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People used to know what a mentor was, but the term has fallen into disuse. They still exist and are very useful people to have in your corner as you make your way through your work life. The mentoring process has less in common with telling someone what to do than it does with teaching them what to do. [image: image2.jpg]



What is a mentor and do you need one?

Ulysses had it easy when he entrusted the education and well-being of his son, Telemachus, to an Ithacan gentleman he called Mentor, largely because that was his name. The name Mentor has since morphed into a verb that means – in a business setting – the act or process of helping someone younger or less experienced to learn the ropes. A mentor not only shows you the ropes, but might also give you some lessons on how those ropes are tied, how they sometimes get tangled, and how to avoid hanging yourself with them. 

How do you spot a mentor? 

Instead of looking for the most talkative person in the room, notice the person who elevates the discussion to a higher or more interesting level. This person may have the vexing habit of pointing out a fundamental issue or problem that others have failed to acknowledge. A mentor is often modest but quietly carries lot of weight.  

How do you sign up?

Mentors and mentees gravitate toward one other. They may not even be aware of their relationship until it has gone on for a while. It is the obligation of the younger person to seek out a mentor and keep the relationship going. You do this by keeping in touch and exploiting each opportunity to engage the mentor. It’s reasonable and expected to take your mentor to lunch. 

Is a mentor the same as a friend? 

Often, the features of each type of relationship overlap. But a mentor is not someone with whom you routinely share your personal thoughts and feelings. To do that would dilute the relationship. Besides, you have friends to whom you can complain  A mentor should see you at your best. You should mentally suit up for this person and share your finely honed critical thinking. You offer up the problems that vex you, not simply annoy you. Playwright David Mamet gives drafts of his plays to Nobel Prize-winner Harold Pinter..

Is it wise to have your boss serve as your mentor?

That would be a definite maybe. It’s tricky being candid with someone who has the power to fire you. On the other hand, the mentor who is also the boss may be inspired to look after you during rough times and reward you lavishly during good times. 

When Michael J. Cavanaugh started working for Travelers Insurance, Jamie Dimon was his boss. Dimon has a reputation for being a fierce taskmaster. Cavanaugh proved to be a gifted and resourceful workhorse. Later, when Dimon took over Bank One he brought Cavanaugh along and transformed that company into the powerhouse that is JPMorgan Chase. Cavanaugh is now the CFO of Chase, and it was his announcement that Chase was buying out Bear Stearns that single-handedly quieted the credit markets and avoided a meltdown of our financial system. Dimon could have made the announcement, but he didn’t. Mentors don’t need the spotlight.

Should you look to the opposite gender for mentoring?

It is an unfortunate fact that any enhanced relationship between a businesswoman and a businessman who is her senior – or vice versa – creates speculation. Therefore, it is especially tricky for someone to acquire a mentor of a different gender. These relationships can and do work, but it can require extra effort to keep focused. Many people find it easier and more productive to find a female mentor.

What if you outgrow your mentor?

This happens all the time. Sometimes you rise farther in your field than your mentor ever did. That’s an example of good mentorship. Sometimes your mentor will disappoint you, and that’s fine too. Never accuse your mentor of being outdated, out of touch, or just plain wrong. That would be rude, and possibly inaccurate. Always keep the relationship if you can. If necessary, find yourself a new mentor to help you achieve new challenges you have set for yourself. Some people have successive generations of mentors who have helped them during their career. Mentors, active or retired, deserve your continued respect and appreciation.

Perhaps some day you will find yourself confronted by some kid who seems especially eager to find out what you think and know. That’s how it works. And when  you are asked to go to lunch, accept the invitation. You probably have information more useful than you will ever know.
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Mentoring new members is an effective way to improve retention. Rptary Images/Alyce Henson 
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A club in North America created a committee to provide up to three years of mentoring to newer members. The club saw retention improve significantly in the first five years of the program. 

Another club holds a “mixer dinner” once a week: One member volunteers to host three other members, selected by lottery, and their significant others for dinner. A third club developed a buddy system, pairing up new members with existing ones. 

Representatives of these clubs shared their ideas during a workshop on member recruitment and retention at the 2010 RI Convention in Montréal, Québec, Canada. 

Mentoring new members is an effective way to improve retention, a goal of the RI Strategic Plan. But effective mentoring requires training. 

How does your club train members for the role of mentoring new club members? 
Rotary International's monthly problem-solving forum asks Rotarians for their strategies to address the challenges they deal with every day. Please use the comments section below to share your solutions to this month's problem. Comments may be used in abbreviated form in other RI publications, including the Rotary E-Learning Center. 
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