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Books and guides about mentoring often start with the Odyssey.  In Homer’s epic 
classical work Odysseus embarks for the Trojan War and leaves behind his son, 
Telemachus.  To ensure Telemachus is counselled and raised wisely, Odysseus places 
his old friend Mentor in charge of his son to act as a guide.  The word Mentor thus 
has come to mean Guide. 
 
Of course, over time the term has evolved – and in a professional setting an 
individual may have other leaders and guides (not least a line manager or supervisor) 
– but the notion of Mentor as a guide is a good place to start ones thinking since a 
Guide does not simply tell someone what to do, but as, Pegg (2006) points out: 
 
‘Great mentors provide a stimulating sanctuary in which people can take a helicopter 
view of their options.’ * 
 
In order to help facilitate a conversation about an individual’s learning and options a 
mentor may need to do some, or all, of: 
 

 Building trust (*create a ‘sanctuary’) 

 Effective questioning and diagnosis (*‘stimulating’) 

 Deep listening for understanding 

 Expanding horizons, options and perspectives (*‘helicopter view’) 

 Sharing their experiences  

 Challenging thinking and assumptions 

 Providing advice or steerage 

 Clarifying future plans and actions 

 Providing feedback 

 Building confidence 

 Holding someone to account 
 

Enquiry 
Think about a time where you have had a productive and powerful learning 
conversation with a colleague (or line manager or mentor).  How many of the above 
elements did you notice them doing? 

 
What you’ll probably notice here is that a guide, if they’re doing their job well, very 
rarely simply talks about “What I did back in the day”.  Certainly, sharing experience 
and advice is part of the role, but a mentor who falls fully into the Ego Trap is 
unlikely to help anyone sustainably.  (After all, the research environment is very 
different now to how it was twenty plus years ago when dinosaurs roamed the earth 
and current heads of department were junior researchers…). 
 
Of course, even if a mentor does all of the above list it is still not guaranteed that the 
relationship will be a productive one.  The mentee is obviously the most important 
party and their commitment to action and their understanding of what they want to 
achieve and how they envisage the mentor helping them achieve it is paramount.  
And of course, even with a committed mentee and a skilled mentor the personalities 
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and styles of the two parties have to be compatible.  It is not easy – but in the rest of 
these resources we’ll explore the relationships from both sides to help you maximize 
the chances of things working productively. 
 
We’ll try to move beyond the somewhat anachronistic view of mentoring as simply a 
senior mentor sharing their experiences to support a junior colleague.  Modern 
thinking (see for example the highly recommended Guccione and Hutchinson 2021 – 
Coaching and Mentoring for Academic Development) tends towards effective 
mentors being coach-like in their behaviours (as shown below), and it is in this area 
that mentoring excellence can be found.   
 
However, what mentoring definitely is not is therapy or counselling.   If a 
conversation is examining the past to attempt to ‘fix’ someone then it’s in dangerous 
territory for an unqualified amateur.  
 

‘Traditional’ Mentoring Coaching Therapy 

Senior professional 
sharing experiences with 
junior colleague to help 
them to develop 

Targets high performance 
and accountable action 
and focuses on specific 
goals and skill areas and 
learning 

Past focus aiming to 
resolve or fix a person to 
be whole and resourceful  
in their own right. 
 
Not for the unqualified. 

↓ ↓ x 

Coach-Like Mentoring  

Future focused, learner centric and aimed at achieving 
higher performance through dialogue, shared 

experience and questions. 

 

 
On the subject of what mentoring is not, it is also worth pointing out that mentoring 
is not: 
 

 The same as supervision or line management, and both mentor and mentee 
should be clear about the boundaries in the relationship.  

 An individual surrogate for poor / absent supervision or line management.   

 An institutional excuse for not dealing with a poor line manager (“Rather 
than reprimand your professor, why don't we get you a mentor?”)    

 
In most practical ways the distinction between coaching, mentoring and behaving as 
a coachlike mentor doesn't matter provided the relationship is a useful one for all 
parties.  The role of the mentor is simply to be:  
 
“...someone who supports people to manage their own learning in order to maximise 
their potential, develop their skills, improve their performance, and become the 
person they want to be.” (Parsloe and Wray 2000) 
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Before we get the behaviours and skills of mentors and how to construct a helpful 
relationship let’s consider this notion of mentoring being a supportive function. 
 

Enquiry 
Think about a difficult or challenging work situation or task that you currently have.  
 
What specifically and precisely is challenging about it? 
What information, tools, support and conditions do you need to be in place so that 
you can tackle it successfully? 
Take a moment to list the ingredients you need to be successful.  
 

 
You’ll probably notice that some of the things you wrote down were technical skills 
and competencies (a bigger and better toolkit).  Some things you wrote down may 
have been about understanding the unspoken rules of what can and can’t be done 
or what will work.  And some of the things that provide you challenge may concern 
confidence or self-belief (e.g. most people know how to say ‘no’, they just don’t 
believe they can…).  Effective mentoring is about providing a tailored blend of these 
three types of support – formative, normative and restorative.   
 

Required support and challenge 

 
Formative 

 
Broadening skills  

Growing a toolkit. 
Technical advice. 

 
 

INTELLECTUAL and 
TECHNICAL KNOWLEDGE 

 
Normative 

 
Illustrating the norms and 
values of ‘good’ practice. 
Sharing experience and 

stories. 
 

BEHAVIOURAL and 
PROFESSIONAL 

‘WISDOM’ 
 

 
Restorative 

 
Resilience, Support, 
Encouragement etc. 

 
 
 

PSYCHOLOGICAL and 
EMOTIONAL 

 
Mentors can provide support and challenge in any or all of these areas.  A model 
that may help you to think about is Proctor’s Three-Legged table or stool1.  In order 
to provide a solid platform for growth and development the table needs to be level 
with different elements in balance.  A deficit or surplus in an area will cause a degree 
of imbalance – and the ball (in this case, the mentee’s growth) may be unstable.   

                                                        
1 Model and illustration here is adapted from Proctor’s Model of Clinical Supervision - see Page, S. and 

Woskett V (2001) but reproduced from Guccione and Hutchinson (2021). 
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It’s useful for mentor and 
mentee to be aware of what 
areas may need work to 
keep the ball balanced – as 
no two individuals start or 
complete a mentoring 
journey in the same state or 
place.  It is also useful for 
both parties to recognise 
that any one person may not 
be able offer the necessary 
support in all three areas.  
For instance many 

professionals have what we could label ‘mini-mentors’ who just advise about one 
small niche area of professional (usually formative) practice. 
 
Of course in order to discover what a mentee needs and what a mentor can offer it 
is vital that two parties consciously design their alliance, and consciously articulate 
their expectations and boundaries.  In order to do this, it is essential that there is a 
degree of trust between the parties (especially that the mentee trusts the mentor, 
since it is the mentee who is likely to be the more vulnerable of the two).  We 
examine the notion of trust from both perspectives in our other resources, but it 
may be useful to intellectually frame the process of professional growth in the 
following matrix – known as the Johari window2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
2 Luft, J. and Ingham, H. (1955) 'The Johari window, a graphic model of interpersonal awareness', 

Proceedings of the western training laboratory in group development. Los Angeles: UCLA. 
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At the start of any relationship there will be things that a mentor knows about their 
(prospective) mentee.    These things are in the open area and are known to both 
parties.  In order to grow and develop and gain benefit from the mentor’s 
experience, a mentee may need to disclose things hitherto kept hidden (for example 
‘I find x very challenging’, ‘I’d like to go for y opportunity, but I’m not sure I’m ready’, 
‘I struggle with z’ etc).   
 
Professional growth may also come from a mentor who is able to ask stimulating 
questions, offer challenging feedback or new insights to allow a mentee to move to 
areas that until that point had been blind to them. 
 
Moving into both the Hidden and the Blind areas may require a high degree of trust 
– and as such it is vital that the relationship be consciously designed from the 
beginning.  After all, real learning and self-growth comes when we expand and 
venture into the unknown area. 
 
It is worth both mentors and mentees understanding that the relationship requires 
trust, emotional intelligence, mutual benefit and a high degree of empathy if it is to 
be sustained and productive. 
 
It is not, necessarily, a simple journey. 
 
"You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of 
view. Until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it." 
Harper Lee – To Kill a Mockingbird 
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