This handbook provides resources for mentees and mentors at every stage. Whether you are
just getting started or are looking for ways to get more out of the mentoring relationship, we
have resources to help you. We explore topics such as deciding on the right mentoring
model, communicating effectively, giving and receiving feedback, and finding strategies for
problem solving.
Need help finding a mentor? Search our ICRE Mentoring Network.

Why Mentoring Matters
Why does mentoring matter?
Mentoring is the key for developing and sustaining a satisfying professional career. Mentoring
enables each of us to grow, learn, transform, and accomplish goals in education or in basic,
clinical, and translational research. Whether you are a senior educator or world-renowned
investigator or you are in the early stages of your professional training—whether you are the
mentor or the mentee—mentoring helps build a dynamic community while ensuring the success of
each individual as he or she achieves personal and professional career goals.

What are the benefits of mentoring?
For the mentee:
In today's complex and often highly competitive world of academic medicine, having a mentor can
mean the difference between success and failure. Whether seeking advice on how to ask the right
research question, how to best design a new experiment, how to team-teach a course, or how to
find all the needed resources, mentoring can help to ensure a successful outcome. By serving in
the role of a guide, coach, or ally, a mentor can answer questions as they arise for the mentee and
thereby ensure steady progress and completion of project milestones. By serving in the role of an
advocate, a mentor can help a mentee navigate the terrain of academia and move forward
professionally. By providing knowledgeable and strategic advice, a mentor can serve to empower a
junior faculty member, postdoc, or fellow to pursue an innovative opportunity. The interest and the
support of a mentor often provide the mentee with confidence to undertake a new and exciting
challenge.
For the mentor:
Mentoring provides the mentor with numerous benefits, including enhancement of his or her own
personal and professional knowledge while teaching and learning from the mentee. By providing
guidance, support, advice, strategic feedback, and other insights to a mentee, the mentor can learn
and enhance leadership skills. Mentees often bring a fresh perspective to a difficult problem, and
serving as a mentor can provide a renewed sense of purpose in meeting the challenges of leading
an educational endeavor or a research program. While working with a mentee, the mentor also has
the opportunity to gain a new talented colleague—one with whom the mentor may collaborate for
years to come. Most of all, a mentor is provided with an important sense of satisfaction in
contributing to a legacy of developing the next generation of creative faculty.

Communication
Communication engages verbal, nonverbal, and auditory signals. It occurs both intentionally and
accidentally. It is a process that allows people to exchange information, confer knowledge, give
advice and commands, and ask questions. Effective communication requires that all parties
understand a common language expressed through verbal actions (e.g., speaking, singing, and
tone of voice) and nonverbal actions (e.g., body language, touch, and making eye contact).
• Effective Communication
• Active Listening
• Giving and Receiving Feedback

Effective Communication
▼ What does it mean to communicate effectively?
Communication is a transaction between two or more people, with all participants having an active role
in the process. A speaker transmits a message and must ensure that the message is delivered clearly.
A listener takes delivery of the message and must be an active listener. Effective communication takes
place only when the listener clearly understands the message that the speaker intended to send.

▼ Why is effective communication important for the mentoring relationship?
By its very nature, the mentor-mentee relationship is not equally balanced, since the mentor holds
greater power than the mentee. However, because communication is integral to the mentor-mentee
relationship, the ability to communicate effectively is essential. The mentee must be able to be forthright
with the mentor, and the mentor must be able to listen carefully and provide feedback while maintaining
a cordial and productive relationship.

▼ What are common methods of communication?
Information can be shared face-to-face or by telephone, fax, e-mail, text messaging, videoconferencing,
e-portfolios, instant messaging, memos, letters, reports, etc. The number and types of methods
increase as information technology systems become ever more sophisticated.

▼ How do you convince someone successfully?
Successful communication is accomplished by being able to make people believe in what is being said.
To do this, the speaker must be sincere and enthusiastic and have all the facts needed to back up the
message.

▼ How do you know if communication is effective?
An effective communicator will succeed in persuading someone to act in a way that is desired and to
enjoy acting in this way (e.g., to be motivated to carry out a task). If there is a concern with the
effectiveness of the mentor-mentee communication, it is important to reiterate the message and
determine if the message was sent and received.

▼ How can you use nonverbal communication?
With practice, the speaker sending the message can pick up visual clues (nonverbal feedback) about
how the message is being received and then modify or rephrase the message to make it more
understandable or acceptable.

▼ What are the most important skills for becoming an effective communicator?

•
•
•
•
•
•

The ability to understand the situation, the message, the listener, and the quality of the
communication.
The ability to frame a message clearly, concisely, and directly.
The ability to ask or tell someone to do something without evoking negative emotions on either
side.
The capacity to listen actively.
The ability to be attentive and observant.
The confidence to be sure of the message and convincing in relaying it.

▼ Why is listening such an important skill in effective communication?
Listening is critical because it provides direction. It helps to form good relationships and to encourage
more open communication. Active listening helps move this process along.

▼ What can help most in understanding?
Understanding involves developing the ability to perceive, store, and recall the relevant information to
reach an understanding of the situation as quickly as possible.

▼ What are the barriers to effective communication?
Both mentors and mentees can foster barriers to communication. Barriers include the following:
•

Barrier: The use of imprecise language that could be misunderstood or could distract from
the message. Vague language can complicate a relationship and leave the listener unsure of
what message is being conveyed. "Loaded" words can inflame a conversation and inhibit
communication. The result of this could be that the listener carries out an activity that was not
intended by the speaker or that the listener has the disadvantage of misunderstanding and then
feeling defensive or angry.
Solution: Before conveying the message, the speaker should think carefully about the message
that he or she wants to send and select the words carefully. During the conversation, the speaker
should pay attention to the words he or she is using and to the expressions and body language of
the listener. If the listener looks defensive, hostile, puzzled, or confused, the speaker should
repeat the message in clearer or more neutral words. On the one hand, it is not particularly useful
for the speaker to ask, "Do you understand?" or "Did you get it?" The listener may feel that saying
"No" may be construed as a weakness or failure. On the other hand, if the listener asks for
additional information, it is critical to restate the message in different terms and not convey
impatience or frustration with the listener. Active listening will contribute to a mutual
understanding of the communication. The listener must take care to attend to the speaker fully
and then repeat, in the listener's own words, what he or she thinks the speaker has said. The
listener does not have to agree with the speaker or the tone or words with which the speaker
communicates; the listener must simply state what he or she thinks the speaker said. This
enables the speaker to find out whether the listener really understood and to offer additional
explanations if the listener did not.

•

Barrier: The display of inappropriate body language or the misreading of body language.
Body language helps us pick up visual clues from people's reactions to what we are saying to
them. A defensive, hostile, antagonistic, or fearful posture can create concerns on the part of the
listener or the speaker and can therefore inhibit communication.
Solution: Body language can offer valuable feedback and help us interpret how others are
responding to the message or style of communication. By consciously and actively being aware
of our body language, the speaker and listener can defuse the negative energy surrounding an
interaction.

•

Barrier: Defensiveness or premature assumptions. A defensive listener will be less able to
"hear" what the speaker is saying. In some cases, instead of listening, a person is thinking about
why an interaction is occurring or perhaps preparing a response to a message that he or she
hasn't heard. By making assumptions about the speaker and the reasons that a conversation is
taking place, the listener keeps himself or herself from paying attention to the real message.
Solution: The listener should not presuppose that he or she knows the reason for or the basis of
the communication, nor should the listener feel defensive without knowing what is being said.
Being open and nonjudgmental will allow the listener to truly hear what is being said.

•

Barrier: Judgments based on cultural differences or interpersonal relationships. This
problem goes hand in hand with that of making assumptions. In this case, the problem involves
presupposing things about another person based on cultural differences and personal
associations. This can result in not hearing a message or misinterpreting the message.
Solution: It's important for the speaker and listener to be open with each other to dispel
assumptions and biases. For this to happen, it may be useful to address biases straight on in an
open dialogue. By revealing and discussing biases and assumptions, it is possible to eliminate
them and thereby communicate more fully and effectively.

•

Barrier: A distracting environment. An environment that is crowded or noisy tends to be
distracting, and this can prevent effective communication.
Solution: Protect the receiver of information by providing a quiet and safe environment for
conversation. It is helpful to use a private space. This allows the listener to focus on the message,
instead of focusing on the venue and its noise.

•

Barrier: Mixed messages. A conversation that conveys contradictory messages or conflates the
intended message with extraneous issues can cause confusion, concern, or resentment.
Solution: Before speaking, people should think carefully about the points to be made. Written
talking points can be useful in this regard. If there are multiple messages to convey (perhaps
some positive and some negative messages), it may be better to present them on separate
occasions or in different environments. Conveying only one message at a time can help avoid
confusion and misunderstanding.

▼ How can you overcome these barriers?
Beyond the solutions suggested above, the barriers to communication can generally be lessened by
making sure that the speaker is trying to be clear and explicit, that the listener is engaged in active
listening, and that the speaker and the listener are bringing their complete attention to bear on the
conversation and are considering the feelings of each other.

Active Listening
▼ What is active listening?
Active listening is an art, but it is an art that can be learned. Often, when you listen to another person
speak, you are listening to some extent but you can also be distracted and engaged in other pursuits—
thinking about something else, looking around, typing, listening to others, reading, etc. Sometimes, you
assume that you know what the speaker is going to say and you start to formulate a response, rather
than paying complete attention. Active listening involves forgoing all other activities for the time being

and giving your full attention to the act of listening to ensure that you understand the speaker's intent as
well as the feelings behind the speaker's words.

▼ What do I do to be an active listener?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Maintain eye contact with the speaker while he or she is talking.
Avoid distractions.
Stop all other activities.
Pay attention to what the speaker is saying.
Ask for clarification.
Paraphrase or restate what the speaker has said.
Pay attention not only to the words but also to the feelings behind the words. (By referring to the
speaker's feelings ["It seems that you are angry about..."], you can make it clear that you
understand what the speaker is saying and also understand the speaker's feelings about the topic.)

▼ Why should I become an active listener?
Active listening has several benefits. It forces people to listen attentively to others, and it helps avoid
misunderstandings. Restating what the speaker has said makes certain that there is a common
understanding between the listener and the speaker. Active listening can also give the speaker
confidence that the listener is interested in what the speaker has to say. When people are in conflict,
they often contradict each other. This tends to make people defensive, and they will either lash out or
withdraw and say nothing more. However, if they feel that people are really attuned to their concerns
and want to listen, they are likely to explain in detail what they feel and why. Active listening allows
individuals to end conflict or avoid conflict by making sure each party understands what the other is
saying.

Giving and Receiving Feedback
Giving feedback
▼ Why should I give feedback?
As a mentor, it is crucial that you provide guidance to your mentee. It is your obligation to help your
mentee identify and learn the skills and knowledge needed for a successful career. Feedback allows
you to acknowledge your mentee's strengths and to motivate the mentee to work on areas of weakness.
Keep in mind that your mentee wants and needs your feedback to move forward in his or her career.

▼ When should I provide feedback?
There is no answer set in stone, but the general answer is that you should provide feedback frequently.
It is helpful to provide it on a regular basis so your mentee doesn't get bogged down pursuing the wrong
path in his or her research or professional development. Feedback should be given on a timely basis as
well. It is not helpful to provide feedback about a behavior or research method long after the behavior
has occurred or the experiment has been completed. Prompt and frequent feedback will go a long way
toward cementing your relationship.

▼ How do I give constructive and effective feedback?
The most important element in providing effective feedback is establishing an atmosphere of mutual
trust and regard. When a feeling of trust has been created, it is easier both to give and to accept
feedback. Make sure that the mentee understands that you are working toward a mutual goal—the
mentee's success. When you give feedback, it is important to acknowledge the mentee's
accomplishments and successes along with the areas in which he or she needs to improve. You should
always be specific in providing feedback. It is not terribly helpful to say, "Your work is sloppy.'' It is much
more useful to describe the specific element of work that concerns you. Keep the feedback simple.

When planning to give feedback, decide on a small number of areas that you want to cover. You don't
want to create a shopping list of faults that could overwhelm and discourage the mentee. If a mentee is
falling behind in his or her work, don't automatically assume a lack of commitment. Explore with your
mentee what is really going on. When providing feedback, offer to work with your mentee to develop
solutions to any problems that he or she is encountering. Providing and receiving feedback can be a
very positive experience for the mentor and the mentee as long as you both understand that you share
the same commitment to developing the mentee's career.

▼ How do I set up a feedback episode?
First, e-mail or call your mentee to make an appointment and let your mentee know what the meeting is
about. There is no quicker way to dissolve the atmosphere of trust than by "sandbagging" your mentee.
Hold the meeting in your office or other private space; never provide negative feedback in an open area
with others around. While you are giving feedback, maintain eye contact and a measured tone. Young
mentees need a bit of gentleness so as not to get discouraged. If your mentee wants to respond to your
feedback, let him or her do so and actively listen to his or her thoughts and words. At the same time, be
prepared to give your mentee some space. He or she might be upset and not prepared to discuss the
issues right then and there.

Receiving feedback
▼ Is feedback a way to criticize the mentee's work?
No. Absolutely not. Remember that your mentor is invested in your future and wants you to succeed.
Feedback is intended to provide you with information on your strengths and areas that need more work.
Feedback involves a critique of your work, not a criticism.

▼ What do I do while I am getting feedback?
First, listen while your mentor is giving feedback, and wait until he or she is finished before you respond.
Make sure you understand the feedback. It's useful to paraphrase the feedback to your mentor to
ensure that you captured the intended meaning. Ask the mentor to clarify or to be more specific if he or
she has not been. Or ask for strategies to resolve the issues and work together to develop solutions.
Second, try not to be defensive. Your mentor is trying to help you succeed. If you're feeling defensive, it
might be a good idea to ask if you can make an appointment to discuss the feedback later, after you've
had time to consider it. You don't want to continue the conversation while you are upset. It's best to
have a cooling down period. You also don't want to ask your mentor to defend the feedback, since
feedback generally involves subjective perceptions and opinions. Finally, whether you agree with the
feedback or not, thank your mentor for his or her time and for being helpful to you.

▼ What if I get feedback that I don't agree with?
First, step back a bit. It's useful to consider the feedback calmly and to think about it in the overall
context of moving forward in your career. An important element of receiving feedback is evaluating it,
but evaluate it without emotion. It may be useful to ask a trusted peer for his or her point of view or to
talk with another of your mentors. While your mentor has more experience and expertise than you have,
the decision about whether or not to use the feedback is ultimately your own. If you decide not to use
the feedback, let your mentor know and let your mentor know your reasons. Your mentoring relationship
is long-term, and you don't want to jeopardize it by alienating your mentor. Your mentor may want to
give you additional feedback. Listen to it and think about it before you finalize your decision. And if you
decide not to use the feedback at this time, keep the feedback in mind, since it may make more sense
to you down the road.

Contracts for Mentors and Mentees
Once the expectations of both the mentor and the mentee have been clarified with regard to the
mentoring relationship, it is important to develop a contract that codifies the expectations. A
contract is a tool that can be used to remind the mentor and mentee of their agreed upon
expectations and responsibilities.
Here, we provide some sample contracts. (Note that we do not necessarily endorse the content of
each contract. We are merely providing them to illustrate the types of contracts used.)
• Sample Contract for CTS-KL2 Scholars
• Sample Contract for CTS-TL1 Trainees

Diversity in Mentoring
Mentoring Underrepresented Populations
▼ Do mentees or mentors need to think about culture, background, race, or other
aspects about a person when they enter into a mentoring relationship?
Yes. Although the general requirements and needs discussed in other sections of this Web site are
applicable to all mentee-mentor relationships, mentees from underrepresented populations often face
different barriers to academic success. In our experience these include:
• Less research experience.
• Less academic writing experience.
• Fewer faculty role models.
• Fewer colleagues.
• More obligations and involvement in clinical and administrative activities because of the need for
representation on committees and service as teachers and mentors to younger trainees.
Mentors of mentees who are from underrepresented populations need to be aware of background and
cultural differences and the challenges that their mentees face. As in any mentee-mentor relationship,
the mentors must assess the skills and competencies and address them in a proactive and positive
way.

▼ What are some things that mentors can keep in mind when they mentor students
from underrepresented populations?
•
•
•

Mentors should understand that different groups face different issues and experiences. Do not
assume that groups or people within groups will share the same thoughts and perspectives.
Remember that social class, geographic origin, and other factors play an important role in shaping
behaviors and attitudes.
Think about ways you have been socialized with regard to ideas about race, religion, and
socioeconomic background, and make efforts to increase your awareness and knowledge about
these ideas.

Mentoring Women
▼ Are there special issues concerning the mentoring of women?
Yes. Evidence suggests that women are less likely than men to have strong and successful mentoring
relationships. As a result, women are less likely to be promoted to senior academic ranks, according to
studies that control for the number of publications, grant support, hours worked, and specialty. Women
often have different issues to deal with than men do. For example, women often have to worry about
managing their home life while tackling a demanding job; they may be perceiving gender bias; and they
often are forced to deal with the pressures of their biological clocks.

▼ What is different about the mentee-mentor relationship when the mentee is a
woman?
Women traditionally think of the mentoring relationship in terms of support and advocacy. In contrast,
the traditional, male-centered version of mentoring tends to involve competition and hierarchy.

▼ What are the challenges and potential barriers that women face in establishing
successful mentoring relationships?
Women face several challenges with regard to establishing successful mentoring relationships. First,
women and men look for different traits in a mentor. While both groups strive to find respected mentors
with proven track records, women more often seek mentors who are approachable, understanding, and
female. Given that fewer women are available to be mentors in academia, it's not surprising that women
face difficulties finding mentors who match their needs and expectations. Second, there are inherent
differences in the career paths of women and the model of academic success built around these paths.
Men often begin their careers relatively unencumbered by family obligations, and they often choose to
spend less time working as they get older. This traditional career pyramid is inverted for women.
Women who decide to bear children do so at younger ages and face the brunt of family commitments at
an earlier age. They are consequently more able and prepared to develop careers in the later stages of
their life. This difference in life stage and family obligations presents another challenge, as it changes
the needs of women as mentees.

▼ What are some solutions to overcoming barriers for women mentees?
Knowing that women face barriers is half the battle. A mentor who has women mentees can help by
being proactive and encouraging them to seek multiple mentors who can help with various aspects of
their career (for example, someone to discuss research methodology or curriculum development,
someone to discuss career trajectory, and someone to discuss balancing work and home life).

Ethics in Mentoring
▼ How does ethics intersect with the mentee-mentor relationship?
Ethics involves the use of reasoned moral judgments to examine one's responsibility in any given
situation. Mentors have the responsibility of teaching and role modeling the appropriate ethical behavior
of academic professionals. Mentors have the obligation to teach mentees about the responsible conduct
of research as well as the ethical issues associated with being an educator. Both mentors and mentees
have the responsibility of behaving ethically in their relationship.

▼ What elements are associated with appropriate ethical behavior in the menteementor relationship?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Promoting mutual respect and trust.
Maintaining confidentiality.
Being diligent in providing knowledge, wisdom, and developmental support.
Maintaining vigilance with regard to the mentee-mentor relationship (superior power increases the
mentors' obligation to be cognizant of the mentees' feelings and the mentees' rights).
Acknowledging skills and experiences that each bring to the mentee-mentor relationship.
Carefully framing advice and feedback.

▼ What elements are associated with appropriate ethical behavior as academic
professionals?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Agreeing on and abiding by rules of authorship.
Supporting and appreciating accomplishments.
Avoiding abuse of power (including exploitation and assuming credit for another's work).
Being alert to ethical issues and challenges.
Avoiding conflicts of interest (avoiding political and personal biases).
Avoiding paternalism or maternalism.

▼ What elements are associated with the responsible conduct of research?
•
•
•
•

Having a commitment to intellectual honesty.
Accurately representing an individual's contribution to research.
Following governmental and institutional rules, regulations, and policies.
Avoiding conflicts of interest (avoiding financial and other influences).

Expectations
Why Develop Expectations?
Statistics say that we spend about 80% of our time communicating during any given day. It is likely
that we spend much of that time puzzled about the perceptions, views, and responses coming from
our mentees or mentors (e.g., What is this meeting about? Why are we meeting now? What am I
expected to do? What planet is my mentor/mentee from?). It is to minimize this puzzlement that we
develop and use contracts that spell out the expectations we have for one another. To see sample
contracts, click here. Problems in mentorship often come about because we misunderstand what is
expected of us. By developing and agreeing upon expectations on behalf of both the mentor and
the mentee, we can minimize our chance of running into potential problems.

Mentor/Mentee Expectations
▼ Clarify roles and responsibilities
Mentors should be realistic about what they can do for their mentees and should help the mentees
understand what kinds of assistance they can expect. It's important to analyze what mentees need and
help them develop a productive balance between seeking help and taking on more responsibility as they
move toward independence.

▼ Set realistic goals and develop a work plan
Mentees are often unable to develop realistic goals and timelines and usually try to accomplish more
that they can do in a given time frame. Mentors and mentees should work together to develop a work
plan that includes short-term goals (usually considered to be six months), long-term goals (which can
refer to both 1 year and 5 years), and a time frame for reaching these goals, with milestones (key dates
for specific accomplishments). While the work plan should be addressed on an ongoing basis, each
mentor and mentee should meet at least every 6 months to formally discuss the mentee's progress as
well as any additional training and experiences needed to achieve the defined goals. Mentors and
mentees should agree on a time to formally update progress. If modifications to the work plan are
necessary, mentees should work with their mentors to develop and agree on a new work plan.

▼ Develop a schedule for regular meetings
Mentors and mentees need to have reasonable expectations for the frequency of meetings. It's
important to establish acceptable alternative means of communication (e.g., e-mail and phone calls) and
the boundaries of the communication. It is useful to discuss the kinds of issues that require a face-toface meeting and the kinds that can be dealt with in other ways.

▼ Develop an agenda for each meeting
Some mentors prefer that mentees take responsibility for arranging and leading meetings, while others
prefer to share the responsibility. Some prefer mentees to prepare agendas in advance to maximize the
productivity of the time together. Mentors should determine which approach is best for them and
communicate this to their mentees.

▼ Set rules about feedback
It is helpful to set up expectations about how often feedback will be given and the type of feedback
mentees can expect. Mentors should ensure that mentees understand that the feedback is intended to
help the mentees grow intellectually and professionally.

▼ Negotiate rules for reminders
Mentors should let mentees know how long it generally takes to review the mentees' work and should
also let them know how best to follow up if the mentor is unable to reply within a specified time frame
(e.g., through an e-mail or phone reminder a few days before the agreed date).

▼ Clarify expectations regarding papers
Mentees should know what the mentor expects first drafts to look like before they submit them for
review. If mentors do not want mentees to hand in rough drafts, the mentor can suggest that they share
their work with a trusted peer or writing group first.

Mentoring Models
▼ One-on-one mentoring
The one-on-one model of mentoring is individualized and personal. This is wonderful for developing a
close relationship. However, the model offers only one point of view and may not meet the mentee's
needs if the mentor is not well versed in all of the mentee's areas of interest.

▼ Team mentoring
The collaborative nature of basic, clinical, and translational research often requires a team-based
approach for success. Thus, as a mentee assembles his or her team of research investigators, it may
be helpful to consider team mentoring. In the team mentoring model, the mentee and mentors meet
jointly as a team. This model has benefits for everyone. The mentors can discover new colleagues with
whom to collaborate. The mentee has access to different points of view and to discussions among more
senior investigators, and issues regarding conflicting advice or demands can be negotiated without the
mentee feeling pulled in different directions.

▼ Multiple mentors
In this model, the mentee has more than one mentor, and the mentors meet individually with the
mentee. While some of the benefits of team mentoring are lost, this method may be easier to manage,
given busy schedules and the possibility that mentors are located across the country. Having ready
access to multiple mentors from different disciplines can be an ideal source of advice and guidance for
a mentee on a complex research project such as the following: a phase 1 clinical trial with a fast-moving
pace; a project that requires a mentee to have several research specialists and program staff with
expertise in a diverse array of fields; or a project in which a basic scientist is now adding a translational
research component to the research portfolio and needs to learn about regulatory and statistical issues
not previously encountered.

▼ Peer mentoring
Peer mentoring involves mentoring by colleagues who are at a similar point in their career or are maybe
a year or two ahead of the mentee. The peer mentoring model is less formal and less inhibiting than
other mentoring models. Peers can provide important advice and guidance about negotiating in the
academic world and about mentoring relationships, and this advice can be effective, but it is not
sufficient as the only mentoring model. Nothing can replace having one or more senior investigators
work with the junior investigator and help him or her move toward a successful career as an
independent investigator.

▼ Distance mentoring
Mentoring via e-mail, supplemented by telephone calls and occasional visits, can be highly effective for
mentees with mentors at different institutions. We encourage mentees to look outside their institution to
find an external expert. This is especially true if a particular area of expertise is needed and is not
represented within the institution. However, there are other reasons for seeking an external mentor,
such as broadening networking possibilities and increasing contacts with others in the field. Distance
mentoring can be a convenient way to work with a mentor or mentee. But as described in the section
on effective communication, the caveat is that e-mail communication comes with an element of risk. If
the message is not carefully written, recipients can misunderstand the message or its tone and react in
a way that is not expected by the writer. If a relationship has already been established between mentor
and mentee, this method of mentoring may be more effective.

Problem Solving
Whenever people work together, there are bound to be times when the relationships are
challenged. Disagreements occur in even the best working relationships. In healthy situations, the
issues are discussed objectively. Each individual is empowered to state his or her position and feel
confident that the other is genuinely listening and wanting to understand. Possible solutions are
explored with open minds, and the potential effects of the solutions are considered and weighed. It's
an easy process to understand, but more often than not it's incredibly difficult to do. People want
what they want, believe what they believe, and value what they value. In this section, our goal is to
identify some problems that mentors and mentees have encountered and to suggest potential
strategies for resolving each problem.
• Specific Challenges and Problem-Solving Strategies
• Practical Tips for Resolving Conflict

Specific Challenges and Problem-Solving Strategies
▼ Providing inadequate direction
Problem: Providing inadequate direction. There are two errors a mentor can make with respect to
providing direction. Providing too much help can stall a mentee's movement toward independence and
encourage dependence. Providing too little help could leave the mentee to flounder and, again, inhibit
progress toward independence.
Strategy: While it is important for the mentor to stay vigilant about his or her actions, this is probably a
time when the mentee has to step up and take action. It may be useful for the mentee to talk to peers to
get a better picture of the extent of direction they are receiving. When the mentee has a good
understanding of the situation and is prepared to discuss it with the mentor, the mentee should do so.
Assuming that the mentee has a relationship of trust and uses good communication skills, the mentor will
be responsive to the mentee's concerns.

▼ Taking advantage of greater power
Problem: Taking advantage of greater power. It is important that mentors be careful about the requests
they make of their mentees, since mentees are inclined to please their mentors and may perceive a
request as a demand. In some cases, mentors inadvertently take advantage of their power and have a
mentee take on the work of the mentor. In addition to leading to fear and resentment on the part of the
mentee, this could increase the mentee's workload and stall progress in his or her career development.
Strategy: It may be that the mentor is unaware of his or her use of power and that a simple conversation
will solve the problem; however, it is likely that a third party will be needed to mediate the situation. If
possible, the third party should be someone who is senior to both the mentee and the mentor (perhaps a
division chief or department chair). A meeting of the mentor, mentee, and mediator will often lead to a
positive conclusion.

▼ Dealing with conflicting demands

Problem: Dealing with conflicting demands. Individuals at the beginning of their career have a great
deal of difficulty saying "no." Junior faculty, fellows, and postdocs with multiple mentors or supervisors
sometimes become inundated with demands for work. Since they don't have the experience to know how
to prioritize these demands, their workloads can become burdensome and a threat to their career
development.
Strategy: When different mentors simultaneously want to make use of your time, it is hard to decide how
to prioritize the workload. The problem is often made harder because you don't want to disappoint
anyone. One way to resolve this dilemma is to take the list of assignments to your mentors individually
and ask them to help prioritize your tasks. Better yet, call a team meeting so your mentors can negotiate
with one another about the priority of tasks.

▼ Dealing with conflicting advice
Problem: Dealing with conflicting advice. It is inevitable that mentees with multiple mentors and
advisors receive conflicting advice with respect to research or teaching plans, writing manuscripts, and
other aspects of their career development. This is worth repeating: it is inevitable. Conflicting advice also
inevitably leads to confusion, fear, and other negative emotions and reactions.
Strategy: Your mentors are wise and knowledgeable, but they are not infallible. When you get conflicting
advice, think about what you want to do. Ask friends for their opinions. Speak to other colleagues.
Everyone has been in this situation, so people will be supportive as you work out how to handle it.

▼ Lacking commitment
Problem: Lacking commitment. On the one hand, a mentor may find that his or her mentee lacks the
motivation and commitment to carry out the considerable work required to develop a successful career in
academia. This situation is difficult for both the mentor and mentee because the mentee has a real
chance of failing and because the mentor may believe that he or she has wasted a great deal of valuable
time working with the mentee. On the other hand, it is also possible that the mentee feels that the mentor
lacks commitment (e.g., the mentor misses meetings or does not respond to a mentee's e-mails). The
mentee's frustrations and lack of guidance can inhibit his or her movement toward independence.
Because of the differential in power between the mentor and mentee, this problem is difficult to resolve
while maintaining a productive and amiable relationship.
Strategy: If a mentee is viewed as lacking commitment, it is important for the mentor to try to discern the
cause. It may be that the mentee-mentor match is not working well, or it may be that the mentee has
discovered that his or her career focus is no longer appealing. The junior people here tend to be highly
motivated and committed to academic careers, so while there may be an occasional case in which there
is a real lack of commitment, there is usually another issue underlying the problem and it is the mentor's
job to identify it and help resolve it. Conversely, if a mentor is viewed as lacking commitment and is
missing meetings and not responding to e-mails, the mentee needs to do something about it. It may be
that the mentor is unaware that the mentee is feeling neglected, or it may be that the mentor is so busy
with other responsibilities that there is an unfortunate lapse in mentoring. Remembering that individuals
who have agreed to be mentors already have a strong commitment to the process, the mentee should
raise the issue with the mentor. If it is an especially busy time for the mentor, the mentee can ask if the
mentor wants to touch base or have meetings by phone for a few weeks. When discussing a problem
such as this, it is helpful to have some solutions to propose.

▼ Neglecting the mentee or the mentor
Problem: Neglecting the mentee or the mentor. It is important to pay appropriate attention to both the
mentee and the mentor. Mentees need to respond in a timely fashion to requests and recommendations
from their mentors. Mentors need to be available to their mentees on a regular basis but should also be
sensitive to the times when their mentees need extra support or feedback.
Strategy: Try to maintain awareness of the other individual and what he or she is experiencing. By being
vigilant, you will know when something is up, and you may be able to offer a hand.

▼ Crossing boundaries
Problem: Crossing boundaries. Boundaries—both professional and personal—tend to be sensitive.
Crossing boundaries has the unfortunate effect of making both parties uncomfortable and has the
potential for creating tension in the mentee-mentor relationship.
Strategy: To avoid this problem, the mentee and mentor should discuss boundaries at the onset of the
relationship. Different people may have different ideas about what the boundaries should be. For
instance, is it appropriate for a mentor to ask a mentee to babysit? This crosses the line because the
power differential between mentee and mentor could result in a perception of coercion. If the issue is
work-related (e.g., a mentor asks a mentee to give a talk that the mentor agreed to give), the extent to
which a boundary has been crossed is less clear. Being prepared will help avoid problems down the line.
It may also be useful for mentees to talk to a peer or a peer's mentors to ask for their perspectives on the
issue. As in most other challenges, honest and direct communication can solve a number of problems.
However, some boundaries—especially those of a sexual nature—should never be crossed.

▼ Discovering a mismatch between mentor and mentee
Problem: Discovering a mismatch between mentor and mentee. Unfortunately, a mismatch between
a mentor and mentee can occur. The mismatch may result from conflicting personalities, differing career
goals or areas of scientific expertise, differences in work ethic, or any number of other reasons.
Fortunately, the mismatch is usually discovered early in the relationship by the mentor, the mentee, or
both. The longer the mismatch continues, the more difficult it is to resolve.
Strategy: While finding a mismatch is regrettable, it is a problem that is relatively simple to correct. If both
the mentor and the mentee believe that a switch is desirable, the mentee can work with his or her division
chief, department chair, and even the current mentor to help identify a more appropriate mentor.

▼ Breaching confidentiality
Problem: Breaching confidentiality. Confidentiality is sacrosanct in the mentee-mentor relationship. A
breach of confidentiality has the potential for irrevocably rupturing the mentee-mentor relationship. At a
minimum, breaching confidentiality will cause considerable damage to the trust established between the
mentor and mentee.
Strategy: This is a difficult problem to resolve, so it is best to avoid it altogether. At the onset of the
relationship, mentees and mentors need to identify the kinds of things that should be confidential, and

they need to be up-front about what is acceptable and what is not. When one party thinks there is a
reason for disclosing confidential information, he or she should talk with the other to obtain permission in
advance. If, however, a breach of confidentiality has occurred and you want to preserve the relationship
despite the lapse in confidentiality, you can try to rectify the situation. The mentor and mentee should
make clear what they thought happened and what they can do to avoid the situation in the future. It is vital
not to assume intentionality, and the mentee and mentor should try to rebuild the relationship through
communication and negotiation. Rebuilding can occur only if both the mentee and the mentor want to
preserve the relationship.

Practical Tips for Resolving Conflict
▼ What are productive methods of addressing conflict or concerns?
The first course of action for the mentor and mentee should always be to talk openly with each other
about the issue at hand and to actively listen to what the other person is saying. Preferably, this
dialogue will take place face to face (see the section on communication); however, if this is not possible,
a telephone conversation may be a reasonable alternative. This recommendation presupposes that the
mentor and mentee have developed a positive relationship and a number of conditions are in place.

▼ What methods are not particularly productive?
Written communication through e-mail, instant messaging, and other electronic means is strongly
discouraged when mentees and mentors are trying to resolve a problem. Written communication can
easily be misunderstood and lead to an escalation of the issue. Moreover, dashing off an e-mail in
anger or frustration does not allow individuals the time they need to cool down and think through the
situation.

▼ What conditions should be in place to allow for effective discussions of difficult
issues?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A feeling of mutual trust and respect.
Past experience with open and frequent communication between mentee and mentor.
An understanding that everyone makes mistakes.
An ability to see each other as individuals.
An ability to admit that one doesn't know everything.
An understanding that there may be a completely unrelated issue that is the underlying cause of
the problem.
A willingness to entertain different ways of handling the issue.
Sensitivity to cultural, gender, and personality differences that may influence perceptions.
Attention to the development of communication and problem-solving skills.

▼ What steps should be taken to discuss the issue?
•
•
•
•
•

Identify an appropriate space for discussion.
Agree to ground rules.
Specify needs clearly.
Be flexible in ways of handling the problem.
Develop a solution that works for both the mentor and the mentee.

▼ What should be done if the issue has not been resolved?

One way to proceed is through mediation, which involves bringing the issue to another party to help
resolve the dispute. This is a well-accepted method for resolving problems, and taking advantage of this
method should not be viewed as weakness on anyone's part. Sometimes, another set of eyes and ears
is needed to make headway. This tends to be a more formal process.

▼ Who should be the mediator?
The mediator should be an objective, neutral, third party whose judgment both the mentor and the
mentee respect and trust. Although the third party may be a colleague, advisor, or peer, it is
recommended that the selected mediator be senior to both the mentee and the mentor and have
administrative or supervisory oversight of both of them, as is usually the case with a department chair or
division chief.

▼ Once the issue has been resolved, is there a way to learn from it?
A useful tool for taking something positive from a difficult experience is reflection. Reflection is the act of
thinking carefully and intently about what happened, how it made the participants feel, if there was a
way to avoid the situation altogether, and if there is a better way to have handled it. For a sample guide
about reflection, click here.

Resources on the Web
University of Pittsburgh Resources
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Clinical and Translational Science Institute (CTSI)
Faculty Resources
Institute for Clinical Research Education (ICRE)
Office of Academic Career Development
Office of Clinical Research
Postdoctoral Services
Research Resources

•
•
•
•

American Psychological Association: Centering on Mentoring
American Psychological Association: Responsible Mentoring of Researchers
Association for Women in Science: Getting the Most out of Your Mentoring Relationships
Association of American Medical Colleges: Compact between Postdoctoral Appointees and
Their Mentors
Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology: Individual Development Plan for
Postdoctoral Fellows
Howard Hughes Medical Institute: Entering Mentoring—A Seminar to Train a New Generation
of Scientists
MentorNet: The E-Mentoring Network for Diversity in Engineering and Science
National Academy of Sciences: Advisor, Teacher, Role Model, Friend-On Being a Mentor to
Students in Science and Engineering
National Institutes of Health: A Guide to Training and Mentoring in the Intramural Research
Program at NIH
National Institutes of Health: NIH Postdoc Handbook
National Research Mentoring Network (NRMN)

Other Resources

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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