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Chapter OneUnderstanding mentoring

Why mentoring is your career superpower

Learning objectives

By the end of this chapter, you will:

	Understand mentoring, what it involves and why it is important, especially in the early stages of your career.


	Know the difference between a mentor, a coach and a manager.


	Recognize the importance of both formal and informal mentoring relationships.


	Be able to identify mentors already in your circle.


	Understand how to build your personal ‘board of advisers’.



Introduction

What is mentoring?

Imagine working hard for years in university to help achieve a certain career goal, only to step into a new territory without a map or local knowledge. That’s how starting your career in any organization can feel. You suddenly realize, however, that you hold a tool; your GPS (global positioning system), your shortcut, your emergency contact and, perhaps, one or two cheerleaders. This steadies your nerves. This is the agency mentoring can provide.

At its core, mentoring is a relationship; a powerful partnership in which a more experienced individual (the mentor) guides and supports a less experienced person (the mentee) to foster their professional growth. This support can take many forms. It could include career advice, knowledge sharing, emotional support, insights, skills development or simply offering perspective. It’s not just advice, however; typically, it’s actionable wisdom, accountability and access to opportunities. It can occur formally, through a structured programme, or informally, via organic relationships that develop over time.

Why does mentoring matter?

Mentorship is meaningful because it allows for shortcuts in the learning curve. Why make a mess of things when you can take wisdom from someone who’s already been through the mud? But mentoring is more than just avoiding pitfalls; it’s about guidance, structure and helping early-career professionals develop their craft, grow their global network and speed up their career trajectory.

Studies consistently show that a person with a mentor gets promoted faster, has stronger decision-making capacities, and has greater career satisfaction.1

According to a report in the Harvard Business Review, employees with mentors are five times more likely to advance in their careers compared with those without mentors.2 Mentors offer a wealth of knowledge, strategic relationships and practical wisdom not often found in textbooks or the classroom.

The following are key reasons why mentoring matters:

Mentoring broadens your network

A mentor opens doors you may not even know are there. In the hyper-networked professional world of today, it’s often not just what you know, but who you know. The right mentor can connect you with industry leaders, recommend you for high-profile projects and even cheer for you when it’s time for promotions. According to a Forbes report, 85 per cent of jobs are filled via networking, not through traditional applications.3 Mentors are networking multipliers, providing access to circles where it could take decades for people to break in on their own.

Mentoring builds confidence and clarity

In the early stages of their careers, people sometimes lack confidence and don’t know how to make decisions. A mentor is a trusted sounding board to help you weigh options, refine your ideas and move forward with confidence. This support is consistent with psychological research showing that those in mentoring relationships have higher self-efficacy (the belief in one’s abilities to achieve their goals), which directly and strongly correlates with career advancement.4 When you have someone who’s pulling for you and calling you on your blind spots, you go into situations more confidently.

Better, faster career growth

The power of mentoring is that it’s not just a process to help new career professionals, but a way to compress years of experience into clear, actionable advice for them. A convincing and comprehensive study published in the Journal of Vocational Behavior showed that of the more than 2,200 professionals examined, those who had mentors were promoted more quickly, earned more money and were also more satisfied with their jobs than those without mentors.5 Research from Gallup and CNBC shows that formal mentoring programmes can raise retention rates and expedite the readiness of junior leaders to practice leadership.6 This is because mentors aid mentees in recognizing their skill gaps, strategically setting goals for their career and avoiding popular mistakes.

How to use mentoring to progress your career

1. Be proactive

Seek out mentorship and don’t wait for it. Many who are early in their career fail to address this flawed belief of simply waiting for mentorship to happen to them. Instead, choose to own your development by:

	Searching for mentors – among older peers, experts, alumni networks


	Asking for guidance (for example, ‘I admire your career path, would you be open to a brief coffee chat?’) – it can work wonders


	Utilize formal mentorship programmes (most companies and professional organizations have organized mentor­ship opportunities).



An Educause Review article notes that the value ends up leaning in favour of the proactive mentee, who gains more from a mentoring relationship than someone who just simply brings a list of questions and objectives.7

Before your search, make sure you know about your goals…

2. Determine good goals

Know what you want. A mentor without direction is similar to a ship without a compass. Before you approach a mentor, ask yourself these questions:

	What skills do I want to acquire? (Leadership? Technical expertise?)


	What are the career milestones I’m working towards? (Promotion in two years? Industry shift?)


	What obstacles do I need help to get over? (Office politics? Work–life balance?)



According to the Academy of Management Learning and Education, mentees who know what they’re looking to achieve experience 30 per cent more career growth compared with those who were unsure.8

3. Give back: mentorship is a two-way street

The most effective mentoring relationships are mutual. You have something to offer as a mentee, too. For example, as a mentee, you can provide:

	Fresh perspective, while your mentors provide wisdom. (When the Sony Walkman first appeared, many experienced leaders in the music industry didn’t see its value because it didn’t fit with how music had always been consumed. The same was true of the iPod or the typewriter in their early days. It often took younger, less established voices to see what was possible. In the same way, people early in their careers can spot shifts, gaps and opportunities that long experience sometimes filters out.)


	Reverse mentoring (where senior leaders can learn from you as a new career professional, especially on tech and digital transformation issues).


	Energy and enthusiasm (mentors are frequently re-energized by passing on what they have learned).



Studies show that win-win mentoring relationships are more enduring and productive.9

Mentoring is your career superpower

Mentorship is the ultimate accelerator in a competitive professional field. There’s a reason that mentoring is a cross-generational phenomenon: who doesn’t want success to come that much easier, and sooner?

The right mentor doesn’t just drop knowledge; they’re quick to question your thinking, create new opportunities and ensure your leaps and bounds of progress. A study in the Journal of Applied Psychology found that people with mentors earn, on average, 28 per cent more throughout their careers than their non-mentored counterparts.10

Key takeaway

The data is in, and the findings are indisputable: if you want to rise higher, a mentor will take you higher, faster.

Make mentorship work for you

This is what it looks like to turn guidance into growth. Picture this:

Alex, a recent finance graduate, stumbles into a job at an investment firm. He is excited but quietly overwhelmed. He has been assigned Priya, as both a buddy and a more senior member of the team, as part of the company’s formal onboarding programme.

Initially, Alex is reticent. Will the structured encounters be stodgy or inauthentic? But Priya surprises him. She doesn’t just review spreadsheets; she reflects on her own early mistakes, introduces Alex to other important colleagues and suggests a couple of informal coffee chats to drill down into unspoken office junctions.

Meanwhile, Alex also befriends a teammate, Ryan, who provides him with off-the-cuff advice on office politics. Eventually, Alex, professionally trained in lean project management, finds that the magic isn’t in the decision itself but in how we blend the two influences.

Mentoring is not a passive experience; it derives from a partnership, and that partnership depends on attention. There are three key principles of attention on which the success of a young professional will depend:

	Clarity (knowing what you need)


	Commitment (showing up consistently and prepared)


	Chemistry (connecting with mentors who truly vibe with you).



A formal mentor can offer structure, accountability and the perspective of someone who has been in your shoes. Meanwhile, spontaneity, relating with that person and, often, the unwritten rules of success are characteristic of informal mentoring. The trick is to mix and match them once you have them, drawing on formal mentorship for skill development and strategy, while cultivating informal ties for real-time feedback and support. (More about this in the following section.)

When it’s done well, mentoring is not just about getting on or going up the ladder; it’s about having the confidence and connections to make the career journey your own.

Mentoring is not ‘magic’; it’s a conscientious collaboration in which success requires clarity, commitment and chemistry. Whether it’s a casual or more formal relationship, good mentors help us to grow, gain confidence and navigate the routes through doors they open for us.

So, to make it work for you and transform guidance into real progress:

	Begin today. Find at least one person whom you think could be a mentor and make contact.


	Prepare thoughtfully. You should know what you want to learn before each conversation.


	Circle back. Say thank you and use the feedback.


	Pay it forward and mentor once you get there.



The source of knowledge is an eternal background. Teach and you shall twice learn, as the ancient proverb goes. Mentorship is not just about the climb, but the passage of growth, wisdom and shared success that builds a legacy.


By embracing mentorship, you’re not just investing in your career; you’re investing in your future self.

The question isn’t whether you need a mentor; it’s how soon you can find one.

Formal vs informal mentoring: finding the right guidance

Imagine the following scene:

Tara, a bright-eyed communications associate, walks into her first day at a prestigious firm. Eager to grow, she’s excited to learn the company has assigned her a mentor – a senior director with decades of experience. Their meetings are structured, agenda-driven and full of valuable insights. Yet, despite the wealth of knowledge shared, Tara often leaves feeling like something is missing.

Meanwhile, in the break room across the office, Jake, another new hire, strikes up a casual conversation with a colleague. That spontaneous chat soon turns into weekly coffee discussions, career advice and even introductions to key leaders – all without a single formal meeting on the calendar. By year’s end, Jake feels not just supported, but truly seen, while Tara wonders why her mentorship didn’t quite click.

This is the core of the debate between formal and informal mentoring. Both methods are highly valuable, but they cater to different needs, personalities and stages of development.

Formal mentoring offers structure, clear goals and organizational backing – perfect for systematic skill enhancement and navigating corporate routes. Conversely, informal mentoring depends on organic connections, flexibility and often deeper personal bonds. It’s like comparing a carefully planned road map to the spontaneous use of a compass: both can guide you, but one might feel more natural while the other offers certainty.

This section explores the strengths and limitations of each style, helping you discern when to seek out a formal programme, when to nurture informal relationships and, most importantly, how to blend the two styles for a mentoring experience that is as dynamic as your career deserves. The best mentorship isn’t just about learning the ropes; it’s about finding the people who help you climb them with confidence.

	Formal mentoring usually involves a structured pro­gramme with clear objectives, timelines and matching methods. It is often utilized in graduate schemes or professional networks.


	Informal mentoring tends to be more relaxed and can be more influential over time. Think of the university friend who gives advice over a coffee, or the ex-boss or lecturer you still contact for a second opinion.



Quick tip

When it comes to mentoring, you don’t need to choose one style over the other. The most successful professionals nurture a blend of both formal and informal.

Balancing structure and spontaneity

Formal mentoring offers a clear framework, scheduled meetings, defined goals and organizational support. This approach is ideal when specific skills need developing, leadership exposure is desired or guidance on company protocols is required. However, its rigidity can sometimes hinder organic conversations, making interactions seem transactional rather than transformative.

In contrast, informal mentoring relies on natural rapport. A casual discussion can develop into career-changing advice, valuable networking opportunities and genuine support. Flexibility fosters deeper personal connections, but without structure, critical areas for growth might be overlooked.

So, how can you combine both approaches?

	Use formal language and processes when you need guidance, such as navigating a new role or industry.


	Build informal relationships for ongoing support, networking and immediate feedback.



The most effective mentorships often start formally and evolve into something more fluid, or they develop naturally but later incorporate structured check-ins. Your career needs both a road map and a compass. Seek structure when necessary, but stay open to unexpected mentors who could change your path in ways no formal programme could.


Ultimately, mentorship is not just about the guidance you receive, but the relationships you build. The right blend of structure and spontaneity doesn’t just shape your career; it transforms the way you grow within it.

The differences between a mentor, a coach and a manager

Too often, these roles are confused or used interchangeably. Table 1.1 provides a helpful breakdown.

Table 1.1 Mentorship roles

Skip table

	Role
	Focus
	Relationship nature
	Time frame


	Mentor

	Long-term career development and wisdom

	Voluntary, personal

	Open ended


	Coach

	Performance enhancement and skills

	Often paid/assigned

	Short term or specific


	Manager

	Daily task delivery and performance

	Organizational hierarchy

	Ongoing as needed




The importance of both formal and informal mentoring relationships

Mentoring in action: examples and outcomes

Mentorship is mostly a theoretical topic, but best practices can illustrate the real effects of its power. Structured mentoring has been demonstrated at various levels and in diverse fields to enhance professional development, promote leadership and contribute to an organization’s success.

This section explores:

	Success stories of inspiring mentor–mentee synergy


	Measurable results of mentoring programmes


	What failing mentoring attempts can teach us


	Industry-specific mentoring success stories.



Study after study reveal the benefits for professionals of effective mentoring relationships. For example:

	28 per cent of mentored employees were promoted versus 5 per cent who were not mentored11


	5 times faster promotion rates in industry12


	20 per cent increase in job satisfaction and retention.13



Through focusing on such instances of success, early-career professionals can learn:

	What some of the most effective mentoring relationships are


	How to organize mentor relationships that can be most effective


	Signs that mentoring relationships are not producing positive outcomes.




‘One good conversation with a mentor will shave a lot of time off your learning.’ – Herminia Ibarra, professor of INSEAD and leadership expert.

From tech start-ups in Silicon Valley to boardrooms of Fortune 500 companies, there are stories that illustrate why mentoring is the single most powerful career development tool for those looking to last. The following examples offer both inspiration and delivery mechanisms to busy professionals on the search for a mentor or a better outcome from their current mentor.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE

How a mentor helped Anita avoid key mistakes

Context: Anita, a recent marketing graduate, had just started her first job at a fast-paced digital agency. Eager to prove herself, she volunteered to lead a major client presentation only two months into the role.

Challenge: Despite her enthusiasm, Anita’s draft presentation was wordy, overloaded with jargon and untested strategies and lacked clear metrics. Her approach, though well-intentioned, risked confusing the client and missing the mark.

Mentor’s intervention: Richard, a senior strategist and Anita’s assigned mentor, stepped in. Instead of criticizing, he scheduled a one-on-one and asked thoughtful, guiding questions:

	What’s the client’s biggest pain point?


	How will they measure success?


	If you were in their shoes, what would you want to hear?



These questions helped Anita shift her focus from trying to impress to addressing the client’s real needs.

Outcome: Anita restructured her presentation with clarity, empathy and measurable outcomes. The client responded positively, and Anita not only avoided a misstep but earned early credibility and trust.

Key takeaway

A good mentor doesn’t just give answers; they ask the right questions, helping you see blind spots before they become setbacks.

Reflect

Recall a time when someone helped you reframe a challenge.

	What questions did they ask?


	How can you apply this approach to identify your mentors?



Through the ever-evolving landscape of professional career development, mentorship stands as one of the most powerful but often overlooked drivers for success. In addition to a business relationship, mentorship serves as a conduit between potential and performance; a place for someone to be nudged in the right direction, to look in the mirror or perhaps be nudged out of being complacent.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE

The hidden boost behind Thomas’s career rise

Enter the story of Bukola and Thomas – a paradigm of mentorship in action. Thomas was welcomed and identified by an experienced and trusted leader and mentor, Bukola. But spotting potential is only half the battle; realizing it is where the magic takes place.

Instead of quietly supporting Thomas, Bukola was out there campaigning for him. In high-stakes meetings and phone calls with people who had to believe in him to cooperate, she played his cheerleader and put his name in the rooms that mattered, pointing out his contributions, positioning him as a thought partner and asserting his ideas with certainty. Her faith was not silent support; it was tactical endorsement.

As a result, Thomas gained confidence and became much more visible. By senior leaders, he was being both seen and heard and, crucially, trusted. With Bukola’s help, he learned to strategize, build resilience, take risks and embrace stretch opportunities. The outcome? His career is getting the step up it deserves.

This is the impact of mentorship done well. It’s not only advice, but also advocacy. It’s someone in your corner even when the room is empty or when you’re not in the room at all and may not even know that you want to be.

Mentors like Bukola teach us that true progress often begins with someone who sees your light and is brave enough to bring it to the surface for others to see it too.

Key takeaways

	Mentors multiply your impact. They guide you and amplify your voice, often in rooms you haven’t entered yet.


	Mentorship is active, not passive. The best mentors don’t just offer coffee chats; they champion, challenge and create visibility.


	Mentorship and sponsorship are connected. While every sponsor may not be a mentor, the most powerful mentors often become sponsors when they truly believe in you.



Challenge

	Whose insight do you respect, and who seems to take an interest in your growth? Often, a mentor is already near you. Notice who consistently offers constructive feedback or engages meaningfully in your development.


	What kind of support do you need right now for your skills, exposure or encouragement? Understanding the type of mentorship you need will help you approach the right people with clarity and purpose.


	Are you showing up in a way that could make mentorship a two-way street? Mentors are more likely to invest in those who are curious, proactive and open to learning, not just looking to be handed answers.



Real-World Example

A mentor stepped in for Ravi

Ravi was a doer; a junior product manager in a growing SaaS (software as a service) start-up. He was running his inaugural product release. He was excited and knew exactly in what direction he wanted to go. He emphasized a short timeline, very little user testing and a large feature set to wow stakeholders.

Then, Christina, a senior product leader and his mentor, saw the warning signs. She had previously been through the collapse of launches from overconfidence, under-promises and under-delivery.

Instead of immediately stepping in, however, Christina asked Ravi to a ‘pre-mortem’ session, a technique she had experimented with before large launches. She asked:

	If this launch were to fail, what would you expect to be the primary reasons?


	What are we assuming that has not been tested?


	Who is it that we haven’t talked to yet that we should?



These questions shifted Ravi’s perspective. He realized that his team hadn’t done enough user validation around the feature and had made too much of an internal assumption.

He pushed the launch back two weeks, ran a short beta, and discovered a huge usability issue that would have driven customers away in frustration. The pause and rethink meant that the team was saved from a potential PR and support nightmare because the issue was fixed before launching.

Challenge

	How did Christina’s approach (asking questions vs giving answers) influence Ravi’s learning?


	How did the ‘pre-mortem’ technique shift Ravi’s thinking?


	What skills or habits did Ravi develop through this mentoring moment?


	What does this story reveal about the role of a mentor in risk management and strategic thinking?



Key takeaway

A great mentor doesn’t just share knowledge; they teach you how to think critically and anticipate failure before it happens.

How to spot a good mentor and create your ‘board of advisers’

For early-career professionals, finding the right mentor can be the most impactful career decision you make.14 But how do you identify or meet someone who will expedite your growth, rather than simply giving you general advice? And how do you strategically form a ‘board of advisers’ – a network of informal mentors that collectively steer various aspects of your career?

This section will break down:

	The key characteristics of a great mentor


	Where to find potential mentors


	How to map out your current informal advisers


	Case-based examples for different career stages.



Key characteristics of a great mentor

Not all mentors are the same. The good ones have a combination of experience, availability and genuine interest in you succeeding.15 The following are important traits to look for (summarized in Figure 1.1):

	Industry credence, related experience and expertise. A mentor you admire has been down a similar path to the one you’re treading and can give actionable insights and advice. For example, a mentor who ran a Fortune 500 product launch would offer more to a marketeer than a generic business coach. Look for:

	Career trajectory: Have they fulfilled the roles you want?


	Technical/leadership capabilities: Are they talented in ways you are not?


	Credibility/reputation: Are they credible in your industry?




	Well-developed communications and active listening. The best mentors are curious. They ask tough questions, provoke us to think differently and give honest feedback.16 Their interpersonal skills create a safe and productive environment for learning and development.


	Commitment and willingness to invest time. Is there evidence of engagement, scheduling of follow-up appointments, referring contacts and monitoring progress?17 If a mentor is often ‘too busy’, they may not be the right fit. Exceptional mentors are genuinely invested in the mentoring relationship. They take initiative, follow through on commitments and actively support their mentees’ growth.


	Growth mindset and adaptability. They keep an eye on the trends and use traditional and non-traditional sources of stimulation or even provocation. They focus on long-term growth, encouraging exploration, learning from failure and continuous improvement. They help mentees think strategically about their careers and personal development.


	Pro-social orientation and alignment with your values and goals. Their guidance should align with your vision, values and work–life balance preferences. Successful mentors are motivated by a desire to help others. They are generous with their time and knowledge and prioritize the mentee’s success over personal gain.



Figure 1.1 Five key traits of successful mentors

[image: Five illustrated icons representing key mentor qualities: an open book for expertise, a handshake for commitment, a speech bubble for interpersonal skills, a helping‑hand group symbol for pro‑social orientation, and a sprouting plant for growth mindset.]

Infographic created by Catherine Adenle. Information source: C Deng & N Turner (2024) Identifying key mentor characteristics for successful workplace mentoring relationships and programmes, Personnel Review, 53(2).

Where to find potential mentors

Great mentors aren’t always in obvious places. Consider the following:

	Within your organization: Managers, senior colleagues, or alumni. They understand your organization’s dynamics.


	Cross-department leaders: Exposure to different func­tions broadens your perspective.


	Alumni from your university: Shared background builds trust. Use LinkedIn, for example, to find colleagues who graduated from your alma mater. Many universities offer mentorship matching through alumni networks.


	Business connections: Conferences, LinkedIn thought leaders, industry associations. On LinkedIn, for example, engage with their content before asking for guidance.


	Web platforms: SCORE (entrepreneurs), ADPList (tech/design), alumni networks.


	Informal sources: Your former professors, your parents’ friends (they will give you a warm introduction), or social clubs or organizations like Rotary, Toastmasters and so on. Leadership-focused groups attract potential mentors. Academics often have useful industry con­nections. You will have informal mentors in your daily life, you just need to identify them.


	Professional networks and industry events: Conferences and meet-ups. Connect with speakers and panellists as they are often open to mentoring.


	Industry associations: Many have formal mentorship programmes. Ask.



Map out your current board of advisers

You likely already have mentors; you just haven’t labelled them as mentors yet. A board of advisers is a curated group of people who guide different aspects of your career.

Recognize your current mentors

Make a list of people who have:

	Given you career advice


	Introduced you to opportunities


	Provided emotional support during challenges.



For example:

	Former boss who helps you with leadership skills


	University lecturer who advises you on industry trends


	Senior colleague who guides you to navigate office politics.



Identify potential mentors

Now prepare your list of possible mentors (for example a former co-worker, a professor, a current colleague).

Exercise

Map out your personal board of advisers (who are already your informal mentors)

This exercise will help you, as a mentee, to recognize existing support systems and identify gaps you may want to fill.

Use Table 1.2 to map out your personal board of advisers. These are the people who informally guide, support and inspire you. Think broadly: friends, peers, family, former teachers, managers, community leaders. Fill in the worksheet to reflect on who they are and how they support your growth.

Once you have identified who your current informal mentors are, ask yourself:

	Are there any gaps in your support network?


	What steps can you take to strengthen or diversify your board?



Table 1.2 Board of advisers worksheet

Skip table

	Adviser name
	Role/relationship
	Strengths or experstise
	How they support you
	How often you connect


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 




For gaps you have spotted, do you lack mentors in:

	Skill development (such as data analytics, public speaking)?


	Industry
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