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Toward a Useful Theory of Mentoring: 
A Conceptual Analysis and Critique 

 
 

Abstract 

 

In this review and critique of mentoring theory and research, we identify 

persistent problems in the development of mentoring theory. Our conceptual analysis 

highlights these problems with a “thought experiment” illustrating the inability of 

mentoring theory and research to resolve certain fundamental issues, the resolution of 

which is a prerequisite for the advance of explanatory theory. We conclude with ideas 

about demarcating “mentoring,” from the sometimes confounding concepts “training” or 

“socialization.” Absent an ability to distinguish mentoring from related activities, 

progress in explanatory theory will remain impeded.  
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Toward A Useful Theory of Mentoring: A Conceptual Analysis and 
Critique 

 
  

Why is there so often so little correspondence between potential social utility of a 

topic and theory development for that topic? One of the answers seems clear enough- in 

some instances, it is the very depth and the sweep of phenomena that ties us up in knots. 

Such crucial but opaque topics such as freedom (Friedman, 1962; Sen, 2002), public 

interest (Goodin, 1996), or happiness and quality of life (Kahneman, 1999; Lane, 2000) 

pose special problems; the very bedrock nature of these topics thwarts progress. 

More puzzling is a lack of explanatory progress on topics where the phenomenon 

of interest, while obviously important, is more commonplace and apparently observable. 

We nominate mentoring as an outstanding illustration of limited progress in theory for a 

topic that is obviously important and amenable to convenient measurement. Mentoring 

research adds up to less than the sum of its parts; while there is incremental progress in a 

variety of new and relevant subject domains, there has been too little attention to core 

concepts and theory.  

If mentoring theory disappoints, it is not for a lack of scholarly attention or a 

deficit of published research. By one accounting (Allen & Johnston, 1997), more than 

500 articles on mentoring were published in management and education literatures during 

the ten years leading up to 1997. To some extent, the limited progress in mentoring 

theory seems attributable to a focus on the instrumental to the neglect of the explanatory. 

As Russell and Adams (1997) note, critics of mentoring research have lamented the 

absence of theory-driven research. Mentoring research tends to be based on “one off” 

studies based on limited samples and with a greater focus on correlations than careful 
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causal explanation. In the rush to consider such obviously important issues as the nature 

of effective mentoring, the benefits of mentoring, and the impacts of mentoring on 

women and minority careers, there is all too often impatience with troublesome 

conceptual and analytical problems. 

Our paper reviews and criticizes mentoring theory, focusing particularly on 

conceptual bases of theoretical problems. We seek to demonstrate that despite the 

publications of hundreds of studies of mentoring, many of the findings are less useful 

than one might hope because fundamental conceptual and theoretical issues have been 

skirted. Findings are abundant but explanations are not. The device used to demonstrate 

this point is a simple thought experiment of a putative mentoring relationship. The 

thought experiment demonstrates the difficulty of using existing research and theory to 

answer fundamental questions about mentoring.  

A MORE USEFUL THEORY OF MENTORING: WHAT IS MISSING? 

From one perspective, mentoring theory could hardly be more useful. Many 

researchers focus explicitly on the ways in which individual careers can benefit from 

mentoring (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz, Lima, 2004; Godsalk & Sosik, 2003; Dirsmith & 

Covaleski, 1985; Fagenson, 1989; Noe, 1988), including women (Burke & McKeen, 

1996, 1997; Ragins, 1989; Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989; Scandura & Ragins, 1993) and 

minorities (Ragins, 1997a; 1997b; Thomas, 1989). Others focus on the organization and 

develop ideas or findings aimed at improving organizational performance (Payne & 

Huffman, 2005; Singh, Bains, & Vinnicombe, 2002; Wilson & Elman, 1990). Thus, 

mentoring research and theory are useful in the sense that they aim to provide practical 

findings relevant to individual and social needs.  
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What most philosophers of science (e.g. Hacking, 1983; Laudan, 1981) mean by a 

“useful” theory is one that has explanatory depth and breadth, apart from its immediate 

social utility. Many (e.g. Carr, 1981; Gigerenzer, 1991) assume that practical utility flows 

directly, if not immediately, from explanatory breadth. But regardless of the time 

sequence, the key to cumulative knowledge is not accumulated findings but explanation 

(Kitcher, 1993).  

Despite its having provided a wide array of valid and useful research findings, 

conceptual problems have impeded the mentoring studies’ ability to provide compelling 

middle- or broad-range theoretical explanations. As Burke and McKeen note, “research 

on mentoring has typically lacked an integrated research model or framework…and most 

research findings are merely listings of empirical results” (1997; 44).   

Defining “Mentoring”  

Carl Hempel suggests that in order “to determine the meaning of an 

expression…one would have to ascertain the conditions under which the members of the 

community use – or, better, are disposed to use – the expression in question” (1952; 9). 

Often the concepts presented are suggestive, identifying the attributes of mentoring rather 

than stipulating the meaning of the concept itself and, in particular, its boundary 

conditions. More than a few researchers fail to even provide a definition of mentoring 

(e.g. Allen & Johnston, 1997; Burke & McKeen 1997; Chao 1997; Collins & Scott 1978; 

Green & Bauer 1995; Tepper & Taylor, 2003). 

The few formal, stipulative definitions provided in the mentoring literature 

sometimes do not have the coverage or plasticity required for research to move easily to 

new topics. We suggest that many of the current problems in conceptualizing mentoring 
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and, consequently, developing theory, stem from an inattention to the conceptual needs of 

a growing field of study. Conceptual development of mentoring has for some time been 

stunted. Concepts and, thus, theory seem held hostage to early precedent.  

Its contemporary popularity notwithstanding, serious research on mentoring 

began relatively recently (e.g. Levinson et al. 1978; Kram 1980). While it is impossible to 

identify a single work and say categorically that it is the beginning of mentoring research, 

one can make a good argument that Kathy Kram’s dissertation (1980) and her 1983 

Academy of Management Journal paper provided a beginning to the contemporary 

research tradition. The 1983 article is still the most frequently cited journal article on the 

topic of mentoring and her conceptualization of mentoring has been either directly quoted 

or reworked only slightly in many subsequent studies. In her seminal paper, Kram 

identified four stages of mentoring, but at no point provided an exacting definition. In a 

subsequent book, Kram (1985) noted that mentoring involves an intense relationship 

whereby a senior or more experienced person (the mentor) provides two functions for a 

junior person (the protégé), one function being advise or modeling about career 

development behaviors and the second function being personal support, especially 

psycho-social support.  

 The early, relatively imprecise Kram conceptualization of mentoring has 

influenced subsequent work to a considerable extent. While the early definition (or, more 

accurately, the early discussion) of the term was entirely suitable for the topic’s 1980’s 

level of explanatory and empirical development, subsequent application and conceptual 

stunting is more troubling. 
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 Eby (1997: 126) provides an appropriation of the Kram conceptualization that is 

quite typical:  

Mentoring is an intense developmental relationship whereby advice, 

counseling, and developmental opportunities are provided to a protégé by 

a mentor, which, in turn, shapes the protégé’s career experiences…[.]  

This occurs through two types of support to protégés: (1) instrumental or 

career support and (2) psychological support (Kram, 1985). 

 

            Other researchers (Chao, 1997; Ragins, 1997b) use close variants of this 

definition. To be sure, there has been a great deal of refinement and articulation of 

mentoring concepts and measures. However, as we see in Table 1, most of the branches 

connect to the same conceptual taproot. For example, Eby (1997) expands the Kram 

(1985) conceptualization to the idea of peer mentoring, moving away from the original 

focus on the mentor-protégé dyad. Whitely, Dougherty, and Dreher (1991) distinguish 

between “primary mentoring” (i.e. more intense and longer duration) and more 

ephemeral “secondary mentoring,” but still beginning with the Kram conceptualization. 

Chao, Waltz and Gardner (1992) use Kram’s conceptualization in connection with both 

“formal” and “informal” mentoring. Ragins (1997) examines diversity and power 

relations, beginning with the Kram conceptualization. Scandura (1992) examines a 

number of questionnaire items, factor analyzing them and interpreting the results in terms 

of the dimensions initially suggested by Kram.  

------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------- 
 

          Perhaps one reason why early, somewhat imprecise concepts continue to hold sway 

is, ironically, the fragmentation of the literature. Early mentoring concepts seem to be the 
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only glue holding together highly diverse research. Still, there have been some extensions 

and departures in conceptualization. For example, researchers now address the possible 

negative outcomes of mentoring, where barriers prevent mentors from providing 

guidance to protégés (Eby, McManus, Simon, Russell, 2000; Eby & Allen, 2002; Hunt & 

Michaels, 1983; Ragins & Cotton, 1996; Scandura, 1998). Eby and colleagues define 

negative mentoring "as specific incidents that occur between mentors and protégés, 

mentors’ characteristic manner of interacting with protégés, or mentors’ characteristics 

that limit their ability to effectively provide guidance to protégés" (2002, 3).  

Some researchers have extended their mentoring definitions to include alternative 

forms of mentoring such as peer mentoring (Bozionelos, 2004), formal and informal 

mentoring (Chao et al., 1992), and diversified mentoring, relationships where individuals 

of different racial, ethnic, or gender groups engage in mentoring (Ragins, 1997a,b).  

While one can perhaps argue that the core meaning for mentoring remains in wide use, it 

is certainly the case that multiple meanings have added complexity and in some instances 

ambiguity.  Conceptual clarity seems to have hampered theory development. As Merriam 

notes, “how mentoring is defined determines the extent of mentoring found” (1983: 165).  

Concept as a Precursor to Theory 

The most important rule for developing a useful concept is to be able to state its 

boundary conditions such that we know with some confidence that “X” is an instance of 

the phenomenon, but “Y” is not (Kirshenmann, 1981; Rosenberg, 2005). Few extant 

concepts of mentoring satisfy the boundary rule. It is certainly easy to understand why 

this is the case. The term, mentoring, shares “concept space” with closely related 

phenomenon such as coaching and apprenticeship. At its most elemental, mentoring is 
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about the transmission of knowledge. To exemplify some of the difficulties of developing 

a concept of mentoring that has some explanatory relevance, we provide below a thought 

experiment that highlights these difficulties, focusing especially on the problem of 

bounding the mentoring concept.  

TWO MANAGERS: A THOUGHT EXPERIMENT 

George H. has just begun working as a deputy budget analyst in the State 

Department of Energy and Environment. He is assigned to work under the unit’s 

director, veteran public manager David L. During the first few weeks of the job 

assignment, the two barely communicate, but George nonetheless learns a great deal 

from David simply by watching what David does and by reading reports that he 

produces. During this period George has also learned much by reading his agency 

training manual, attending a training session for new employees, watching others 

working in similar positions, picking up informal cues and “helpful hints” from peers, 

and developing  tacit knowledge or “learning by doing.”   

After two months, David calls George into his office and says “you are a fast 

learner and doing well, I am going to take you under my wing.” David is as good as his 

word and, during the next year or so transmits a great deal of knowledge about financial 

accounting, works closely with George, and reviews his work products. In addition to the 

ins and outs of financial accounting, David also tells George more than he really wants 

to know about office politics, including whom to look out for, whom to choose as an ally 

and even who is involved in an office romance and who has a substance abuse problem. 

As the relationship develops, George learns that for all of David’s knowledge he is 

utterly incompetent with the organization’s management information systems and 

generally with computers and, so, George often gives David helpful hints about how to 

use the system and how to solve problems as they occur. David is appreciative and shows 

that he, too, is a fast learner.  

After one year, George is so successful that he is offered a job in another agency 

of state government. He takes the job of chief budget analyst for the Department of 

Transportation, a job equivalent in rank and authority to David’s. On reflection George 

thinks that he has learned a great deal from David and promises to himself to stay in 
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close touch. 

Simple as it is, this thought experiment raises some fundamental questions about 

the nature of mentoring, questions not easily answered by consulting the mentoring 

literature. We explore these questions below. Many of these questions have implications 

not only for theory but also research design. 

Question: Is mentoring different when the mentor is the protégé’s boss? 

Some mentoring researchers focuses on “supervisory mentoring” questioning whether or 

not one’s boss can be a mentor and whether supervisory mentoring is preferred to non-

supervisory mentoring or vice versa (Burke, McKenna, & McKeen, 1991; Eby, 1997; 

Green & Bauer, 1995; Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994; Tepper, 1995; Tepper & Taylor, 

2003). Eby and colleagues (2000) investigated the conditions under which protégés are 

most likely to report negative mentoring experiences, such as abuse, neglect, intentional 

exclusion, tyranny, deception, incompetence, or sexual harassment and found that having 

a mentor who is one’s supervisor, as compared to non-supervisory mentor, is not related 

to reporting negative mentoring experiences. Burke and colleagues (1991) tested whether 

mentoring relationships are “special” compared to regular supervisor-subordinate 

relationships and found that there were no significant differences between mentored 

subordinates and other subordinates, except that those mentored reported higher levels of 

psychosocial functions such as friendship.   

We suggest, in accordance with the literature, that one’s boss should be eligible 

under the concept “mentor” and that a boss can be an effective mentor. Indeed, saying 

that one’s boss cannot be a mentor results in an unrealistic delimitation. A “boss” is a 

particular type of administrative superior,” typically one who interacts more directly, 

often face-to-face. If we assume that mentoring requires at least some face-to-face 
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interaction, then all those administrative superiors who do not interact directly with the 

employee cannot be mentors. Surely we do not wish to say that persons in formally 

superior positions can be mentors only if the have no supervisory connection to the 

employee. Moreover, employees in contemporary organizations often have several bosses 

and several administrative superiors with whom they have direct, interactive 

relationships. If all these were disqualified as “mentors,” the concept would take a 

different and less useful shape than it has to this point. 

Though bosses should qualify as mentors, mentoring is not synonymous with a 

good relationship with one’s boss. What about mentoring is different? If a supervisor 

assists a subordinate, teaches the subordinate new skills, and advances her career, is that 

supervisor fulfilling a supervisor’s job obligation, or is that  a mentor? It is important that 

mentoring theory and research distinguish between good supervisors and supervisors who 

mentor. 

Question: Is acknowledgement required for a mentoring relationship? The 

vignette seems to imply that David viewed himself as George’s mentor. But while 

George values at least a portion of the knowledge imparted by David, there is no clear 

indication that David views George as a mentor. Is conscious recognition required? If so, 

by whom? The mentor, the protégé, or both? 

This question is especially important to research design. For example, if 

mentoring need not be acknowledged, then the most common approach to its study, 

questionnaires and survey research, is seriously undercut. As we see from Table 2, 

questionnaires almost always assume that the respondent can and will identify a mentor 

(or a protégé) by providing a definition and then asking respondents, “Have you ever had 
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a mentor” (Eby, Butts, Lockwood, & Simon, 2004; Ragins, Cotton, & Miller, 2000; 

Tepper, 1995) or “How many mentors have helped you?” (Chao et al, 1992; 624). While 

providing a definition and then asking, for example, “do you have a mentor?” is in most 

instances acceptable, this approach also increases the likelihood of “framing” and other 

response artifacts.  Some studies ask a series of questions about the characteristics 

(Smith, Howard, & Harrington, 2005) and functions of a mentor (Dreher & Ash, 1990; 

Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994) making determinations on the basis of those responses.  

This seems in most instances more useful that asking the respondent to make a global 

decision about a multi-faceted concept.  Still, there is no research that investigates 

relationships where one member of the dyad responds as a mentor or protégé while the 

other does not. 

------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------- 
 

If mentoring is viewed as a phenomena not requiring awareness or 

acknowledgement by the persons involved, very different research techniques might be 

required, such as participant observation or unobtrusive measures. For example, Burke 

and McKeen do not ask respondents about mentoring but ask them “to think of a senior 

individual who has/had served these functions [coach, tutor, counselor and confidante] 

for them” (1997: 46) and then discusses the findings as mentoring relationships. Do 

responses to questions of having a mentor differ from responses about identifying an 

influential person in one’s life?     

Question: Who is the mentor? In the beginning of the vignette David is 

imparting knowledge to George. But as the relationship advances, George begins to 
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impart knowledge to David. Does this mean that the nature of the relationship has 

changed such that it is no longer a mentorship? Or does it mean that each is a mentor but 

in a different realm? Is it perhaps appropriate to thinking of mentoring as 

multidimensional such that one member of a dyad can be the mentor in one or more 

realms and (for the same dyad) the protégé in other realms? Or does this 

multidimensional concept of mentoring simply introduce an unacceptable level of 

complexity?   

Question: Must the mentor and the protégé like one another? Another 

interesting question is that of friendship and liking. Can individuals engage in successful 

mentoring and career development without liking one another? Respect certainly seems 

necessary but is respect sufficient? Many authors identify psychosocial outcomes of 

mentoring such as friendship, counseling, and emotional support (Fagenson-Eland, 

Marks, & Amendola, 1997; Kram 1985; Scandura & Viator, 1994; Scandura, 1992, 1997; 

Noe, 1988). Are these really mentoring outcomes? Or are psychosocial outcomes really 

just the outcomes of friendship? Does friendship between senior and junior employees 

constitute mentoring? 

Question: What part of knowledge transmission is “mentoring” and what 

part is not? Social science proceeds quite nicely by stipulation and operationalization. 

Using this approach, one can, with some concern for precision, furnish an answer to most 

of the questions raised above. Thus, one can stipulate that the boss is (or is not) eligible 

as mentor; one can operationalize mentoring relationships as requiring acknowledgement 

(or not). So long as one is clear, there is little confusion, except perhaps to 

metatheoreticians. But this question of the parsing of knowledge transmission gets to the 
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nub of the problem with the mentoring concept. For this reason, it is perhaps the thorniest 

of the questions we raise.    

 Let us begin with a part of this issue that can be resolved by stipulation. In the 

above vignette, David imparted knowledge that was of little interest to George- 

knowledge about office politics and knowledge, perhaps rumors, about deviant (from the 

standpoint of organizational norms) behavior. We can simply stipulate (or not) that 

unwanted knowledge nevertheless qualifies as a basis for mentoring. We can also 

stipulate (or not) that the information transmitted must be true.   

 More problematic by far is the fact that knowledge does not place itself into 

discrete bins. How does one distinguish between typical training and mentoring? In many 

cases bosses are formally required to train subordinates. But when, if ever, does the 

training relationship transmute into a mentor relationship? The same might be said for 

socialization. Peers inevitably impart knowledge, by example and usually more directly. 

Under what circumstances is this “peer mentoring” and under what circumstances is it 

“socialization?” 

 Question: Can groups mentor individuals? The foregoing question raised 

another.  Is mentoring best viewed as a relation between two people or among a group of 

people? Kram’s (1985) early influential work was based on dyads. The preponderance of 

the mentoring research focuses on dyadic relationships (Auster, 1984; Eby & Allen, 

2002; Kram 1985; Ragins & Scandura, 1997). Today, however, researchers define 

mentoring to include group mentoring (Dansky, 1996) and peer mentoring (Bozionelos, 

2004; Kram & Isabella, 1985). More recently Eby (1997) offered a typology that expands 

mentoring to include alternative forms of group mentoring such as inter-team, intra-team, 
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and professional association mentoring. Team mentoring occurs when teams help 

individuals develop within or across teams. Professional association group mentoring 

occurs when an entire professional association mentors a protégé by, for example, 

building social networks (Dansky, 1996). Group mentoring is unique because the 

mentoring “emerges from the dynamics of the group as a whole, rather than the 

relationships with any one person” (Dansky, 1996: 7). Should a useful mentoring concept 

be limited to dyads or should it include groups?  

 Question: When does the mentoring begin and end? One is tempted to say that 

the mentoring relationship begins when David sits George down in his office and, 

essentially, declares himself as George’s new mentor. But is it the declaration or the 

acceptance of the declaration by George? Or, aside from role acceptance, does the 

mentoring begin only when knowledge is transmitted? Related, is David a mentor to 

George even before the declaration? We see that George, who was not communicating 

directly with David, was nonetheless learning from his example and from his work 

products. 

 George leaves the organization. By some usages the mentor and the protégé are 

not required to be in the same organization (Eby, 1997; Eby et al., 2004). But what about 

the fact that George and David are now peers in the sense of authority, rank and perhaps 

even knowledge? Does this mitigate the relationship’s qualification as a mentor 

relationship? Or are they now “peer mentors,” and how is this different from simply a 

collegial relationship? Furthermore, how does mentoring which advances a protégé to a 

position in another organization speak to the research on the organizational benefits of 

mentoring (Eby 1997; Payne & Huffman, 2005; Russell & Adams, 1997; Tepper & 
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Taylor, 2003; Wilson & Elman, 1990)? Are there term limits on mentoring? Is there a 

frequency requirement- how often does one or both need to transmit knowledge to sustain 

a mentoring relationship? 

Implications 

 The purpose of this thought experiment was to highlight the difficulties in 

developing a useful and usable concept of mentoring. The analysis perhaps also shows, 

less directly, some of the reasons why research on mentoring is so scattered and why the 

development of a cumulative, empirically-based theory of mentoring still seems daunting 

even after decades of hard work.   

 It is worth noting that we have not even begun to attend to the question “what is 

effective mentoring?” despite the fact that this is the single question that dominates the 

mentoring literature. It is difficult to gauge the effectiveness of a social technology absent 

some clarity about its meaning. In the next section we seek to lend some clarity to the 

concept of mentoring by providing a provisional definition and some boundary rules. 

THE MENTORING CONCEPT: A REFORMULATION 

 As we suggested above, relatively few scholars actually provide a stipulative 

definition of mentoring. Most researchers cite Kram’s usage or neglect to provide a 

definition at all. As we provide ours, it will be apparent why conceptual and definitional 

issues are so often skirted- any definition that has a hope of distinguishing mentoring 

from other types of learning will necessarily be a complex one. 

 In developing our definition we employ standard criteria (Balzer, 1986; Parsons, 

1971). First, the definition should reflect ordinary language usage of the term. The 

definition need not (and in this instance cannot) be identical to ordinary language use, but 
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it should not be so far removed from reality as to be unrecognizable. Second, the 

definition should be useful in providing boundaries for mentoring and separating 

mentoring from related varieties of knowledge transmission. Third, and, of course, 

related to the other two criteria, the definition should be useful for advancing research. 

 We offer the following definition: 

Mentoring: a process for the informal transmission of knowledge, social capital, 
and psycho-social support perceived by the recipient as relevant to work, career 
or professional development; mentoring entails informal communication, usually 
face-to-face and over a sustained period of time, between a person who is 
perceived to have greater relevant knowledge, wisdom or experience (the 
mentor), to a person who is perceived to have less (the protégé).  

 

The definition is not a radical departure from others found in the literature.  

However, our definition clearly limits the term mentoring in ways that would reject at 

least some current meanings of the term. That, of course, is the point. The lexical 

meaning of ambiguity is “multiple meanings” and if everything is mentoring then nothing 

is.  

The definition provides at least some resolution of the various problems suggested 

by the above George-David vignette. Let us return to those questions. First, “can 

someone be both boss and mentor?” According to our definition, the boss is not 

disqualified as mentor, but neither is peer-mentoring disqualified. The key element of the 

definition for this concern is that the knowledge transmission must be informal in nature. 

If the instruction is part of the formal requirements of the job (or the supervisory 

relationship) it does not qualify as mentoring. It should also be noted that mentoring 

requires unequal knowledge, but only in the knowledge domain of the mentoring, and 

there is no stipulation regarding the status or hierarchical relationship between the parties 



 18

to the relationship. This implies, then, that it is indeed possible for David to continue as 

George’s mentor even though George has an equal or greater rank. The definition also 

suggests that George and David can be one another’s mentors, so long as it is in entirely 

different domains and there is unequal knowledge. 

We feel that the dependence of mentoring on formal hierarchies is a misstep that 

occurred early in the history of mentoring research and is now well worth rectifying. 

Indeed, recent mentoring work has already begin to adjust to nonhierarchical 

relationships (see Higgins & Kram, 2001). Let us consider just a single example that 

shows the problematic nature of subjecting mentoring to hierarchical relation. Anyone 

who has combat experience in the U.S. military has a good likelihood of having 

witnessed the mentoring of junior officers by hierarchically subordinate, but more 

experienced, non-commissioned officers. A reading of combat memoirs (e.g. Manchester, 

1982; Wolff, 1994) reveals these relationships between junior officers and non-

commissioned officers fulfill all of the attributes associated with mentoring, excepting 

only the unneeded criterion of unequal hierarchical status. Such mentoring not only 

affected careers but saved countless lives. 

With respect to the “is acknowledgement required?” question, the answer from 

our definition is “yes.” One reason we choose this approach is that the perception of the 

mentoring may sometimes be as important as the fact of knowledge transmission. Note 

that our definition does not suggest that mentoring is effective, only that the knowledge 

received is perceived as useful. We offer this in defense: how sensible is it to speak of 

having a mentor if one feels that the knowledge provided by the mentor is useless?  

Another implication of our definition, an especially important one, is that 
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mentoring is an informal social exchange. This means that the term “formal mentoring” is 

an oxymoron. This does not mean, however, that the thousands of formal mentoring 

programs set up in organizations do not result in mentoring relationships, only that they 

do not develop on command. The question of whether someone in a formal mentoring 

program has a mentor is an empirical question. 

 Our use of the term “formal mentoring” is somewhat different than the use 

prevailing in the literature. Typically, formal mentoring refers to mentoring relationships 

that are established, recognized, and managed by organizations and are not spontaneous 

(Chao et al, 1992). Chao and colleagues (1992) concluded that individuals in informal 

mentoring relationships (i.e. not part of formally sanctioned programs) report more career 

support and higher salaries than those in formal (sanctioned) mentoring relationships, but 

that protégés in both formal and informal mentoring relationships report more positive 

outcomes than nonmentored individuals. The research did not consider the cases, if any, 

where the formal mentoring program assignments did not give rise to a mentoring 

relationship.  

According to Ragins and colleagues (2000), mentoring, whether formal in its 

origins or not, results in stronger job satisfaction outcomes. But Eby and Allen (2002) 

conclude that relationships based on formal program assignments can result in poor 

dyadic fit leading to more negative experiences and higher turnover and stress than is 

found in mentoring relationships that are informal in origin. In addition, Tepper (1995) 

found that informal-originated mentored protégés engage in upward maintenance tactics 

of their relationships with supervisors while there are few differences between formal 

program-originated protégés and employees who are not mentored. Those in formal 
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programs place more value on mentor traits (e.g. gender and rank) than behavior (Smith 

et al., 2005). Our decision to define mentoring in such a way as to disqualify formal 

mentoring contains no judgment about the thousands of formal mentoring programs that 

have been set up in organizations. We view formal mentoring programs as sewing the 

seeds of relationships, many of which flower into useful and productive mentor 

relationships. 

 A second stipulation of our definition is that there is a transmission of 

knowledge, social capital, and psycho-social support that is related to work.  It is often 

noted that mentoring relationship can include an element of socio-emotional support that 

has nothing to do with any cognitive notion of knowledge. We agree that this is often a 

concomitant of mentoring relations, and often a very important one, but it is neither 

necessary nor sufficient for mentoring. If one receives only socio-emotional support then 

one does not have a mentor, one has a friend. By contrast, if one respects a mentor, but 

does not consider the mentor a friend and receives little or no socio-emotional support, 

one can nonetheless prove a valuable source of organizational and career knowledge. To 

be sure, there is some level of social ingratiation required for any relationship (including 

mentoring) to work. One cannot despise a person and work effectively with that person as 

a protégé. But the friendship and emotional minimum seems to us a low one.   

 “When does mentoring begin and end?” This issue remains troubling because it 

is in part one of quanta. It is easy enough to say that mentoring does not begin until (1) 

the knowledge of interest (or the social capital and network ties) has begun to be both 

transmitted and received and (2) the two parties recognize the role. But the end of the 

mentoring relationship is a function of two factors, each potentially measurable but 
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neither obvious in its scale calibration. First, when there is no longer an inequality in the 

focal knowledge domain, the mentoring relationship ends (at least within that domain- it 

may continue in another). But it is not easy to make such a determination. Certainly, self-

reports will be suspect. Second, the mentoring ends with limited contact and limited 

transmission of knowledge. Inevitably, some judgment is required to determine just when 

the character and amount of knowledge transmitted has changed such that a mentor 

relationship has ceased. Since acknowledgment of the mentoring relationship is a 

component of our definition, a practical means of determining when the relationship ends 

is self-reporting.  

Locating the Mentoring Concept 

Finally, let us consider the question we identified as the thorniest one: “What part 

of knowledge transmission is mentoring and what part is not?” We noted that knowledge 

does not place itself neatly into bins labeled “mentoring,” “training” or “socialization.”  

Table 3 provides a comparison of, respectively, formal training, socialization, and 

mentoring. While the categorization does not in each case meet the strictest criteria for 

cell types- mutual exclusiveness and exhaustiveness- it nonetheless provides substantial 

discrimination among the three often-confused modes of transmitting work-related 

knowledge. The distinctions in the table include the number of participants, relationship 

bases, recognition, needs fulfillment, and knowledge content. There seems no need to 

recapitulate the elements of the table, but it is perhaps worth emphasizing that the utility 

of knowledge provided by the three mechanisms is somewhat different.   

------------------------ 
Insert Table 3 about here 

------------------------- 
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If the mentoring relationship is informal and voluntary and it fails to satisfy the 

needs of the dyad, then there is little reason to expect that it will be sustained, no matter 

what the possible benefits to organizations, their goals and missions. This is, of course, an 

important distinction with training. Training often serves individual needs and may be 

most effective when organizational training needs are aligned with individual needs. But 

training is not necessarily voluntary and its functioning does not necessarily depend upon 

meeting individual needs. Likewise, socialization need not meet individual needs. If we 

think of the classic human relations studies of informal work groups (Roethlisberger and 

Dickson, 1939) then we see that socialization may benefit the group or the organization 

to the detriment of the individual.  

CONCLUSION 

Is the glass half-full or half-empty?  From one perspective, the study of mentoring 

seems a great success story. Starting in the late 1970s with a fresh research topic, 

hundreds of studies have been produced using a variety of methods and theoretical 

premises. Taken individually, a great many of these studies provide important insights. 

Taken together, the mentoring theory remains underdeveloped. 

If one agrees that mentoring theory is underdeveloped one can perhaps also agree 

that there are many reasons why this is the case. The work is, commendably, 

multidisciplinary and, thus, draws from many theoretical perspectives.  But this has had 

the effect of fragmenting theory. Mentoring research is often, and commendably, 

instrumental in its motivations. But this has had the effect of certain impatience with 

continuity and broad-based explanation. In our judgment, the most important reason for 

limited progress toward a more unifying theory of mentoring is a failure to confront some 
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of the lingering conceptual gaps in research and theory. In many instances, important 

studies of mentoring do not even provide a careful definition of the phenomenon. In most 

instances it is not easy to sort mentoring from adjacent concepts such as training, 

coaching, socialization and even friendship. Our critique has sought, with the application 

of a thought experiment, to highlight some of the conceptual issues that require attention 

if research is to produce more powerful explanations. 

 



 24

REFERENCES 

Allen, J., & Johnston, K. (1997). Mentoring. Context, 14(7), 15. 

Allen, T. D., Eby, L., Poteet, M., Lentz, E., & Lima, L. (2004). Career benefits associated 
with mentoring for protégés: A meta-analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
89(1), 127-136. 

Auster, D. (1984). Mentors and protégés: Power-dependent dyads. Sociological Inquiry, 
54(2), 142-153. 

Balzer, W. (1986). Theoretical terms: A new perspective. Journal of Philosophy, 83(2), 
71-90. 

Bozionelos, N. (2004). Mentoring provided: Relation to mentor's career success, 
personality, and mentoring received. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 64(1), 24. 

Burke, R. J., & McKeen, C. A. (1996). Do women at the top make a difference? Gender 
proportions and the experiences of managerial and professional women. Human 
Relations, 49(8), 1093-1105. 

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. 

Burke, R. J., McKenna, C., & McKeen, C. A. (1991). How do mentorships differ from 
typical supervisory relationships? Psychological Reports, 68, 459-466. 

Carr, D. (1981). Knowledge in practice. American Philosophical Quarterly, 18, 53-61. 

Chao, G. T. (1997). Mentoring phases and outcomes. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
51(1), 15-28. 

Chao, G. T., Walz, P. M., & Gardner, P. D. (1992). Formal and informal mentorships: A 
comparison on mentoring functions and contrast with non-mentored counterparts. 
Personnel Psychology, 45(3), 619-937. 

Collins, E. G. C., & Scott, P. (1978). Everyone who makes it has a mentor. Harvard 
Business Review, 56(4), 89-110. 

Dansky, K. H. (1996). The effect of group mentoring on career outcomes. Group and 
Organization Management, 21, 5–21. 

Dirsmith, M. W., & Covaleski, M. A. (1985). Informal communications and mentoring in 
public accounting firms. Accounting, Organizations and Society, 10, 149-169. 



 25

Dreher, G. F., & Ash, R. A. (1990). A comparative study of mentoring among men and 
women in managerial, professional, and technical positions. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 75(5), 539-546. 

Eby, L. T. (1997). Alternative forms of mentoring in changing organizational 
environments: A conceptual extension of the mentoring literature. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 125-144. 

Eby, L. T., & Allen, T. D. (2002). Further investigation of protégés’ negative mentoring 
experiences patterns and outcomes. Group & Organization Management, 27(4), 
456-479. 

Eby, L. T., Butts, M., Lockwood, A., & Simon, S. A. (2004). Protégés' negative 
mentoring experiences: Construct development and nomological validation. 
Personnel Psychology, 57(2), 411-447. 

Eby, L. T., McManus, S. E., Simon, S. A., & Russell, J. E. A. (2000). The protégé’s 
perspective regarding negative mentoring experiences: The development of a 
taxonomy. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 57(1), 1. 

Fagenson-Eland, E. A., Marks, M. K., & Amendola, K. L. (1997). Perceptions of 
mentoring relationships. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 29-42. 

Fagenson, E. A. (1989). The mentor advantage: Perceived career/job experiences of 
protégés versus non-protégés. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 10, 309-320. 

Friedman, M. (1962). Capitalism and freedom. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Gigerenzer, G. (1991). From tools to theories: A heuristic of discovery in cognitive 
psychology. Psychological Review, 98(2), 254-267. 

Godshalk, V. M., & Sosik, J. J. (2003). Aiming for career success: The role of learning 
goal orientation in mentoring relationships. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
63(3), 417. 

Goodin, R. (1996). Institutionalizing the public interest: The defense of deadlock and 
beyond. American Political Science Review, 90(2), 331-342. 

Green, S. G., & Bauer, T. N. (1995). Supervisory mentoring by advisers - relationships 
with doctoral-student potential, productivity, and commitment. Personnel 
Psychology, 48(3), 537-561. 

Hacking, I. (1983). Representing and intervening: Introductory topics in the philosophy 
of natural science. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hempel, C. G. (1952). Fundamentals of concept formation in empirical science (Vol. 2). 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



 26

Higgins, M. C., & Kram, K. E. (2001). Reconceptualizing mentoring at work: A 
developmental network perspective. Academy of Management Review, 26(2), 264. 

Hunt, D. M., & Michael, C. (1983). Mentorship - a career training and development tool. 
Academy of Management Review, 8(3), 475-485. 

Kahneman, D., Diener, E., & Schwarz, N. (Eds.). (1999). Well-being: The foundations of 
hedonic psychology. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Kirshenmann, P. (1981). Some thoughts on the ideal of exactness in science and 
philosophy. In A. J. & R. Cohen (Eds.), Scientific philosophy today: Essays in 
honour of mario bunge, boston studies in philosophy of science (pp. 85-98). New 
York: Springer Publishing. 

Kitcher, P. (1993). The advancement of science. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Kram, K. E. (1980). Mentoring processes at work: Developmental relationships in 
managerial careers. Unpublished Dissertation, Yale University, Cambridge, MA. 

Kram, K. E. (1983). Phases of the mentor relationship. Academy of Management Journal, 
26(4), 608-625. 

Kram, K. E. (1985). Mentoring at work: Developmental relationships in organizational 
life. Glenview, IL: Scott Foresman. 

Kram, K. E., & Isabella, L. A. (1985). Mentoring alternatives: The role of peer 
relationships in career development. Academy of Management Journal, 28(1), 
110–132. 

Lane, R. (2000). The loss of happiness in market democracies. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

Laudan, L. (1981). Science and hypothesis. Dordrecht, Holland: Reidel. 

Levinson, D., Darrow, C., Klein, E., Levinson, M., & McKee, B. (1978). The seasons of 
a man’s life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 

Manchester, W. (1982). Goodbye darkness: A memoir of the pacific war. New York: Dell 
Books. 

McManus, S. E., & Russell, J. E. A. (1997). New directions for mentoring research: An 
examination of related constructs. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 145-
161. 

Merriam, S. (1983). Mentors and protégés: A critical review of the literature. Adult 
Education Quarterly, 33, 161-173. 



 27

Noe, R. A. (1988). An investigation of the determinants of successful assigned mentoring 
relationships. Personnel Psychology, 41(3), 457-479. 

Parsons, K. (1971). On criteria of meaning change. British Journal for the Philosophy of 
Science, 22(2), 131-114. 

Payne, S. C., & Huffman, A. H. (2005). A longitudinal examination of the influence of 
mentoring on organizational commitment and turnover. Academy of Management 
Journal, 48(1), 158-168. 

Ragins, B. R. (1989). Barriers to mentoring: The female manager's dilemma. Human 
Relations, 42, 1-22. 

Ragins, B. R. (1997a). Antecedents of diversified mentoring relationships. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 90-109. 

Ragins, B. R. (1997b). Diversified mentoring relationships in organizations: A power 
perspective. Academy of Management Review, 22(2), 482-521. 

Ragins, B. R., & Cotton, J. L. (1996). Jumping the hurdles: Barriers to mentoring for 
women in organizations. Leadership and Organization Development Journal, 17, 
37-41. 

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 
attitudes. Academy of Management Journal, 43(6), 1177-1194. 

Ragins, B. R., & Scandura, T. A. (1997). The way we were: Gender and the termination 
of mentoring relationships. Journal of Applied Psychology, 82(6), 945-953. 

Ragins, B. R., & Sundstrom, E. (1989). Gender and power in organizations: A 
longitudinal perspective. Psychological Bulletin, 105(1), 51-88. 

Roethlisberger, F., & Dickson, W. (1939). Management and the worker. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Rosenberg, A. (2005). Philosophy of science: A contemporary introduction. London: 
Routledge. 

Russell, J. E. A., & Adams, D. M. (1997). The changing nature of mentoring in 
organizations: An introduction to the special issue on mentoring in organizations. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 1. 

Scandura, T., A., & Schriesheim, C. A. (1994). Leader-member exchange and supervisor 
career mentoring as complementary constructs in leadership research. Academy of 
Management Journal, 37, 1588-1602. 



 28

Scandura, T. A. (1992). Mentorship and career mobility - an empirical-investigation. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13(2), 169-174. 

Scandura, T. A. (1997). Mentoring and organizational justice: An empirical investigation. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51(1), 58-69. 

Scandura, T. A. (1998). Dysfunctional mentoring relationships and outcomes. Journal of 
Management, 24(3), 449. 

Scandura, T. A., & Ragins, B. R. (1993). The effects of sex and gender role orientation 
on mentorship in male-dominated occupations. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
43(3), 251. 

Scandura, T. A., & Viator, R. E. (1994). Mentoring in public accounting firms - an 
analysis of mentor protégé relationship, mentorship functions, and protégé 
turnover intentions. Accounting Organizations and Society, 19(8), 717-734. 

Sen, A. (2002). Rationality and freedom. Cambridge, MA: Belknap. 

Singh, V., Bains, D., & Vinnicombe, S. (2002). Informal mentoring as an organisational 
resource. Long Range Planning, 35(4), 389. 

Smith, W. J., Howard, J. T., & Harrington, K. V. (2005). Essential formal mentor 
characteristics and functions in governmental and non-governmental 
organizations from the program administrator's and the mentor's perspective. 
Public Personnel Management, 34(1), 31-58. 

Tepper, B. J. (1995). Upward maintenance tactics in supervisory mentoring and 
nonmentoring relationships. Academy of Management Journal, 38(4), 1191-1205. 

Tepper, B. J., & Taylor, E. C. (2003). Relationships among supervisors' and subordinates' 
procedural justice perceptions and organizational citizenship behaviors. Academy 
Of Management Journal, 46(1), 97-105. 

Thomas, D. A. (1990). The impact of race on managers’ experiences of developmental 
relationships (mentoring and sponsorship): An intra-organizational study. Journal 
of Organizational Behavior, 11, 479–492. 

Whitely, W., Dougherty, T. W., & Dreher, G. F. (1991). Relationship of career mentoring 
and socioeconomic origin to managers and professionals early career progress. 
Academy of Management Journal, 34(2), 331-351. 

Wilson, & Elman. (1990). Organizational benefits of mentoring. Academy of 
Management Executive, 4, 88-94. 

Wolff, T. (1994). In pharaoh’s army: Memories of a lost war. London: Bloomsbury. 



 29

Young, A. M., & Perrewe, P. L. (2000). What did you expect? An examination of career-
related support and social support among mentors and protégés. Journal of 
Management, 26(4), 611-632. 

Zey, M. G. (1984). The mentor connection. Homewood, IL: Dow Jones-Irwin. 



 30

Table 1 

Mentoring Definitions 

 
Mentoring Definitions  

"Mentoring is defined as a developmental relationship that involves organizational members of 
unequal status or, less frequently, peers (Kram, 1985)" (Bozionelos, 2004: 25). 

"Mentoring is an intense long-term relationship between a senior, more experienced individual 
(the mentor) and a more junior, less experienced individual (the protégé) (Kram, 1985)" (Eby & 
Allen, 2002: 456). 
"Mentors provide young adults with career-enhancing functions, such as sponsorship, 
coaching, facilitating exposure and visibility, and offering challenging work or protection, all of 
which help the younger person to establish a role in the organization, learn the ropes, and 
prepare for advancement" (Kram & Isabella, 1985: 111).  
"Mentoring is a developmental relationship typically occurring between senior and junior 
individuals in organizations" (McManus & Russell, 1997: 145). 
"The mentor is usually a senior, experienced employee who serves as a role model, provides 
support, direction, and feedback to the younger employee regarding career plans and 
interpersonal development, and increases the visibility of the protégé to decision-makers in the 
organization who may influence career opportunities" (Noe, 1988: 458). 
"Traditionally, mentors are defined as individuals with advanced experience and knowledge 
who are committed to providing upward mobility and support to protégés careers (Hunt and 
Michael, 1983; Kram, 1985)" (Ragins, 1997b: 484).  
"A mentor is generally defined as a higher-ranking, influential individual in your work 
environment who has advanced experience and knowledge and is committed to providing 
upward mobility and support to your career. Your mentor may or may not be in your 
organization and s/he may or may not be your immediate supervisor" (Ragins et al, 2000: 
1182). 

"We conceptualized supervisory mentoring as a transformational activity involving a mutual 
commitment by mentor and protégé to the latter's long-term development, as a personal, extra 
organizational investment in the protégé by the mentor, and as the changing of the protégé by 
the mentor, accomplished by the sharing of values, knowledge, experience, and so forth (Hunt 
and Michael, 1983; Kram, 1985)" (Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994: 1589). 
"[W]e define mentors as ‘individuals with advanced experience and knowledge who are 
committed to providing upward support and mobility to their protégés’ careers’" (Singh et al., 
2002: 391). 
"[T]he term "mentor" refers to a more senior person who takes an interest in sponsorship of the 
career of a more junior person" (Smith et al., 2005: 33). 

"Mentoring relationships facilitate junior colleagues' (protégés) professional development and 
career progress” (Tepper, 1995: 1191). 
"This study focuses on a more formal type of relationship between a senior member of an 
organization and a novice, in part, to address the growing emphasis organizations are placing 
on formal types of mentoring in the socialization and career development of many professionals 
(Russell and Adams, 1997)" (Young & Perrewe, 2000: 613). 
"A mentor is a person who oversees the career and development of another person, usually 
junior, through teaching, counseling, providing psychological support, protecting, and at times 
promoting or sponsoring. The mentor may perform any or all of the above functions during the 
mentor relationship" (Zey, 1984: 7).  
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Table 2 

Questionnaire Items Identifying Mentoring 

 
Identifying Mentors in Questionnaires 

"Please provide information regarding your experiences with mentoring relationships. 
Mentoring relationships are characterized by a close, professional relationship 
between two individuals - one usually more senior in some regard. The mentor and 
protégé may or may not be with the same company . . . Mentoring is defined as a 
pairing of a more skilled or experienced person with a lesser skilled or experienced 
one, with the goal [either implicitly or explicitly stated] of having the lesser skilled 
person grow and develop specific career-related competencies. Your mentor may or 
may not be your manager" (Godshalk & Sosik, 2003; 423-4).  
"One type of work relationship is a mentoring relationship. A mentor is generally 
defined as a higher-ranking, influential individual in your work environment who has 
advanced experience and knowledge and is committed to providing upward mobility 
and support in your career. A mentor may or may not be in your organization, and s/he 
may or may not be your immediate supervisor. Have you ever had a mentor?" (Eby et 
al., 2004: 424-5). 

"How many mentors (someone who actively assists and helps guide your professional 
development in some significant and ongoing way) have you had?" (Payne & Huffman, 
2005: 162). 

"Mentorship is defined as an intense work relationship between senior (mentor) and 
junior (protégé) organizational members. The mentor has experience and power in the 
organization and personally advises, counsels, coaches, and promotes the career 
development of the protégé. Promotion of the protégé's career may occur directly 
through actual promotions or indirectly through the mentor's influence and power over 
other organizational members" (Chao et al., 1992: 624). 

"Consider your career history since graduating from our program and the degree to 
which influential managers have served as your sponsor or mentor (this need not be 
limited to one person)" (Dreher & Ash, 1990: 541). 
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Table 3 

Comparing Three Processes for Transmitting Work-Related Knowledge 

 
  

Formal Training Socialization Mentoring 

        

Number of 
Participants 

Infinite 
Dependent upon group 

size 
Dyads (including sets 

of dyads) 

Relationship 
Bases 

Authority-mediated 

Informal, typically 
entailing unequal 

knowledge or 
experience 

Informal, requiring 
unequal knowledge 

Recognition 
Recognition and self-

awareness 
unavoidable 

Does not require 
recognition 

Requires recognition 
(by both parties) for 

role enactment 

Needs 
Fulfillment 

Multiple but must 
include organization 
or authority-derived 

objectives 

Multiple but must 
include group needs 

Multiple but must 
serve the needs of the 

two voluntary 
participants 

Knowledge 
Utility 

Includes knowledge 
presumed relevant to 
attaining organization 

mission or goals or 
formal job 

requirements 

May or may not serve 
sanctioned work 

objectives, knowledge 
develops or reinforces 

group norms 

Must be work-
relevant, but from the 

self-interested 
perspective of the 
involved parties 

 
 
 

 
 

 


