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1 Rationale for this Course

There is general agreement that the environmental sector needs more and stronger 

mentoring capacity. The need has been documented as far back as the 2005 evaluation 

of the Table Mountain Fund: Capacity Building Programme, conducted by Rosenberg 

and Sisitka for the World Wide Fund for Nature – South Africa (WWFSA). Five years 

later, research to inform the national Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy 

(BHCDS) noted a trend in organisations with a biodiversity focus to reduce inhouse 

training, and employers reported a loss of capacity to support workplacebased learn

ing (HSRC, 2009). Both the BHCDS (produced by SANBI and the Lewis Foundation) and 

the broader Environmental Sector Skills Plan (ESSP) (produced by the Department of 

Environmental Affairs in partnership with Rhodes University in 2010) emphasised the 

need to strengthen mentoring capacity in the biodiversity sector specifically, and in the 

environmental sector more generally (see further reference in 1.4.5 (a) in Module 1). 

Giving more institutional attention to mentoring would follow a trend which had started 

in other sectors, such as business and industry, as early as the 1970s (see further refer

ence in 1.2 in Module 1 and 2.2 in Module 2). It would also respond to a more recent 

call, by the South African government, to better utilise public and private workplaces 

as learning spaces. This call, from both Minister Blade Nzimande (Higher Education and 

Training) and Minister Lindelwa Sisulu (formerly in Ministry of Defence), is further sup

ported by national guidelines such as the Human Resource Development Strategy for 

South Africa (Department of Education, 2010), the National Skills Development Strategy 

III (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2009) and the National Development 

Plan (South African Presidency, 2011). See further reference to these policies in 1.4.5 in 

Module 1.

In the past decade we have seen a growing recognition in the biodiversity and environ

ment sectors of the significance of mentoring in individual, organisational and sector 

development. The Cape Action for People and the Environment (C.A.P.E.) Bioregional 

Programme included a Capacity Development Programme which ran a mentoring sup

port network and produced a handbook, Mentoring to Support Work Integrated Learning:  

A Source Book for Strengthening Conservation Professionals, Practice and Organisations 

(Raven, 2011). This publication provided the starting points for this course. When the 

GreenMatter Fellowship was established, in 2012, it included a mentoring component 

based on a learning portfolio that guides the development of fellows. This learning port

folio, produced by PureCoach in partnership with GreenMatter (2012 and 2013), was a 

further source of insight and materials for this course. In addition, we have drawn on the 

experience of environmental organisations to put this course together, and have trawled 

local and international literature for relevant ideas and resources.

An often heard concern is that we do not have enough environmental mentors, and that 

this hampers our ability to develop the green skills our organisations and country need. 

In our experience, there are many willing mentors who lack the time, and sometimes 

the skills and confidence, to mentor. Our aim is to provide existing and potential men

tors with conceptual and practical tools, to help build their confidence and readiness 
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for mentoring, and in the process, to build work

places that support learning and development.    

To do this, we developed a customised course to 

address the needs and issues of workplaces with 

an environmental mandate, impact or interest, 

across government, NGOs, universities, research 

institutions and conservation agencies. The 

course is, in the first instance, for trainers of men

tors. Our ‘theory of change’ is that if we equip 

individuals with the skills and understanding to 

develop sector and workplaceappropriate men

toring activities, they will in turn be able to support their own or partner organisations to 

put in place effective mentoring activities, with 

staff who have the necessary confidence, skills 

and tools to undertake mentoring. Ultimately, we 

hope to build the environment sector by making 

individual organisations more effective, through 

strong active mentors playing the role of change 

agents at various levels in organisations.

Our orientation is developmental and transformative: we want to contribute to the 

development of skilled and innovative individuals and organisations with a vision of 

a transformed sector, where environmental agencies play a far stronger role in South 

Africa’s future wellbeing. This is 

depicted in Diagram 1.

The course is unique in its focus 

on the challenges of organisations 

with an environmental mandate, 

impact or interest. It is perhaps dif

ferent from many other mentoring 

courses in its systemic approach to 

mentoring: this course approaches 

mentoring as part of a system, an 

activity that happens between in

dividuals, but must be con sidered 

in relation to what happens else

where in the organisation and 

indeed in the broader national and 

skills development context and 

culture, where expectations, proc

esses, provisioning of resources, 

and more, might be influenced. Module 1 provides an introduction to mentoring as an 

activity system (see 1.4 and 1.4.1). It also shows how the concept of an activity system 

can provide a methodological framework within which to reflect on, review and make 

recommendations for strengthening the mentoring activity.

 

This course aims to assist 

organisations in increasing the 

skills levels and confidence of 

existing and potential men

tors, and to help them fit 

mentoring in among many 

other work responsibilities, 

by providing conceptual and 

practical tools for mentoring.

Mentors will gain confidence, 

skills and ‘time’ – by knowing 

what to do and having the nec

essary tools on hand.

Mentors
as Agents of 

Change

Effective
Organisations

Stronger
Environment Sector

Diagram 1:	Intended Course Outcomes at Three 

Interacting Levels 
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Guided by our experience and the leadership development work of Otto Scharmer (see 

2.4.2 (g) in Module 2) we considered that, for greatest impact in the complex contexts 

in which mentoring for the environment takes place, we cannot simply sharpen the 

technical skills of individual mentors. We need also to equip ‘agents of change’ with the 

relational and transformational competencies to create an enabling organisational envi

ronment for mentoring.  

2 The Objectives of the Course

From a systems point of view, the course may play various roles in strengthening mentor

ing and organisations, in surprising and unexpected ways that we cannot fully foresee. As 

a starting point, the course has the following key objectives:

¢ Highlight, promote and address the need to strengthen mentoring for the 

environment;

¢ Situate mentoring in the context of organisations with an environmental 

interest, impact or mandate, with examples to which learners in these organi

sations can relate;

¢ Situate mentoring in the context of a broader activity system in order to 

strengthen learners’ understanding of how to create an enabling environment 

for mentoring;

¢ Equip and encourage learners to critically reflect on and strengthen their own 

mentoring practice, and the mentoring practice of others;

¢ Provide busy mentors and mentoring managers with practical tools and re

sources to facilitate mentoring processes;

¢ Motivate, equip and guide learners in starting a contextappropriate change 

process to strengthen mentoring; and

¢ Demonstrate the systemic, transformative and developmental approach we 

seek to promote.

3 Intended Course Participants

For maximum impact, and given the blurred boundaries between sectors with some 

environmental focus, this course aims to be relevant to all organisations with an environ

mental interest, impact or mandate, as well as education and training providers (such as 

universities) that serve such organisations. 

The intended learners for the initial offerings of the course are those who are interested 

in and positioned to have a multiplier effect towards stronger mentoring in the environ

ment sector. They would include:



5COURSE ORIENTATION

¢ Experienced mentors who are in a position to orientate, develop, support and/or train 

new mentors, either in their own organisation, or in a number of organisations. In this 

resource we refer to these individuals as trainers of mentors, although their support 

for less experienced mentors might not necessarily involve conventional training.

¢ Accredited training providers, who would be able to further roll out the training to 

trainers of mentors, or to mentors themselves, on a national scale.

¢ Midlevel managers who have the responsibility to put mentoring in place in their 

organisations, such as Human Resource (HR) practitioners and others.

¢ Mentors and mentoring coordinators in key national and catalytic programmes such as 

the Groen Sebenza Jobs Fund project and the Department of Environmental Affairs’ 

(DEA) Youth Environmental Services.

¢ University staff responsible for orientating, training or sourcing mentors to support 

student placements (cooperative learning or workintegrated learning) in potential 

employer organisations.

With minimal adaption, these course materials and content could be used by the trainers 

of mentors who have successfully completed the course – including the assignment – to 

then extend mentoring capacity to others as a coordinator or resource person, in their 

own organisations, in other organisations, or across organisations.

4 The Course Methodology

In the following sections we describe the methodological approach recommended for 

the course, as followed in the initial pilots. We encourage future course leaders to follow 

the same methodological approach. Practical adjustments can be made where neces

sary, if they do not result in a change in the approach. In this section we will identify key 

aspects of the course methodology that should ideally remain unchanged.

The course should be designed to be interactive and ‘participatory learning’ must be 

encouraged, in keeping with adult learning principles (see 2.4.2 (a) in Module 2). Even 

if time is short, there should be adequate attention given to the introduction of new 

content and concepts, as well as ample opportunities provided for learners to engage 

with the content and the facilitators to make contributions and to both share with fel

low participants and learn from them. Learners should contribute to group and plenary 

discussions and should be supported to do so through a range of activities, for which 

adequate time should be allowed. The overall group size is suggested as a maximum of 

20 learners, with a minimum of two facilitators to optimally support learners.

This methodology is recommended based on a number of considerations. The first is the 

importance of encouraging learners to continuously make the links between the course 

content (including other learners’ contributions) and their own context, with a view to 

expanding understanding of their own organisational context, and developing insights 

that will assist them in making significant changes in that context, where necessary. The 

educational theory underpinning the course has roots in constructivism and the action 
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reflection field in professional development, through which adult learners are encour

aged to reflect on their own understanding, experience and past action through the 

learning process. The course assignment is an important opportunity to practically put in 

place new mentoring systems and practices (learning through doing) and evaluate these. 

It should therefore remain part of the course, and be adapted to suit learners’ profes

sional needs and contexts.

In keeping with the transformational intent of the course (see 2.4.2 (g) in Module 2), we 

see the course not as an isolated event, but as part of what course participants will be 

encouraged to take into a longerterm programme of mentoring development. An im

portant part of transformative learning is challenging our frames of reference through 

critical reflection on our assumptions and beliefs, and through doing. The course assign

ment encourages doing in the form of an action research assignment to bring about new 

mentoring provisions and practices in learners’ own contexts (Cranton, 1996; Scharmer, 

2009). This transformational intent has been built into the course design and participants 

will frequently be asked to critically reflect on and review their own assumptions, and 

how these might be shaping their approach to mentoring.

Another consideration for course design and methodology is that the learners are likely 

to be from diverse professional backgrounds, many of which will not include training 

in educational principles. Hence they will need time, support and scaffolding to work 

through unfamiliar content (such as the educational theory in Module 2). 

The course is built on a scaffolding process, as follows: Module 1: A Systems Analysis of the 

Mentoring Activity builds on the precourse assignment. The further work on the assign

ment, which then culminates in the postcourse assignment, builds on this and on other 

modules, to support and extend learning (expansive learning). 

The guided activity system analysis in Module 1 demonstrates the overall systemic ap

proach to mentoring which should also be evident in the delivery of the course. It is taken 

further through the course assignment (see Section 5.5 below). 

 

5 Course Components 

The course consists of:

¢ Three guiding course modules;

¢ A precourse assignment;

¢ A course workshop or contact session of no fewer than three days;

¢ A course assignment in the form of an action research project for expanded and im

proved mentoring activities in a chosen work context; and 

¢ Two or more shorter tutorial sessions following the contact session, to encourage 

further engagement and assist participants in the completion and submission of the 

assignment.  
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The three modules build on each other, towards planning for expanded and improved 

mentoring activities. A contact session of no fewer than three days forms the heart of 

engaging with the course content and with fellow mentors. The course assignment in

volves the development of a mentoring plan for the expansion and improved scope of 

mentoring in a context of the learner’s choice. The postworkshop assignment work may 

be supported through tutorialtype contact sessions. In the case of the first pilot course, 

this involved two webinars, but other methods could be used as well, such as interactive 

blogs, video or teleconferences or even face to face meetings. The aim of the assignment 

supported by tutorials is to encourage course participants to engage with facilitators 

and fellow learners as they work towards effective plans to support the strengthening of 

mentoring for the environment in their respective organisational contexts.

5.1 Overview of the Modules 
 

MODULE 2
Theories of Mentoring

MODULE 3
Tools for Mentoring

MODULE 1
A Systems Analysis of the Mentoring Activity

Module 1 introduces the learner to activity systems as a methodological framework 

through which to critically reflect on the mentoring activity with which they are involved, 

or the work context within which they plan to explore the setting up of new mentoring 

activities. It places the mentoring activity at the heart of the activity system and, through 

a series of course activities, explores the interacting factors that shape mentoring.

Module 2, through an exploration of the theories of mentoring, encourages and sup

ports learners to think about the implicit theories in mentoring activities and make these 

more explicit, so that when they design and implement mentoring activities, they do so 

in a considered manner, with greater awareness of the options and the implications. This 

is likely to lead to a wider range of approaches and activities being considered, to more 

readily match different mentoring purposes.

Module 3 provides a process flow for the design of practical mentoring processes. This 

involves setting up the mentoring activity, the process of getting to know the mentor 

and mentee, and moves on to planning for development, assessment and providing 

constructive feedback. The module includes a range of associated tools to help make 

Diagram 2:	The Three Course Modules 
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mentoring work well in the respective workplaces. This is to be seen not as a recipe for 

implementation – building on Modules 1 and 2 and the guided reflections throughout 

these modules, course participants are encouraged to develop approaches appropriate 

to their own mentoring context.

    

Diagram 3:	The Course Structure 

Scheduled for two weeks after the first, this second Webinar 
again provides the opportunity to reconnect, get feedback on 
the further development of the assignment and retain the 
learning momentum throughout the course.

FINAL 
WEBINAR

Scheduled for three weeks after the Course Workshop, this first 
Webinar is an opportunity to reconnect with peers and 
facilitators, receive and discuss feedback on the assignment 
and retain the momentum of learning throughout the course.

FIRST 
WEBINAR

The Course Workshop is the main opportunity to meet, interact 
and deliberate with peers, facilitators and the course content 
within a community of mentoring practitioners.

COURSE 
WORKSHOP

Submitted before the start of the course, the Pre-Course 
Assignment provides the learner with an orientation to the 
course, provides the learner, peers and facilitators with 
context-rich exemplars to guide learning and forms the basis for 
the course assignment and change project.

PRE-COURSE
ASSIGNMENT

5.2 The Pre-Course Assignment

Course participants should receive the precourse assignment ahead of the first contact 

session. It provides them with a framework to reflect on the mentoring activity with 

which they are currently involved, or the mentoring activity they might be considering. 

They should have around two weeks to complete and submit this assignment. By en

couraging initial reflections, the precourse assignment is a ‘tuning in’ exercise that also 

provides a basis for learning throughout the course. It is also likely to inform the action 

research assignment project of possible expansion and improvement of mentoring in 

the learner’s context. Thus the precourse assignment is a critical part of the learning 

process, as it reflects the transformational intention of the course (see Section 4 above).

The precourse assignment, when submitted, also provides course coordinators and fa

cilitators with the context in which to situate their engagement with participants during 

the course, and is a source of real life examples for course participants and facilitators 

to draw on through the course. It further serves to introduce learners and their work in 

mentoring to fellow learners.    
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5.3 Course Workshop

The course workshop takes place over at least three to four days. This is a vital oppor

tunity to connect with fellow learners and the course facilitators. It is also an important 

opportunity to work through and deliberate the course content with the guidance of 

facilitators, in interaction with fellow learners. It is also the best time to identify and 

start planning the action research project for expanded and improved mentoring in the 

workplace, in a supportive community of fellow practitioners. Below is a suggestion for 

the workshop programme, designed to enable scaffolding. 

DAY ONE

Welcome,	introductions	
and	orientation

An opportunity for all to share who they are, what they do in 

mentoring, the challenges they encounter and their expectations of 

the course.

Activity:	Share reflections based on the precourse assignment

Module	1:	A	Systems	
Analysis	of	the	
Mentoring	Activity

Introduces activity systems as a framework for analysing 

organisational contexts and the broader context in which mentoring 

takes place. It includes a review of policies, other factors and 

developments that ‘make the case’ for mentoring.

DAY TWO

Module	2:		Theories	of	
Mentoring	(half	day	
session)

This module introduces different types of mentoring and 

approaches to mentoring that are often implicit or ‘hidden’ in our 

mentoring activities. The intention is to understand more explicitly 

what shapes our mentoring activities and make informed choices. 

Working through the dense theory is supported by activities with 

time for questions, explanations and engagement.  

Module	3:		Tools	for	
Mentoring	(half	day	–	
could	be	extended)

A strongly experiential session that uses roleplay, exercises and 

reflections to introduce and experience some of the practical skills 

needed for mentoring and the associated tools.

Activity:	Start to consider what approaches are appropriate in which contexts

DAY 3

Module	3:		Tools	for	
Mentoring	(continued)

Unpack and share tools for mentoring and explore what is useful, 

when and how these can be adapted.

Assignment Work through the assignment brief and plan for the change project.

Activity:	Review course in relation to the learners’ needs and the precourse assignment
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5.4 Post-Course Support

Learning, organisational and sector benefits are likely to be optimal if learners work on 

an action research assignment to strengthen mentoring in the workplace once they’ve 

completed the three to fourday course workshop. Progress on the action research as

signment will ideally be supported through additional contact sessions that could be 

remote, via technology in order to save time and money. Examples include two webinar 

tutorials, with the first scheduled for three weeks after the workshop. Interactive blogs, 

video or teleconferences could also be used. These remote contact sessions will pro

vide an opportunity for learners to check in with each other and the course facilitators. 

Face to face meetings are also a viable option, particularly if participants are in the same 

geographical area. The dates and details should be finalised during the workshop, to suit 

course participants and the facilities to which they have access.

On completion of the action research assignment, learners will be required to share their 

experiences and learning in a final contact session, that could also be remote, for exam

ple through a webinar, or face to face, for example in a final course meeting, conference 

or other forum, where learning may also be shared with a wider audience.  

The biannual National Environmental Skills Summit provides an ideal opportunity for 

course participants to share their action research assignments into a broader community 

of practice and inspire more change. It could also be an opportunity to explore collabora

tions through which to bring about expansion and improvement in mentoring activities 

across the sector.  

5.5 The Course Assignment

In keeping with the transformational education orientation of the course, the intention 

to build an effective sector through stronger organisations, and the intention to be rel

evant to learners’ needs, the course assignment takes the form of an action research 

project that aims to help learners build the conceptual and practical skills and tools for 

expanding and improving mentoring in a workplace of their choice. Note that the assign

ment below is suitable for reasonably experienced mentor trainers and mentors, and 

must be adapted for new or novice mentors.
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Course Assignment 

Undertake	an	action	research	project	that	supports	mentoring	in	a	workplace	of	your	

choice.	The	workplace	can	be	your	own	or	another	where	you	might	be	supporting	

mentoring	currently	or	in	the	future.	

Task 1: 

Conduct	a	situational	analysis	of	mentoring	in	your	workplace that includes: 

¢ a review of the policy and organisational context, 

¢ a mentoring needs analysis, and

¢ obstacles/challenges to mentoring in this particular workplace. 

This task extends the precourse assignment and links to learning through Module 1 and 

the various activities in this module. 

Approximate length: 3	pages	

Approximate time allocation: 3	weeks	

During the first postworkshop contact session you will be asked to share your analysis. To 

this end, prepare	a	concise	presentation	of	the	key	points	of	your	analysis to share with 

fellow learners and facilitators in a time frame which will be indicated to you. Use your 

analysis, and any feedback you receive, to refine your focus for Task 2. 

Task 2 (a): 

In response to your analysis in Task 1, and drawing on what you have learnt in the three 

modules, develop	a	plan	to	address	the	challenges	to	mentoring	in	your	workplace. 

OR 

Task 2 (b): 

Drawing on your learning through the course, develop	a	mentoring	plan to address the 

developmental needs that you identified in Task 1.	Describe	the	particular	approach	or	

approaches	to	mentoring you would follow and motivate your choices. 

Approximate length: 3	pages

Approximate time allocation: 2	weeks

Task 3: 

Implement	the	plan you designed in Task 2 and write	a	short	evaluative	report on what 

you have done. 

Approximate report length: 4	pages	

Approximate workplacebased time allocation: 2	months	

Task 4: 

Review	the	results	of	the	implementation	process and use the results to write	recom-

mendations	to	the	organisation. 

Approximate length of review and recommendations: 5	pages	

Approximate workplacebased time allocation: 2	weeks
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6 Accreditation

We have given due consideration to the value of accrediting this course. Accreditation 

would highlight the importance of the mentoring role in organisations, and it may en

courage both mentors and managers to give adequate support and attention to the 

course and its assignments. As a result, we undertook an extensive unit standard analysis 

in preparation for the course.

However, we subsequently decided to postpone efforts to seek accreditation for this 

course, for the following reasons:

¢ We did not find any unit standards that perfectly matched what we wanted to do. 

For example, many of the most suitable unit standards were level four or five, but 

most of the suitable course participants would probably be graduates and thus more 

interested in level six credits.

¢ Furthermore, it seems that the current practice of developing unit standardbased 

accredi tation is being phased out by the South African Qualifications Authority 

(SAQA).  

¢ Coupled with this, none of our partners are currently accredited to offer any of the 

relevant unit standards. We weighed up the effort required to secure accreditation to 

offer this course and concluded that this was not the best use of any of the partner 

organisations’ time, if the unit standards in question may soon become redundant.

¢ We would also like the option of making changes to the course as we learn from its 

implementation in a variety of contexts. Offering the course as a ‘Training of Trainers 

for Mentors’ option may, for example, be shortlived and be replaced soon by offer

ing courses to mentors themselves, using the same materials and format, should this 

prove appropriate and relevant.

Accreditation, however, continues to remain a priority for this mentoring course. The 

host partners will continue to explore the possibilities within the emerging occupation

ally directed accreditation framework. The course in its current format might provide 

us with a good example within which to explore and work towards accreditation in the 

emerging system.

Given that accreditation is being explored within the emerging system, the recognition 

of prior learning for current course participants is a real possibility. We therefore urge 

our pioneers in this course to retain a good record of learning that could be used for rec

ognising prior learning within the new accreditation framework. In the course file, there 

is space for keeping a record of learning in relation to the Assignment and Activities. We 

encourage you to use this space towards future accreditation for your learning on this 

course.
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1Module 1:  A Systems Analysis of the Mentoring Activity 1pre-courSe ASSIGNMeNT

1. Name: 

2. Organisation: 3. Designation:

4. Do you have a mentoring programme in your organisation? £  Yes £  No

5. Would you describe this programme as formal or informal?  Explain your answer?

6. Who are the mentees in your organisation?

7. How many mentees do you have in the organisation?

8. Where are these mentees placed?

9. What is the aim of their placement?

10. What do these mentees do in your organisation?

11. Who mentors these mentees?

12. What role do you play in this mentoring programme?

Pre-Course Assignment
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13. Comment on the benefits of mentoring for …

... (a) the organisation ... (b) the sector

14. What are some of the organisational challenges for mentoring?

15. What policies (internal and external) guide and shape mentoring?  Explain how these shape mentoring in 
your organisation.

16. Comment on the institutionalisation of mentoring in your organisation.

17. How would you describe the culture of mentoring in your organisation?

18. What do you expect to get out of this mentoring course?
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Undertake an action research project that supports mentoring in a workplace of your 

choice. The workplace can be your own or another where you might be supporting 

mentoring currently or in the future. 

Task 1: 

Conduct a situational analysis of mentoring in your workplace that includes: 

¢ a review of the policy and organisational context, 

¢ a mentoring needs analysis, and

¢ obstacles/challenges to mentoring in this particular workplace. 

This task extends the pre-course assignment and links to learning through Module 1 and 

the various activities in this module. 

Approximate length: 3 pages 

Approximate time allocation: 3 weeks 

During the first post-workshop contact session you will be asked to share your analysis. To 

this end, prepare a concise presentation of the key points of your analysis to share with 

fellow learners and facilitators in a time frame which will be indicated to you. Use your 

analysis, and any feedback you receive, to refine your focus for Task 2. 

Task 2 (a): 

In response to your analysis in Task 1, and drawing on what you have learnt in the three 

modules, develop a plan to address the challenges to mentoring in your workplace. 

OR 

Task 2 (b): 

Drawing on your learning through the course, develop a mentoring plan to address the 

developmental needs that you identified in Task 1. Describe the particular approach or 

approaches to mentoring you would follow and motivate your choices. 

Approximate length: 3 pages

Approximate time allocation: 2 weeks

Task 3: 

Implement the plan you designed in Task 2 and write a short evaluative report on what 

you have done. 

Approximate report length: 4 pages 

Approximate workplace-based time allocation: 2 months 

Task 4: 

Review the results of the implementation process and use the results to write recom-

mendations to the organisation. 

Approximate length of review and recommendations: 5 pages 

Approximate workplace-based time allocation: 2 weeks

Course Assignment
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1.1 Intended Learning Outcomes 

Various factors and interactions shape mentoring in the workplace. This module intro-

duces the Activity System as a unit of analysis to help you understand the actions and 

interactions that shape the mentoring activity with which you are involved.

Mentoring activities are shaped differently in different contexts. The module proposes 

the Activity System as a methodological framework to analyse the mentoring activity 

in a work context, and through engagement with Module 2: Theories of Mentoring and 

Module 3: Tools for Mentoring, you should be able to select the most appropriate meth-

ods and approaches that suit a mentoring activity in your particular context.  

In particular, this module aims to support you to:

¢ Understand broadly the Activity System as a methodological framework to 

analyse the mentoring activity in your work context;

¢ Understand the various components that act and interact to shape the men-

toring activity;

¢ Apply the Activity System to the mentoring activity in your work context;

¢ Understand in more depth the mentoring activity in your work context; and

¢ Draw on this understanding to explore Theories of Mentoring (in Module 2) 

and Tools for Mentoring (in Module 3), and select from these the most appro-

priate methods and approaches for mentoring in your work context.

This module serves only to introduce the Activity System as a methodological framework 

for analysing mentoring activities in your own or another work context. Much work has 

been done in what is referred to in literature as the Cultural Historical Activity Theory 

(Engeström, 2001), and some references have been included at the end of this module 

through which you can further explore this methodological framework for analysis.

 

1.2 An Evolution of Mentoring 

The first recorded usage of the term mentor can be traced back to a publication in 1699 

by French theologian François Fénelon. Fénelon was nominated as tutor to Louis XIV’s 

seven-year-old son. It was felt that the brilliant, unruly young duke could benefit from 

being tutored by one of the most forward thinking Frenchmen of the day. In Fénelon’s 

book, Les Aventures de Télémaque, describing the adventures of Telemachus as he went 

in search of his father, the main character in the book is Mentor. This is the source of 

the modern word mentor, usually taken to mean a more experienced person, a trusted 

friend, counsellor, and teacher.
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Over time, mentoring has evolved through various contexts and purposes. Trends in 

the 1970s reflect greater institutionalisation of mentoring as a strategy to manage or-

ganisational complexity and change (Dominguez, 2013; see also 2.2 in Module 2). Formal 

workplace-based mentoring emerged as a way of integrating women and minorities into 

changing organisations and has expanded significantly into educational institutions as a 

strategy to foster academic success (Dominguez, 2013). 

 

Mentoring today is found in many diverse organisations, with different purposes, dif-

ferent roleplayers and different structures. Some mentoring programmes are formally 

structured around organisational development strategies, such as retention planning, 

talent management and succession planning. Some are structured within human resource 

skills planning and development, and are focused on the development of the individual 

perhaps relative to a performance planning process. Others are focused at a sector level, 

aimed at job creation for unemployed youth, and thus have more of a social than organi-

sational development objective. The mentoring context therefore plays out differently 

in different contexts and Module 2 starts to open up the theories that underlie the what, 

why and who of mentoring, often less explicit in our mentoring activities.  

In Greek Mythology, Mentor is a trusted friend of Odysseus. When Odysseus left 

for the Trojan War, he asked Mentor to watch over his son Telemachus and his 

palace. “Tell him all you know,” said Odysseus.  

Telemachus, accompanied by the older, wiser Mentor, goes in search of his father 

Odysseus. Rash, impetuous and full of goodness, Telemachus needs channelling 

to ensure only positive consequences for himself and others. The responsibility 

for channelling Telemachus’ energy is given to Mentor.

Mentoring in the workplace is a developmental relationship, focused on the 

professional practice of the mentee to strengthen workplace-based competence 

through support, guidance and opportunities for personal growth and 

development.

— Adapted from Raven (2011)

Many of us in the workplace could relate to this description of mentoring. As illustrated 

in the original story of Mentor above, mentoring takes place in many settings other than 

the workplace. Many of the world’s most successful people refer to the role of mentors 

in their personal and professional success. Some of these well-known figures include:
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What do these stories tell us about mentoring? 

Mentoring is found in many different contexts, social spaces, the workplace, business, 

sports, acting, entertainment and politics. Mentoring relationships are found amongst 

people of all ages, such as the seven-year-old charge of François Fénelon or the young 

Telemachus being mentored by older, wiser and trusted men in their social circles, Eddy 

Merckx peer mentoring Lance Armstrong to become a top performing, world renowned 

cyclist, and Aristotle mentoring Alexander the Great in the role as a great leader of the 

people.  

Mentoring can be a formal arrangement or an informal association, as in the case of 

Oprah Winfrey, who identifies Maya Angelou as her mentor long before Maya even real-

ised she was playing this role.  

... in business

Richard
Branson

Fredie
Laker

... in politics

Alexander
the Great

Aristotle

... in sports

Lance
Armstrong

Eddy
Merckx

... in entertainment

Oprah
Winfrey

Maya
Angelou

... in the arts

Heath
Ledger

Mel
Gibson

Diagram 1.1:	Mentoring amongst the Stars 
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Mentoring can focus on various areas of development and/or guidance: it can be a pro-

cess of taming a young, seven-year-old duke with much promise and a little too much 

spunk, of overseeing a young Telemachus, or of general support as in the case of Freddie 

Laker supporting Richard Branson to build a multi-million dollar empire.

Most of us have come to know mentoring as focused on organisational development 

and/or professional skills development. We might have mentored the new entrant from 

university, or the junior manager showing much promise for growth into the advanced 

management of the organisation. You might have been mentored by your own line man-

ager to strengthen a much needed area of competence or by someone for whom you 

have great admiration. It becomes evident that mentoring is shaped differently in dif-

ferent contexts for different people with different purposes and different underlying 

orientations, as further explored in Module 2 (see 2.4).

Let’s reflect on the mentoring activity with which you are involved.  

‘Since the moment I opened I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, I’ve felt deeply 

connected to Maya Angelou. With each page her life seemed to mirror mine … 

meeting Maya on those pages was like meeting myself in full. For the first time, 

as a young black girl my experience was validated. And it still is, although now I 

sit at Maya’s feet, beside her fireplace, hardly believing that, years after reading 

Caged Bird, she is my mentor and close friend. When we met in Baltimore more 

than twenty years ago, our bond was immediate. We talked as if we had known 

each other our entire lives; and throughout my twenties and in the years beyond, 

Maya brought clarity to my life lessons. She speaks of what she knows.

Now we have what I call a mother/sister/friend relationship. She’s the woman 

who can share my triumphs, chide me with hard truth and soothe me with 

words of comfort when I call her in my deepest pain. When I am with Maya, 

unimportant matters melt away – her presence feels like a warm bath after an 

exhausting day. In our hours together, we can set aside all pretensions and just 

be: two women barefoot in a living room, sharing the most intimate parts of our 

lives.’

– Oprah Winfrey, on Maya Angelou

Activity 1.1: Pre-Course Assignment

1. Name: 

2. Organisation: 3. Designation:

4. Do you have a mentoring programme in your organisation? £  Yes £  No
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5. Would you describe this programme as formal or informal?  Explain your answer?

6. Who are the mentees in your organisation?

7. How many mentees do you have in the organisation?

8. Where are these mentees placed?

9. What is the aim of their placement?

10. What do these mentees do in your organisation?

11. Who mentors these mentees?

12. What role do you play in this mentoring programme?

13. Comment on the benefits of mentoring for …

... (a) the organisation ... (b) the sector
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14. What are some of the organisational challenges for mentoring?

15. What policies (internal and external) guide and shape mentoring?  Explain how these shape 
mentoring in your organisation.

16. Comment on the institutionalisation of mentoring in your organisation.

17. How would you describe the culture of mentoring in your organisation?

18. What do you expect to get out of this mentoring course?

1.3 Diversity in Mentoring

Mentoring activities are found in many different organisations. Some are big, structured 

programmes; others are smaller initiatives. Some activities are institutionalised into 

the culture of the organisation; others exist on the fringes, with little organisational 

support. Some mentoring activities are an integral part of an organisation’s intention 
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to grow certain skills or support access to jobs, 

such as SANBI’s Groen Sebenza Progamme or 

the Department of Environmental Affairs Youth 

Environmental Services Programme. Some 

are supported by policy directives, such as the 

Department of Public Service Administration’s 

policy directive for all public sector entities to 

allocate a certain percentage of their staff com-

plement and training budgets to internships.

Mentoring activities in different organisations 

have different intentions. In some organisations 

they are aimed at the induction for new entrants into the workplace; in others they are 

focused on growing scarce skills for an organisation or sector. In others they might be 

part of a talent management plan or a succession strategy for an organisation or sector. 

Mentoring relationships are planned and struc-

tured differently. For example, the one-on-one 

relationship is most common in organisations 

for the environment and biodiversity. In some 

cases, a group mentoring approach is used. For 

example, some years back, when stewardship 

was an emerging approach to conservation in 

CapeNature, a dedicated mentor was appointed 

for 11 staff members, new to negotiating with 

farmers, to set aside land for conservation.

Mentoring takes on different shapes and sizes 

across organisations and even sometimes within the same organisation. These differ-

ences are shaped by many interacting factors and dynamics. The next sections guide you 

in reflecting on these interacting factors that shape the mentoring activity with which 

you are involved.

1.4 Analysing the Mentoring Activity

Knowing the context of your mentoring activity will allow you to draw out of the ‘toolbox’, 

in Modules 2 and 3, the most appropriate conceptual ideas, approaches and methods for 

the work you do.  

Through this section we guide you in critically analysing the mentoring activity and all 

its interacting parts, so that as you engage with Modules 2 and 3, you can draw on the 

ideas and tools offered to best inform your work in supporting mentoring. Being able to 

analyse the mentoring activity will also help you to assist other organisations with plan-

ning mentoring activities that might be different from your own.

DPSA’s policy on internships 

directs public sector agencies 

to allocate 5% of the staff 

complement to internships 

funded through compulsory 

training budgets of 1% of staff 

remuneration budgets, 20% 

of which must be allocated to 

interns.

SANBI’s Groen Sebenza 

Programme is funded through 

the National Treasury’s Jobs 

Fund, and is being imple-

mented through partnerships 

with 49 national, provincial 

and local government agen-

cies, NGOs and the private 

sector.
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1.4.1 The Activity System as a Methodological 
Framework for Analysis

The Activity System (Engeström, 2001) is offered as a methodological framework for 

analysing the mentoring activity with which you are involved. It provides you with an 

analytical lens through which to view the mentoring activity, reflect on its different com-

ponents and analyse the actions and interactions between these various components 

that make up and shape the mentoring activity. These interacting components of the 

mentoring activity include:

¢ the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity, its purpose and intended 

outcomes;

¢ the artefacts used to support the mentoring activity, such as the big ideas that shape 

the mentoring activity and the tools that are used to enable it;

¢ the subjects involved in the mentoring activity, including the people and institutions 

with a bearing on the mentoring activity;

¢ the rules of engagement that govern, regulate or shape the mentoring activity;

¢ the community of practice that shapes the mentoring activity in the organisation, sec-

tor and broader social system; and

¢ the division of labour or roles and responsibilities within the mentoring activity.  

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring

Diagram 1.2:	Components and Interactions within a Mentoring Activity System 

(Engeström, 2001) 
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1.4.2 Objects and Outcomes of the Mentoring 
Activity

The objects and outcomes describe the intended purpose and anticipated outcomes of 

the mentoring activity. As in some examples used above (see 1.2 and 1.3), there are a 

number of reasons why we have mentoring in organisations. 

Some of the common reasons for mentoring include: 

OBJECT	 OUTCOME

Supporting new graduates to access work, 

develop key workplace-based competences 

and integrate into the workplace (for more on 

mentoring for socialisation, see Section 2.4.3 

(a) in Module 2)

Increased employability of individuals, and 

filling critical vacancies across organisations in 

the sector.

Working with entry level staff to ‘find their 

feet’ in a very new career, assimilate into 

the organisational culture and build up the 

confidence and competence to perform well 

in their jobs.

Increased staff competence, confidence 

and integration, contributing to increased 

organisational effectiveness and increased 

contribution to achieving the mandate of the 

sector.

Assisting a staff member to address key skills 

gaps identified in a performance appraisal.

Improved employee, directorate or unit and 

organisational performance. 

Mentoring a mid-career professional in a 

programme of succession planning towards 

developing the required management 

competence  for a higher tier of management.

Developing future leadership capacity for 

the organisation and possibly beyond the 

organisation for the sector in future years.

Table 1.1:	Objects and Outcomes of Mentoring

Activity 1.2 

In the space below, describe the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity with 

which you are involved.

Object Outcomes
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The object – aim and purpose – and the intended outcomes shape the way in which a 

mentoring activity is structured and organised. Read through Case Example 1.1 and ex-

tracts from the Groen Sebenza Master Plan (SANBI, 2014 and 1.5). In the space below, 

reflect on the purposes and intended outcomes of this programme and how these shape 

the mentoring activity. Once you have completed this review of the Groen Sebenza 

Programme, reflect on the mentoring activity with which you are involved, and answer 

the same questions. Do a comparative analysis between the Groen Sebenza Programme 

and your own. Write a comment on the synergies between these programmes.

Case Example 1.1:  The SANBI Groen Sebenza Jobs Fund Programme

The SANBI Groen Sebenza Programme is a Jobs Fund programme funded by 

National Treasury. The Jobs Fund was established in 2011 with the express aim 

of creating employment, particularly amongst unemployed youth and graduates 

in South Africa. 

Through the Groen Sebenza Programme, SANBI has led the placement of 800 

graduates and matriculants across 49 organisations for biodiversity. These pre-

dominantly rural youth are placed in priority jobs reflecting scarce skills in the 

sector for biodiversity, for example, Taxonomists, GIS Technicians, Environmental 

Managers and Marine Biologists, amongst others.

The pioneers, as these new recruits are referred to, work with a dedicated 

mentor who focuses on the skills they need for specific occupations.  They are 

supported through a programme of workplace-based learning, generic and job-

specific skills development and career planning and development. The ultimate 

aim of this programme is to ensure that these pioneers are absorbed into and 

fill the many key vacancies in occupations and organisations working for biodi-

versity. This programme is key to the sector in the role it plays in training these 

pioneers in scarce skills and responding to the broader socio-economic objective 

of the Jobs Fund in creating employment for unemployed and rural youth. 

Activity 1.3 

Reflections Case	Example	1.1 Your	Case	Example

1. What is the 

purpose of the 

mentoring activity?
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1.4.3	 Artefacts	to	Support	the	Mentoring	Activity

Artefacts, as used in the Activity System methodological framework for analysis 

(Engeström, 2001), refer to the physical, conceptual and cultural tools for the mentor-

ing activity. For example, Module 3: Tools for Mentoring provides a number of practical 

suggestions for effective mentoring. One example is Active Listening (see 3.4.2 (b) in 

Module 3). Other examples of these artefacts are the Theories of Mentoring in Module 2 

that provide the conceptual capital to shape a mentoring activity. 

Reflections Case Example 1.1 Your Case Example

2.	 What	are	the	

intended	outcomes	

of	the	mentoring	

activities?

3.	 What	features	of	

the	mentoring	

activity	reflect	

the	purpose	and	

outcomes?

4.	 Explain	your	

answer	in	(3).

5.	 Comment	on	

the	synergies	

between	the	two	

programmes.
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Activity 1.4

Draw or collect and paste pictures of the physical artefacts that you have in your organi-

sation to support mentoring.  Below each of these, write a brief description of how each 

of these artefacts support (or inhibit) the mentoring activity.  Use different colours for 

the supporting artefacts and those that constrain the mentoring activity, if you’re using 

drawings.   

a) Physical Artefacts 

Physical artefacts are the physical, tangible resources used in and for a mentoring 

activity. These might include your organisation’s Performance Management System 

that provides a framework for the mentor to plan and assess the development of the 

mentee. It could be the Key Performance Areas of all line managers that include a 10% 

weighting for supporting the development of others. Or a physical artefact could be an 

organisational objective that defines mentoring as a key strategy towards organisational 

development through ongoing and structured development of its human resources. It 

could be a coaching manual developed by your human resource department that helps 

mentors to design mentoring activities, or it could be the co-ordinator as a resource sup-

porting the mentoring activity as an organisational objective.
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b) Conceptual Artefacts

Conceptual artefacts would refer to the underlying assumptions, thinking and un-

derstandings that shape the mentoring activity. Another way to think of this is as the 

conceptual capital that underlies the mentoring activity, for example the Theories of 

Mentoring offered in Module 2 or the thinking that underpins the need for a mentoring 

activity.

Conceptual artefacts do not stand on their own, but are always mediated through an 

object or an outcome, a subject or an artefact (see 1.4.2, 1.4.4 and 1.4.3, respectively). 

Your understanding of mentoring and the role of mentors and mentees, provide a good 

example of conceptual artefacts mediated into the mentoring activity through yourself 

as one of the subjects (see 1.4.4). Your performance management system has underly-

ing orientations. It might be intended as a developmental process and so mediates the 

developmental orientation into the mentoring activity as it is used. Your organisation 

might have a mentoring policy that is mediated through the HR department into the 

mentoring activity. 

This course provides you with conceptual capital mediated through the course materi-

als, fellow learners, facilitators, activities and assignments, amongst others, as artefacts 

of the mentoring activity. 

Conceptual artefacts could 

also include the occupa-

tional experience held 

by and mediated into the 

mentoring activity by the 

mentors. 

Conceptual artefacts medi-

ated through the object, 

outcomes and/or subjects in 

the mentoring activity start 

to highlight the interactions 

between these various 

com ponents in the Activity 

Sys tem, as reflected by the 

arrows in Diagram 1.3.

16

Activity 1.5

In your picture collage in Activity 1.4, use a different colour ink to describe the concep-

tual artefacts contributed or mediated through each of your physical artefacts.   

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring

Diagram 1.3:	Interactions between Objects, Outcomes, 

Subjects and Artefacts in the Mentoring Activity 



17Module 1:  A Systems Analysis of the Mentoring Activity

c) Cultural Artefacts

Cultural artefacts are rarely explicit; they are mostly implicit in actions, language, atti-

tudes and values. Cultural artefacts become evident through the physical artefacts in the 

mentoring activity. For example, a performance management system that focuses too 

strongly on a job not well done is perhaps counter to a development culture of mentoring. 

Cultural artefacts could become evident in, for example, the extent to which mentoring 

is supported by the Executive Committee, budgets available for the mentoring activity 

and/or the extent to which mentors avail them-

selves for mentoring. It could also be reflected in 

how people engage in the mentoring activity, for 

example, if the development of individuals is the 

primary objective, or comes secondary to other 

objectives outside of the individual, like adding 

more capacity to an overstretched department. 

The culture of mentoring might also be evident 

in where mentoring is located in the organisa-

tion. For example, if confined to one department 

it might not reflect an overall organisational cul-

ture of mentoring. Mentoring for new entrants only does not necessarily reflect a culture 

of lifelong learning for all. These are some examples of how culture becomes evident 

through analysing the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity, unpacking the de-

tails of physical and conceptual artefacts and observing the interactions across these and 

subjects (see 1.4.4) in the mentoring activity. Understanding the cultural artefacts requires 

an in-depth and critical analysis of the components in the mentoring activity and what 

these reflect about the role of mentoring for individuals, organisations and/or sectors. 

  

d) Working with Artefacts for Mentoring

These physical, conceptual and cultural artefacts could positively shape the mentoring 

activity in your organisation. However, they could also inhibit or constrain it. For exam-

ple, a central co-ordinator who supports and guides mentors in an organisation might 

enhance the mentoring activity. This central co-ordinator might be the ‘go to’ person 

when the mentoring relationship seems to be unravelling. He or she could be the voice 

of sound reason when nothing seems to work with efforts to motivate the mentee. A co-

ordinator could provide regular training sessions on key skills for mentoring. However, 

this central co-ordinator might also be somewhat steeped in history and could limit or 

inhibit your scope of innovation in working with a younger generation that might need a 

different approach to mentoring.  

In the same way, resource materials such as videos, books and journal articles, amongst 

others, might provide you with good support on how to approach the mentoring activity. 

They might give you some guidance on what you might need as a mentor, such as listen-

ing skills (see  3.4.2 in Module 3), or the characteristics of a good mentor (see Table 3.2 in 

Module 3), such as integrity, respect, experience and commitment. From these you might 

be guided in what to do as a first step in the mentoring activity or how to manage a new 

generation of work entrants.

Often in organisations we 

obser ve a willingness to men-

tor primarily driven by a need 

to secure additional capacity.  

What does this reflect about a 

culture of mentoring? 
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As another example, the general culture and attitude to mentoring could stimulate your 

interest and energy in mentoring. An absent or negative organisational culture to men-

toring could result in a lack of support for mentoring activities. Stumbling blocks can 

appear as you try to set up or manage mentoring activities in the workplace.  

Artefacts, whether physical, conceptual or cultural, are significant to facilitate and sup-

port the mentoring activity. What are the artefacts at your disposal to support the work 

that you do? What are those that could be strengthened to better support you in mentor-

ing? And what can you do to maximise the positive influence of these artefacts?   

Activity 1.6

How would you describe the culture of mentoring in your organisation, and how is this 

culture made evident? Describe this with reference to some of the cultural artefacts 

shaping the mentoring activity.   

1.4.4 Subjects in the Mentoring Activity

Mentoring by its very nature is based on interpersonal relationships. It invariably includes 

certain actors or subjects as referred to in Engeström’s (2011) Activity System, those 

people involved in and/or with a vested interest in the mentoring activity. This would 

include the mentor, the mentee, perhaps a line manager (if this is not the same person as 

the mentor) and others in the organisation whose work intersects with the mentor and 

mentee. It could also include subjects in other organisations that shape the mentoring 

activity. Ultimately, it includes all who have a stake in the mentoring relationship.

This unit of analysis does not, however, only focus on the subjects in the mentoring ac-

tivity, but also on the interactions between subjects. It focuses on what each of these 

groups bring to the mentoring activity in the form of artefacts, and how they support 

and are shaped by the artefacts, the object and the outcomes of the mentoring activity. 
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This takes further the inter-

actions with other parts of 

the Activity System as intro-

duced in 1.4.3 (b & c) above, 

and indicated by the 

two-way arrows between 

these interacting parts in 

Diagram 1.4.

The primary actors in a 

mentoring activity are no 

doubt the mentor and the 

mentee(s). Each of these 

primary actors brings into 

the mentoring activity 

certain artefacts. Physical 

artefacts include the 

whole person (including personality, life experiences, attitudes and values, for example), 

while conceptual artefacts could include knowledge and experience in a particular field, 

ways of thinking about mentoring, ways of thinking about people and their interactions 

with people and expectations of the mentoring 

interaction. They also bring with them into the 

relationship understandings of the object of 

mentoring and anticipated outcomes. In turn, 

these primary actors are also shaped by the ob-

jects and outcomes of the mentoring activity. 

For example, a CEO embracing change is likely to 

engage in coaching for change more effectively 

than one who is steeped in ’… this is how things 

have been done for years …and why is change 

necessary …’. Subjects might engage differently 

with the mentoring activity depending on how 

they perceive the outcome for themselves and/or the organisation. These interactions 

between artefacts, objects, outcomes and subjects are indicated by the two-way arrows 

in Diagram 1.4. 

 

a) Mentees could include: 

¢ the student intern placed for workplace-based learning as part of a qualification 

requirement;

¢ the first degree graduate trying to find direction into postgraduate studies;

¢ the postgraduate intern at honours level or masters level needing support to bridge 

into the workplace;

¢ the qualified graduate in his/her first ‘real’ job;

¢ a mid-career professional being primed for succession in the organisation;

Diagram 1.4:	Subjects’ Interactions with Objects, 

Outcomes and Artefacts

Stories are often told in our 

sector of white professionals’ 

reluctance to mentor younger 

black professionals as employ-

ment equity strategies are 

implemented by organisations, 

who they perceive to have a 

stronger chance of promotion.

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring
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¢ an entry level to mid-career professional who shows much promise for progression 

into organisational leadership;

¢ an executive level manager supported through a change process in the organisation.  

b) Levels of Mentoring 

We find mentees at different levels of the learning and career pathway with distinct 

mentoring needs, as indicated in the diagram below, by way of example. The mid-career 

professional being primed for succession, for example, will require a focus on the skills 

ultimately required to take up the successive position. The student intern will require a 

focus on the curriculum as the mentoring activity contributes to fulfilling the require-

ments for completion of studies. The entry level to mid-career professional might 

require a focus on leadership development as a generic approach to launch his/her 

career. 

Strategic Management

Succession Planning 

Talent Management

Induction to Work

Curriculum focused

Senior Management

Mid-Career Professionals 

Junior Professionals

Graduate Interns

Student Interns

Level of Mentoring Mentoring Needs

Diagram 1.5:	Examples of the Levels of Mentoring (Adapted from Raven, 2011)

c) Interactions with Objects, Outcomes and Artefacts

The needs of the mentee point one to the object and intended outcomes of the mentor-

ing activity, which would, in turn, define the artefacts that one brings into the mentoring 

activity. For example, the Executive Manager in the example above would require a highly 

experienced coach in change management processes. The mid-career professional would 

need mentoring approaches that are in line with his/her succession plan as well as the 

organisational development needs. Artefacts might include the organisation’s five-year 

strategy in the case of the former example, or the succession policy and performance 

management record of the professional in the case of the latter. See this reflected in the 

two-way arrows in Diagram 1.4 on the previous page.
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Mentees also bring with them to the mentor-

ing activity individual characteristics that might 

shape the mentoring activity.  This could include 

academic backgrounds that may be different 

for individual mentees from different univer-

sities. They may have different sets of career 

aspirations and visions. You might come across 

one mentee with an extrovert 

personality pouring out in every 

direction or an introvert, more 

inwardly focused. Mentees bring 

into the relationship different 

cultures, traditions and ways of 

being in relation to other people, 

particularly in cases of different 

aged individuals. Gender could be 

another individual characteristic 

shaping the mentoring activity. 

All these personal characteristics 

shape the mentoring activity, and 

particularly in relation to those 

interacting in the respective 

mentor/mentee relationship. 

Activity 1.7

Who are some of the mentees in your organisation?  List and describe them. Then also 

describe how their mentoring needs shape the mentoring activity.   

In their book Mind the Gap, 

Codrington and Grant-Marshall 

(2004) provide some inter-

esting anecdotes of Training 

the Generations and the 

Generations at Work – see 

reference list. 

Individual
Characteristics

Life
Experience

Personality

Age

CultureAspirations

Gender

Diagram 1.6:	Personal Characteristics that 

Shape the Mentoring Activity
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d) Who are the Mentors?  

Mentors could be internally employed by an organisation or contracted in as consultants 

to support development in a particular specialised field. A common example of this is 

the executive coach. An internal staff member could mean that the mentor is more avail-

able to a mentee in the workplace; an external mentor might come into the organisation 

only at regular intervals, for example, once a week. However, the external mentor could, 

during regular visits, provide more dedicated time than the internal mentor who invari-

ably gets caught up in organisational priorities. The mentor could be a junior manager, 

middle manager or senior manager. This could place the mentor, and perhaps even the 

mentee, in a more, or less, influential position in shaping the mentoring activity. The 

mentor might have extensive technical experience in an area of work and vast experi-

ence of the sector, having worked across multiple organisations and would bring this 

into the mentoring relationship. Younger mentors might be able to relate better to a 

younger mentee and more fully embrace new, different and innovative ideas. However, 

age dynamics between a younger mentor and young mentee could also compromise the 

mentoring relationship. The younger mentor could also be ‘culturally’ inappropriate to 

support a senior level staff member or executive. A more mature mentor could bring 

into the mentoring activity his/her life experience and could perhaps take on more of a 

motherly or fatherly role. As with the mentee (see above) the background, experience, 

work function, career path, personality, age, gender and socio-cultural background of 

the mentor, amongst others, also shape the mentoring activity. 

Activity 1.8

Choose a mentee who you know fairly well.  What are some of their personal characteris-

tics that shape the mentoring activity?  Use the space around the figure to describe how 

these characteristics shape the mentoring activity.   
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e) Other Primary Subjects 

Within the Activity System there are a number of other subjects who support the men-

toring activity, some within the organisation and others associated with the organisation 

or sector.  Other primary subjects or actors could include those who play a key role in 

supporting and shaping the mentoring activity. This could be, for example, a Mentoring 

Programme Co-ordinator who interacts very closely with both the mentees and the men-

tors. It could be someone from the human resource management unit who plays a critical 

role in facilitating the mentoring activity. It could be someone external who plays a key 

role in shaping the mentoring activity. In some organisations mentoring is mandated at 

the highest level of the organisation through the CEO, which is likely to have significant 

implications for organisational support for the mentoring activity. The CEO might then 

be considered as one of the primary actors in the mentoring activity.    

Activity 1.9

Who are the mentors in your work and what do they bring to the mentoring activity?   

Case Example 1.2:  Institutionalising Mentoring

Cape Nature’s mentoring programme is co-ordinated outside of human resour-

ces, as a specific programme focus.

The Department of Environmental Affairs has a mentoring programme for youth 

co-ordinated in the human resources department.

WWF-SA’s internship programme is co-ordinated within its skills development 

programme and lends support to mentees and mentors both inside and outside 

of WWF-SA.

Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife supports mentoring from its Training Centre closely 

linked to HR.
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Some of these other primary subjects might be less directly involved in the mentoring 

activity but they also shape the mentoring activity. Some examples include:

¢ the Skills Development Officer or the Training and Development Manager who plays 

a role in facilitating the mentoring engagement, for example, through securing the 

necessary financial resources that support mentoring;

¢ the SETA with which an organisation is registered that might be working to support 

an increase in the scope and quality of mentoring activities in the sector, through 

financial and conceptual support;

¢ the Co-operative Learning Department at the University of Technology with which 

the student intern is registered that played a key role in brokering the relationship 

between an organisation and the university to facilitate mentoring;

¢ the directorate at the Department of Public Service Administration (DPSA) who, 

through a policy directive, encourages mentoring in all public service entities.

The extent of support for the mentoring activity is not in itself a guarantee of mentoring 

success. As discussed in 1.4.3 above, the artefacts which these supporters bring to the 

mentoring activity have to be mediated. For example, policy implementation could be 

inhibited by a lack of transfer of the policy directive into a sector plan or organisational 

policy and/or an operational plan to support the mentoring activity. Key influences can 

enable the mentoring activity, as in the examples above, but they can also inhibit, con-

strain or compromise the mentoring activity.  

Activity 1.10

Who are the key role players, outside of the mentor(s) / mentee(s) relationship, who sup-

port the mentoring activity and what role do they play?   

Remember that these subjects, whether directly or indirectly involved in the mentor-

ing activity, also bring a range of professional and personal characteristics that shape it. 

These characteristics include, for example, networking links, diverse experiences, ways 

of working with others and work ethics. They contribute to the culture of mentoring in 
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an organisation or a sector and start to connect to the cultural artefacts as indicated in 

your Activity System Diagram 1.4 by the two-way arrow between the subject and the 

artefacts.

In your analysis of the subjects and their interactions with other parts of the system dealt 

with thus far, such as the objects and artefacts in 1.4.2 and 1.4.3 respectively, consider 

both the potential positive influences of these role players as well as their constraining 

potential in the mentoring activity.  

Activity 1.11

Use these smiley faces as a template to map out the subjects in the mentoring activity 

in your organisation or programme. Use a different shaded smiley face for each of the 

three groups of primary subjects and use the other for any additional groups you can 

identify. Below each smiley face in your map, name each person and their organisation 

together with their designation and/or role. Then write a brief description of what each 

one brings into the mentoring activity positively (current or potential), in one colour of 

ink. Using a different colour, identify current or potential constraints in their contribution 

to the mentoring activity.   
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1.4.5 Rules of Engagement 

There are invariably rules, sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit, that guide what we 

do. This is also the case with mentoring. This section opens up the space to reflect on 

some of the explicit and implicit rules that shape the mentoring activity.

Some of these rules of engagement are formulated and proposed at a macro level in the 

form of formal policies. An example is the Human Resource Development Strategy for 

South Africa (see Case Example 1.4), the National Skills Development Strategy (see Case 

Example 1.3), the Human Resource Development 

Strategy – Environment Sector (see Case 

Example 1.6) and the Biodiversity Human Capital 

Development Strategy (see Case Example 1.7).  

Another example is DPSA’s policy directive on 

internships. As a policy directive, this has the 

potential to exercise significant influence over 

mentoring activities in the public sector. Its success or ability to shape the mentoring 

activity does, however, depend on the extent to which public service organisations and 

key champions in these organisations are willing and able to implement this directive 

through organisational strategies, 

actions and plans.  

Referring to the Activity System 

(see Diagram 1.8), these macro level 

policies are artefacts in the mentor-

ing activity that provide the policy 

framework within which mentoring 

activities are implemented – for ex-

ample, the Groen Sebenza Master 

Plan (SANBI, 2014) referred to in 

Section 1.4.2, Case Example 1.1 and 

Activity 1.3. This Master Plan, as an 

artefact, no doubt shapes the object 

and outcome of the SANBI Groen 

Sebenza Programme, the placement 

and training of 800 unemployed 

youth for future employment in 

the sector. These objects and out-

comes naturally define the subjects in this mentoring activity including the mentees 

(unemployed, predominantly rural youth) and the mentors (biodiversity professionals 

in scarce skills) and partner organisations in biodiversity who host the mentees (for 

example Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife, National Zoological Gardens, Endangered 

Wildlife Trust, Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan, South African National Parks and the 

Department of Environment and Nature Conservation in the Northern Cape). These 

subjects also bring artefacts into the mentoring activity, for example, mentors bring 

Reference to policies also 

includes strategies and plans 

that support and facilitate 

mentoring activities.

Mentoring
Activity

Mentoring 
Policies

Organisation 
Policies

Sector and
Macro Policies

Diagram 1.7:	The Mentoring Activity Embedded 

within Policies, Strategies and Action Plans 
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experience as biodiversity professionals. Contractual agreements are an additional ar-

tefact formed between the various subjects, for example, SANBI and the mentees, SANBI 

and the host organisation, the mentors and the host organisation, amongst others. This 

Master Plan as an artefact also shapes the roles and responsibilities of the different 

subjects and their interactions with each other, many through contractual agreements. 

These are a few examples of the possible interactions across the various facets in the 

mentoring Activity System. See these interactions mapped out in Diagram 1. 8.

Diagram 1.8:	Case Example of Interactions in the Mentoring Activity

a) Macro Level Policies

Various macro level policies have positive implications for mentoring activities in the 

workplace. Recently many macro level policies explicitly make reference to workplaces 

becoming sites of learning, as in the National Skills Development Strategy III (see Case 

Example 1.3), which implies the need for increased mentoring activities. 

Case Example 1.3:  The National Skills Development Strategy III

Goal Two aims to increase access to occupationally directed programmes.  In 

working towards addressing middle level skills across all sectors through out-

come 2.1, it suggests SETA-led strategies for partnerships between universities 

of technology and employers providing workplace-based training.  
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The Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa from 2010 to 2030 

(Department of Education, 2010 – see Case Example 1.4 below) is perhaps not explicit re-

garding mentoring, but there are implicit suggestions supporting the mentoring activity. 

For example, “…facilitating a link between learning and work and provides placement …” in 

Strategic Priority Two and “… leveraging private and public sector programmes that create 

employment opportunities and work experience for new entrants into the labour market.” 

Case Example 1.4:  The Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 

2010–2030

Strategic Priority Two commits to increasing the number of appropriately skilled 

people to meet the demands of our current and emerging economic and social 

development priorities through an improvement of employment outcomes 

of post schooling education and training by encouraging the establishment of 

industry–institutional relationships (Strategic Priority 2.3) that facilitates a link 

between learning and work and provides placements.

Strategic Priority Five commits to ensuring that young people have access to 

education and training that enhance opportunities and increases their chances 

of success in further vocational training and sustainable employment and seeks 

to do this through leveraging public and private sector programmes that cre-

ate employment opportunities and work experience for new entrants into the 

labour market (Strategic Priority 5.2).  Its objectives towards this goal are to 

exponentially expand the public sector internship programme and implement 

a national programme of internship for young unemployed graduates within 

private sector enterprises. 

Outcome 2.3 aims to ensure that high level national scarce skills are being ad-

dressed through work ready graduates from higher education institutions. This 

is facilitated through appropriate interventions to support improved entry to 

priority programmes, increased work experience and experiential learning for 

students and access to postgraduate work.

b) Sector Wide Policies

The National Skills Development Strategy III (see Case Example 1.3) and the Human 

Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 2010 to 2030 (see Case Example 1.4) 

are national strategies. In the environment sector and also some of its sub-sectors, there 

are some strategies that support mentoring specifically for the sector and sub-sectors. 

Some of these include the Human Resource Development Strategy – Environment 

Sector (Department of Environmental Affairs, 2009), Environmental Sector Skills Plan 
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(Department of Environmental Affairs, 2010) and the Biodiversity Human Capital 

Development Strategy (SANBI and the Lewis Foundation, 2010). The CATHSSETA Sector 

Skills Plan is another example of a sector specific strategy that supports mentoring.  

The extract from the ESSP (DEA, 2010) in Case Example 1.5 implies a need for mentoring 

activities in addressing environmental technical skills through work placements, intern-

ships and linking to work opportunities.

The Human Resource Development Strategy for the Environment Sector (DEA, 2009) is 

more explicit in arguing for “adequate attention be given to sustainable workplace sup-

port in the form of mentoring …” (DEA, 2009:7) as a strategy to address the scarce and 

critical skills in the sector. Various objectives explicitly mention mentoring as a strategy 

in human capital development for the environment.

 

Case Example 1.5: The Environmental Sector Skills Plan (DEA, 2010)

One of the strategies suggested in the Environmental Sector Skills Plan (ESSP) 

of the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA, 2010) is to establish an initia-

tive with the Department of Higher Education and Training to examine and 

address the need for environmental technical skills that includes linking gradu-

ates to work placements, post qualification internships and potential employment 

opportunities.

Case Example 1.6: The Human Resource Development Strategy – Environment 

Sector (DEA, 2010)

Objective one, aimed at prioritising the reduction in vacancies at senior manage-

ment level, calls for immediate actions to … implement a retention drive for 

senior managers and highly skilled supervision level positions … to keep environ-

mental leaders within the sector … linked to improved career pathing, mentor-

ing and coaching.

Objective three, action one aims to improve the supply, mentoring and retention 

of internal scarce, scientific and other skills in the public environmental sector; 

and action two calls for training programmes that use a co-ordinated workplace 

learning approach.

At a subsector level, the Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy (SANBI and the 

Lewis Foundation, 2010) identifies mentoring as a key organisational competence towards 

skills development and planning and developing effective organisations. In the demand 

analysis that informs this strategy, the need for strengthening mentoring capacity emerges 
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a number of times and mentoring activities are identified as key strategies to extend exist-

ing capacity (Strategic Objective 2) and improve retention and effective deployment of 

suitable skills (Strategic Objective 3).  Some of the proposed activities are explicit in their 

mention of mentoring and others imply the need for mentoring, as in Case Example 1.7.

Case Example 1.7: The Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy (SANBI 

and the Lewis Foundation, 2010)

Activities to address the extension of existing capacity (Strategic Objective 2):

¢ set up a pilot programme for workplace-based up-skilling;

¢ fund more internships in priority fields in organisations with a proven 

capacity to mentor;

¢ support institutions starting internships.

Activities to improve retention and effective deployment of suitable skills (Stra-

tegic Objective 3):

¢ strengthen organisations’ skills planning capacity through better practice 

models to improve mentoring capacity.

Similarly at a sector level, CATHSSETA’s Sector Skills Plan sees mentoring and internships 

as an important strategy through which to address scarce skills, such as Conservation 

Scientists, for example.

These strategic objectives drawn from these sector level strategies provide some key 

guidelines for rules of engagement within organisations and the sector, to enable the 

mentoring activity.

Activity 1.12

1. Review the extracts in the case examples 1.3 to 1.7.  In each of them, highlight or 

under line those goals, objectives and outcomes to which you might contribute 

through the mentoring activity.

2. Using the reference list on the course flash stick, review these policies and try to 

identify any other goals, objectives or outcomes to which the mentoring activity 

might contribute.  

3. Talk to your colleagues in HR and try to identify any other policies and plans at a 

macro level that might shape the mentoring activity.

4. Once you have completed 1–3 above, prepare an email or memo for your Executive 

Committee in which you make a case for mentoring in the organisation and/or 

sector and draw the links in this proposal to a wider national contribution through 

mentoring.  
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c) Organisational Policies on Mentoring

Many will argue that there is an absence of policies guiding and shaping mentoring at 

an organisational level. However, most organisations – even though they might not have 

an explicit policy on mentoring – have Human Resource Development policies which in-

clude some indication of an intention for people development, for example through Key 

Performance Areas. Some may find an explicit policy on mentoring in their organisation. 

In the absence of an explicit mentoring policy you might have to take a look at human re-

source development policies to understand how mentoring is seen in your organisation, 

supported at a policy level and shaped in your organisation as a result.

Activity 1.13

1. If you have a mentoring policy in your work context, undertake a critical analysis and 

review of the policy and the mentoring culture in your organisation. In your review, 

consider amongst other things:

¢ who knows about the details of this policy;

¢ the extent to which this policy is known amongst key subjects or role players in the 

organisation who shape the mentoring activity.

¢ how does this policy shape a culture of mentoring in your organisation?

¢ what are some of the factors related to the policy that contribute to good mentor-

ing in your organisation?

¢ what are some of the factors that inhibit good mentoring, related to this policy?

2. If you don’t have an explicit mentoring policy in your work context, write one for your 

organisation and a carefully considered plan to stimulate the growth of a culture of 

mentoring. Include a clear motivation for the suggestions you make towards stimulat-

ing a culture of mentoring in your organisation.

Mentoring is not typically entrenched in organisational culture in the environment sec-

tor, despite the extensive policy framework (as seen above and in Case Examples 1.3 

to 1.7) to support the growth and development of skills, organisations and the sector, 

at both a national, sector and organisational level. Professionals with a keen interest in 

skills development often argue for the need to ‘make the case for mentoring’, through 

marketing the concept of mentoring to key players in the organisation in the hope that 

this will stimulate a culture of mentoring in the organisation. Do you agree? Policies of-

ten have the best intention, but if not taken on board and supported by all subjects in 

the mentoring activity, they can do little to stimulate a culture of mentoring. So not only 

is a policy framework necessary to validate or give significance to the mentoring activity, 

but an organisation would also need champions to drive the mentoring activity and get 

people involved.  
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1.4.6 Communities of Practice

Communities of Practice are a group broader than those in immediate or even indirect 

interaction with the mentoring activity as in Section 1.4.4. There is a much wider commu-

nity of practitioners who shape the mentoring activity, its object and outcomes, perhaps 

from more of a distance. For example, the Annual Conservation Symposium, the Marine 

Protected Areas Forum and the Wetlands Indaba provide a space for learning beyond the 

organisation or interaction with the mentor.

Activity 1.14

1. Draw on either your existing mentoring policy or the one you developed in Activity 

1.13. 

2. Select a key group of people who can champion the stimulation of a culture of men-

toring in your organisation and/or work context.

3. Prepare a powerpoint presentation in which you make the case for or market the 

concept of mentoring.  Draw on your email in Activity 1.12.

4. Include, in the introduction to your presentation, why you have selected this group 

as key champions to drive the stimulation of a mentoring culture in the organisation 

and/or your work context.  

Mentee

Mentor

Organisational Colleagues

Community of Practice

Diagram 1.9:	The Mentee and Mentor Embedded in the Organisation and Broader 

Community of Practice

Participants in this course, for example, might have no direct bearing on the mentoring 

activity in their own work context. However, interactions with these co-learners place you 

within a community of like-minded practitioners through which you can explore better 

approaches to mentoring. Even though none of them might ever come into direct contact 

with the mentees in your work context, the mentoring activity is shaped by this community 
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of practice (see arrow 1 in 

Diagram 1.10). The men-

toring activity could be 

further shaped by how you 

might frame the object and 

intended outcomes of the 

mentoring activity after 

engaging within the course 

(follow arrows 1 and 2 in 

Diagram 1.10) and perhaps 

the added artefacts that 

you’ve accessed through 

the course (see arrow 3 in 

Diagram 1.10) and brought 

into the mentoring activity. 

These influences, through 

engagement within com-

munities of practice, in turn shape objects and outcomes of the mentoring activity and 

the artefacts brought in also have the potential to shape the rules of engagement (see 

arrow 4 in Diagram 1.10) in the mentoring activity. Thus you can begin to identify all the 

facets working together through interactions to shape the mentoring activity.

Bear in mind that the above example places the mentor at the centre of the mentoring 

activity and the community of practice. We can trace even further interactions when we 

place the mentee at the centre of the activity and the associated community of practice.  

Activity 1.15

In the diagram below, map out some of the key communities of practice that shape the 

mentoring activity with a focus on the mentee.  Alongside each one noted, motivate the 

choice.   

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring

(1)

(2)

(4)

(3)

Mentee

Diagram 1.10:	Case Example of the Shaping Influence of 

Communities of Practice
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1.4.7 Division of Labour 

The division of labour in the Activity System refers to who does what and why, to shape 

and influence the mentoring activity. This could include the person in the organisation 

or sector who initiates the mentoring activity, identifies potential mentors, recruits men-

tees and matches mentors to interns. It could be the person who initiates the mentoring 

approach, for example, whether a one-on-one mentoring arrangement, a group men-

toring approach and/or a peer mentoring approach (see 3.2.2 and Table 3.1 in Module 

3). It could be the SETA with which you are registered funding internships as part of its 

policy mandate to support access of new graduates to the job market. It could be your 

Executive Committee who signs off on a mentoring policy for your organisation. It could 

be your willing participation in this course to strengthen mentoring practices. It could be 

your intern initiating and participating in a learning exchange to increase the scope of 

his/her development. Note that for every action in italics above, there is an associated 

subject as part of broader community of practice, with an object and intended outcomes, 

bringing into the mentoring activity various artefacts and shaping rules of engagement 

within the Activity System.   

1.4.8 Interactions within the Mentoring Activity 
System

As indicated at various points in the discussion through this module – see Sections 1.4.3 

(b), 1.4.4, 1.4.5 and 1.4.6, and Diagrams 1.3, 1.4, 1.8 and 1.10 – there are interactions 

across the Mentoring Activity System that shape the experience of the mentee, the 

mentor and the role and actions of all other subjects in this system. There are various 

subjects with specific roles and responsibilities (division of labour), objects and intended 

outcomes that bring something physical, conceptual and/or cultural (artefacts) into 

the mentoring activity, guided by mandates (rules of engagement) drawing on a wider 

constituency (communities of practice) in what they bring and how they act within the 

system and in relation to other parts of the system. The above are all contributions that 

shape the mentoring activity.

Case Example 1.8:  Interactions within the Mentoring Activity System

Guided by the National Skills Development Strategy III and a policy directive from 

the Department of Higher Education and Training, CATHSSETA has developed 

its Annual Performance Plan that provides for 5% of its discretionary grant be-

ing made available to conservation agencies for the placement of 300 student 

interns for workplace based learning.  The objective of this policy directive is to 

link students to the workplace, provide them with growth opportunities within 

the real world of work and provide them with access to job opportunities when 

qualifying with their national diplomas. 
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Through a Memorandum of Agreement between your organisation and CATHS-

SETA, the Executive Committee has passed a resolution to place 30 interns across 

your organisation in conservation related work placements, each with a dedicated 

mentor and co-ordinated through the Training Manager in the HR Department.

The Training Manager is a recipient of the GreenMatter Fellowship Award and 

is doing a doctoral study through Rhodes University involving an analysis of key 

skills for biodiversity.  Through the GreenMatter Fellowship Programme, the 

Training Manager is also being exposed to mentoring approaches, has herself 

selected a mentor to support her development and through networking activities 

connects regularly with professionals from across the sector.

The Training Manager has approached you to mentor a Nature Conservation 

student from the Cape Peninsula University of Technology who has a keen inter-

est in GIS mapping. You have been with the organisation for 10 years now, having 

worked as a GIS Technician and recently have been promoted to manage bio-

diversity information in the organisation. You have only once before mentored 

a student intern, but your colleague in Biodiversity Information Management 

previously worked for SANBI where he was part of a highly structured internship 

programme and has extensive experience in working with student interns.  
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Activity 1.16

Read Case Example 1.9 and map out in the diagram below all facets and respective inter-

actions of the mentoring activity system.   

A
R

T
E

FA
C

T
S

used in m
ento

ring

C
O

M
M

U
N

IT
IE

S
suppo

rting m
ento

ring

M
O

T
IV

E
S

fo
r m

ento
ring

R
U

LE
S

fo
r m

ento
ring

D
IV

ISIO
N

 O
F 

L
A

B
O

U
R

in m
ento

ring

SU
B

JE
C

T
S

in m
ento

ring



37Module 1:  A Systems Analysis of the Mentoring Activity

1.5. References

Codrington, G. and Grant-Marshall, S. (2004). Mind the Gap. Johannesburg: Penguin Group.  

Department of Education (2010). Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 

(2010–2030). Pretoria: Department of Education. 

Department of Environmental Affairs (2009). Human Resource Development Strategy – 

Environment Sector. Pretoria: Department of Environmental Affairs.

Department of Environmental Affairs (2010). Environmental Sector Skills Plan for South 

Africa. Pretoria: Department of Environmental Affairs.   

Department of Higher Education and Training (2009). National Skills Development 

Strategy III. Pretoria: Department of Higher Education and Training.   

Dominguez, N. and Hager, M. (2001). Mentoring Frameworks: Synthesis and Critique. 

University of New Mexico, United States of America and Menlo College, United States 

of America.

Engeström, Y. (2001). Expansive Learning at Work: Toward an Activity Theoretical 

Reconceptualization. University of California, United States of America and University 

of Helsinki, Finland.

Human Sciences Research Council (2009). Guidelines for a Human Capital Development 

Strategy in the Biodiversity Conservation Sector. Pretoria: Human Sciences Research 

Council.  

Raven, G. (2011). Mentoring to Support Work Integrated Learning:  A Source Book for 

Strengthening Conservation Professionals, Practice and Organisations. C.A.P.E. Capacity 

Development Programme. Cape Town: South African National Biodiversity Institute.  

SANBI (South African National Biodiversity Institute) and the Lewis Foundation (2010). A 

Human Capital Development Strategy for the Biodiversity Sector (2010–2030). Pretoria: 

SANBI.  

SANBI (South African National Biodiversity Institute) Technical Assistance Unit (2014). 

Groen Sebenza Master Plan. Pretoria: SANBI.



Mentors for the Environment

Theories of Mentoring
Module 2



1Module 2:  Theories of Mentoring

Contents

2.1	 Intended	Learning	Outcomes	 4

2.2	 Tuning	into	Mentoring	Theory	 4

2.3	 Making	Sense	of	a	Wide	Range	of	Theories	 8

2.4	 Theories	Underpinning	Mentoring	 9

2.4.1	 Developmental	Theories	 9

2.4.2	 Learning	Theories	 12

2.4.3	 Social	and	Economic	Theories	 19

2.5	 The	Use	of	Mentoring	Theories	 26

2.6	 References	 35



2 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

List of Activities

Activity	2.1	 5

Activity	2.2	 15

Activity	2.3	 21

Activity	2.4	 23

Activity	2.5	 24

Activity	2.6	 25

Activity	2.7	 26

Activity	2.8	 26

Activity	2.9	 29

Activity	2.10	 30

Activity	2.11	 31

Activity	2.12	 33

List of Case Examples

Case	Example	2.1	 		 6

Case	Example	2.2	 	 6

Case	Example	2.3	 	 7

Case	Example	2.4	 	 32

Case	Example	2.5	 	 32

Case	Example	2.6	 	 32

Case	Example	2.7	 	 32 

Case	Example	2.8	 	 33

List of Diagrams

Diagram	2.1	 Different	Origins	of	Mentoring	Theory	in	Different	 8 

 Contexts	of	Mentoring

	



3Module 2:  Theories of Mentoring

List of Tables

Table	2.1	 Three	Developmental	Theories	for	Mentoring	 10

Table	2.2	 Learning	Theories	for	Mentoring	 13

Table	2.3	 Social	and	Economic	Theories	for	Mentoring	 19

Table	2.4	 The	Roles	Mentors	Play	 27



4 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

2.1 Intended Learning Outcomes 

This module introduces a range of theories which implicitly or explicitly guide human 

resource practitioners, mentors, mentoring consultants and managers when we develop 

mentoring programmes. The aims of the module are to help practitioners:

¢ Understand that there are different approaches to mentoring which are 

shaped by different theories on why and how to mentor;

¢ Understand how different mentoring theories emphasise different roles for 

mentors and mentees;

¢ Understand how different mentoring theories lead to the development of dif-

ferent kinds of mentoring activities;

¢ Explain why a particular theory and approach may be appropriate or inappro-

priate in a particular situation; and

¢ Draw on mentoring theory to plan an appropriate mentoring programme or 

activity for a particular situation.

This short course can only introduce theories and give limited explanations of these theo-

ries. Learn more about mentoring theory through further reading. The two papers used 

to prepare this module (Dominguez, 2013 and Ehrich et al., 2001) and their references 

could be your starting points.

2.2 Tuning into Mentoring Theory

How we approach the design and practice of mentoring is informed by our theory of how 

mentoring works, and why. This influence of theory happens either explicitly and con-

sciously or, more often, implicitly and tacitly, that is, without us really thinking about it.

 

The concept of mentoring has changed over time. In Module 1 we referred to a classic 

model of a mentor as a kind of ‘father figure’ who guides and instructs a younger per-

son. The original mentor was a guide and instructor to the son of his friend and master, 

Odysseus. This kind of relationship can be described as a hierarchical dyad.

From the 1970s onwards, mentoring has increasingly been institutionalised (see 1.2 in 

Module 1), that is, it became a formal activity in workplaces such as colleges and uni-

versities, businesses, government departments and non-governmental organisations. In 

the process, a variety of approaches to mentoring came to be documented, reflecting 

diverse views on the role of the mentor and mentee, the purpose of mentoring and how 

a mentoring process should unfold. As a result, we no longer think of mentoring only as 

a hierarchical dyad. Some mentoring processes are designed so that both mentor and 
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mentee learn from them (they are not hierarchi-

cal), and there may be more than one mentor, or 

more than one mentee, in a mentoring relation-

ship (i.e. mentoring does not only happen in a 

classic dyad). 

Experts explain how different approaches to 

mentoring work, and why they work, by drawing 

on different theories or ideas about individual 

development, individual learning, and organisa-

tional or broader social development.

 

Activity 2.1 is your chance to consider some examples of mentoring and see if you 

can spot some of the differences in the ideas underpinning the approaches evident in 

these examples. Note: Some examples might demonstrate more than one approach to 

mentoring!

Mentoring Theory: A central 

idea or set of related ideas 

to explain the need for, and 

nature of, mentoring, and why 

one would approach mentor-

ing in a particular way.

Mentoring Approach: This is 

reflected in the design of the 

mentoring plan and process.

Activity 2.1

How do the following examples of mentoring differ from each other? What do you think 

were the assumptions about mentoring of the people who set them up? 

Read through the case examples 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3 below. Work with a partner and answer 

these questions:

1. What is the purpose of mentoring in each example?

2. What activities are used for mentoring in each example?

3. Who are the mentors? What are the roles of each of the listed mentors? Use different 

terms to distinguish these roles from each other, for example, ‘instructor’ vs ‘sup-

porter’.

4. What is the nature of the relationship between mentors and mentees?
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Case Example 2.1: Pat, Prem and a Conference Presentation

PAT: “Hello Prem! I must say I feel flattered that you’ve asked me to be your 

mentor, but I’m also a bit unsure how to proceed. Tell me, what do you want to 

achieve from the process?”

PrEM: “Hey Pat, thanks for agreeing to this. Man, you know, I’ve always admired 

your presentation style, the way you are so entertaining but also succinct. I find 

I’m a bit long-winded and that I tend to lose the audience. This is one of the 

things I’d like you to help me with. What do you think?”

PAT: “Thanks for the compliment! I’m happy to try. How should we go about 

it?”

PrEM: “Well, I thought about it. I want to present a paper at the Fynbos Forum. 

Can I present to you what I’ve prepared and ask for your feedback?” 

PAT: “Sure. I have a time slot open tomorrow.”

PrEM: “Great. And then after your feedback, I’ll work more on my presentation, 

and then maybe we have another go? And since you are also attending the Fo-

rum, you could perhaps also give me feedback on the actual presentation when 

we are there?”

PAT: “Sounds like a plan. Let’s go for it! It will also help me reflect more con-

sciously on what makes a good presentation. I’m sure I can learn a lot in the 

process.”

Case Example 2.2: The Marion Island Field Trip

AkonA:  “Has anyone seen my blue backpack? Eish, I’m sitting on it! Guys, I’m so 

amped! I never thought I’d actually get to go on this field trip.”

ASHWIn: “Marion Island, yoo-hoo! We’re joining the elite squad, gents. Sorry – 

and ladies!”

ADrIE: “You betcha! This has never been a boys club only, we girls are in too!”

ASHWIn: “remember when we were first years? We couldn’t believe the stories 

the post-grads told when they came back from the famous field trip.”

AkonA: “Yoh! Infamous! Like the stuff they say Prof Prince got up to at the base 

camp! I couldn’t believe students actually became friendly with him, he is lank 

intimidating in class!”
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Case Example 2.3: Nandi, Nathi and a Poster Presentation

nAnDI:  “kunjani? Please sit down. Welcome to our Unit. You started last month, 

right?”

nATHI: “That’s right mam, good morning mam, I’m fine thank you, and you?”

nAnDI: “Good, good. Your manager tells me you need to present a research 

poster at the Fynbos Forum as part of your bursary requirement?”

nATHI: “Yes mam.”

nAnDI: “Good. I have a template for preparing posters which I always use for my 

junior scientists.  Here it is. Fill it in by Friday, just roughly. Then next week Mon-

day, the 7th, you can join my group in the seminar room. In this session I take the 

group through some generic pointers and then you guys critique each other’s 

draft posters. After that you’ll have another week to get it into shape. I can see 

you on Monday the 14th to give you some specific feedback on what should by 

then be a near final poster. Are you taking notes of all this, my friend!?”

nATHI: “Yes mam, sorry mam!”

ADrIE: “I’m glad he’s going. His theory is soooo radical, do you realise no-one 

else in the world combines Botany and Anthropology the way he does?  I’m 

gonna trail him like a puppy and pick his brains. If I can get myself to actually talk 

to him ...”

AkonA: “Yoh girl, two months on a remote island! You can’t noT talk to the 

man!”

ADrIE: “I know, but Prince has such a reputation ... I want to get into his Unit 

when I graduate. This is my chance to make him notice me! What about you guys, 

where are you going next?”

AkonA: “What choice do we have? It’s so hard to get a job, just take what you 

can get!”

ADrIE: “Maybe ... But I read in this brochure that you must be pro-active and plot 

your ideal career path, so you can also create some opportunities for yourself …”
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2.3 Making Sense of a Wide Range of 
Theories 

There are different ways in which to classify mentoring theories. No classification seems 

perfect and there are overlaps and blurred lines between different theories and groups 

of theories. Here we use the system deployed by Dominguez (2013), who provides a use-

ful overview and synthesis of the theoretical underpinnings of mentoring. Dominguez 

and colleagues analysed peer-reviewed journals and books on mentoring from 1978 to 

2012. Although they focussed on the university context, their examples also apply to 

other contexts.

In fact, it seems that different theories of mentoring, to some extent, originate in dif-

ferent institutional contexts. This is the angle of Ehrich and her colleagues in our other 

key reference (Ehrich et al., 2001). In some contexts, the emphasis is on what mentoring 

means for the individual, and how best to address the individual’s needs. In these con-

texts, theories of individual learning and professional development tend to dominate. 

These theories often have roots in educational psychology. In other contexts, the em-

phasis is more on what mentoring can achieve for an organisation. Here the individual’s 

role in a group or institutional setting – for example, their career trajectory in relation 

to an organisational plan – is often foregrounded. While learning and professional de-

velopment theories still apply, organisational development, management and business 

studies might also influence the approach to mentoring. In a third context, on a national 

or sectoral scale, the emphasis is on mentoring serving a purpose in an entire industry, 

sector or economy, for example, the role of mentoring in human capital development 

for biodiversity conservation in South Africa. Here planners often draw on economic or 

social theories of development.

These contexts are interlinked, of course (see Diagram 2.1), and in one single situation 

all three contexts mentioned here might apply. In such a case, a variety of mentoring 

theories might be needed, and one will need to ensure that they don’t clash or contradict 

each other. 

 Human Capital Development theories

 Origins in Economic and Social Development 
fields

 Learning and Professional Development 
fields influenced by Educational Psychology, 
Social Psychology, Sociology of Education

Organisational Level
 Theories influenced by Organisational 

Design, Business and Management Studies, 
Sociology of Work

Individual Level 

National or Sector Level

Diagram 2.1:	Different Origins of Mentoring Theory in Different Contexts of Mentoring
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Another way to make sense of the theories we discuss here, is to consider that they are 

more or less conservative in nature. That is, some theories are focussed on preserving and 

strengthening the status quo, and we would use them when we are happy with the way 

things are; that is, mentoring keeps things as they are – for example, to uphold company 

standards or to strengthen commitment to the existing organisational culture. In other 

contexts, theories developed are more progressive and even radical in nature. These are 

the theories that promote mentoring as a transformational activity that contributes to 

changing the status quo, so that things can be done differently in future.

In the next section, we will be exploring a variety of mentoring theories divided as follows:

¢ Developmental theories

¢ Learning theories

¢ Social and economic theories.

We will introduce a variety of theories within each category, summarised in table form, 

and expand on these in a narrative explanation. You may find that there are more similari-

ties than differences between the theories in a category, and there is even some overlap 

between theories in different categories. The aim of these theories is to help you dif-

ferentiate more accurately between different ideas about and approaches to mentoring, 

and to give you some guidance for exploring mentoring approaches further.

When it comes to the way in which these theories influence mentoring relationships and 

activities, the differences are not always very pronounced. However, sometimes even 

subtle differences can be very influential. Consider planning a field trip or other mentor-

ing activity to induct newcomers into an organisation, first from the point of view of a 

conservative manager who wants to keep things as they are and get newcomers to fit in 

with the status quo, and then from the point of view of a manager with a brief to trans-

form the organisation using the input of newcomers with very different approaches. 

How we plan and provide for mentoring, and evaluate its success, would be influenced 

by where we see its greatest value, and this is in turn affected by the theory we use to 

explain mentoring. 

2.4. Theories Underpinning Mentoring 

2.4.1 Developmental Theories

This group of mentoring theories draws on psychology, including educational and social 

psychology. These theories focus on the developmental stage of the individuals involved 

in mentoring. They describe human development in distinct stages or phases, and they 

define a role for mentoring in relation to these stages or phases of development. In one 

of the most common approaches to mentoring, we look at a mentor as someone who 

helps another to transition into or navigate through a particular phase of their life or 

development. 
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There are a number of developmental theories on mentoring, with the differences be-

tween them sometimes slight, sometimes significant. Table 2.1 summarises key features 

associated with three of these developmental theories. The table is followed by some 

examples to make the theory come to life. You may want to add some of your own ex-

amples as well.

Table 2.1:	Three Developmental Theories for Mentoring (Dominguez, 2013)

DEvELOpMEnTAL 
ThEORIES

COMpOnEnTS
COnTRIbUTIOnS TO 

MEnTORIng

IMpLICATIOnS 
fOR MEnTORIng 

pROgRAMME DESIgn

Levinson’s	(1978)	
Life	Stage	Theory

Succession of stable 

and transitional 

periods through 

structural stages.

Mentor	role:	Model, 

guide, teacher, sponsor 

Mentee: receptive

Outcomes: Career 

development, identi-

fication with mentor, 

sense of belonging.

Programme designed 

around modelling func-

tions and the achieve-

ment of the “dream”;

Directed learning plan;

opportunities for the 

development of a 

professional identity.

Kram’s	(1983)	
Mentoring	Phases

Phases of the men-

toring relationship: 

¢ Initiation,
¢ Cultivation,
¢ Separation.

Mentor	role: Varies 

depending on career 

and developmental 

stages

Mentee: receptive

Outcomes: Career 

development through 

sponsorship, protec-

tion, coaching and 

challenge; psychosocial 

support through 

model ling, acceptance 

and confirmation, coun-

selling, and friendship.

Programme designed 

around career develop-

ment stages;

Directed career 

develop ment plan;

opportunities for 

growth within organi-

sational boundaries.

Kegan’s	(1982)	
Developmental	
Stages

Progression 

through life stages 

from dependence 

to independence to 

interdependence;

Confirmation, 

contradiction, 

and continuity are 

all essen tial for 

learning.

Mentor	role: Different 

types of guidance; 

Mentee:  Variable 

depending on develop-

mental stages;

Outcomes:	Career 

development through 

multiple mentoring 

functions.

Programme designed 

around mentors’ and 

mentees’ developmen-

tal stages;

Directed/co-directed/ 

self-directed learning 

plan;

Pairing and sociali sation 

for organisational 

outcomes.
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a) Levinson’s Life Stage Theory 

Levinson’s life stage theory argues that every human being has structural development 

stages that we move through in succession: there will be a transitional phase, followed 

by a stable phase, and then another transitional phase. For example, the teenager transi-

tions from a stable childhood phase through adolescence into young adulthood; young 

adults transition into maturity; mature members of the workforce transition into a retire-

ment phase. 

Associated with these stages are opportunities and challenges of professional and ca-

reer development related to our working lives: the teenager may need study and career 

guidance; the young adult, career guidance and induction into the workplace; the profes-

sor about to retire may need guidance on how best to use remaining time at or away 

from work. See also Section 1.4.2 in Module 1.

The mentor provides this guidance, and plays quite a structured role, with the mentee 

being receptive, i.e. not playing a strong role in shaping the interactions. 

An example could be an internship programme run by an NGO. The NGO’s mentoring 

programme helps the interns choose a future career (whether in or outside of the organi-

sation) through a career guidance programme. In addition to directed career guidance 

opportunities, there might be one-on-one sessions to help mentees formulate a career 

vision: What is it that they would like to do? What are the options? What is feasible? 

What do they need to do to make that dream come true? The mentor helps individuals or 

groups think through these questions. In an actual example from WWF-SA, the mentors 

of the interns also arranged opportunities for exposure (such as visits to another NGO, 

WESSA) and opportunities for personal growth (team building, working on practical re-

cycling projects to build relational skills, amongst others).

These mentors can also act as sponsors, i.e. once a mentee has decided they want to 

follow a particular career the mentor may help them look out for opportunities, may 

pass on job advertisements, or may introduce the mentee to potential employers. Note 

that this approach also puts emphasis on the development of a professional identity; for 

example, efforts might be made to help the mentees feel enthusiastic about working in a 

particular sector. An example of this intent may be T-shirts or caps that carry an organisa-

tion’s logo.

b) Kram’s Mentoring Stages

Kram’s mentoring stages form part of one of the longest standing and most frequently 

quoted theories on mentoring. Kram describes the mentoring relationship itself as un-

folding in three phases. He reasoned that mentoring will take different forms during 

different developmental stages. Professionals in the workplace may draw on a mentor 

to help them develop new skills, apply for a promotion, move from one department to 

another, take on a new management role, start their own businesses or go into semi-

retirement. In the process the mentor may need to play a variety of roles. 
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Think of a scientist who has been asked to take on a senior management role in an or-

ganisation, but for some reason lacks confidence. She may be the first person of colour in 

this position, or the first woman, or she might be an older scientist with much experience 

in laboratory work, who had never thought of herself as a people manager. A profes-

sional coach or a colleague in the organisation might be asked to mentor the scientist to: 

talk through the situation; be a sympathetic friend to consult; give honest and positive 

feedback; set appropriate challenges (e.g. prepare an elevator speech in which you de-

scribe your strengths as a manager); and even coach in a particular task (e.g. to prepare 

for a promotional interview). Notice how the mentor’s role might vary. The one constant 

factor here is that the development stage of the mentee is the focus for what is planned 

and provided by the mentor.

c) Kegan’s Developmental Theory

Kegan’s developmental theory of mentoring makes the important point that the mentor 

is also in a particular developmental stage of his or her life and career, and this needs to 

be taken into account when setting up mentoring relationships. Let’s say the mentor in 

the above example is actually interested in promotion himself. It may be difficult for him 

to set aside his own focus and help someone else to apply for a promotion. On the other 

hand, if the mentor is in a stable period where he wants to share his experience, or if he 

is transitioning into a period where he wants to ‘give back’ to the sector or organisation, 

then he may be very well placed to mentor.

Kegan’s theory describes a shift over time in our professional development, from being 

dependent on others, to becoming independent, and even later we come to value inter-

dependence. This can be applied to the example of an engineer in his late fifties, who 

was initially employed by a government department, where he was dependent on his 

managers to define his work and his income. Then he resigned and worked for 15 years 

to establish his own consultancy and became ‘his own boss’. Lately, however, he has seen 

that the most meaningful work that really benefits his field can only be undertaken in 

multi-party social innovations, and in partnership with other agencies, including govern-

ment departments, with whom he therefore needs strong and ongoing relationships. He 

would therefore like his business to operate in a more interdependent way. Mentoring 

government officials while working with them on joint projects has emerged as one way 

in which to do this. (See also the Cost-Benefit approach to mentoring in Table 2.3 and 

Section 2.4.3 (c), which is a Social Theory of Mentoring.)

Mentoring may have other outcomes besides moving on from one phase to another. The 

next set of theories focus on learning theories and learning outcomes of various kinds.

2.4.2 Learning Theories

Learning theories are associated with the field of education and have often developed 

in association with educational psychology, and more recently also social theories. There 

are significant differences between some learning theories, while others are quite simi-

lar. Learning theories of mentoring are used in the context of educational institutions, 

but also in many business contexts.
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Table 2.2:	Learning Theories for Mentoring (Dominguez, 2013)

LEARnIng 
ThEORIES

COMpOnEnTS COnTRIbUTIOnS TO 
MEnTORIng

IMpLICATIOnS 
fOR MEnTORIng 

pROgRAMME DESIgn

Adult	Learning	
(Andragogy)

Self-directed 
learning;

Purposive learning;

Internal motivation.

Mentor	role: Facilitator;

Mentee: Active, in control 
of own learning;

Outcomes: Autonomy, 
self-confidence.

Programme designed 
around mentee’s needs 
and goals; 

negotiated learning plan.

Behaviourism Environment 
shapes behaviour 
through positive 
and negative 
reinforcement.

Mentor	role: Coach, 
sponsor;

Mentee:	reactive, 
responds to environment;

Outcomes: Adaptation, 
acculturation, retention, 
effectiveness, skills devel-
opment, and productivity.

Programme designed 
around organisational 
needs and goals; 

Directed learning plan;

reward system.

Cognitivism Individual types of 
learning/cognition;

Metacognition 
(thinking about 
thinking);

Brain and memory 
functions.

Mentor	role: Teacher, 
tutor;

Mentee: Active thinking 
process;

Outcomes: knowledge 
transfer.

Programme designed 
around stages of cogni-
tive development; 

Flexible semi-indivi-
dualised learning plan, 
built on prior knowledge;

Environment provides 
input for internal infor-
mation processing.

Constructivism Learning takes 
place over time 
through frame of 
mind; 

Learning is a con-
tinual and gradual 
process;

Ideas are 
formed through 
experience.

Mentor	role: Guide, 
facilitator.

Mentee: Active, 
reflective;

Outcomes: Self-aware-
ness, critical reflec-
tion, creativity, talent 
development.

Programme designed 
around individual inter-
pretation of environment; 

Free, individualised learn-
ing plan;

Environment provides 
opportunities for expe-
rience and continuous 
exploration.

Action	
Learning

Experience;

Learning by doing.

Mentor	role: Coach, 
facilitator;

Mentee: Active, action 
taking;

Outcomes: Self-
awareness, learning from 
success and failure.

Programmes designed 
around tasks and 
activities;

Directed learning plan;

Environment provides 
opportunities for 
problem-solving and 
experimentation.



14 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

a) Adult Learning (Andragogy)

Andragogy refers to the theory of adult learning. (Pedagogy is the equivalent term 

for theories about how children learn.) Adult learning theory emphasises the motiva-

tion of the adult learner and its role in determining learning outcomes; learners are 

expected to play a significant role in their own learning. This is evident in adult learning 

theories about mentoring, which describe the mentee as playing a role in determining 

what they would like to get out of the mentoring process, and how the process should 

unfold.

 

Case Example 2.1 is an example of an adult learner (Prem) telling a potential mentor (Pat) 

what he would like from the mentoring process (to improve his conference presenta-

tions). Prem and Pat negotiate how they would go about the process. Adult learning 

theory would emphasise that Prem is highly motivated to learn, as he has identified his 

learning/mentoring need himself, and that autonomy (being able to function well on 

his own) and confidence (about his presentations) are some of the learning outcomes 

he seeks. According to their agreement, Pat facilitates Prem’s learning by giving him 

feedback. Note that Pat has something tangible to share, because he is a capable and 

recognised presenter himself.

b) behaviourism

The second example of mentoring shaped by learning theory is Behaviourism. This ap-

proach to learning has roots in the Russian behavioural scientist Pavlov’s experiments 

with animals, where he was able to show that dogs will salivate when they hear a bell, if 

they have learnt to associate the bell with food. This theory of how we learn (stimulus 

âresponse) has value in certain situations, but it can seem to bypass the will and active 

Social	Learning observing;

role model;

Modelling / 

imitation.

Mentor	role: role model, 

guide;

Mentee: Apprentice;

Outcomes: Self-efficacy, 

acculturation, acceptance 

and confirmation, skills 

development, tacit and 

implicit knowledge 

transfer.

Programmes designed 

around organisational 

culture;

Co-directed learning plan; 

Environment provides op-

portunities for imitation 

and social interaction.

Transformative	
Learning

Experience and 

reflection recon-

structs ideas, 

expectations;

Change through 

critical dilemmas 

or accumulation of 

experience. 

Mentor	role: Guide, 

facilitator; 

Mentee: Active critical 

thinking;

Outcomes: Transfor-

mation, change in frames 

of reference.

Programmes designed 

around change and 

innovation; 

Co-directed learning plan;

Environment provides 

opportunities for 

transformation.
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mental processes of learners, as it aims to shape behaviour through incentives and disin-

centives; positive behaviour is reinforced by rewards. 

Examples might be awards for the ‘Best Intern of the Year’ or ‘Best Presentation at 

the Fynbos Forum’. Another example is a university giving a financial award to the aca-

demic who publishes the most papers in a given time period, or the National Research 

Foundation giving public ratings to scientists, with being an A-rated scientist regarded 

as a sought-after achievement. The idea is to encourage behaviours regarded as ap-

propriate, such as hard work, careful preparations, attention to detail, or focussing on 

publications above other activities. A mentor’s role in these situations would be to coach 

the individual in how to achieve these awards. 

In Case Example 2.3, a senior researcher (Nandi) undertakes to coach a junior researcher 

(Nathi) in how to prepare a conference poster, through a step-by-step, pre-determined 

process that will train the young person in standard organisational practices. The mentee 

is not proactive; he is reactive and follows the mentor’s lead. The focus is on making 

the mentee effective and productive in the organisational context. Behaviourism can be 

useful when there are agreed-upon processes and procedures that are widely accepted 

as good and necessary, and to inform skills training towards uncontested, practical skills, 

such as driving, or using a chain saw. 

Activity 2.2

Discuss:

What might be some of the drawbacks of this approach to mentoring?

Can you think of unintended consequences of the practice of shaping behaviour through 

incentives? 

In what situations might behavioural theories of mentoring not be applicable? 
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c) Cognitivism

Cognitivism is a somewhat different learning theory that emphasises the cognitive proc-

ess, i.e. how the brain works, and how that influences learning. In this body of theory, 

the mind is viewed as a processor, similar to a computer, and mentoring takes the form 

of inputs made on the basis of how the brain is thought to work at particular stages of 

cognitive development. Knowledge transfer is the intended outcome of the mentoring 

process, and the mentor takes the role of a teacher or tutor. This approach is often used 

when groups of students or adult learners are taught content-rich lessons in classes or 

groups, for example, learning the Linnaean classification system in Botany class. The 

mentor (teacher, lecturer or tutor) would think about how the learners would make 

sense of the information and how best he or she could therefore present the informa-

tion (input) for optimal uptake by the learners. Too often, lecturers have only enough 

time to focus on the content of what they want to teach, and not enough time to think 

through a methodology that will be suitable for learning the particular kind of content 

on offer. Or the time in class may be too short for the sort of cognitive support that may 

be required to help young scientists build up their cognitive skills. Having recognised 

this, some universities employ tutors who spend time with undergraduate students, 

working through many practical examples where theory is applied, conducting practical 

experiments. Other mentors in the university context are academic support staff, with 

specialist knowledge of how people learn best, and they would use this knowledge to 

help them with challenges such as grasping statistical methods, reviewing the literature, 

or writing a scientific paper. 

A busy field mentor might not have much time or experience in thinking through how his 

mentees would learn best. In his/her view, the best way to teach, for example, how to 

delineate a wetland, is to walk through the wetland with the students and let them use 

the auger themselves to extract soil at various points to determine where the wetland 

begins and ends. This will undoubtedly work for some students. Too often, a learning 

process is started with the mentor giving students a technical definition, which can be 

very unhelpful to learners who have no experiential sense of the phenomenon being 

defined. However, some students’ cognitive processing may work best if they are first 

given an overview of the wetland, or an introduction to different soil types, before they 

start trudging through the mud. The point about cognitivism is that it gives considerable 

thought to how people learn. 

d) Constructivism

Constructivism similarly gives attention to mental processes, but here the mind is seen 

less as a computer and more as active in building and changing its own constructs. In one 

branch of constructivism (social constructivism), the role of social and cultural contexts 

in shaping our individual constructs is also highlighted. This is a powerful and currently 

very popular set of educational ideas. It was referred to in the introduction of outcomes-

based education to the South African education system, and it can also be found (more 

successfully) in some approaches to social learning (see below). Constructivism has roots 

in the discoveries of the educational psychologist, Piaget, and the socio-psychology re-

search of Vygotsky. The learner is regarded as actively involved in their own learning, and 
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the mentor is more of a guide or facilitator than a teacher determining the exact nature 

of the learning. The mentor does more than simply provide knowledge input. 

Constructivism is different from behaviourism and cognitivism in that the learners or 

mentees are encouraged to make up their own minds on the basis of their experience. 

This approach is popular for talent management, and the mentor provides or points out 

a variety of learning opportunities for the mentee to expand his/her understanding and 

perspective. The importance of recognising what one already knows, and building on 

that existing knowledge, is another key feature of the constructivist approach to learn-

ing. The common saying is: ‘Start with what the learner already knows’. The mentor would 

encourage the mentee to reflect on his/her actions and experiences and to generate 

unique and creative solutions. 

You may be able to see that some of the other learning theories, and indeed some of the 

social theories described below, incorporate elements of constructivism.

e) Action Learning

Action learning theories emphasise learning that starts not by listening, studying or 

thinking, but by doing. Reflection on our actions and the outcomes of our actions would 

then follow and contribute to the learning, in preparation for further action. Coaching is 

a form of mentoring that often draws on action learning. The coach would work with a 

mentee to reflect on the outcomes of his or her past actions: What worked for you? What 

does not work for you? Why not? Then plan for a particular action that needs to be taken, 

with further reflection on the outcomes of that action to follow. The organisational 

context will provide opportunities for action, problem-solving and experimentation. For 

example, the mentee may be preparing to take on a top leadership role in a company 

or organisation. She may ask a coach to help her with a particular challenge she has, for 

example to run board meetings effectively. She could stand in for the current CEO on oc-

casion, trying out some new approaches she had formulated, based on some limitations 

she had observed in previous Board meetings. She would try this out, then report back 

to her coach/mentor, and together they would reflect on what worked and what did not 

work, and what she could do differently in future.

f) Social Learning

Social learning emphasises that we also learn by 

following the example of others. This often hap-

pens unconsciously, but it can become the basis 

for a conscious mentoring programme.

 

An example might be a young professional who 

was working in formal conservation but studied 

environmental law part-time, with a view to do-

ing environmental advocacy work. He approached a seasoned campaigner, a renowned 

environmental activist whom he admired. The activist agreed to serve as a mentor to the 

younger professional, but said she had very limited time. Her approach was to invite the 

Learning Theory: “Human 

beings tend to emulate the 

behaviour they see in others 

whom they respect and ad-

mire.” (Ehrich et al., 2001)
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younger person to accompany her as she visited mining companies and organised round 

table discussions between mining houses, government departments and environmental 

lobby groups. She thought that by following her around, seeing how she sets things up, 

handled situations and dealt with questions and issues, the mentee would learn a con-

siderable amount. To optimise social learning, the younger professional could offer to 

volunteer some of his time as an apprentice to the environmental activist, in the process 

learning more practical skills such as taking minutes, setting meeting agendas, and pre-

paring for court. (Note that there are also broader interpretations of social learning that 

are more transformative in nature, where all parties learn from their collective engage-

ment in a situation.)

g) Transformative Learning

Here, the aim is not to transfer knowledge or orientate a mentee to an established prac-

tice, but to change an understanding, an approach and/or a situation. The assumption 

is that there is a particular problem that can only be addressed through deep or radical 

change, and that mentoring should be understood within this context of desired change. 

The exact nature of the change required might not be known, i.e. the process of trans-

formation might be open-ended.

An example is Otto Scharmer’s (2009) approach to leadership development. In a presenta-

tion to the World Bank, this leadership development specialist argued that leaders today 

have to deal with highly complex and challenging situations. Therefore, he argued, we 

cannot develop leadership competencies by simply transferring (passing on) knowledge 

or developing technical competencies. He proposed that leaders in complex organisa-

tional contexts also need transformational competencies, which include self-knowledge 

and identifying themselves as agents of change. Leaders further need relational compe-

tencies, that is, the ability to work with others who may have very different values and 

approaches. In the process, they may have to un-learn some of what they had already 

learnt over years of training and/or work.

So Scharmer’s leadership development process involves a supported learning situation 

in which leaders from different contexts work together to tackle a difficult real life chal-

lenge and mentors help them with the associated learning challenges. Think, for example, 

of environmental NGOs, government, and mining companies working together to tackle 

acid mine drainage. In the process they would have to draw on their collective experi-

ences (and other sources of knowledge and insight) and generate new understandings 

of and approaches to the problem; they would learn from their actions and from each 

other. This is a social learning process. It is difficult, and it can be supported in mentoring 

fashion by one or more resource persons (who could be members of the group) working 

with the environmental leaders, helping them to navigate the tricky situation and reflect 

on, and learn from, the experience (elements of adaptive management principles), thus 

gaining both deeply personal and collective insights.

Transformative learning may open up uncharted territory. The mentors need to be willing 

to find, and let mentees find, completely new and unexpected directions. (The concept 

of emergence, from systems and complexity theory, applies.)
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In the next set of theories, social learning will feature again; as much as it is a learning 

theory, it is also a social and organisational development theory that is prominent in the 

‘communities of practice’ approach popularised by Wenger et al. (2011).

2.4.3. Social and Economic Theories

The theories in this cluster draw on the social sciences and economics. More than learn-

ing theories and developmental theories of mentoring, they conceive of mentoring as 

playing a role in an organisational, sectoral or national context. There is recognition of 

the developmental and learning needs of the mentee, and therefore mentoring might 

take various forms, but these are seen first and foremost in terms of the bigger context.

Table 2.3:	Social and Economic Theories for Mentoring (Dominguez, 2013)

SOCIAL & 
ECOnOMIC 
ThEORIES

COMpOnEnTS COnTRIbUTIOnS TO 
MEnTORIng

IMpLICATIOnS 
fOR MEnTORIng 

pROgRAMME DESIgn

Socialisation observation and 
interaction with 
role models;

Sense of 
belonging, 
connectedness;

Transmission of 
implicit cultural 
values.

Mentor	role:	role model;

Mentee: Apprentice;

Outcomes: Transmis-
sion of information, 
career develop ment, 
satisfaction, retention, 
performance.

Programme designed 
around role model-
ling for acculturation 
purposes;

Directed / co-directed 
/ self-directed learning 
plan;

Environment facilitates 
pairing and sociali sation 
for organisational 
outcomes.

Human	/	Social	
Capital

Learning for the 
generation of hu-
man / social capital 
for the country / 
sector.

Mentor	role: Multiple 
mentoring functions;

Mentee:	Active / 
receptive;

Outcomes: Human / 
social capital.

Programme designed for 
mutual organisational / 
individual benefits;

Directed, co- or self-
directed learning plan;

Environment facilitates 
opportunities for 
multiple mentoring 
interactions.

Social	Exchange	
/	Leader-Member	
Exchange

Cost-benefit analy-
sis determines 
relationships;

Goal oriented 
relationships.

Mentor	role: Multiple 
mentoring functions;

Mentee: Active / 
receptive;

Outcomes: Motivation, 
personal and organi-
sational goals for both 
mentors and mentees.

Programme designed for 
mutual organisational / 
individual benefits; 

Directed, co-  or self-
directed learning plans;

Environment rewards 
mutuality.
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a) Socialisation

Socialisation is an approach to mentoring which focusses on helping a mentee ‘fit in’ in 

a new context such as a workplace. It draws on some of the learning theories described 

above. Mentoring activities are opportunities for mentees to get to know and identify 

with a particular place of study or work. Role models are a key feature. The ‘programme’ 

may be quite informal and not even consciously structured, or simply part of the tradi-

tions in a particular institutional context. 

Case Example 2.2 refers to an annual field trip that has been traditionally used to give 

postgraduate students an opportunity to socialise with the existing professionals in a 

particular field of work (at the same time applying and extending their theoretical learn-

ing practically in the field). On such trips, mentees may meet future mentors, future 

employers, and future co-workers; they get to know the sector and its practices in ways 

which they could not do in the classroom. Outside the classroom, individuals have op-

portunities to get to know each other more informally, and find out who they would be 

able to work with; hence ‘pairing’ can take place. Field trip experiences (going to places 

very few get to see, doing exciting research, facing hardships and having fun) can be the 

basis on which bonds are formed that last throughout the participants’ careers. Years 

Social	Network Developmental 

networks.

Mentor	role: Multiple 

mentoring functions, 

relationships.

Mentee: Active / 

receptive;

Outcomes: network 

strength through inter-

actions across multiple 

social systems, connect-

edness, and commitment 

of members.

Programme designed 

for multiple, diversified 

mentoring relationships; 

Directed, co- or self-

directed learning 

plans through multiple 

mentoring moments / 

relationships;

Environment extends 

across personal, 

organisational, profes-

sional and community 

networks.

Communities	of	
Practice

Legitimate 

peri pheral 

participation of 

newcomers;

Developmental 

networks within 

the commu-

nity and across 

borders.

Mentor	role: Multiple 

mentoring functions, 

relationships;

Mentee: Active / 

receptive;

Outcomes: Community 

development, creative 

expansion through the 

sharing of information 

across networks.

Programmes designed 

for multiple, diversified 

mentoring relation-

ships within and across 

networks; 

Directed, co- or self-

directed plans through 

multiple networks;

Environment provides 

movement from the 

periphery to central 

roles for the community.
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later they may still draw on, publish with, appoint or be appointed by, colleagues they 

got to know on such trips. 

The outcomes of such socialisation experiences can be very good for the sector; like-

minded people become socialised to continue in a particular field, and grow it, and the 

next generation of professionals are available to take over from those who went before, 

upholding valuable traditions. The down-side is that the socialisation approach may also 

prevent transformation (should this be required) as it does not encourage new ways of 

thinking and doing. Also those who are not like-minded, or can for cultural or other rea-

sons not readily ‘fit in’ without a special effort being made, may have difficulty in finding 

an entry point into such networks, both during the experience or after. 

Activity 2.3

Besides the field trip, can you think of other common activities that serve the purpose of 

socialisation in our sector?

Who are the mentors and what roles do they play?

In your experience, do they have particular advantages and drawbacks?

b) human/Social Capital Development

Building human or social capital is about strengthening the human resource base of a 

country (in particular, its economy) or a sector, by improving the skills levels of individu-

als who work in it. It takes individual needs into account, but mostly at a general level 

(e.g. qualifications). Its focus is predominantly on national or sector-wide needs. For 

example, it may focus on the use of mentoring to address a national or sector need for 

particular scarce skills (such as environmental managers or engineers). Planners in the 
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Strategic Integrated Programmes (SIPs) promoted by government to create wealth and 

employment, have identified that South Africa has a scarcity of environmental manag-

ers. A programme could therefore be put into place to train and mentor environmental 

managers to take up positions in the SIPs. 

In relation to mentoring, human capital development is a very broad theory, thus men-

tors will play a variety of roles and the mentoring programmes may take a variety of 

forms, depending on the specific needs of the situation. It would therefore be impor-

tant to identify why there is a scarcity in a particular occupational skill. For example, are 

there too few graduates who choose a particular postgraduate specialism? Informed and 

inspiring mentors would then be required at university to encourage this study choice. 

Alternatively, graduates may be qualifying in this field but choosing not to work in it, or 

not for long, due to organisational conditions. Informed and inspiring mentors would 

then be needed in the workplace.

c) Social Exchange/Leader-Member Exchange

Social Exchange or Leader-Member Exchange theory acknowledges that people, and in 

particular the leadership in organisations or companies, may weigh up the cost versus 

the benefits before they invest in mentoring. To a business, mentoring means money, 

for while staff are busy mentoring they are not generating wealth or running income-

generating projects. On the other hand, mentoring is an investment in the development 

of skills of new staff who are learning to function well in the company, and/or learning 

new skills; this is possibly more cost-effective than if they had been sent away on train-

ing. So the company weighs up the cost of mentoring versus the benefits.

In the environmental sector, where human and other resources are scarce, organisations 

lament the fact that they ‘put a lot into’ an intern or young professional through mentor-

ing, only to lose that person within a short interval, when they change jobs. The cost to 

the organisation may therefore seem to outweigh the benefit. However, from a human/

social capital point of view, provided the person continues working in an environment 

related job, the mentoring input has not been lost, as it has still been to the benefit of 

the sector. For this reason, programmes like GreenMatter and Groen Sebenza build and 

encourage mentoring skills to be shared across organisations.

At an individual level, when a person decides whether they take on a mentoring task or 

not, cost versus benefit may also be weighed up. In universities, for example, mentoring 

a colleague costs an academic time that they could rather spend on doing research and 

publishing – activities that have known rewards for the academic. Universities therefore 

need to create an environment that not only offers incentives for individual excellence, 

but also for mutuality, that is, a culture of providing mutual support to each other. The 

two approaches can be complementary. For example, through mentoring, academics 

may find new research partners and co-publishing opportunities. Or an organisation 

that provides mentoring to work-integrated learning students from a nearby university 

may find the relationship with the university brings with it other benefits, such as a joint 

project with an overseas funder set up through the university, or receiving ‘free’ research 

reports that inform management. 
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Also at an individual level, both the mentor and the mentee may look at the relation-

ship as a reciprocal exchange: an older mentor might share the professional expertise 

he has built up over years with a younger staff member, who may in turn be prepared to 

assist the older mentor with coming to grips with unfamiliar social media or a new soft-

ware programme. Many established researchers work with junior scientists or students 

in a reciprocal relationship where both parties write a paper on the junior researcher’s 

study; the less experienced party shares their data in exchange for the more experienced 

party’s know-how and networks, which are often essential in facilitating the writing and 

publishing process. 

Activity 2.4

Discuss the costs and benefits of mentoring in your own context.

d) Social network

Here the goal of mentoring is to help the mentees build networks; the theory is that 

expanding networks is developmental in nature, i.e. that social and professional connec-

tions will help mentees achieve developmental goals such as finding a university, bursary 

or supervisor for their intended studies; for finding employment or business opportuni-

ties; or finding organisational or funding partners for the work they would like to do.

 

In the GreenMatter programme, the fellows who receive bursaries or professional grants 

are encouraged to expand their networks amongst peers and established professionals. 

To this end, GreenMatter organises special networking training and events as part of 

the fellowship (Rosenberg and Manzini, 2014). Resources are used to bring fellows from 

around the country together, and to meet with established professionals in the field. 

A specialist provides training on how to network effectively, and fellows consider their 

existing network and how and why they would like to expand it. They also practise how 

they would introduce themselves and their work to a stranger in a succinct and inspiring 
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manner. Networking opportunities are created, where they put their learning into prac-

tice. In this way many useful additions are made to existing networks of both younger 

and older professionals. 

Mentoring might take many forms with this approach. Sometimes, the mentor would be 

a sponsor who would introduce a mentee to potentially useful contacts, in such a way 

that the contact would know the strong points of the mentee, and why it would be worth 

making time to meet him/her. At other times, mentoring takes place through ‘mentor-

ing moments’ (PureCoach, 2013), for example a short conversation where the mentor 

listens carefully to the mentee and shares contact details of professionals with whom to 

follow up to address a specific need that became apparent during the conversation. This 

approach is particularly useful for people who do not have extensive networks relevant 

to a particular context. 

Activity 2.5

Can you think of examples of a need to extend personal, organisational, professional and 

community networks, in a context you have observed?

e) Communities of practice

Communities of practice is the final social theory that we consider. Like the other social 

theories discussed here, it is as much an organisational or sector development theory 

as a theory for building individual capacity. It has been developed inter alia by the edu-

cational theorist Etienne Wenger, whose work with the anthropologist Jean Lave and 

others has seeded a growing body of research around the world that is increasingly 

popular in business contexts (Wenger et al., 2011). 

Wenger studied how newcomers to a particular practice or field of work (such as tailors, 

accountants or school teachers) get to know how to do the job. A key concept is the idea 

of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, meaning more or less that one is recognised as a 
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newcomer or rookie and treated in particular ways 

(which differ from context to context). Eventually 

(if one is successfully inducted) one learns from 

other practitioners (not only masters), moves to 

the ‘centre’ of this community of practice and be-

comes one of the recognised core members, who 

in turn induct others into the community. 

The practice of a particular community is explicit 

(for example, the written rules or standards that 

have to be followed in a particular job) but also 

implicit or tacit, that is, not spoken about or 

perhaps not even recognised by the participants 

themselves, for example, the extent to which the 

explicit rules or standards can be overlooked, or 

not, in a particular context, such as accounting 

or teaching. 

The mentee can be active or receptive depending on the context, but often works as a 

kind of apprentice alongside the more experienced members of the community.

You may find that you are part of more than one community of practice. One of the most 

important ways of becoming more effective at environmental work is to cross borders 

between communities of practice, for cross-sector collaboration (e.g. integrated devel-

opment planning). In integrated water resource management, for example, the different 

communities of practice who need to learn to work together may include commercial 

agriculture, emerging farmers, conservation stewards, local government (different 

branches), hydrologists, educators, freshwater ecologists, wetland specialists, Working 

for Water teams, academics, small and larger NGOs, and more! 

A professional may want to make a career change, or to respond to calls and funding 

opportunities that emphasise the need to work across disciplinary boundaries. Moving 

from a single discipline or field (such as freshwater ecology) to another (such as biodi-

versity conservation) can be surprisingly hard to do, even if, from a distance, they are not 

that different. The professionals making this move would often look for mentors to help 

them find a foothold in the new community of practice. The established practitioners in 

the field may in turn be more or less motivated to help the newcomer find that foothold 

in this new ‘community of practice’.

Community:  In South Africa 

we often use the term ‘com-

munity’ to refer to people 

who (we assume) share a 

cultural, economic and/or geo-

graphic identity. In this theory, 

‘community’ refers to people 

sharing a practice. It can be a 

work practice (e.g. research or 

teaching) or a hobby, cultural 

activity, etc. Professional com-

munities of practice can be 

dispersed globally. They often 

come together at annual 

conferences, for example, 

and stay in touch via email or 

digital forums

Activity 2.6

What are the communities of practice in your own context?
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2.5 The Use of Mentoring Theories

It should be clear that if one wanted to study mentoring, or perhaps evaluate the value 

and impact of mentoring, then it would be important to decide which theories of mentor-

ing apply in the particular context or situation.

Are you a peripheral participant or at the centre of the community?

How did you get to be there?

Activity 2.7

If we are not researchers or evaluators, and we are not studying mentoring as a formal 

subject, does the knowledge of theories of mentoring still benefit us in any way?  Discuss 

this question in a small group or plenary, before reading further.

An initial observation, when reviewing the theories of mentoring, is that there is certainly 

more than one approach to mentoring. This challenges us to question: Do we have a de-

fault understanding of mentoring that we apply without much thinking to all situations? 

It may be the older person assisting the younger person with a developmental phase; or 

the trainer or lecturer sharing their expert knowledge with trainees or graduates; or a 

long-established staff member engaging with a colleague new to the organisation. The 

theories and examples above show that there can be many different kinds of mentoring 

relationships and mentoring programmes, depending on one’s understanding of what 

mentoring should achieve, and how. Different theories will advocate different kinds of 

mentoring activities to achieve the different intended outcomes.

Activity 2.8

Revisit Activity 2.1. With your expanded knowledge of different theories, re-do this 

activity. Which theory or theories would suit each of the situations described in the case 

examples?
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Mentors may be relieved to consider that there 

is more than one way to mentor and no single 

mentoring formula to follow. The summaries of 

mentoring theories in the tables show that men-

tors play a variety of roles; some are similar, and 

some quite different in approach. 

Below is a list of mentor roles taken from the GreenMatter Fellowship Learning Portfolio: 

Powerful Conversations – Strengthening Mentoring Capacity in the Biodiversity Sector 

(PureCoach, 2013). These roles describe the varying aspects of the ‘job’ of a mentor.

“There is no formula to follow 

for mentoring.”

(Ehrich et al., 2001)

Ally	 provides assistance and support; stands by mentee in critical situations

Catalyst someone who speeds up a reaction, change or insight that would have occurred 

anyway, but at a much slower rate; offers challenging ideas; provides growth 

experiences

Networker exchanges information that brings about working relationships; makes 

introductions

Advocate	
or	Sponsor

someone who speaks, pleads, or argues in your favour

Advisor a consultant or counsellor who has expertise or insight; gives recommendations 

and expert advice; offers wise counsel; assists with mentee's career

Listener a trusted, non-judgemental audience and sounding board

Coach a professional and personal developer that partners, instructs, trains; helps build 

self-confidence; triggers self-awareness

Table 2.4:	The Roles Mentors Play (PureCoach, 2013)
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Role	model someone who is admired and worthy of imitation; someone whose behaviour 

and attitude is copied by others; teaches by example; inspires

Teacher a wise guide; helps others acquire knowledge, information, or skills; shows others 

how to do things; participates in learning new things; encourages professional 

behaviour; offers quotable quotes

Companion someone who enjoys spending time with mentee; talking and listening, sharing 

interests and experiences; offers friendship, listens to personal narrative

Supporter someone who is loyal, boosts mentee’s self-esteem; conveys warmth and caring 

about mentee; gives support to mentee’s efforts; listens to mentee’s ideas and 

concerns; expresses belief in mentee’s abilities; offers encouragement

Resource someone who is a source of information; provides opportunities to try new 

things; introduces mentee to new people, places, interests, or ideas; encour-

ages mentee to approach other people as resources; suggests new sources of 

information; explains how the department / company / industry works; shares 

critical knowledge

Navigator Everyone will encounter unpleasant situations, setbacks or problems.  navigating 

means helping others through these situations, or building bridges for people to 

cross from where they are to where they want to be.

A	navigator	defines	the	destination.

Helps people recognise where they want to go.  Helps them connect with what 

their passions and compassions are.  What upsets them?  What touches them? 

What gives them joy? What makes them enthusiastic? What are their visions and 

dreams?

A	navigator	plots	the	course:	Helps people turn their visions and dreams into 

reality by plotting a course and setting goals. Gives attention to these areas:

¢ Where they need to go;
¢ What they need to know; and
¢ How they need to grow.

A	navigator	thinks	ahead:	Prepares people for the things they are going to face.  

recognises problems before they become emergencies.  To help them prepare 

for potential difficulties, helps them understand that:

¢ Everybody faces problems;
¢ Successful people face more problems than unsuccessful people; and
¢ Problems provide opportunities for growth.

A	navigator	makes	course	corrections:	Even the best-planned projects can go 

off course. You need to equip people with problem-solving skills so they can get 

back on course.  It would help to:

¢ Train them not to listen to doubting critics;
¢ Coach them not to be overwhelmed by challenges;
¢ Encourage them to seek simple solutions; and
¢ Instil confidence in them.

A	navigator	stays	with	people:	Take the trip together with the people you are 

guiding.  Travel alongside as a friend.
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It can be liberating to know that you do not have to mentor in the same way as someone 

else does. But the diversity of approaches to mentoring can also be a bit daunting. How 

does one decide which theory and approach to use?

The choice of theory and approach will be influenced by one’s context and the overall 

intentions of the sector and/or the organisation, depending on the level at which one 

is working. It will also depend on the needs of the mentees, of course! Greater or lesser 

emphasis will be given to the individual mentee and mentor, depending on the contex-

tual aims. 

Activity 2.9

In plenary or small groups, find examples of where you or someone you know have acted 

in each of these mentoring roles. What made this role necessary or appropriate in the 

particular situation?  Was it in some cases perhaps not appropriate?

Alternatively, think of situations related to your context in which each of these mentor-

ing roles may be needed.
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With a basic knowledge of different approaches to and underlying theoretical assump-

tions about mentoring, employers or university managers are in a better position to 

make choices when they appoint mentoring providers, consultants, or their own staff to 

develop mentoring programmes for the organisation, or to act as mentors. Without this, 

managers run the risk of appointing a consultant or service provider who has a particular 

area of expertise, based on a particular approach to mentoring which may not be suitable 

for (all) the needs the managers are trying to address. Theoretical knowledge of mentor-

ing will help the manager draw up a clearer terms of reference; this will make it clearer 

to the prospective mentor or mentoring provider whether they can take on the task, and 

if they do, where they should put their emphasis.

With a basic knowledge of mentoring theories, managers and mentor trainers are also in 

a good position to design plans to monitor and evaluate their mentoring programmes. 

This is because they are clear what mentoring is meant to achieve, what sorts of activities 

best suit this intention, what successful outcomes would look like and at what level to 

look for them (e.g. individual, organisational or sector).

You might also have concluded that, in fact, a variety of mentoring approaches could be 

appropriate in a particular context. Use the situational analysis work you have completed 

in Module 1 to help identify the contextual needs that should be addressed through 

mentoring, and then match them up to one or more theories outlined here. For practice, 

try Activity 2.11.

Activity 2.10

Can you see that choosing the wrong approach for a particular context could lead to a 

mismatch not only of the mentor and mentee, but also of the mentoring approach to the 

mentee and/or the organisational needs?

While protecting individuals’ and organisations’ identities where necessary, share ex-

amples of where such a mismatch between needs and approach may have been the case.



31Module 2:  Theories of Mentoring

Activity 2.11

Work with partners to customise a mentoring plan for a particular context.  Study the 

organisational scenarios below, in case examples 2.4 to 2.8.  Then choose a suitable men-

toring approach for each of them. Refer back to the tables in Section 2.4 for guidance.  

Describe your chosen approach by answering the questions below.  In the report back, 

provide reasons for your answers.

¢ What should be the purpose or intended outcomes of mentoring in each of the sce-

narios in the case examples?
¢ Around what key aspect of the context would you design the mentoring programme?
¢ What would the role(s) of the mentor be?
¢ What would the role(s) of the mentee be?
¢ What activities and opportunities (for learning, development, networking, etc) would 

there be in your mentoring programme?
¢ Which theory or theories of mentoring best describe your chosen approach?
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Case Example 2.4

Museums are finding it hard to hold on to talented taxonomists. This is despite 
the fact that people are graduating in Taxonomy. How can mentoring help the 
country and the environmental sector to fill more posts with contented taxono-
mists committed to a career in this field? outline a mentoring plan for this situa-
tion by answering the questions in Activity 2.11.

Case Example 2.5

Three recent Botany graduates from Limpopo Province are offered internships 
with a bio-regional research and community development programme in the 
northern Cape.  They and their managers have a number of challenges, includ-
ing a small staff base in the northern Cape office and no contextual knowledge 
among the interns; on the positive side, the interns speak several of the local 
languages, and there are a number of semi-retired farmers in the area who have 
collaborated with the programme before. outline a mentoring plan for this situ-
ation by answering the questions in Activity 2.11.

Case Example 2.6

An environmental nGo is struggling to find a suitable CEo who has a strong 
environmental background, organisational leadership and management skills, 
and the ability to develop new partnerships for the organisation. Talented young 
people join the organisation as junior staff, but there is a pattern of losing staff 
as they become more experienced. The existing senior staff lack one or more of 
the required skills sets. outline a strategic, organisation-wide mentoring plan for 
this situation by answering the questions in Activity 2.11.

Case Example 2.7

A senior scientist has recently been appointed as head of a new research unit. 
She is very creative in her field and has published internationally acclaimed 
work. However, graduates have been scared to join her research programme 
and funders are complaining about her demanding and impatient way of work. 
outline a mentoring plan to support the scientist in her new post, by answering 
the questions in Activity 2.11.
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Case Example 2.8

A former company director turned environmental lobbyist is about to retire. He 
wants to ‘give back’ to the field by mentoring young professionals. However, he 
has been told that his approach to conservation is outdated and out of touch 
with the needs of young people, particularly black graduates. outline one or more 
mentoring plans for this situation by answering the questions in Activity 2.11.

Activity 2.12

Write your own conclusion to the chapter and review your learning by answering these 

questions:

¢ How would you categorise different approaches to mentoring?
¢ What are the key features of development theories of mentoring?
¢ What are the key features of learning theories of mentoring?
¢ What are the key features of social theories of mentoring?
¢ Which is your favourite theory of mentoring, and why?
¢ How would you decide on the mentoring approach to use in a particular situation?
¢ What problems might arise in an organisation where no-one knows any mentoring 

theory? Who should know about mentoring theories?
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This module has a strong experiential focus. It aims to give learners an overview of key 

skills required by mentors and a ‘feel’ for what these skills mean in practice. It is im-

portant that mentors and trainers develop the practical skills introduced in this module 

themselves, but these skills cannot be learnt in a day! In the time available on the course, 

these skills can only be introduced and partly experienced through practical exercises. 

They then need to be practised regularly in the mentoring activity. We hope that this 

course will inspire learners to hone these practical skills by re-visiting them in their own 

practice, perhaps embarking on further professional development opportunities, and 

introducing them to new and fellow mentors. The specific learning outcomes intended 

through this module are listed below.

Consider, experience and reflect on the following practical skills for mentoring:

3.1 Intended Learning Outcomes 

Preparing	an	organisation	for	mentoring	that	includes:

¢	 Pairing	mentors	and	mentees;

¢	 Preparing	mentors	and	mentees	for	potential	issues	and	opportunities	during	

the	mentoring	activity;

¢	 Building	rapport	and	establishing	a	mentoring	relationship;

¢	 Identifying	a	variety	of	mentoring	models	and	selecting	the	most	appropriate	

for	a	particular	situation;

¢	 Identifying	and	responding	to		training	needs	through	the	mentoring	activity;

¢	 Assessing	development	in	a	mentoring	relationship;	and

¢	 Evaluating	the	mentoring	process.

3.2 Preparing the Organisation for 
Mentoring

Effective mentoring is best approached with a well-developed plan, aligned to an or-

ganisationally framed purpose and intention for mentoring. This purpose and intention 

is sometimes explicit in an organisation through a mentoring policy or structured pro-

gramme. At other times it is more implicit in an established mentoring culture in the 

organisation. Whether explicit or implicit, one of the key success factors for mentoring 

is support at an organisational level, through which to mobilise and secure the necessary 

resources for and prepare the workplace adequately for the mentoring activity. Diagram 

3.1 (adapted from Meyer & Fourie, 2004) suggests some key steps in planning for, estab-

lishing and managing a formal mentoring programme. 
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3.2.1 Organisation Purpose and Intention for 
Mentoring

It is useful to frame your mentoring plan in terms of a broader organisational purpose 

and intention. In earlier modules we have demonstrated that:

¢ organisations may have different purposes and intentions with mentoring (see 

Section 1.4.2), such as talent management, succession planning, induction of new 

recruits, transformation, and human capital development for the broader sector, to 

name a few; and 

¢ mentoring managers can help to clarify these intentions, and develop an appropri-

ate and well-resourced mentoring plan, based on a situational analysis (for example, 

through an activity systems analysis, as in Module 1). 

Your organisation could be seeking to “bridge the gap between science, knowledge, 

policy and implementation”, for example, as in the case of SANBI’s Early Detection and 

Rapid Response Programme (see Case Example 3.2 below). The mentoring programme 

in this instance has a strong transformational intention to support diversity amongst 

professionals working in this area of conservation. CapeNature is mandated to “promote 

and ensure nature conservation” and a related mentoring programme could have as its 

purpose and intention to develop skills for promoting and ensuring nature conservation. 

Consider your organisational mandate when developing your mentoring programme and 

keep this focus in mind as you implement the mentoring process. 

Once the intended purposes of the mentoring plan are clear, the mentoring manager can 

start the process of designing an appropriate mentoring plan and prepare the organisa-

tion for its implementation. To retain the link between the organisational mandate and 

Establishing the purpose and intentions of mentoring in your organisation

Planning for mentoring

Identifying and preparing mentors and mentees

Establishing the mentoring relationship and processes

Monitoring and evaluating the mentoring activity

Diagram 3.1:	Preparing for and Implementing Mentoring in an Organisation (Adapted 

from Meyer and Fourie, 2004)



6 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

the mentoring plan, it is important to consider the individual needs of mentees and to 

reconcile these with the organisational needs for mentoring. A disjuncture between the 

organisation’s intention for mentoring and the individual mentee’s needs could mean 

limited mentoring opportunities for the mentee and/or the organisational intentions for 

mentoring may not be met. Case Example 3.1 shows what could happen when the thread 

from mandate to intention to implementation is lost.

Case Example 3.1

A	South	African-based	multinational	had	recently	required	its	operations	around	

the	country	to	set	up	mentoring	relationships	between	senior	biodiversity	

researchers	and	selected	graduate	female	technicians.	Participants	knew	that	

the	programme	was	somehow	related	to	the	organisation’s	employment	equity	

targets,	but	no-one	had	explained	how	mentoring	would	contribute	to	this	goal.	

Most	of	the	relationships	fizzled	away	within	the	first	few	months,	as	each	side	

waited	for	the	other	to	tell	them	what	they	should	do.

It is important for all involved in the mentoring activity (co-ordinators, mentors, men-

tees and line managers, amongst others) to understand the intentions of the mentoring 

activity in relation to the mandate of the organisation, and their respective roles, respon-

sibilities, and the support they can expect from the organisation. The most successful 

organisational mentoring programmes are supported by a clear understanding of the 

intentions of the mentoring activity and its links to the organisation’s mandate. 

Case Example 3.2 introduces the Early Detection and Rapid Response Programme (based 

in SANBI), which initiated a mentoring initiative in 2009. The National Coordinator out-

sourced the mentoring, but carefully orientated the contracted mentor as to the intended 

purpose of mentoring. A transformational model for mentoring was followed, which was 

suited to the context and the purpose of the programme, given the lack of racial diversity 

in the scientific and environmental sectors. Diagram 3.2 shows the connections between 

the organisational objectives and the role of mentoring in the programme.

Case Example 3.2: Mentoring in SANBI’s Early Detection and Rapid Response 

Programme (Geber et al., 2013)

In	2008	the	ED&RR	Programme	had	only	one	staff	member,	the	National	Co-

ordinator.	By	2009,	the	team	had	grown	to	11	staff	members	encompassing	a	

range	of	specialisations,	ethnic	groups	and	genders.	The	National	Co-ordinator	

implemented	a	mentoring	programme	in	order	to	develop	and	capacitate	staff	

members.
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The	mentoring	activity	was	out-sourced,	with	a	clear	brief	for	the	appointment	of	

these	mentors.		Mentors	needed	to	have:		

¢	 A	minimum	of	20	years’	experience	in	their	field	of	expertise,	biodiversity	

management	and	life	sciences	technical	skills;

¢	 An	understanding	of	how	to	build	a	professional	mentor	relationship;

¢	 An	understanding	of	fields	of	work	of	the	mentee;

¢	 Experience	in	managing	staff	and	capacity	development.

The	participants	in	the	mentoring	programme	were	required	to	attend	a	train-

ing	workshop	based	on	a	Transformational	Model	for	Mentoring	(Geber,	2006).	

Transformational	mentoring	establishes	learning	alliances	for	professional	

development	and	a	commitment	to	social	and	organisational	change	(Geber	and	

Nyanjom,	2009).	

The	success	of	the	ED&RR	programme	is	reflected	in	the	100%	retention	of	all	

mentees	for	more	than	two	years.	Mentees	were	capacitated	in	numerous	goals	

and	skills	in	a	short	space	of	time.	The	mentors,	too,	were	capacitated	through	

cross-cultural	experiences	in	mentoring.

The	authors	of	the	case	study	identified	mentor	and	mentee	training	and	ongoing	

support	as	key	to	the	success	of	the	programme.

Mentoring Programme
Early Detection and Rapid Response Programme

Build and strengthen 
capacity for biodiversity

Diversify staff capacity in 
the biodiversity sector

Organisational Objectives
"Bridge the gap between science, knowledge, policy and

implementation" (SANBI)

Diagram 3.2:	Mentoring Aligned with Organisational Objectives in SANBI’s Early Detection 

and Rapid Response Programme
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3.2.2 Selecting Appropriate Mentoring Models

As you design your mentoring plan, it is useful to be aware of the variety of mentoring 

options, as outlined in Table 3.1. The relationship between mentors and mentees is not 

necessarily always a one-on-one dyad. One mentee may have needs that can best be 

addressed by engaging with more than one mentor. Or one mentor might work with a 

group of several mentees at the same time. One individual can also move from being a 

mentor to a mentee, such as in reverse mentoring or peer mentoring, where we learn 

from each other. Almost all the options listed in Table 3.1 may be used simultaneously 

in the same organisation. The best option for your particular needs and circumstances 

needs to be selected. 

Where mentors are scarce, it makes sense to introduce group mentoring. For example, a 

sought-after supervisor in a department where she is the only postgraduate on the staff 

introduces ‘research weeks’ to guide groups of students who are at the same point in 

their research journey, when one-on-one research design meetings become too onerous 

on her schedule. This has the added benefit of creating an opportunity for students to 

learn from each other. Alternatives to the one-on-one dyad often have additional ben-

efits: one GreenMatter fellow reported that the peer networking group she participated 

in was a valuable learning opportunity because the young fellows were able to open up 

more to each other about their challenges. 

Table 3.1:	Mentoring Models (Adapted from Meyer & Fourie, 2004)

MEnTOrIng 
OPTIOnS/MODELS

WhEn ShOuLD yOu uSE ThIS?

Informal	Mentoring When	an	organisation	does	not	have	a	formal	or	structured	approach	

to	mentoring.

Formal	Mentoring When	a	third	party	manages	the	mentoring	start-up,	progress	and	

evaluation,	for	example,	a	Programme	Co-ordinator	or	HR.

Coaching When	you	want	to	help	an	individual	to	develop	skills	to	do	his/her	job	

better.

Reverse	Mentoring When	the	roles	of	mentor	and	mentee	are	reversed	for	a	particular	

intention.	Useful	in	cross-cultural	mentoring	relationships.	

Multiple	Mentoring When	a	mentee	has	more	than	one	mentor,	for	example,	to	fast-track	

development	which	cannot	be	achieved	solely	through	one	mentor’s	

skill	set.

Electronic-Supported	
Mentoring

When	a	mentor	and	mentee	are	not	able	to	meet	face	to	face,	

electronic	supported	mentoring	can	be	used.	Ideally	started	off,	and	

interspersed,	with	some	contact	time.

Peer	Mentoring When	a	group	of	students,	colleagues	or	others	with	a	shared	interest	

decide	to	come	together	from	time	to	time	and	support	each	other,	

learn	from	each	other’s	insights	and	experiences.
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Group	Mentoring One	mentor	working	with	a	group	of	mentees	simultaneously,	for	ex-

ample,	a	tutor	working	with	a	group	of	first	year	students	on	the	same	

course,	or	a	senior	expert	in	the	field	working	with	a	group	of	profes-

sionals	with	a	similar	mentoring	need	or	interest.

Secondments In	a	variation	of	group	mentoring,	an	expert	is	seconded	to	work	for	

a	short	period	of	time	in	an	organisation	with	a	group	of	practitioners	

in	that	organisation,	on	a	specific	task	for	which	they	don’t	yet	have	

the	expertise.	The	expert	mentors	them,	in	the	process	of	collectively	

completing	the	task.	Examples	of	such	tasks	could	be	drawing	up	a	

conservation	planning	map	or	designing	a	stewardship	programme.	

In	a	variation	of	this,	retired	specialists	are	contracted	by	their	former	

employer	(or	kept	on	reduced	employment),	with	the	explicit	brief	of	

sharing	their	experience	with	others	in	the	workplace.	

Rotation In	this	example,	the	mentees	move.	The	idea	is	that	young	profession-

als	or	interns	would	stay	in	one	organisation	or	department	only	as	

long	as	they	need	to	be	oriented	to	that	workplace	or	learn	a	particular	

set	of	skills,	after	which	they	would	then	move	on	to	another	organi-

sation	or	workplace.	In	this	way,	a	whole	suite	of	departments	or	or-

ganisations	serve	as	‘incubators’	for	skills	development,	and	individual	

mentors	are	not	overburdened	or	expected	to	mentor	outside	their	

own	areas	of	expertise.

Activity 3.1

Share your own examples of mentoring models that do not consist of one-on-one 

mentor-mentee dyads. Discuss their pros and cons and how you could use them optimally 

to overcome constraints and/or optimise opportunities in a particular context.
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3.2.3 Preparing Mentors 

In addition to orientating mentors (whether in-house or contracted) as to the intended 

organisational purpose of the mentoring programme, there may also be a need for pro-

fessional development, training or up-skilling of the identified mentors (for example, 

through an adaption of this course). This is a further part of preparing the organisation 

and resourcing the mentoring process. 

How does one decide what training or professional development might be needed? There 

are a number of self-reflective tools that could be applied, to help prospective mentors 

identify which of their mentoring skills they would like to strengthen. The GreenMatter 

Fellowship Learning Portfolio includes several examples (see, for example, Activity 3.1) 

Case Example 3.3

Thembinkosi	has	completed	his	B.Sc.	in	Botany	at	the	University	of	Johannes-

burg	(UJ).	He	has	been	an	intern	at	UJ	for	over	a	year,	when	his	dream	vacancy	

appeared	at	SANBI	through	the	Millennium	Seed	Bank	Partnership	and	the	

Custodians	of	Rare	and	Endangered	Wildflowers	(CREW).	CREW	were	synony-

mous	with	the	superheroes	of	the	South	Africa’s	threatened	plant	world	in	

Thembinkosi’s	mind.	To	his	delight,	he	was	shortlisted	and	then	appointed	for	

the	KwaZulu-Natal	region,	stationed	near	the	Umgano	Biodiversity	Stewardship	

site.	Thembinkosi’s	mentor,	Brian,	was	stationed	with	him,	but	soon	Thembinkosi	

found	himself	travelling	extensively	through	the	grasslands	of	KZN,	with	no	time	

to	meet	with	Brian.

Activity 3.2

You are Brian. How would you schedule your mentoring with Thembinkosi, to fit both 

your schedules? Which mentoring option(s) would you choose? Why?
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and is also available online. When asking mentors to work with such a tool, we should 

bear in mind that it is sometimes not until we have undergone some initial training or 

professional development, or at least had some exposure to mentoring, that we are re-

ally clear about all the skills that we might need to improve.

Activity 3.3

This is a self-reflection activity for a potential mentor to complete before starting a men-

toring relationship. The purpose is not only to assist mentors with identifying what skills 

they need to strengthen, but also to help them reflect on all the skills and experience 

that they are able to bring to the mentoring relationship, thus boosting their confidence. 

As such any mentor could do it from time to time. You may choose to complete this your-

self: What can you offer as mentor?

I am knowledgeable 

about:

My skills include:

I would describe myself 

(my attributes) as:

My previous professional 

experience includes:

My current professional 

responsibilities are:

The ways in which I’d like 

to help and think I could 

assist another profes-

sional are:

I am not really interested 

in or don’t think I would 

be good at doing the fol-

lowing as a mentor:

On a personal level, my 

interests and passions 

include (things I enjoy do-

ing outside of work):

Based on this quick assessment, two things I could help another professional achieve 

are:

Source: askearn.org
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As much as we might think that some people are by nature great mentors and others are 

not, the reality is that we often do not have a choice when we have to allocate mentors in 

under-staffed and under-resourced organisations. If you are fortunate enough to have a 

choice in selecting mentors that can meet the mentoring need and do it with some skill, 

this section will give you ideas on what to look 

for as you select and perhaps further develop 

those gifted mentors. In other instances, your 

mentors may have a range of developmental 

needs to help them become adequate, good or 

great mentors. We believe that all professionals 

can improve their mentoring skills. 

To guide the process of selection and/or customised mentor development, it can be use-

ful to look at what mentoring experts have identified as the fundamental skills that make 

us effective at mentoring. Meyer and Fourie (2004) have condensed their research from 

international companies and South African organisations into a competency profile for 

mentors and coaches, which has been adapted for this publication (see Table 3.2).

People	enjoy	learning	from	

mentors	who	are	sincere,	

approachable	and	non-judge-

mental.

Table 3.2:	Competency Profile of a Mentor 

KnOWLEDgE PrACTICAL SKILLS VALuES

Leadership Relationship	Management

Build	sound	relationships

Recognise	and	appreciate	individual	differ-
ences

Identify	and	address	diversity	issues

Confidentiality

Fairness

Openness

Inclusiveness

Objectivity

Sensitivity

Humility

Respect

Empathy

Empowerment

Learning

Honesty	and	
integrity

Representative-
ness

Multiculturalism

Anti-discrimina-
tion

Self-awareness

Awareness	of	
others

Equality

Co-operation

Flexibility

Critical	thinking

Organisational	Policy

Human	Resource	Manage-
ment	policy

Training	and	development

Employment	equity	
strateg	y,	policies	and	pro-
cedures

Diversity	management

Sexual	harassment	policy

Communication	Skills

Communicate	effectively

Actively	listen

Resolve	conflict

Facilitate	teamwork

Manage	and	adapt	to	change

Mentoring	roles	and	pro-
cesses

Options	for	mentoring	or	
coaching

Individual	and	group	
behaviou	r

Career	management

Core	Mentoring	Skills

Interview	mentees

Evaluate	mentees

Analyse	mentoring	needs

Compile	mentoring	action	plans

Counsel	mentees

Contribute	to	employment	equity	plans

Give	feedback

Confront	mentees	(if	needed)

Facilitate	improvement

Evaluate	the	mentoring	relationship
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Table 3.2 suggests that mentoring includes not only particular personal attributes or 

characteristics, but also a broad knowledge base which exists as a layer complementing 

the mentor’s main career path. Mentor training or professional development opportuni-

ties (such as this course) can therefore play a role in helping mentors feel more confident 

and mentor more effectively.

Activity 3.4

Do any modules in this course address these competences?

Where else could mentors look for support?

Who has or can have the role of providing mentor training in your work context?

3.3 Starting the Mentoring relationship 

Having decided on your preferred mentoring model to achieve the objectives of your 

mentoring activity and those of your organisation, the mentoring relationships could be 

established.

3.3.1 Identifying and Pairing Mentees and Mentors

Many believe that successfully matching and pairing mentors and mentees is a critical 

step to ensure that the relationships that form are not only beneficial to the pairs, but 

assist the organisation as a whole, and in turn the sector at large, to achieve the intended 

goals.

In Oprah Winfrey’s account of her successful mentoring relationship (see 1.2 in Module 

1), we see the value of a mentee strongly identifying with a mentor, and how this iden-

tification can be based on a shared background 

and similar experiences.

However, in contemporary approaches to men-

toring, there has been less emphasis on matching 

mentors and mentees for compatible gender 

and race profiles, personal and professional 

Difference	provides	the	

poten	tial	for	greater	discov-

ery,	challenge	and	growth.”	

(PureCoach,	2012/2013)
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backgrounds, and so on. There is, in fact, a view that difference can be valuable. For ex-

ample, looking at a situation from another’s very different perspective can be useful.

Activity 3.5

Do you have an example of a mentor and mentee who did not have the same characteris-

tics or background, but had a successful mentoring relationship nonetheless?  

In your view, what made it work?

Do you have an example of a mentor and mentee who did not have the same characteris-

tics or background, and the relationship did not work? 

In your view, why did it not work?

Sometimes, however, mentors and mentees ap-

proach the mentoring relationship with clashing 

expectations of what the process should involve 

and achieve. If they are unable to reconcile these 

expectations, the process will not be success-

ful. The third party mentoring manager can play 

a useful role in helping to match mentors and 

mentees in terms of organisational and devel-

opmental needs, and should inform both parties 

accordingly. 

a) Matching Organisational needs

Consider again your organisational objectives (see 1.4.2 in Module 1 and 3.2.1 above). In 

many instances, the organisational objectives will determine the corresponding criteria 

that guide the selection of mentees and mentors in your mentoring programme.

To	make	the	most	of	differ-

ences	between	mentors	and	

mentees,	they	have	to	be	

prepared	to	find	enough	com-

mon	ground,	and	to	celebrate	

and	optimise	diversity.	These	

are	key	processes	of	dealing	

with	diversity	in	a	positive	

manner.
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b) Matching for Developmental needs

Many mentees know what they are looking for in a mentor, especially when it comes to 

making sure that their ‘developmental needs’ are addressed, in which case they often 

look for subject matter experts in their chosen field. They may know they have a broader 

developmental goal, such as building confidence, extending their professional networks, 

or finding greater work-life balance. In other cases mentees might not have a clear idea 

as to what they require in a mentor. As our examples show, subject matter expertise may 

not always be the guiding principle for developmental needs.

 

If the opportunity allows, match for required competencies, compatible personality 

traits and similarities to help the pair build rapport – rather than for one specific need.

How do we identify the mentees’ needs? This can be done by questionnaire (useful if 

there are many mentees in the organisation), interview, or a review of applications. 

WWF-SA uses a combination of these to identify new interns’ developmental needs. Our 

toolbox includes the NICE framework as one example of a needs assessment tool that 

can be used, either before mentees have been 

matched up with a mentor or within the mentor-

ing relationship itself. 

If you prefer to customise your own question-

naire, create a form that includes the pertinent 

information necessary to make an informed 

decision. Warning: be careful not to overload the questionnaire. You are aiming for the 

‘best possible match’ and not the ‘perfect match’.

 

It is worth reiterating that the above refers to a formal mentoring plan in an organisa-

tion. Outside such formal contexts, mentoring might unfold quite differently, often more 

spontaneously and in a far more ad hoc fashion. Also, while the classic process involves a 

mentee being paired up with a mentor (without necessarily having much say in the situa-

tion), the contemporary approach involves mentees actively looking for a mentor based 

on their understanding of their own developmental needs. Sometimes a mentor’s role 

can be to help a mentee find (an)other mentor or mentors!

3.3.2 Establishing a relationship

In Westernised work contexts, we tend to approach situations in which we want to in-

fluence an outcome by spending the smallest percentage of time on establishing the 

relationship. We tend to move swiftly on from the initial contact and greeting, to the 

‘business of the day’, with a view to conclude with some proposed actions as quickly as 

possible.

The approach, favoured in many other societies, of spending much more time on establish-

ing the relationship, is in fact more effective in eventually achieving the intended action 

or influence. Thus PureCoach uses the following model (adapted from the Graduate 

School of Business, University of Cape Town) for ‘powerful conversations’:

For	more	on	identifying	the	

mentee’s	needs,	see	Section	

3.4.1	(a)	below.
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We recommend this approach to the mentoring activity as well, where ample time should 

be given to ‘conversation for connecting’: establishing the relationship, getting to know 

each other and building rapport (50–60% of time in initial meeting).

50 – 60%

20 – 30%

10%

Conversation
for

Action

Conversation for
Innovation

Conversation for
Connecting

Diagram 3.3:	Powerful Conversations Start with 

Relationships

Rapport may be easier among people with a similar background, and some people may 

immediately ‘click’ or ‘hit it off’, but a connection can also be made between people with 

very different backgrounds and characteristics. Some basic but not necessarily common 

skills can be used to build rapport. They include active listening and reflective listen-

ing. These skills are core and vital to any mentoring process. Consider this advice from 

PureCoach (2013):

	 Building rapport

A	sign	that	you	are	on	the	right	track,	and	that	a	certain	level	of	comfort	is	

beginning	to	set	in	between	mentor	and	mentee,	is	that	there	are	similarities	or	

‘synchronicity’	between	them:

¢	 They	have	a	similar	body	posture;

¢	 They	use	similar	hand	movements;

¢	 Their	tones	of	voices	are	on	par	and	similar;

¢	 Their	facial	expressions	are	similar;

¢	 Eye	contact	during	a	conversation	(depending	on	culture).

Remember	that	cultural	conventions	may	influence	aspects	of	rapport,	e.g.	eye	

contact	may	be	a	sign	of	disrespect	in	some	cultures,	where	in	other	cultures	it	

may	be	a	sign	of	rapport.	
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3.3.3 Dealing with Difference

In Module 1 (see Section 1.2), we observed the mentoring relationship that developed be-

tween TV network owner and actress Oprah Winfrey and author and poet Maya Angelou. 

Ms Winfrey grew up reading the books of Maya Angelou, and found in them not only 

inspiration but a wealth of shared experiences. The books helped her through a difficult 

childhood, and as she read them over and over again, she never imagined that she would 

one day meet the author. This mentoring story ends with the two women meeting and 

forming an immediate bond based on a shared love of poetry and similar backgrounds.

Not everyone will have so much in common with a mentor or mentee. In South Africa’s 

multicultural and deeply unequal society, with a legacy of under-development of sci-

entists from communities marginalised under an Apartheid regime, many mentors and 

mentees may have very little in common, at least on the surface.

However, in the field of diversity management (or culture management), one of the 

most important steps for diverse people to work together happily and productively is 

for them to find the common ground between them: our shared basic human values that 

can connect us despite our differences, if we take the time to discover and acknowledge 

them. Once we have found and acknowledged our common humanity, we can move on 

to also surface our differences, acknowledge these, explore them and, where appropri-

ate, celebrate them and use them to the advantage of our mutual growth, learning and 

development.

	 What We need to understand about People:

¢	 Everybody	wants	to	be	somebody

¢	 Nobody	cares	how	much	you	know	until	they	know	how	much	you	care

¢	 Everybody	needs	somebody

¢	 Everybody	can	be	somebody	when	someone	understands	and	believes	in	them

¢	 Anybody	who	helps	somebody	influences	a	lot	of	bodies.

Activity 3.6

a) Fill out this personalised information sheet.  Don’t overthink your responses; respond 

spontaneously.

Name

Designation

Age
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Education

First language

Gender

Religion

Race

Sexual orientation

Nationality

Social class

Physical health

Mental status

Marital status

No. of children

Residential area

b) Highlight in your responses, in different colours … 

¢ The one aspect you feel most proud of.
¢ The one aspect you feel most uncomfortable about.
¢ The one thing you feel to be most interesting about yourself.

c) Share your reflections in part (b) with the rest of the group.

What do you notice about what the group shares?

Comment on any similarities and differences.

ground rules for sharing

¢ Listen while others share without comment;
¢ Use ‘I’ statements to reflect the personal nature of what you are sharing;
¢ Maintain confidentiality in the group;
¢ Avoid reassuring others;
¢ Take responsibility for how you are feeling;
¢ Recognise and use the safety of the space provided;
¢ Reflect on insights and learning for all.
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While mentors and managers should be aware of potential sensitivities to cross-gender 

and cross-racial relationships, in a paper on cross-cultural mentoring, Pinho et al. (2005) 

noted that the characteristics and the actions of the mentors carry more weight in the 

relationship than do issues related to race and gender. How does your experience of 

Activity 3.5 relate to this statement?

As a mentor you need to:

¢ Encourage your mentees to feel secure within their cultural identity whilst engag-

ing with others from a range of backgrounds, to enhance both their cultural insights 

and their professional knowledge. After all, it is unlikely that an environmental pro-

fessional will be successful in their job if they are only comfortable in working with 

people of a shared background.

¢ Be aware that you and your mentee may be coming into this relationship with cul-

tural and other baggage or preconceived ideas. One of the methods for dealing with 

cultural barriers to mentoring is to practise 

‘active listening’ (see above). The technique 

of active listening means that, as a mentor, 

you remain neutral and non-judgemental; 

this means trying not to jump to unfounded 

conclusions about the other person. Allow 

yourself to listen and affirm the mentee ver-

bally and non-verbally. Similarly, mentors may 

assist mentees to learn and practise active 

listening by setting aside their own assump-

tions and placing themselves in the shoes of 

the other party.

¢ Realise when external help is needed. When 

there is a persistent or serious breakdown 

in communication or lack of understanding 

among pairs or groups in the organisation, an appropriately skilled external facilita-

tor can be approached. A facilitator can support members to surface and explore their 

differences, but also their similarities, as the basis for common ground on which to 

build relationships where they can eventually identify with each other as members of 

the same organisation or sector. 

3.3.4 The Mentoring Agreement
 

The initial meeting between a mentor and a mentee should result in a mentoring agree-

ment; both parties need to have input and feel they can adhere to this agreement. The 

example in Figure 3.1 below serves as a guideline for what needs to be included.

Note	that	differences	could	

relate	to	race	and	gender,	

but	also	to	religious	beliefs,	

cultural	practices,	educa-

tion	levels	and	economic	

class	(e.g.	labourers	versus	

management),	or	disciplinary	

backgrounds	(natural	scien-

tists	versus	social	scientists;	

or	scientists	versus	reserve	

managers;	or	HR	versus	man-

agement),	to	name	a	few.
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Mentor	Name: ID No:

Position: Department:

Mentee	Name: ID No:

Position: Department:

Our goals for this mentoring relationship are:

Our expectations of how we will achieve these goals are:

Meeting times (frequency and duration) and other methods of communication:

How we will record and monitor our progress:

Confidentiality    

We agree to keep everything that is said within the mentoring relationship confidential.

Mentee Signature  Mentor Signature

Date: Date:

Figure 3.1:	Template for a Mentoring Agreement 
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3.4 Managing the Mentoring Process

In a formal mentoring setting, mentor and mentee pairs sign a mentoring agreement to 

ensure that their respective roles and expectations are clarified. This agreement may be 

used in an informal setting as well. While the agreement is not binding in any legal sense, it 

affirms commitment between mentor and mentee. A mentoring plan with clear goals and 

objectives assists the mentor and mentee in moving this commitment forward through 

the mentoring process. Critical success factors in achieving the goals defined in the men-

toring plan and managing the relationship and process include asking powerful questions, 

active and reflective listening, and providing positive and constructive feedback.

3.4.1 The Mentoring Plan

In both informal and formal mentoring relationships, a well-defined mentoring plan is 

useful to guide the development of the mentee as well as to determine the guidance and 

support required from the mentor. The mentoring plan includes the mentoring agree-

ment and the mentee developmental plan, which will be based on the mentoring needs 

of the mentee and the broader organisational purpose (if any) of the mentoring process. 

Examples of a Mentee Development Plan are attached to this Module as Appendix 3.1: 

Mentoring Development and Action Plan (adapted from PureCoach, 2013) and Appendix 

3.2: Quarterly Development and Assessment Plan (WWF-SA, 2013). 

a) Assessing Mentoring needs

Planning the mentoring activity starts with identifying the development needs of the 
mentee. These needs can be identified by considering the competences required at the 
conclusion of the formal mentoring activity. For example: What does the student intern 
need to be able to do by the end of his/her work placement? What is the desirable level 
of competence for graduate interns when they enter the job market after their intern-
ship? What competences are needed by the junior professional, to move into a new job 
as part of a succession plan? What does a CEO require to lead an organisation through a 
change process?

Skills needs would be the difference between where the mentees need to be and where 
they are at present. They reflect the gap between now and the future. Skills audits are a 
typical organisational process through which skills needs or gaps are identified. They are 
done using performance management systems and the same principles apply in identify-
ing the needs of a mentee. 
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Skills Audit

Diagram 3.4:	Steps for Assessing Mentoring Needs 

Other useful tools to assist planning the mentoring activity and identifying the devel-

opment needs of the mentee include the NICE Analysis used in the WWF-SA Internship 

Programme (2013) and an adapted extract from the PureCoach Mentoring and 

Development Plan (2013). 

Current level 
of performance

Expected level 
of performance

What are the object and outcomes for your organisation 
with the mentoring activity? 

See 1.4.2 in Module 1 and 3.2.1 above.

What does this mean for the object and outcomes of the 
mentoring activity? 

See Section 1.4.2 in Module 1.

What is the expected level of performance for which the 
mentee(s) are being prepared? Job descriptions are useful 
to establish benchmarks for expected levels of performance 
– including knowledge, skills, values, attitudes.

What are the mentees' current levels of performance?

What is the difference between the expected level of 
performance and the current level of performance? 

This identifies the skills gap.

Mentoring
needs
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Diagram 3.5:	NICE Analysis (WWF-SA, 2013) 

NICE Analysis 

Another Skills Audit 

Based on the assessment of the mentee’s mentoring needs, a good mentoring plan is 

populated with appropriate goals to address these needs. 

b) goal Setting

Mentoring is an investment that should be expected to produce a return for all involved. 

Defining and setting goals is a powerful technique for helping a mentee develop a solid 

basis for future planning and organisation. This will also inform the mentoring agree-

ment and development plan. 

My development
needsN
My career
interestI
My strengths and
competencesC
My expectationsE

SKILLS / COMPETEnCE

rATE yOur SKILLS AnD COMPETEnCES (refer to your SWOT)

End of

now
1st 

Quarter
2nd 

Quarter
3rd 

Quarter
4th 

Quarter

Rating	Scale:
a	 I	have	accomplished	this	skill	/	I	demonstrate	high	competence
b	 I	have	this	skill/competency	but	some	improvements	could	be	made
c		 I	need	to	improve	this	skill/competency
d		 I	need	to	put	in	considerable	work	to	develop	this	skill/competency
e		 I	need	to	acquire	this	skill	/	develop	this	competency

Diagram 3.6:	Extract from PureCoach Mentoring and Development Plan (2013)
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Begin with the end in mind

One of the most important tasks of the mentor is to assist the mentee in setting short-

term goals (less than a year) and long-term goals (more than five years). Aspiring to 

achieve long-term goals gives the mentee short-term motivation. For example, a long-

term goal might be to obtain a PhD in molecular biology. To achieve this aspirational 

long-term goal, a mentee would need to do well on a number of short-term goals, such as 

passing an entrance exam, or writing a research proposal, or finding funding. NB: Long-

term goals are different from SMART goals. Long-term goals describe future aspirations, 

for example, a PhD in molecular biology. Without short-term goals defining the steps to 

large scale achievements, long-term goals can be easily dropped, or never achieved.

Setting SMART goals

Both mentor and mentee play active roles in the 

goal-setting process. The mentor’s responsibility 

lies in facilitating the setting of the goals and en-

suring they fit within the workplace reality, and 

the mentee’s capabilities and work-home-life 

context. 

SMART guidelines may assist mentors and mentees to set effective shorter term goals:

Diagram 3.7:	SMART Goals and what they mean

Goal	setting	should	however	

be	driven	by	the	mentee	to	

ensure	that	he/she	owns	the	

goals.

MEASURABLE
Know if the goal is attainable and how far away from completion it is
 Know when it has been achieved
 Identify the measurement instrument to be used

M

SPECIFIC
Well-defined, the outcome is clear
 Clear to anyone who has a basic knowledge of the project
 Provides enough detail so there is no indecision as to what needs to be achieved

S

ACHIEVABLE
The goals of the programme must be realistic and achievable
 Clearly defined steps
 Work to develop attitudes, abilities, skills and capacity to reach the goals

A
RESULTS-ORIENTATED AND RELEVANT
The task or activity needs to be relevant to the mentee
 Identify the support people
 Check for goal alignment

R
TIME-BOUND
A specific, realistic date has been set for achieving the goalT
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c) Personal reflections through a SWOT Analysis

In strategic planning, a SWOT analysis uncovers the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities 

and Threats facing a business or organisation. This tool can also be powerful when applied 

in a personal context for reflection purposes in a mentee development plan. As a men-

tor you will be able to teach mentees new skills through SWOT analyses and personal 

reflection.

Personal
SWOT

STRENGTHS
 What are you really good at? 
 What skills do other people recognise in 

you? 
 What do you do better than most people 

you work with? 
 What do you get recognised or rewarded 

for? 
 What, about yourself, are you most 

proud of or satisfied with? 
 What experiences, resources or 

connections do you have access to 
 that others do not? Do not play 
 down your strengths.

WEAKNESSES
 What do you try to do that you just 

cannot seem to master? 
 What do you do only because you have to 

in order to satisfy job requirements? 
 Are there one or two aspects of your 

personality that hold you back? 
 What do other people often identify as a 

weakness for you? 
 Where do you lack experience, resources
         or connections, where others
               seem to have them?

OPPORTUNITIES
 In what ways can you maximise 
 your strengths? 
 What opportunities are open to those 

who do these things well? 
 What would you love to do that you're 

good at? 
 How can you minimise your weaknesses? 
 If your weaknesses no longer held you 

back, what could you do? 
 Where do you see the most potential 

growth for yourself? 
 What trends are having an impact on 

your career or the one you are thinking 
of pursuing?

THREATS
 Do you have weaknesses that need to be 

addressed before you can move 
forward? 

 What problems could your weaknesses 
cause if left unchecked? 

 What setbacks might you face? 
 What obstacles have other people 

overcome when they're trying to get to 
where you want to go?

Diagram 3.8:	SWOT Mentee Self-assessment

d) Compiling the Mentoring Development Plan

A development plan documents the devel-

opment required as well as the feedback 

and progress made with a mentee. Writing a 

Development Plan for a mentee can be ap-

proached through a four-step process:

Appendices	3.1	and	3.2	have	

some	examples	of	Mentoring	

Development	Plans	that	could	

be	useful.
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Implementing the mentoring plan, to support the development of the mentee will 

require regular mentoring conversations between the mentor and the mentee. These 

mentoring conversations provide opportunities for mentees to:

¢ Reflect on their own experience with a situation, issue, problem or opportunity;

¢ Gather information from a variety of sources (including the mentor) to generate 

options/alternatives;

¢ Sort through the options and decide on a course of action;

¢ Plan and implement the chosen action, and

¢ Review the results, thereby continuing the learning cycle.

e) The grOW Model

The GROW model (PureCoach, 2013) provides a simple four-step guide to the mentoring 

conversation and is a popular model used in mentoring and coaching. It helps to opti-

mise the value of the conversation time. This model can be considered in relation to the 

broader mentoring and development plan.

Implement the plan and revise as needed 
 Use the plan to delineate roles and responsibilities

 Break larger goals into smaller plans with more detailed steps and timelines

 Revise and modify the plan as necessary, reviewing the plan regularly

Mentee writes Development Plan and revises it with 
mentor input 
 Identify specific skills and strengths that the mentee needs to develop

 Define the approaches and the time frame for the mentee to obtain the specific 
skills and strengths

 Identify a research project/area of excellence to match abilities and career goals

Mentor and mentee survey opportunities together 
 Identify opportunities (for example, career opportunities)

 Identify developmental needs

 Prioritise developmental areas

Mentee conducts a self-assessment 
 Assesses skills, strengths and areas in need of development

 Takes a realistic look at current abilities

 Outlines long-term career objectives

Diagram 3.9:	Steps to Compiling a Mentoring Development Plan
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Diagram 3.10:	The GROW Model

Ideally, both the mentor and mentee will bring 
to the mentoring session an agenda of issues 
or items they wish to work with. The mentor 
then facilitates a discussion to sift through and 
prioritise these issues, after which they agree 
on one or two specific goals for the session. 
This will help establish a clear focus and 
purpose for the session. Use questions like: 

 What do you want to achieve from this 
mentoring session? 

G
 What do you hope to achieve through this 

goal? 

 What would make this goal even more 
meaningful for you? 

 On a scale from 1 to 10, how committed are 
you to achieving this goal? 

 Who else needs to know about your goal? 
How will you inform them?

GOALS

R
Once the topics are agreed, it would be useful 
to do a proper assessment of the current 
situation, by gathering and clarifying 
information to define and describe the 
situation. Use your enquiry skills to get 
information, and offer your own ideas. Let the 
mentee tell his/her story. Invite self-insight and 
self-assessment. During this phase, review and 
discuss the mentee's behavioural style and 
examine its impact on how the mentee 
approaches people and tasks. Ask questions 
like: 

 What is the context of the current situation? 
Tell me what is happening with regard to this 
goal at the moment. When does this happen? 
What effect does it have? 

 What has stopped you from reaching this 
goal in the past? 

 Do you know anyone who has achieved this 
goal? What can you learn from them? 

 On a scale from 1 to 10, how severe / serious 
/ urgent … (etc.) is the situation? (You decide 
whether 1 or 10 is most severe.)

REALITY

O
At this stage of the session you can brainstorm 
and start listing and discussing options and 
choices to address the challenge, issue or 
opportunity at hand. The mentor’s role now is 
to challenge thinking and perspectives to 
develop the options and ideas, inspire 
innovative solutions, offer alternatives and 
provide support. Brainstorm options, and ask, 
don’t tell – empower and create choice. Use 
questions like: 

 How can you move toward the goal? 

 What could you do as a first step? What else 
could you do? 

 What has worked for you in the past?

 How could you do more of what works for 
you? 

 Who can support you in making this change? 

 How could you re-design your work 
environment to support you in implementing 
this goal? What could you change or 
eliminate in your environment that is holding 
you back? 

 What are the costs and benefits of reaching 
this goal?

OPTIONS

W
Finally, once solutions have been developed, it 
is time to establish priorities and choose the 
best solution/s to resolve the problem, or seize 
the opportunity, make the decisions required 
and make the most of the opportunities. Agree 
on next steps and make sure they are clear, 
achievable, and have target dates. The mentor 
helps the mentees take steps towards 
achieving their goals by helping them develop 
an action plan. Discuss action steps and when 
and how to monitor progress against this plan. 

At this stage the mentor’s role is to offer 
encouragement and support. Encouragement 
is the most effective way to improve 
performance. Mentees with high morale – with 
others believing in them and supporting them 

– are more likely to find their own way and 
succeed than mentees who are clear about the 
end result but doubt their ability to achieve it. 

End the conversation by confirming details of 
the next mentoring session and wrap up with 
words of encouragement. Some helpful 
questions would be: 

 Where does the achievement of this goal fit 
in with your priorities at the moment? 

 What obstacles do you expect to meet? How 
will you overcome them? 

 What steps do you need to take to achieve 
this? 

 How can I help you in moving forward?

WRAP-UP 
AND 

ACTION
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3.4.2 A Mentor’s Power Tools 

The foundation of mentoring is the quality of engagement between the mentor and 

mentee. Some power tools to keep under your belt during a relationship with your 

mentee and as you plan and implement a development plan together include: powerful 

questions, active listening and reflective listening.

a) Powerful Questions 

Asking appropriate questions, and using ques-

tions appropriately, is a core skill in mentoring. 

We ask questions to understand the other per-

son and clarify that we have understood – this 

demonstrates that we are really hearing. We 

can also use questions to guide, convince or per-

suade the other person. 

Practise	using	questions	for	

different	purposes	in	a	men-

toring	conversation	using	the	

GROW	structure.

Activity 3.7

Pair up to form a mentor and mentee dyad.  The mentee should aim to isolate an issue, 

incident, goal or opportunity in his or her career to discuss with the mentor. Introduce 

this to the mentor.

The mentor then has a 25-minute mentoring conversation with the mentee (broadly fol-

lowing the GROW model).

Then both the mentor and mentee take a minute to make feedback notes, and follow this 

by giving each other feedback on skills and use of the structure and questions.

Swap roles, so that the mentor now becomes the mentee, introducing their own issue, 

etc.

b) Active Listening

Effective communication is more than simply providing information or giving advice. It 

involves listening carefully, trying to understand a mentee’s concerns or needs, demon-

strating a caring attitude and gaining enough insight into the mentee’s needs to help 

solve problems.

Active listening is an essential component of effective communication and of building 

relationships. It requires the mentor to be fully attentive whilst the mentee is speaking. 

Often, instead of truly listening to what the other person is saying, we find ourselves 

thinking about what our response will be to what they are saying, or what we want to say 

next, or something else entirely. 

Listening is an active process. Listen to your own internal conversations, while you are 

listening to what the other person is saying, or not saying!
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When listening, some important background questions to ask yourself are:

¢ What’s going on with me?

¢ How am I listening right now?

¢ What am I listening to?

¢ How might my prejudices, judgements and assumptions be interfering with my listen-

ing now?

Now let’s practise …

Activity 3.8

Work in pairs. Each pair should choose a Listener and a Speaker.

Each person talks for two minutes about ‘who they are’. The facilitator will be the time-

keeper. The ‘Listener’ cannot say anything, but must convey active listening using non-

verbal skills. After two minutes, the pairs switch roles, and repeat the exercise. 

After the exercise reflect on:

¢  As ‘speaker’, how did it feel to talk for that long without being interrupted?

¢ When you were the listener, how did it feel to listen? Why?

¢ How do you think this exercise might apply to mentoring?

c) reflective Listening

Reflective listening is about verbally ‘reflecting’ back what someone has said. It can be 

extended to summarising, the process of synthesising and stating what a mentee has 

said in order to capture key points, concerns or insights. It starts with active listening 

and giving the mentee an opportunity to speak without being interrupted. The mentor 

should then be able to summarise what the mentee has said, succinctly, using reflective 

listening.
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Reflective listening helps a mentee to feel understood and respected, helps to correct 

misunderstandings (if the mentor did not hear or understand the mentee correctly, or 

if the mentee contradicted or confused herself); thus it helps to deepen understanding 

for both parties. It further encourages the mentee to clarify and/or expand. Reflective 

listening uses paraphrasing and often refers to ‘you’. 

Case Example 3.4

“So	you	feel	that	your	current	work	duties	won’t	allow	you	to	take	on	Ncumisa’s	

extra	work?”

“It	sounds	like	you’re	concerned	that	you	might	have	to	change	the	focus	of	your	

research	on	Protea	scolymocephala?”

“You’re	unsure	whether	this	monitoring	programme	is	losing	momentum	due	to	

lack	of	participation	or	due	to	inadequate	funding?”

Activity 3.9

Divide into pairs, preferably the same as Activity 3.8. Each pair should choose a Speaker 

and a Listener.

Although we would normally mix reflective listening and other skills, in this exercise you 

will be practising reflective listening only. The speaker will talk about a topic for two min-

utes, while the listener should respond only with reflective listening statements. Each 

person should practise speaking, listening and observing.

Pick one topic per person:

¢ Describe what makes a good friend
¢ Describe an accomplishment of which you are proud 
¢ Talk about your earliest memory
¢ Talk about a scary experience you have had that turned out well
¢ If you have a day to do anything you wanted, describe what you would do

After the exercise, reflect on …

How did it feel to be a speaker with a reflective listener? What was it like to be a reflec-

tive listener? What works well in reflective listening?
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3.4.3  Positive and Constructive Feedback

Feedback is a vital aspect of the mentoring relationship. If the mentor is unable to give 

feedback effectively, and/or the mentee is unable to receive and use feedback, not very 

much will be accomplished. The purpose of feedback is developmental; it is not to punish 

poor performance.

Why do we give feedback?

¢ To affirm and praise the receiver;

¢ To evaluate or modify a process;

¢ To enable the receiver to make improvements;

¢ To provide useful information for future decisions and developments.

Activity 3.10

In a number of activities in this course you will be asked to give feedback (e.g. in the 

mentoring practice). You will also be asked to give feedback to the course convenors and 

facilitators at the end of the course. Use any of these activities to practise your skills in 

giving great feedback, using the guidelines and template provided below.

a) The Sandwich Approach 

One approach is to layer constructive feedback (suggesting areas for improvement, 

which may be perceived as negative) sandwiched between two instances of affirming 

feedback.
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b) More Feedback Principles:

¢ Use the first	person (not YOU), for example “I	noticed	that”.

¢ Describe what you have observed and state facts, not opinions, interpretations or 

judgements.

¢ Focus on behaviour rather than personal characteristics.

¢ Do not exaggerate or generalise. Do not use terms such as, “You never...” or “You 

always...”

¢ When making suggestions for improvement, use statements such as, “You may want 

to consider…” or “Another option is to…”

¢ Consider: Is this comment necessary? Is it true? Is it inspiring? If it is none of the above, 

then don’t say it! If it is necessary and true, try to also make it inspiring!

c) Feedback vs Criticism

 is descriptive 

 is value neutral 

 has no agenda

 provides multiple 
options 

 is growth-affirming

F
E
E
D
B
A
C
K  is interpretive 

 is judgemental 

 has an agenda

 reduces options 

 affirms control

C
R
IT
IC

IS
M

Diagram 3.12:	Comparing Feedback to Criticism (PureCoach, 2013)

Constructive

Positive

Positive

THE SANDWICH APPROACH

Diagram 3.11:	The Sandwich Approach to Giving Feedback
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d) Feedback Templates

Below are two templates, one for giving feedback and the other for receiving feed-

back and reflecting on how you could use it. Both templates are from the GreenMatter 

Fellowship Learning Portfolio (PureCoach, 2013). 

Feedback provided for

I was inspired by...

My recommendation for improvement...

Feedback received from

Notes

What have you learnt from this feedback?

What will you do differently next time?

Figure 3.2:	Template for Providing Feedback 

Figure 3.3:	Template for Reflecting on Feedback Received  



34 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

3.5 Managing Difficulties in Mentoring

In some instances, a mentoring relationship may not work, due to one of several possible 

reasons. Clutterbuck (2011) categorised these reasons as:

¢ Contextual – specifically, a lack of organisational support;

¢ Interpersonal – reactions to the relationship; and

¢ Procedural – problems in the management of the relationship.

3.5.1 how to Avoid Organisational reasons for 
Breakdowns

In many organisations, mentoring is difficult because there is inadequate organisational 

support. In the first part of this module, we suggested a plan for making sure that there 

is adequate organisational support for the mentoring activity. This includes orientation 

of the mentor and mentee to the intended outcomes of mentoring from an organisa-

tional point of view, and mentor training where necessary; it would also include having a 

third party available to both mentor and mentee when issues develop in the relationship 

that they cannot resolve without such recourse.

3.5.2 how to Avoid Interpersonal Breakdowns

Earlier, we discussed the possibility of making sure mentoring pairs are compatible in 

background and can relate to each other’s race and gender; however we also noted that 

difference is not necessarily the basis for interpersonal issues, and that difference can 

indeed be a basis for helpful challenges and learning. We recommended attention to a 

mismatch in cultural conventions, and the value of activities that sensitise participants to 

both differences and common ground between them.

3.5.3 how to Avoid and resolve Procedural 
Breakdowns

¢ At the beginning of the mentoring relationship, clarify the different parties’ respec-

tive expectations; capture this in the mentoring agreement we introduced above. 

Track the mentoring process and revisit the agreement from time to time to ensure 

that the respective parties are keeping up their part of the agreement, and that ex-

pectations are met along the way (Coetzee et al., 2005). 

¢ Ask mentors and mentees to document their experiences over the course of the 

mentoring activity, for example, on a monthly basis. This will assist the mentoring 

co-ordinator to assess the relationship, progress, and potential clashes. Having this 

information available allows the co-ordinator to intervene when necessary.
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What can be done when a conflict or other issues arise in the mentoring relationship? 

For example, the mentor might break the mentee’s confidence in a sensitive area; or the 

mentee might regularly fail to turn up for scheduled meetings. What can be done?

3.5.4 having the Difficult Conversation

Should issues or conflict arise, the mentor and mentee will need to work together with 

maturity to address things. The following five-step confrontation technique can be 

useful:

a) Be honest and Prepare Mentally 

Carefully evaluate what you are thinking and feeling, and clearly identify for yourself (or 

with a colleague) which actual issue(s) must be addressed. Also assess all the indirect 

factors, emotions and issues that are NOT relevant to the discussion. Although the temp-

tation to talk about anything else except the uncomfortable situation may be strong, it 

needs to be resisted. Then assess how best to approach the mentee, as each person has 

their personal characteristics and perhaps insecurities when confronted.

b) Take the Initiative 

Take the initiative regarding the issue and ask the other party to work with you to resolve 

it. If you have indeed identified the issue (such as problem behaviour), ask yourself if it is 

likely to go away by itself. If not, deal with it firmly and with respect.

c) Time the Confrontation Well

Confrontation is not the same as picking a fight! It is best done in a safe environment. If 

the issue is a recurring one, it is best to confront the mentee as soon as possible. However, 

choose the time and place. If you blurt out in a public meeting “We have to talk about 

this NOW!”, this does not give the other party a safe space in which to respond, and their 

reaction might escalate the matter.

d) Engage Productively

When you do confront your mentee over the issue, make your opening statement in 

a non-emotional, fact-based manner and then stop talking. Allow the mentee the op-

portunity to respond and practise active listening, reflective listening and open-ended 

questions to create dialogue and understanding. Do not say anything that you are not 

prepared to back up and do not drag others into the argument.

e) Believe …

… that a mutually-satisfying resolution is possible; however, do not be rigidly attached 

to an outcome.



36 MeNToRS FoR THe eNVIRoNMeNT

3.6 Monitoring and Evaluating a 
Mentoring Process

The progress and results of a mentoring programme should be monitored to assess 

whether the programme has achieved its objectives. This will also pick up and address 

any potential problems along the way, before an entire mentoring activity may be 

wasted. All role players should form part of this evaluation, including mentees, mentors, 

co-ordinators and line managers.

PureCoach (2013) in the GreenMatter Fellowship Programme identifies the following 

Mentoring Critical Success Factors on which to focus during the evaluation of a mentor-

ing activity.

	 Mentoring Critical Success Factors

Mentoring	programmes	are	successful	when:

¢	 There	is	a	committed	relationship	between	mentor(s)	and	mentee(s)	with	clear	

purpose	and	goals;

¢	 The	mentee	is	well	prepared	by	clearly	articulating	their	development	needs;

¢	 The	mentor	allocates	adequate	time	and	resources	to	the	mentoring	activity;

¢	 Mentors	and	mentees	are	clear	on	their	roles	and	expectations	of	each	other;

¢	 The	broad	parameters	of	the	mentoring	relationship	is	contracted,	either	

verbally	but	best	written	(including	time	commitment,	or	termination	of	the	

agreement	by	either	party).

— Adapted from PureCoach (2013)

The following aspects could be included in the evaluation: 

¢ Has the mentoring activity achieved the development goals of the organisation?

¢ Has the mentoring activity achieved the development goals of the mentee(s)?

¢ Was the mentoring approach appropriate to the mentoring context?

¢ Were the expectations of the mentor and mentee met through the activities of the 

mentoring activity?

¢ Was the mentoring relationship sufficiently constructive to achieve the intended out-

comes of the mentoring activity?

This evaluation can be done through a simple evaluation framework and questionnaire 

as suggested in Table 3.3 below). Some useful data sources used in this evaluation might 

include:
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¢ Mentoring agreements (see Section 3.3.4);

¢ Mentoring development plans (see Section 3.4.1);

¢ Recorded mentoring feedback (see Section 3.4.3);

¢ Performance appraisals;

¢ Interviews;

¢ Questionnaires; and

¢ Discussions.

Table 3.3:	Example of an Evaluating Framework for the Mentoring Activity

EVALuATIng ThE MEnTOrIng ACTIVITy

Big 
Question

Example:  has the mentoring activity achieved the development goals of the 
organisation?

Guiding	Question Data	Source Analysing	Data

How do we answer 

the big question?

Where can we find 

evidenc e of this?

What will you look out 

for in the data sources to 

answer your big question?

a.
What	are	the	

develop	ment	goals	of	

the	organisation?

Organisation’s	strategic	

plan

Assess	the	outcomes	of	the	

mentoring	actions	against	

the	intentions	of	the	or-

ganisation’s	development	

goals	and	the	mentoring	

goals.		Do	they	add	up?		

What	was	missing?		What	

could	have	created	a	stron-

ger	alignment	between	the	

goals	and	the	outcomes?

b.

What	actions	were	in-

cluded	in	the	mentor-

ing	activity	to	support	

these	development	

goals?

Organisation’s	mentoring	

plan	or	strategy

c.
What	were	the	out-

comes	of	the	actions	

defined?

Mentoring	programme	

report	including:

¢	 Who	were	the	mentees?
¢	 Who	were	the	mentors?
¢	 What	did	they	do?
¢	 What	are	the	visible	

growth	areas?

Mentee’s	development	plan	

and	feedback	on	develop-

ment
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Activity 3.11

Drawing on the example in Table 3.3 above, prepare your own evaluation framework giving 

attention to:
¢ The big question you need answered
¢ Sub questions (guiding questions) which will help you answer these questions
¢ Data sources through which you can find answers to these guiding questions
¢ What you will look out for across your data sources to answer the big question.

EVALuATIng ThE MEnTOrIng ACTIVITy

Big 
Question

Guiding	Question Data	Source Analysing	Data

How do we answer 

the big question?

Where can we find evidence 

of this?

What will you look 

out for in the data 

sources to answer 

your big question?

a.

b.

c.
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Appendix 3.1

Mentoring and Development Plan 
(Adapted from PureCoach, 2013)
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Appendix 3.2

Quarterly Development and Assessment 
Plan (WWF-SA, 2013)
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