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Executive Overview
Many managers credit key professional achievements to the guidance of a mentor.

Past research supports such anecdotal evidence, reporting that traditional one-on-one
mentoring has been an integral component of protégé advancement, compensation, and
satisfaction within traditional organizations. However, because organizational structures
have changed and careers have become boundaryless, the aspiring manager today must
make use of an intelligent network of multiple mentors in order to flourish in a changing
workplace. This is especially true in turbulent business environments where layoffs,
career plateaus, and limited promotion opportunities can derail the careers of even the
most promising managers. Using support from interviews with executives, we detail the
advantages of a diverse mentor network and the significant roles which multiple mentors
can play in the enrichment of a protégé’s professional life. We demonstrate how multiple
mentors have the potential to help protégés continuously acquire knowledge (e.g.,
knowing why, how, and whom competencies) which they can leverage for career and
personal success within and across organizational boundaries. Finally, we offer five
specific strategies for creating effective developmental relationships and building
intelligent career networks.
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What made a difference for me was having dif-
ferent kinds of people who served as mentors.
These were individuals whose ideas resonated
with me. What they said made sense to me
personally. They were not necessarily senior
people in the organization. They included my
employees, my peers, and senior management.

—D. McDonough, Managing Shareholder,
Retired, Lozano Smith Professional

Corporation

Simply put, mentors matter. Experts agree that
individuals with mentors earn higher salaries,
have higher job satisfaction, get more promotions,
and have greater organizational commitment. In
addition to these career-related benefits, protégés
receive support that enhances their sense of per-
sonal identity, role clarity, and interpersonal com-
petence.1 It has been well documented that indi-
viduals, especially women and minorities, miss an
important career developmental experience if they
do not have a mentor.2 Similarly, mentors reap

benefits from the mentoring process including: ca-
reer rejuvenation; rekindling of creativity, energy
and satisfaction; new knowledge and technical ex-
pertise contributed by protégés; organizational re-
wards, status, and recognition for talent develop-
ment; social and emotional learning; and feedback
and support from protégés.3 Mentors enter into
these relationships for reasons ranging from the
selfish (e.g., increased organizational visibility
and political allies as loyal protégés mature) to the
altruistic (e.g., wishing to leave a legacy and con-
tribute to the community). Even organizations ben-
efit from mentoring, as mentoring facilitates the
socialization process and helps acculturate junior
members of the organization.4

Simply put, mentors matter.

While recent best-selling books such as Lois
Zachary’s 2000 The Mentor’s Guide and Jack
Carew’s 1999 The Mentor: 15 Keys to Success in
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Sales, Business and Life expound the values of
having a senior person guide a newcomer’s devel-
opment, the idea of mentoring isn’t new. The first
documented example of mentoring dates back to
the ancient Greeks when King Odysseus asked
Mentor to guide the growth of his son Telemachus.
What is new, however, are the recent and sweep-
ing changes that have shaken long-held beliefs
about careers and organizational life, necessitat-
ing a shift in thinking about the process of mentor-
ing.5 Turbulent times, as evidenced by underval-
ued stock options, court cases questioning
corporate ethics, and rising unemployment rates,
are causing professionals to rethink their career
strategies. The career, once synonymous with a
well-defined ladder and advancement in one or
two paternalistic organizations, has become
boundaryless, with individuals continually updat-
ing and remarketing their skills and changing jobs
on an average of every four and one-half years.6

While much recent research has focused on how
individuals survive and navigate this boundary-
less career landscape, most of these writings have
been more descriptive than prescriptive. The pur-
pose of this article is to provide specific recommen-
dations on how executives can build and utilize a
network of mentors to aid in the development of the
competencies needed for career success and satis-
faction in these turbulent times. We begin by ex-
ploring the role of mentor networks—what they
are, and why they are important—and reinforce
this discussion with excerpts from our interviews
with 15 executives. Next, we discuss intelligent
careers and the different types of knowledge that
mentors can assist executives in gaining. Finally,
we discuss the intelligent network and offer strat-
egies for building a diverse network of mentors
to facilitate knowledge acquisition and career
success.

Multiple Mentors for Turbulent Times

One mentor is not enough. You have to rely on
a number of mentors to allow you to see val-
ues in action, to develop business acumen
and product knowledge. If you choose to rely
on one mentor, that mentor had better know
everything. Otherwise you will end up with
their bad habits along with the good. From my
mentors, I learned concepts that work across
boundaries. These ideas apply to me in all
aspects of my life. Of course, I had some men-
tors that taught me values that didn’t work,
which taught me that if you choose the wrong
mentor, you might derail.

—Bill Radiger, President, Karma Media, LLC

When asked to identify mentors, we often think
of one outstanding, caring individual who pro-
vided career guidance and support. People typi-
cally describe their mentors as someone older,
more experienced, and higher in organizational or
professional rank. Traditionally, a mentor recog-
nizes a protégé’s potential and offers to take the
novice “under his/her wing” for instruction and
protection. This relationship benefits the protégé
with updated skills and knowledge while at the
same time providing synergy and new ideas to the
mentor. In many professions, such as academia,
medicine, and the skilled crafts, the mentor/pro-
tégé relationship is part of the learning process.
The apprentice works side by side with the master,
getting hands-on instruction for an extended pe-
riod of time.

This traditional mentoring model—a stable,
long-term master-apprentice relationship—may no
longer be viable. Forces such as rapidly changing
technology, shifting organizational structures, and
global marketplace dynamics have transformed
mentoring into a process that by necessity extends
beyond the services of a single mentor. As knowl-
edge continuously changes and evolves, it be-
comes difficult if not impossible for individu-
als—or individual mentors—to possess all the
requisite knowledge within themselves. Having
multiple mentors facilitates the building of knowl-
edge in the people who then become the primary
assets and sources of competitive advantage to the
firm.7

Forces such as rapidly changing
technology, shifting organizational
structures, and global marketplace
dynamics have transformed mentoring
into a process that by necessity extends
beyond the services of a single mentor.

One workforce change necessitating multiple
mentors is the proliferation of boundaryless work
practices. Ceridian Group reported that 90 per cent
of firms use boundaryless work arrangements in-
cluding telecommuting (i.e., completing all or most
of one’s work from a home office), flexible sched-
uling, and project work.8 Furthermore, the Interna-
tional Telework Association and Council reports
that in 1999, nearly 20 million workers telecom-
muted,9 and that number is expected to increase to
137 million in 2003.10 Organizations implementing
teleworking arrangements are realizing signifi-
cant gains through reduced real estate expenses,
increased productivity, increased access to global
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markets, reduced pollution, and greater ability to
attract and retain high-quality workers.11

However, this technology-facilitated, boundary-
less working arrangement presents a unique set of
challenges to executives and managers whose ex-
perience is limited to traditional office environ-
ments. Today’s managers are challenged to estab-
lish organizational and individual goals, provide
performance feedback, and lead culturally and
geographically diverse teams and meetings, while
simultaneously maintaining a positive work cli-
mate and tracking productivity, quality, costs, and
adherence to regulations with minimal if any face-
to-face interaction.12 These skills were likely not
part of managers’ formal education; thus, they
would benefit from associating with mentors who
have the technological and managerial expertise
to succeed in a boundaryless venue.

Another reason for creating a multiple mentor
network involves the dramatic shifts in organiza-
tional structures and the concurrent shift in job
mobility over the last 25 years. Organizational
downsizing, mergers and acquisitions, global com-
petition, and the growth of small entrepreneurial
startups have altered the “company man” ideal of
stability and upward mobility. Today, people have
careers characterized by flexibility, project work
across multiple firms, and an emphasis on learn-
ing rather than promotions and salary increases.13

Managers change jobs, industries, and even ca-
reers, as they seek to maintain or improve their
standard of living while developing new, more
marketable skills. In such an environment where
change is the norm and continuous knowledge ac-
quisition is critical, the traditional single mentor-
protégé model is being replaced by the guidance
and assistance of a diverse cadre of mentors.14

Today, people have careers characterized
by flexibility, project work across
multiple firms, and an emphasis on
learning rather than promotions and
salary increases.

However, the demand for mentors is likely to
outpace the supply. Because organizational down-
sizing and delayering have amplified workload
pressures on the dwindling supply of mid- and
upper-level managers, these potential mentors
may lack the ability or desire to provide the time
and attention needed to build a quality mentoring
relationship with junior employees. These counter-
vailing forces—need for continuously updating
skills and reduced supply of mentors—require to-

day’s managers to search for multiple mentors who
can provide career and psychosocial support that
varies in duration and intensity. What once was
accomplished by a single mentor over many years
is now available only to protégés who search out
multiple mentors.15

In tandem with changes in organizational and
job structures are major changes in the demo-
graphic makeup of the global workplace. William
Johnston, author of Global Workforce 2000, notes
that there are “massive relocations of people in-
cluding immigrants, temporary workers, retirees,
and visitors. The greatest relocations will involve
young, well-educated workers flocking to the cities
of the developed world.”16 These immigrants are
expected to flock to Japan, Germany, and the
United States; in addition, millions of women in
industrializing nations are entering the paid work-
force.17 In this new, diverse global context, multi-
ple perspectives provided by a diverse set of men-
tors will help bridge the variety of employee
expectations, values, and work habits and allow
executives to take advantage of the diversity
which this new workforce offers.

These changing workforce demographics have
altered the work of and created additional chal-
lenges for today’s manager. For example, as the
number of dual-career and single-parent employ-
ees continues to grow, organizations are increas-
ingly adopting family-friendly policies and expect-
ing their managers to implement these and other
supportive company practices.18 The changing
composition of employees and the work they do
creates two challenges necessitating a new type of
mentor guidance: how to deal with employees’ di-
verse employment expectations and how to bal-
ance one’s own work and family roles and respon-
sibilities. As these phenomena are fairly recent, it
is likely that minimal guidance is available
through human resource or other formalized func-
tions. A mentor who has successfully addressed
these challenges can provide valuable knowledge
and support for today’s executive.

The expected mass global migration of workers
suggests increasingly diverse work populations
who face challenges emanating from minority sta-
tus. However, the limited supply of minorities in
high-level positions requires that protégés seek
the services of multiple mentors to provide the
needed advice and support. To find these multiple
mentors, a protégé must search beyond organiza-
tional and geographic boundaries—non-face-to-
face means of communication—for mentor sup-
port.19 In addition, each new mentor in a protégé’s
developmental network provides potential access
to an exponentially greater number of individuals,
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creating even more opportunities to build a mentor
relationship with individuals who share similar or
compatible values and characteristics. The more
diverse the workforce becomes, the greater the
need for individuals to build a diverse mentor
network.

In sum, mentoring has become an effective
means for coping with organizational change. A
collection of mentors is invaluable, providing dif-
ferent perspectives, knowledge, and skills while
serving multiple mentoring functions. They can
provide emotional support or protection from polit-
ical enemies in a way no one individual can.20

Where firms use organizational networks to facil-
itate increased knowledge for a competitive ad-
vantage,21 individuals can utilize mentor networks
to facilitate access to the knowledge and experi-
ences of others for a competitive career advantage.
Moreover, individuals with multiple mentors to
rely on for career assistance are less affected by a
dysfunctional or unavailable mentor. Protégés
with multiple mentors realize that they cannot rely
on a single mentor for career development;22 in-
stead, they must manage their own careers by de-
veloping and maintaining many relationships that
will enable them to achieve career success and
satisfaction.

Mentoring has become an effective
means for coping with organizational
change.

To better understand how mentor networks are
successfully developed and applied, we conducted
in-depth interviews with fifteen successful execu-
tives. These executives mirror the gender mix in
upper-management ranks (twelve men, three
women) and represent diverse industries (e.g.,
healthcare, media, food) and upper-level job posi-
tions (e.g., president, CEO, division manager). (See
the Appendix for more details about the methodol-
ogy.) From these fifteen interviews, convergent
themes emerged which form the basis of this arti-
cle. We use the intelligent-career framework and
the interview themes to suggest specific strategies
for employing mentor networks to enhance three
career competencies, specified below.

Intelligent Careers

I had female mentors, the few women who
had gone before me. These women taught me
what it took to be a female in a man’s world.
One woman, the first female pilot in the Navy,

helped me understand that I just had to prove
myself. She gave me practical, hard-hitting
facts. I had men who showed me how to nav-
igate through the political arena of Navy pi-
lots. A master chief with 23 years of experi-
ence taught me how to gain the respect of an
all-male crew. I needed his perspective and
his experience to be successful in leading
troops of soldiers. I had people who taught me
how to act, others who taught me who to
know. Each of these mentors allowed me to be
successful in a world where women had not
had much of an opportunity to succeed before.

—Elizabeth Williams, Lieutenant, and one
of the 2 per cent of female pilots in

the U.S. Navy in 1986

Respected career scholars Robert DeFillippi and
Michael Arthur developed the concept of the intel-
ligent career to complement the work of strategic
management scholars studying intelligent enter-
prises and competency driven firms.23 DeFillippi
and Arthur suggest that personal competencies,
like organizational competencies, in turbulent en-
vironments reflect different forms of knowledge
that can be applied and adapted to the shifting
career opportunities in today’s workplace.24 This
approach reflects the shift from the long-term loy-
alty of professionals to a firm, wherein competen-
cies were built according to organizational needs,
to a model of occupational excellence, wherein
professionals seek to continually upgrade the
skills they offer to the marketplace. Each form of
knowledge, and the accumulation of knowledge,
changes in response to shifting environmental,
employment, and personal factors, independent of
a single firm.

The Three Career Competencies

The intelligent career comprises three career com-
petencies that are manifested in people’s beliefs
and identities (knowing why), knowledge and
skills (knowing how), and networks or relation-
ships (knowing whom).25 Specifically, the knowing-
why competency reflects a professional’s values
and motivation—his/her career passion. Knowing
why answers the question: Who am I? It relates to
an individual’s identity and the fit between this
identity and choices made relative to tasks,
projects, and organizations.

Knowing how answers the question: What can I
do? It refers to the skills and knowledge needed for
job performance—a person’s level of expertise. In-
dividuals may use their various employment set-
tings and experiences on different projects as well
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as the mentor network that has been developed to
both apply and enlarge the skills and knowledge
they possess.

Knowing whom answers the question: Who do I
know? It reflects the relationships that contribute
to an individual’s networking. The friends, col-
leagues, and professional associations with whom
individuals network can help build a reputation,
provide needed visibility and access to opportuni-
ties, and provide new learning resources indepen-
dent of the firm. Mentors serve as a knowledge
bank to support professionals in the growth and
enhancement of all three career competencies.

Terri Scandura and Ethlyn Williams, noted men-
toring researchers, provide a detailed conceptual-
ization of how one type of mentor, the leader, can
assist in the development of his/her subordinates’
intelligent careers amidst increasing interorgani-
zational mobility. They suggest that leaders serve
as mentors by providing vocational support for
knowing how, psychological support for knowing
whom, and role modeling for knowing why.26 By
providing protection, challenging assignments,
and visibility, leaders help protégés enhance self-
efficacy and promotability, and thus their know-
ing-how competency. Leaders provide counseling,
encouragement, and emotional support to facili-
tate the building of networks and the enhancement
of knowing-whom competencies. Through their ex-
ample, leaders help protégés learn, understand,
and internalize the organization’s culture, thereby
engaging the knowing-why competency.

By providing protection, challenging
assignments, and visibility, leaders help
protégés enhance self-efficacy and
promotability.

Two authors of this article, Suzanne de Janasz
and Sherry Sullivan, have applied the intelligent-
career concept to examine how professors must go
beyond the traditional dissertation advisor/mentor
apprenticeship model and build a portfolio of men-
tor relationships to enhance career progression
and satisfaction.27 By mapping the knowing com-
petencies across the professorial ranks (e.g., doc-
toral student, assistant, associate, full professor),
they provide a framework for guiding professors in
the construction of a network of developmental
relationships. They suggest that professors who
recognize the need for an intelligent career will
actively seek out relationships to help them de-
velop the three knowing competencies.

Developing these different career competencies
makes relying on different types of mentoring re-

lationships essential. Drawing on the ideas of the
intelligent career, we examine how the career
competencies of knowing why, how, and whom
interact with learning demands to produce the
need for different types of mentoring.

Knowing Why: Who Am I?

I really don’t have an authority figure who
serves as my mentor, but I do have people to
get advice from. These are people whose opin-
ions I value, so I turn to them to get their
thoughts. It seems to me that almost everyone
who makes it to the executive level at Frito
Lay has someone who helps them figure out
their career path and how to match who they
are to the organization.

—John Swenson, Division Warehouse
Performance Manager, Starfleet Captain

Warehousing, Frito Lay Incorporated

Knowing why relates to our identity, which re-
lates to our career-related choices. This identity
begins to form at a young age, evolves through
educational and work experiences, and translates
into early career choices. New entrants into the
workforce might ask themselves: Do I enjoy work-
ing for a large, prestigious corporation or a
smaller, more close-knit firm? Am I better suited to
this industry or another? Am I on the right path?
They might also seek the counsel of mentors in
their personal or professional networks for infor-
mation and support in making difficult career de-
cisions.

During this time, the knowing-why competency
continues to be tested and developed. Was the
right profession chosen? Is the work satisfying?
Junior professionals may seek the advice of their
peers or supervisors for help with these questions.
They may seek out new mentors within their firms
for more organization-specific knowledge about
performance standards, how to get promoted, and
learning the ropes.28 They also begin to build rep-
utations about who they are and for what they will
be known.

As time passes, trigger events such as a blocked
promotion, job layoff, divorce, or illness may cause
professionals to reevaluate their career paths.29

Many of the executives we interviewed recounted
how they sought the advice of one or more mentors
when they reached a career or life transition.
Based on their mentor’s advice and their own re-
assessment, some professionals veered off the fast
track or took a lower-level position with less pres-
tige. Some may strategize their eventual move up
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through the company’s ranks, while others may
leave the corporation and start their own firms.

Upon achieving career success, the need for men-
toring continues. Formal networking, as well as in-
formal conversations with other seasoned profes-
sionals, may assist in making decisions about work/
family balance, midlife renewal, career changes,
updating skills, and retirement options. For example,
Dan Caulfield, CEO of HQ Group in Oceanside, Cal-
ifornia sought advice from another CEO on how to
manage work/nonwork balance. From this interac-
tion, he gained a new perspective and adopted a
new work style. He states: “Now I work a three-and-
a-half-day week . . . I never work on the weekends
anymore . . . I’m so in love with the business, I could
end up talking about it all the time . . . What’s amaz-
ing is that I get a lot more work done this way.”30

In sum, answering the “Who am I?” question
relates to individuals’ search and development of
their identity and the fit between this identity and
choices made relative to tasks, projects, and or-
ganizations. As individuals change career direc-
tions and need to develop new skills and abilities
to support changes in their self-concept, they will
need to seek out new mentors to help guide them.

Knowing How: What Can I Do?

Initially, NCR Corporation provided a senior
salesman to show me the ropes. As I moved up
into management, I found that I needed addi-
tional mentors as I was developing new skills.
As managing partner for AT&T’s Metis Busi-
ness Unit, I turned to a subordinate in a col-
laborative role. Still today I have mentors who
help me with the demands of my new job—
negotiating company acquisitions and selling
business units. As my skill demands changed,
my mentors necessarily changed as well. I
don’t suppose I will ever outgrow my need for
strong mentors.

—Jeff Whiting, President, Entervault
Incorporated

Throughout and beyond formal schooling, individ-
uals continue to build new skills and identify those
skills that require polishing through feedback from
self and others. This learning process enhances
individuals’ self-esteem and their beliefs that they
can perform a task.31 Regardless of education, ex-
perience, or career stage, people need to learn
continuously—that is, develop their knowing-how
competency—particularly in turbulent times.32 For
example, many firms lament that despite their ad-
vanced degrees, MBA graduates lack the soft skills

(i.e., communications, interpersonal relations) and
hands-on experience needed to succeed in busi-
ness.33 Even as individual proficiencies are devel-
oped, demands shift, requiring a need for addi-
tional mentor help with new technologies or
markets. Such mentors not only provide career
guidance but also psychosocial or emotional sup-
port—an important and helpful function of mentor-
ing.34 In addition to work demands, professionals
must cope with simultaneous and often-conflicting
personal demands and obligations.35 Mentors may
listen and advise protégés, helping them cope with
personal stress as well as work stress, such as
heavy workloads, unfair treatment, inadequate
feedback, problem coworkers, and unreasonable
bosses.36

Given the rapid changes in today’s business en-
vironment, professionals need a diverse portfolio
of mentors possessing sufficient breadth and
depth of expertise to help them learn the ropes of
their specific firm, gain knowledge of new technol-
ogies, and assist in the development of interper-
sonal skills (e.g., communication and conflict res-
olution techniques) as well as numerous other
skills that may arise unexpectedly from the chang-
ing environment. Some of these mentors may be
internal to the firm while others may be members
of professional organizations, volunteer groups, or
even paid executive career coaches.

Given the rapid changes in today’s
business environment, professionals need
a diverse portfolio of mentors.

In sum, knowing how relates to the skills and
knowledge needed for people to do their current
jobs as well as any future jobs. Employees, espe-
cially temporary or project workers who often move
between boundaries, need several mentors to as-
sist in their continuous learning and development
of new expertise. These mentors may be cowork-
ers, friends, or formal mentors established through
professional organizations.

Knowing Whom: Who Do I Know?

I have had several mentors throughout my
career at GE. I relied most on mentors at tran-
sition points, though individuals helped me
navigate the corporate landscape throughout
my tenure. One mentor in particular helped
me make the transition from a GE subsidiary
to a big corporate job with GE. This particular
mentor taught me how to pitch ideas to Jack
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[Welch], gave me inside tips on the players,
and, most importantly, opened doors for me.
He knew folks all over the world and would
ask them to give me five minutes. Without his
introduction I wouldn’t have been able to get
an appointment.

—Jeff Dye, CEO, GE Corporate Payment
Services

According to Execunet, a career management
and recruiting resource center for executives and
recruiters, the old rule of thumb that it takes one
month per $10,000 of salary expected to find a new
job has changed, with recent findings suggesting
that one’s age and ease of finding a new job are
inversely correlated.37 Executive search firms cap-
italize on the growing difficulties in finding appro-
priate positions for executives and utilize their net-
works (in addition to workshops and coaching) to
hasten executives’ search. In especially tight labor
markets, job hunters realize that it’s not always
what you know but who you know that facilitates
job acquisition.

Having an extensive network of contacts
also makes the individual more valuable
to organizations.

Individuals who have knowing-whom compe-
tency may increase their mobility both within and
outside the firm based on the reputation they have
built through their mentor networks. Of the 3,652
executives surveyed by Drake Beam Morin, 61 per
cent said they had found new positions in the pre-
vious year through networking.38 Having an exten-
sive network of contacts also makes the individual
more valuable to organizations. Management
scholar Rosalie Tung writes about the organiza-
tion’s need “to attract and retain people who are
well connected or who excel in collaborative team-
work in order to become or remain world class.”39

For example, without guanxi, international firms
in China would have great difficulty gaining ac-
cess and approval for just about everything.40

Guanxi includes having connections, leveraging
power and trust, and knowing the right people who
can grant special favors. It is also the granting of
favors to others to pave the way for future busi-
ness. This type of connection that implies a recip-
rocal obligation to provide assistance when
needed exists to varying degrees in every culture.41

Knowing whom refers to the depth and breadth
of relationships within the networks that people
build to facilitate their career development. These

friends, coworkers, and colleagues in professional
associations may come from different organiza-
tions, occupations, or parts of the globe, but to-
gether they provide people with networks of infor-
mation and emotional support to increase their
mobility and improve their job skills. Building and
continuously developing such networks allows in-
dividuals to stay connected and opens doors to
new opportunities.

In order to develop the knowing who, how, and
why competencies in an increasingly complex and
changing environment, individuals must develop
relationships with multiple mentors who can as-
sist in different aspects of their careers. In the next
section, using information gleaned from our inter-
views with top executives as well as recent men-
toring research, we provide five specific strategies
for building and maintaining an intelligent career
network. Such a network should provide a portfolio
of “mentors of the moment” who can help protégés
develop across a variety of learning experiences
and over the phases of their careers.42

Building an Intelligent Mentoring Network

Recent research and current realities support the
idea of constructing an intelligent mentor network.
But how do professionals actually build such net-
works, and how can executives help professionals
in their firms develop these networks? We suggest
the following five steps:

1. Become the Perfect Protégé.

Linda Hill, in her well-known Harvard Business
School article “Beyond the Myth of the Perfect Men-
tor,” suggests that instead of searching for the
mythical perfect mentor, an individual should be-
come the “perfect protégé” by investing the time
and energy needed to develop and maintain a
network of developmental relationships.43 Because
of the give-and-take aspects of the mentoring pro-
cess, protégés must be careful to invest enough
time to permit the mentoring relationship to grow
and mature, so that trust and respect can develop.
Andy Winston, a sponsoring editor at Irwin
McGraw Hill, commented on developing such rela-
tionships:

In my experience, mentoring often occurs as
an ad hoc process of relationship building
that lacks direction and definition. While
these networks (if you can call them that) are
helpful, I have found that when I have taken
the time to cultivate a mentor relationship,
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the benefits are much more tangible: wisdom,
support, and most of all strategic suggestions.

Protégés should be aware that mentors often risk
their own credibility and reputation to aid in pro-
tégé development. When a protégé stumbles, the
failure often reflect poorly on the mentor. Protégés
should be careful not to underestimate the risks
that their mentors assume on their behalf and
should publicly acknowledge the mentor’s assis-
tance. Moreover, protégés should seek out oppor-
tunities to provide their mentors with technical
information, new knowledge, or emotional support,
as “the goal of building networks is to contribute to
others.”44 Mentoring is a reciprocal relationship;
mentors assist protégés, and in turn protégés
should assist their mentors. Helping others in-
creases the likelihood of receiving assistance in
the future as well as increasing the trust and cred-
ibility of the relationship.45 Protégés should pro-
vide positive feedback and thanks when their men-
tors help them. If mentors don’t know that they
have been helpful, they may be less willing to
share valuable insights or opportunities in the
future.46

Because mentors are identified based upon their
wisdom and reputations for developing others, ex-
pect quality mentors to be in high demand. Realize
that mentors have work demands and personal
lives as well as other protégés in their networks.
Protégés must discuss their needs and ascertain
the mentor’s willingness to provide corresponding
time and effort; they also need to be proactive in
maintaining contact with their mentors. For exam-
ple, mentoring researchers Lillian Eby and Tammy
Allen found that 55 per cent of 242 protégés studied
reported that their mentors had occasionally ne-
glected them.47 Executives we interviewed suggest
that they relied not just on one mentor but had
several trusted mentors to whom they could turn.

Mentoring is all about learning—for both the
protégé and the mentor.48 Protégés should develop
the knowing why, how, and whom competencies
and learn from different types of mentors; in return,
those mentors will learn and grow. In addition,
protégés should seek development from formal
mentors as well as through coaches, sponsors,
friends, and peers.49 By honestly sharing successes
as well as mistakes, protégés enable learning—
both theirs and their mentors.50 Todd Smart, mar-
keting vice president of Tabin Corporation, ad-
vises sharing with mentors “what happened as
opposed to the story we all made up about what
happened . . . you don’t get the benefits unless you
take the risks.”51

Several of the executives whom we interviewed
acknowledged that they saw their advisor or friend
as a mentor only in hindsight, as illustrated by Ed
Hartman, director of technical services with Avaya
Corporation:

Working with Jim, Scott, and Ann on the man-
agement team was the best time I had at
work. We had fun; we made things happen.
Jim retired, Scott took a new job, and Ann
moved. With them gone, suddenly I realized
that I had counted on these people for more
than support and fun . . . I had lost a trusted
group of advisors.

Development may also come through co-men-
tors—a pair of close, collegial friends committed to
facilitating each other’s development—who take
turns mentoring each other at particular stages of
their careers/lives.52 The real key to successful
mentoring relationships is to participate in a
power-free facilitation of learning.

Mentoring is all about learning—for both
the protégé and the mentor.

2. Engage in 360-Degree Networking.

In a study of fifteen high ranking women execu-
tives in the male-dominated entertainment indus-
try, Ellen Ensher, Susan Murphy, and Sherry Sulli-
van found that while only a few of the women had
traditional mentors, many had developed a 360-
degree approach to networking.53 The women
shared information and strove to maintain good
relationships with those above, below, and at the
same status level as themselves. Their social lives
were built around, and integrated with, work con-
tacts and friendships. Hiking outings or monthly
women-only industry parties provided social sat-
isfaction as well as a means to connect and share
resources with many different types of developers.

Aspiring managers can adapt the 360-degree
technique of these successful women by seeking
out developers and mentors who are at different
career stages and levels. Some junior executives
turn to senior executives, such as Cameron Burr
who sought out the advice of his father and People
Express Airlines founder Don Burr, explaining,
“You want someone who’s been around the block a
few times, who has a more seasoned perspective
on life issues.”54 Others, like Ellen Aschendorf,
CEO of Egg Electric Inc., approach peers who are
facing similar challenges. She sought advice from
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a CEO who shared several similarities: both are
women, in the same industry, have children, and
are about the same age.55 In addition to compe-
tency matching with mentors, aiming for similarity
in values, personality, or other attributes can fur-
ther enhance the value of the mentor relation-
ship.56 Cindy Hovanec, a retired human resource
consultant with Medical Mutual, described her 360-
degree networking approach and how she became
a link in other people’s networks:

You really need a strong mentor. While work-
ing as the manager of electronic transfers for
a major bank, I began to develop relation-
ships with peers, my boss, and people in other
departments. I used this network to find my
next job. Then as a senior consultant I still had
my network from my previous job, and I found
people coming to me with questions. I guess I
became a mentor to them, especially the
women. So it really came full circle.

3. Commit to Assessing, Building, and Adjusting
the Mentor Network.

The executives quoted throughout this article at-
test to the fact that they have relied on various
mentors and developers for different types of sup-
port at different points in their careers. Further, a
survey of 649 professional women found that ap-
proximately 50 per cent of them had three or more
mentors.57 However, it is not enough just to in-
crease the size of the mentoring network; it is im-
portant to conduct a careful analysis of what com-
petencies you wish to build (knowing why, how,
whom) and find the best resources for develop-
ment. While multiple mentors might be willing to
participate in a mentoring network, there can be a
point of diminishing returns.58 A healthy mentoring
relationship is based on mutual trust and mutual
obligations. Too many individuals in a network
can impede the building of trust and hinder sup-
port, information, and assistance.

A healthy mentoring relationship is
based on mutual trust and mutual
obligations. Too many individuals in a
network can impede the building of trust
and hinder support, information, and
assistance.

The analysis process begins by assessing the
current mentor network and identifying which
mentors currently provide support for which com-

petences. Individuals should be available to help
identify a career path and determine how to suc-
ceed to the next level within the organization. If not
available, other trusted individuals who know the
protégés can develop their knowing-why compe-
tency. Individuals who can help develop critical
job skills and corporate knowledge provide a life-
line for developing knowing-how competence.
Mentors can open their networks and assist in the
development of knowing-who competencies. With
network assessment, gaps and needed mentor
competencies can be identified.

As experiences and knowledge are gained and
professional goals shift, a mentor network must
also change. With passing time and changing
needs, the frequency and intensity of interactions
may alter, and members may enter and leave the
network based on shifting goals and demands.
Whether the employee is starting out in a new
position or considering a shift in current career
status, the network must be reviewed to determine
if additional assistance is needed. Even after you
have mastered the job, think ahead to your next
career move in determining whether your current
network is adequate. As networks evolve, they
should be continuously monitored and updated—
advice that is reinforced by Bob Donaldson, man-
aging partner of Wasatch Mountain Adventure
Consultants.

I advise my executive clients to stay con-
nected. As these executives develop more fo-
cused careers, higher income expectations,
and fewer attractive job opportunities, it is
critical to have a growing network of profes-
sional connections. It is these connections that
will provide future job opportunities.

4. Develop Diverse, Synergistic Connections.

In the same way that work teams realize benefits
such as increased creativity, innovation, and effec-
tiveness from the synergistic combination of mul-
tiple, diverse perspectives,59 individuals should be
able to reach their greatest potential through in-
teraction with multiple, diverse mentors. The
unique combination of the guidance, information,
and support of this diverse team of developers can
exceed the sum of its parts, enabling protégés to
expand their competencies.

Organizational or geographic boundaries should
not preclude developing a diverse set of mentors.
Improved technology (e.g., Internet, inexpensive air
fares) and the growth and globalization of profes-
sional organizations have made it easier for profes-
sionals to develop effective working relationships
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with individuals from different backgrounds and in
different firms and countries.60 For example, a man-
ager might select an internal mentor to learn about
the ins and outs of an organization’s culture, policies,
and practices; s/he may also seek advice from those
outside the firm, industry, or country to glean specific
information about external job opportunities, inter-
national market trends, best practices, and obtaining
new skills.

Moreover, formal and informal mentoring opportu-
nities offer unique benefits; protégés might consider
drawing from both. Many organizations have formal
mentoring programs that assist in matching individ-
uals based on their career plans and goals in addi-
tion to other firm-sponsored opportunities (e.g., con-
ferences, women and minority network groups) that
can expand the mentor network. Recognizing that
gains can arise from the mutual-selection aspect of
informal mentoring,61 some organizational mentor-
ing programs allow individuals to take a role in
choosing their mentors. For example, GE selects the
top 20 per cent of their performers and permits these
protégés to personally choose their own mentors
from a list of top executives. Jan Johnson, former vice
president of marketing of Zions Bank, commented on
the value of such programs:

I realize now that my career could be a lot
different if I had mentors to introduce me to
the right people and to provide visibility
within organizations. I chose to work in
start-up companies while some of my friends
went to work in large corporations with for-
mal mentor programs. I saw how their men-
tors could open doors for them. There is a lot to
be said for having a mentor to stand up for
you, introduce you, and shine their successes
back on you.

In addition to seeking both internal and exter-
nal, informal and formal mentors, the synergy of
diversity—facilitated by seeking out mentors and
developers of different races, educational back-
grounds, industries, and of the opposite gender—
should be considered. A diverse set of mentors
provides different worldviews that will open new
and refreshing ways to view old problems while
also providing potentially exciting and novel ca-
reer opportunities.

In sum, by consciously targeting a diverse team
of mentors, professionals building an intelligent
network can capitalize on the strengths of distinct
mentor characteristics as well as the synergy that
often comes from a diversity of opinions, informa-
tion, and knowledge.

5. Realize That Change Is Inevitable and That All
Good Things Must Come to an End.

We know that mentoring relationships vary in in-
tensity and change over time. Some relationships
never mature beyond the minimum mentoring
based upon on-the-job training. Other relation-
ships are characterized by marginal mentoring;
these mentors provide limited developmental as-
sistance and are just “good enough.”62 Still others
develop into powerful co-learning relationships
where the parties begin to view themselves as
family.63 Mentor relationships that are character-
ized by different processes and outcomes, vary in
how long they last, and change over time are illus-
trated by Kirk Wessel, corporate consultant with
Organizational Consultants to Management, Inc.:

A mentor network is dynamic. It has to be. As
a manager at Pepsi Corporation and Associ-
ated Food Stores. I would turn to a mentor in
my functional area for job-related support.
When I moved on from a job, I normally left
my mentor relationship along with the job. In
the Navy, however, as an ensign, I had a “Sea
Daddy” [the Navy term for mentors]. “Sea
Daddies” stick with you; it is a permanent
relationship. In fact, I’m still in contact with
my Navy mentor.

Ideally, mentor relationships provide rich learn-
ing experiences. Over the course of a healthy men-
toring relationship, shared experiences, insights,
and sacred knowledge are exchanged. At some
point, however, relationships change. According to
Burt Chase, a member of Gore Industries’ board of
directors, there came a time in his mentoring rela-
tionship with the company’s founder, Bill Gore,
when distance, growth, and experience deemed it
time to adopt a new sponsor. His relationship with
Bill stayed strong, yet the relationship changed
from a mentor-type relationship to a friendship.
Burt Chase commented:

Gore Industries has a mentor-type program
which we call “sponsorship.” Your sponsor is a
supportive individual from whom you seek
out advice. I was very fortunate as a new
employee at Gore Industries to have Bill Gore
as my first sponsor. Bill was a visionary leader
who revolutionized the concept of corporate
culture. I learned as great deal from Bill. Over
time, I moved on to other sponsors. It is inter-
esting how I identified my sponsors. I really
looked for ordinary people doing extraordi-
nary things.
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All mentor relationships will change over time,
and at some point they will end. Although some
mentoring relationships grow across decades, re-
search indicates that most mentoring relationships
last an average of five years.64 Some relationships,
like that of Burt Chase and Bill Gore, will grow in
mutual respect indicating an end of a mentor-
protégé relationship and the start of a friendship;
Other mentor relationships may become distant or
dysfunctional. When the relationship ceases to be
beneficial, ties with those mentors need to be
cut.65.

“It is interesting how I identified my
sponsors. I really looked for ordinary
people doing extraordinary things.”

Regardless of how the relationship ends, indi-
viduals should write a note expressing apprecia-
tion for the sponsor’s influence on their careers.
This communication is not only thoughtful but also
may keep the door open for future conversations.
An intelligent network is one that is fed and
pruned as necessary.

Lessons Learned

Throughout my career, the mentors that I have
had are very different. What was the same
across all of them is that in each relationship
there was mutual respect. I’ve had numerous
mentors, and I’ve been a mentor. It seems that
there are people out there with sharp, strate-
gic minds who can take what they learn and
apply it. It’s intangible, but these people have
a knowledge base, they carry themselves with
self-confidence, and they know lots of people.
These are the people who can make sure that
mentees will continue to evolve and grow.

—Mike Dougherty, Vice President of Sales
and Marketing, Cookietree Bakery

Just as the leaders of democratic nations rely on a
group of advisors to make decisions about govern-
mental issues, individuals also need a portfolio of
trustworthy mentors to provide insights and help
them make decisions about complex and changing
issues. This article has emphasized the desirability
of professionals developing a cadre of multiple men-
tors to support their career development. These men-
tors can assist professionals in knowing the why,
how, and whom in developing intelligent networks
for future opportunities. Dick Graham, CEO of Au-

gusta Medical Center, explained why building a net-
work of multiple mentors is so important:

The higher you rise in an organization [by
whatever means], the more the skill set
changes. At some point you climb beyond
some imaginary clouds that keep you from
recalling and exercising the skills that got you
to that level in the first place. Many of these
skills are no less necessary at the top than
during the climb. So high perch dwellers need
to find young mentors still making the climb
and learn or relearn from them. You can al-
ways find bright young executives who are far
better than you were on your best day and be
humbled in knowing that about half of your
perch came to you by sheer luck . . . and hu-
mility is also a mentorable attribute.

As can be seen from the comments of high-level
executives, we are never too old or too experienced to
have mentors in our lives. We all have something to
learn. In the same way that organizations seek part-
nerships in an effort to capitalize on collaborative
strengths, so can individuals at any level of an orga-
nization or any stage in their careers form facilitative
mentor relationships. Arie deGeus, former coordina-
tor of group planning of Royal Dutch/Shell, notes that
“the ability to learn may be the only sustainable
competitive advantage.”66 For an individual, this
learning comes most directly from mentor relation-
ships. To that end, we have outlined five specific
strategies for identifying, managing, and nurturing
these mentor relationships. We think that these strat-
egies should aid in developing effective relation-
ships and intelligent networks that will promote suc-
cess and satisfaction in these complex and changing
times.
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Appendix

Following from Alvesson, we used a reflexive ap-
proach to gathering interview data.67 Specifically,
we developed a framework which identified poten-
tial lines of thinking, beginning with the initial
question asked of the executives: “Can you tell me
a bit about a person who made a difference to you
in terms of your career with [company name]?”
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Based on the response to the initial question, the
interview followed the logic flow of the interview-
ee’s statements in an effort to understand the as-
pects of career networks which contributed to the
interviewee’s success. The reflexive interview
technique allowed the interviewer to consider the
interviewee’s responses from a variety of angles,
thereby allowing greater exploration of the topic.
Moreover, the nature of the reflexive interview al-
lowed the interviewees to clarify and explain their
statements in an effort to ensure that the re-
searcher understood the point they were making.68

Next, we integrated the reflexive approach with
a narrative-analysis strategy to synthesize the in-
terview data. Following this method’s protocols,
we considered the stories told by the interviewee
in light of the topic being studied as well as the
individual’s life experiences. Content analysis of
these narratives yielded several mentoring-related
themes.

A recent study of developmental relationships
among women demonstrates that individuals often
did not recognize the significant contribution of
these friendships to their professional and per-
sonal lives until they narrated their experiences
for the researcher.69 Although the initial interview
question did not use the term “mentoring” or sug-
gest that there would be more than one individual
who served in the mentor capacity, each inter-
viewee identified several individuals who served
in a developmental role.

We used a target-sample approach to select our
executives, focusing on individuals with rich ca-
reer experiences in diverse industries. We stopped
adding to our sample when the stories told became
redundant. All fifteen individuals granted permis-
sion to quote them in this article, and we are in-
debted to them for their time and assistance. The
professionals we interviewed are as follows: Burt
Chase, Member, Board of Directors, Gore Indus-
tries; Bob Donaldson, Managing Partner, Wasatch
Mountain Adventure Consultants; Mike Dougherty,
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, Cookietree
Bakery; Jeff Dye, CEO, GE Corporate Payment
Services; Dick Graham, CEO, Augusta Medical
Center; Cindy Hovanec, retired HR Consultant,
Medical Mutual; Ed Hartman, Director, Technical
Services, Avaya Corporation; Jan Johnson, former
Vice President of Marketing, Zions Bank; D. McDon-
ough, Managing Shareholder, retired, Lozano
Smith Professional Corporation; Bill Radiger, Pres-
ident, Karma Media, LLC; John Swenson, Division
Warehouse Performance Manager, Starfleet Cap-
tain Warehousing, Frito Lay Incorporated; Kirk
Wessel, Corporate Consultant, Organization Con-
sultants to Management Inc.; Jeff Whiting, Presi-

dent, Entervault Incorporated; Elizabeth Williams,
Former Lieutenant, U.S. Navy; and Andy Winston,
Sponsoring Editor, McGraw-Hill.
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relationship effectiveness.

57 Vincent, A., & Seymour, J. 1994. Mentoring among female
executives. Women in Management Review, 9(7): 15–20.

58 These and other benefits are discussed in Whiting & de
Janasz, op. cit. The executives we interviewed were unable to
pinpoint an optimal number of mentors to include in one’s
network, suggesting that it depends on many factors.

90 NovemberAcademy of Management Executive



59 Adler, N. J. 2001. International dimensions of organizational
behavior, 4th ed. Cincinnati, OH: South-Western.

60 For suggestions on how to do this, see Whiting & de Janasz,
op. cit.

61 Informal mentoring (which tends to be self-initiated and
focused on long-term developmental goals) has some inherent
advantages in creating strong bonds (last longer and generally
result in greater satisfaction), but the formal programs (which
tend to assign, train, and support mentors) also produce many
successful mentorships, e.g., Noe, R. 1988. An investigation of
the determinants of successful assigned mentoring relation-
ships. Personnel Psychology, 41(3): 457–479. See also Ragins,
B. R., & Cotton, op. cit.; Ragins, B. R., Cotton, J. L., & Miller, J. S.
2000. Marginal mentoring: The effects of type of mentor, quality
of relationship, and program design on work and career atti-
tudes. Academy of Management Journal, 43(6): 1177–1194; and
Allen, et al., op. cit.

62 Ragins, et al., op. cit.
63 Scandura, et al., op. cit.
64 Burke, R. J., & McKeen, C. A. 1997. Benefits of mentoring

relationships among managerial and professional women: A
cautionary tale. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51(1): 43–57.

65 According to Eby & Allen, op. cit., many individuals have
unsatisfactory mentor experiences, with 65 per cent reporting
their mentors had taken credit for their work and almost 33 per
cent reporting that their mentors had sabotaged them in some
way.

66 Senge, P. M. 1990. The fifth discipline: The art and practice
of the learning organization. New York: Doubleday.

67 Alvesson, M. 2003. Beyond neopositivists, romantics, and
localists: A reflexive approach to interviews in organizational
research. The Academy of Management Executive, 17(1): 13–21.

68 Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. 1995. Designing qualitative
research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

69 Carter, T. J. 2002. The importance of talk to midcareer wom-
en’s development: A collaborative inquiry. Journal of Business
Communication, 39(1): 55–91.

Suzanne C. de Janasz earned
her Ph.D. from the University of
Southern California and is an
assistant professor at James
Madison University. Her re-
search focuses on mentoring,
careers, and work-family con-
flict and has appeared in sev-
eral journals. A textbook author
and recipient of the 2002 OBTC
New Educator Award, she
teaches classes in organiza-
tional behavior and interper-
sonal/leadership skills. Con-
tact: dejanasc@jmu.edu.

Sherry E. Sullivan earned her
Ph.D. from Ohio State Univer-
sity and works at Bowling
Green State University. She has
published 40 articles and made
over 60 presentations. She is a
past chair of the Careers Divi-
sion of the Academy of Man-
agement and is on the Board
of the Southern Management
Association. Her research inter-
ests include career theory,
women’s careers, mentoring,
and stress. Contact: reedcareer
center@aol.com.

Vicki R. Whiting is an associate
professor in the Gore School of
Business at Westminster Col-
lege. She focuses her teaching
and publishing in organiza-
tional behavior and interna-
tional management. She speaks
and consults for organizations
including AT&T, Lucent, The
Mark Eaton Foundation, and QSI
Corporation. She received her
Ph.D. from the University of
Southern California. Contact:
vwhiting@westminstercollege.edu.

2003 91de Janasz, Sullivan, and Whiting




