship is a great opportunity to 
work with the I/ELE to craft the job in accordance with the 
needs of the company and the capacities/interests of the  
I/ELE.5  The mentor should work with the protégé to establish 
a set of developmental goals that they co-create – these may 
be based on established goals within the company, but should 
not be exact copies thereof. It may be helpful to arrange 
the goals under the rubric of KSAs: knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes (perspectives), and likewise to remember that the 

goals should be flexible enough to change with the interests 
of the protégé.

Provide Detailed and Effective Feedback

One of the key responsibilities of a mentor is to provide  
I/ELE’s with clear and honest feedback. This means giving 
feedback that is detailed, explicit, and non-personal (i.e., 
focus on the action/results instead of the individual), and 
presenting it as close to the relevant activities as possible.  
Mentors should make sure to comment on what the protégé 
does well with the same clarity and specificity with which  
(s)he provides criticism. Too often, firms pay lip service to 
what people do well and focus on what needs to be developed.  
If anything, the balance should be toward praising the positive.6  

Help protégés to do even better, and enhance their strengths 
and capabilities. Again, this promotes loyalty to the company 
and enjoyment of the job tasks.

A Good Mentor is Both Respected and Respectful

It goes without saying that one’s superior should be 
respected, but it is likewise incumbent upon the superior to 
be respectable and respectful. In addition to being someone 
whom the protégé can admire and emulate (which is a 
function of behavior and ethics, not rank!), a mentor should 
treat I/ELEs fairly and appropriately. Specifically, this means 
showing respect for protégés’ uniqueness, ideas, work, and 
contributions, and likewise for their goals and circumstances. 
It is important to remember that the aim is to develop 
protégés into future colleagues, and a key step in doing so is 
respecting them as key players in the company’s future.

Be Supportive by Providing and Building 
Positive Psychological Resources

Keeping up with the fast pace of the 21st Century business 
world takes a lot of psychological and emotional resources.  
Mistakes can be very costly, pressure is high, and this can 
be a lot for an I/ELE to handle. Mentors can soften the 
impact of these realities by providing encouragement, 
conveying empathy, and protecting the protégé from some 
of the dangers and politics of the working world. Another 
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important means of support is providing trust; the company 
has already put the I/ELE through an interview process and 
determined that (s)he is capable of doing the job and fits with 
the company. As such, the mentor should show confidence in 
the I/ELE’s ability to do what (s)he needs to do, and help the 
I/ELE develop his/her own confidence and self-efficacy.  It is 
also very important to understand the protégé’s motivation, 
to nurture it, and to encourage the protégé to feel genuinely 
positive about the meaning and importantance of the work 
(s)he does. The result will be an employee who is ready, 
willing, and able to expand his/her capacities, job tasks, and 
responsibilities.7

Emotional Safety

One of the hardest, and yet most important, duties of a mentor 
is to foster an emotionally safe environment. With the high 
pressure that is common in most business environments, 
especially in today’s uncertain economic conditions, there is 
a tendency for mistakes to receive very harsh reprisals and 
for people to be bullied and humiliated in the office.8 When 
people are afraid of making mistakes, and are engaged in 
CYOA9 work processes, they are not going to be innovative, 
creative, productive, or willing to take initiative.  The mentor 
can best prevent these effects by avoiding overly harsh or curt 
criticism, and protecting the protégé from others who might 
be forceful in their admonishment or overly/unnecessarily 
judgmental. There is plenty of room for constructive 
criticism, and there are even gentle and effective ways for 
indicating that someone has made some serious errors.10 It 
is also critical to remember that mistakes are occasions for 
learning, and that they are part of any learning process. As 
such, they should be handled with tact and grace.  

Another key form of support is giving the protégé time to 
think, act, and learn. There are very few work environments 
in which it would be earth-shattering to give the protégé 
more time to answer a question, or to let them think for a 
moment (in fact, it might be a good idea to encourage the 
protégé to take more time to think!). Overall, an emotionally 
safe environment reduces the amount of pressure and 
harshness that protégés must face, and enables them to bring 
their fullest capabilities to bear.

THE DEVELOPMENTAL BEHAVIORS ENABLED 
BY A GOOD MENTOR

The work environment for an I/ELE is a learning environment, 
and it should foster positive developments in knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes. There are four key developmental 
behaviors that a mentor enables: exercising independence, 
reflection, synthesis, and extrapolation.

Increase I/ELEs’ Opportunities for Independence 
as They Develop

I/ELEs often need a significant amount of training, and can 
need a lot of hand-holding at the outset. Yet, even from the 
beginning, the mentor should look for opportunities for the 
protégé to do tasks independently, and to increase gradually 
the complexity of the tasks and level of responsibility as 
the protégé improves. One of the best models for this is 
having I/ELEs perform job tasks with increasing amounts 
of responsibility each time, and maintaining an open-door 
policy that leaves the protégé feeling free to come with 
questions.

Facilitate Opportunities for Reflection

The optimal mentoring environment encourages I/ELEs to 
reflect upon past actions, experiences, and behaviors, and 
then consider how they may apply in future contexts and 
use them as a springboard for improving performance.  
Reflection is also one of the best ways to learn from mistakes, 
and requires trust and constructive feedback to work most 
effectively.  Mentors should create opportunities for reflecting 
on knowledge, skills, and attitudes (KSAs) both in terms of 
the tasks that need to be done and in the contexts of both the 
company’s mission and the individual’s personal and career 
goals.  

Synthesis and Extrapolation Tie KSAs Together

Synthesizing and extrapolating are both key developmental 
behaviors that promote the I/ELE’s evolution into a full-
fledged professional. Synthesizing integrates established 
KSAs with each other or with new KSAs, thereby increasing 
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the depth/strength of both. Most job tasks that come with 
a promotion will require combinations of KSAs, and a 
mentor should help the protégé to unite his/her KSAs into 
a coherent picture of the task, and job, as a whole. This is a 
great opportunity to tie in the mission of the company and 
the professional/personal goals of the I/ELE.  

Extrapolating involves applying KSAs to novel contexts, 
which results in the I/ELE’s developing new KSAs or 
improving established KSAs, and expands his/her skill set so 
that (s)he can do new tasks and take on more responsibilities.  
A great way to do this is to ask questions that require the  
I/ELE to think beyond the task at hand and into the meaning 
of the task relative to the activities of the unit/department/
company, and also consider how the products of the I/ELE’s 
work will be the input for other important tasks or aims.

A GOOD MENTORING RELATIONSHIP PROMOTES 
POSITIVE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

When a mentoring relationship is built on the six 
mechanisms that underlie good mentorship, it enables the 
protégé to engage in key developmental behaviors that will 
promote positive professional development. For example, 
synthesizing and extrapolating can occur through tasks that 
are tailored to the protégé. When these exercises are presented 
in an emotionally safe and supportive environment, the 
protégé may have the self-confidence to try extending his/
her knowledge despite the many opportunities for error 
inherent in novel contexts.  If the mentoring relationship is 
informal, collegiality can foster open dialogue between the 
mentor and protégé, and the mentor’s provision of timely and 
constructive feedback can emphasize both the points that the 
I/ELE needs to grasp and the areas that need additional work 
and development.

Similarly, a supportive and emotionally safe environment, 
in which the mentor conveys empathy, listens, and offers 
opportunities to reframe ideas, can enable the I/ELE to 
feel more comfortable engaging in reflection. Removing 
conditions that cause self-consciousness, fear of failure, 
and the like allows the I/ELE to feel free to ask questions 
and receive criticism. Moreover, informality can augment 

emotional safety by moving the reflection process to a non-
work setting, which facilitates reflecting from an “outside-
looking-in” perspective. When the protégé is confident 
of the mentor’s respect and support, the protégé can feel 
comfortable being open and honest in the reflection process, 
secure in the knowledge that the mentor wants the protégé to 
succeed and that the mentor is trying to effect improvement 
for a future colleague rather than belittle a subordinate.

A recent study by Intern Bridge found support for all of the 
factors in this model and adds two key mentoring functions: 
Challenge and Connect. As I/ELE’s are consistently looking 
for growth, one of the best ways to foster this is through 
challenging assignments that are aligned with the I/ELE’s 
career interests and growth trajectory. In meeting these 
challenges, they learn new behaviors and skills, which add 
to the competencies and services they can provide, and they 
are also more likely to have high job engagement. The other 
important developmental opportunity is connecting – while 
a protégé needs to be protected from harmful forces, (s)he 
also needs to be directed toward positive relationships within 
the firm. A mentor can help the I/ELE build a network 
of important people who can help promote the I/ELE’s 
career and introduce him/her to additional opportunities, 
challenges, and experiences.

Mentoring is a Feasible and Worthwhile Investment

While it may seem that many of these suggestions require a 
significant investment, mostly it involves the mentor paying 
attention to his/her own actions and being a role model.  
Especially when time is tight, being a person that the protégé 
can emulate accomplishes most of these suggestions.  Having 
an open door actually saves time when it is combined with 
promoting the I/ELE’s independence, because (s)he will feel 
encouraged to try things alone before coming to the mentor 
with questions, and will be able to learn from mistakes instead 
of having the mentor clean up an assignment afterward.  
Most importantly, good mentoring will promote strong 
job engagement and company loyalty, which in turn fosters 
high productivity, innovation, creativity, and high initiative, 
which makes a very positive impact on the bottom line!
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Footnotes:

1. Much of this article is based on a paper that Orin Davis wrote with 
Jeanne Nakamura. Many of the principles in this paper transcend 
the specific field in which it was published, as summarized here.  
Send comments or inquiries to dr.orin.davis@gmail.com.

2. A point made in Jim Collins’s Good to Great.

3. Drs. Kathy Kram, Belle Rose Ragins, Terri Scandura, Tammy 
Allen, and Jeanne Nakamura, among others. Much of the research 
cited in this paper comes from their work. Kram’s 1985 book, 
Mentoring at Work, is considered to be the seminal piece on 
mentoring.

4. For more discussion on this topic, see pages 14-15 of Good 
Mentoring by Nakamura, Shernoff, and Hooker (2010).

5. This results in engaged I/ELEs, higher company loyalty, and 
better-quality work. See research by Amy Wrzesniewski and Jane 
Dutton.

 6. This is the positivity ratio, and applies to a number of areas. For 
more on this, see Losada’s article in Positive Psychology News Daily 
and Fredrickson’s book Positivity.

7. Again, see Wrzesniewski’s and Dutton’s research for more on this 
topic.

8. Bob Sutton has a great book on creating a civil workplace.

9. CYOA = Cover Your Own…Actions.

10. Try something to the effect of “I think you are capable of doing 
much better than ____. You could certainly…” – and detail what 
the protégé should have done in light of his/her capabilities.
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INTERNSHIP MANAGEMENT MATERIALS APPROPRIATE 
FOR ORGANIZATIONS OF ALL SIZES AND INDUSTRIES 

Intern Bridge is the nation’s premier college recruiting consulting and research firm. We survey over 25,000 
students annually to capture trends of internship and recruiting experiences. The critical survey data is the 
basis for our work: helping organizations build meaningful entry-level talent programs, and assisting career 

centers to more effectively serve their student populations.

We also the leading authority on the development of entry-level talent. Through the authoring, printing, 
and distributing leading internship management and college recruiting materials such as Total Internship 
Management: The Employer’s Guide to Building the Ultimate Internship Program and the Total Internship 
Management Workshop DVD, as well as hundreds of hours of recorded webinars. We are also proud to offer 
free white papers and other resources on our website created by leading industry experts. The publishing team is 
capable of preparing a range of orders as little as one product to bulk orders and discounts for thousands.

At Intern Bridge, we view experiential education as a way to create a pipeline of highly talented students 
for organizations, foster relationships between higher education and employers, and infuse local economic 
development initiatives. It is our strong belief that all organizations can benefit from an effectively planned and 
properly structured internship program. We are the internship experts, and our goal is to create exceptional new 
internships and improve existing internships throughout the nation.
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