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~+ Mentoring Relationships

‘A COMPARISON OF EXPERIENCES
IN BUSINESS AND ACADEMIA

Linn Van Dyne

This essay began as my part of a panel dis-
cussion presented at a 1993 preconference
session of the Academy of Management. The
session was titled “Working With Doctoral Stu-
dents,” and it included presentations by five
other faculty members, with an emphasis on
each individual’s personal experiences of work-
ing with doctoral students. At the time of the
presentation, I had just defended my disserta-
tion and had not yet started my new job as an
assistant professor at Michigan State Univer-
sity. I did not have any personal experience
working with doctoral students asa faculty mem-
ber. So, I asked myself, What could [ contribute
- to the panel discussion that might be unique? [
did not want to presume to speak for doctoral
students in general, because [ believe (based on
personal experience and observation) that the
key characteristics of working with doctoral
students are the diversity of relationships and
the uniqueness of each dyadic pair.

As I continued to think about what I could
contribute to the panel discussion, I found my-
self comparing my mentor-mentee experiences
in academia with those that [ had previously
experienced in the business world. I concluded
that this comparison might be interesting to
others and that my experiences might stimulate
insights among “second-career” students and
facuity who were working with such students.

In order to put my comments in perspective,
L offer the following information on my back-
ground. Before I entered the PhD program at
the University of Minnesota, I had worked for
several different business organizations for more

- than 15yearsin positions of increasing respon-

sibility as a human resources executive. Thus
my PhD student years were the beginning of a
second career. Why did I choose to change ca-
reers? My primary motivation was to increase

. the amount of intellectual stimulation in my

life. In addition, myv work experience had led
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me to generate a number of research questions.

was curious about why some employees were
willing to take initiative and speak up with
constructive recommendations for change,
whereas others simply accepted the status quo.
Over the years, based on my work experiences
with managers and employees in four different
Organizations as well as ongoing conversations
with senior executives of many different or-
ganizations, | had developed the belief that in
changing environments, Organizational per-
formance is enhanced when employees exercise
initiative and when they are willing to take the
risks of challenging standard operating proce-
dures and suggesting new approaches. | wanted
to research this proposed relationship and gain
a better understanding of what individual and
situational factors lead to initiating behaviors
in the work place.

As a graduate student, | worked with a num.
ber of mentors and benefited in different ways
from each relationship. I include Hal Angle,
Larry Cummings, Chris Earley, Judi Parks, and
Jon Pierce as key mentors who contributed sig-
nificantly to my development. | learned from
each of these special individuals. Some of what
I learned concerns behaviors that I wan¢ to
replicate, whereas other lessons concern behay-
iors that I hope I never exhibit. There were high

as each evolved into more distant interaction, |
felt a sense of loss and separation. Typically, I
found myself wishing that the closeness and
excitement that represented the “best of times”
could continue, Nevertheless, I realized that the
changes represented rites of passage.

The following comments are based on my
personal experiences in informa mentoring re-
lationships. I use the concept of informal mep-
toring to describe close and intense personaj
relationships between individuals with hjerar-
chical differences in status where the interac-
tion involves career guidance, emotional sup-
port, and loyalty. In these relationships, one
individual is more senjor and the other is more
junior in terms of experience in a particular
job, profession, or organization. I focus on in-
formal mentoring relationships that develop
Spontaneously, without forma] organizational
SUppOrt or encouragement, jn order to differ-
entiate these types of e€xperiences from more
formal, organizationally sanctioned relation-
ships.

EARLY RHYTHMS

When I first began this cOmparison, my
thoughts centered on the differences between
mentoring in business and mentoring in acade-
mia. After several months, however, | found
myself emphasizing the similarities as wej] as

the differences. The organization of this

follows the same progression. First, I focus op the
differences; second, I consider the similarities,

Differences Between
Business and Academia

In general, three key differences emerge when
I'review my personal experiences with informa]
mentoring relationships. First, in business set-
tings, most mentor relationships focus on 50-
cialization into fairly well defined roles in the
Organization. In contrast, jn academic settings,
mentor relationships seem more personal. The
emphasis is not on helping a Protégé fit into a
predefined role in a specific organization, but
on socialization into a profession that trap-
scends organizational boundaries. There are ex-
ceptions to these generalizations, Clearly, some
socialization of doctora] students focuses on
specific departments and institutions. Similarly,
there are professional roles in business settings
where new recruits are socialized simultane.-
ously into organizational roles and professional
roles. Nevertheless, my observations in both
settings suggest that the typical mentoring roje
in business emphasizes helping an individua]
adjust to the organization's expectations. [n aca-
demic settings, the best mentors develop their
students and socialize them into the academic
profession.

For example, in one business organization
everyone joked about how a particular vice presi-
dent was able to clone administrative assistants.
Even though there was fairly high turnover in
the job, the incumbents were extremely loyal to
the vice president and seemed more similar to
each other than different. In this business set-
ting, the emphasis was on fitting in and doing
the job as it had been done in the past. In
contrast, I did not observe any obvious patterns
in the relationships between faculty and stu-
dents in my PhD Program. Instead, faculty merm-
bers seemed to work with a wide variety of
students, on a wide variety of topics.

The emphasis in universities on professional
socialization rather than institutional socializa-



Mentoring Relationships

tion leads to additional contrasts between busi-
ness and academic mentoring relationships. One
of the key objectives of most doctoral programs
is training future scholars to develop their own
research programs. In general, the typical job
content of an academic position is more vari-
able and more idiosyncratic than the job con-
tent of a typical position in a business organi-
zation. Thus I believe that the best mentors in
academia help their students discover and de-
velop their own research interests. Even though
students can become coauthors faster when they
work with facuity on existing research projects,
it is also important for students to generate
their own research ideas. In some situations,
faculty may need to help students examine their
past experiences in order to identify research
qQuestions that have personal relevance to the
students and will have lasting interest for them.

Accordingly, a successful mentor in acade-
mia must listen to the student—both what is
said and what is not said—in an attempt to
facilitate clarification of the student’s interests.
Additionally, mentors can play a significant role
in helping students transform their general in-
terests into researchable questions that can be
examined within theoretical frameworks. The
driving force thus emerges from within the
individual student, and not from the mentor.
An ideal mentor draws out what is already in
the student; he or she does not impose a re-
search agenda on the student.

Every dyadic relationship is unique, whether
it exists in a business setting or an academic
setting. Nevertheless, the emphasis in doctoral
student training on developing student ideas
necessitates a more reciprocal and responsive
relationship than that between mentor and men-
tee in business, where the content of the role is
defined by the organization and one of the key
contributions of the mentor is to assist the
individual in fitting into organizational roles.

Second, although promotions are institution-
alized in both settings, the timing of transitions
in academia (particularly those involving doc-
toral students) is more predictable than the
timing of transitions in business. In academia
there is a well-established pattern of transition
after 4-5 years from the role of PhD student to
the role of assistant professor. This transition
usually involves a physical move, such that the
mentor and mentee are no longerin close physical
proximity. This transition js predictable and
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more or less unavoidable. In contrast, in busi-
ness settings, the duration of a proximate, in-
formal mentor-mentee relationships is open-
ended. The timing of promotions and transfers
is unpredictable, because individuals are pro-
moted or transferred based on business needs.
These needs fluctuate over time and often are
based on external economic factors, Inbusiness
thereoftenislitdewamingofdismptivechanga
in proximity for mentors and mentees. If a vice
presidentdecidesto transfer a general manager,
this may happen suddenly and somewhat un-
predictably. Thus transitions in mentoring re-
lationships in business are more abruptand less
predictable,

Something that happened to me early in my
career serves as an illustration of the open-
ended nature of business mentor-mentee rela-
tionships. I was working for an upwardly mo-
bile individual who had invested significantly
in my.development. At one of our periodic
career planning/progress review meetings, this
individual “warned” me that I most likely would
not be able to complete all the projects that we
had just outlined in detail because a reorgani-
zation “might” occur and | “might” be getting
nNew responsibilities. I was left with a general
feeling that my job would be changing and that
my mentor would be assuming a new and more
distant role, but no one knew exactly when
things would change or how they would be
different. Similarly, several years later, an asso-
ciate of mine commented that he never knew
how long it would be until the next reorganiza-
tion would force him to find a new junior asso-
ciate to develop. From his perspective, the only
things constant in the job were change and the
inability to predict the timing of change.

A third difference between mentoring in aca-
demia and mentoring in business involves the
cycling of relationships that is built into the
structure of the system. Just as the transition
from doctoral student to assistant professor is
predictable, so is the matriculation of new PhD
students that could benefit from mentoring re-
lationships. Thus the System constantly renews
itself, as more senior students progress through
doctoral programs and are replaced by new
students. This contrasts with business, where
entry into jobs, exit from jobs, and replacement
with new hires is generally not standardized. In
addition, many business organizations that in
the past have traditionally hired, trained, and
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Figure 17.1. Critical Characteristics of Informal Mentoring Relationships

socialized new entrants in cohorts now have
de-emphasized large recruiting programs based
on downsizing and cost-containment practices,

I have observed two contrasting faculty re-
sponses to this “flow” of doctoral students through
the educational system. Informa) mentoring re-
quires personal commitment, involvement, time,
and attention from faculty members. The flow
of students through the System makes signifi-
cant demands on faculty and ensures that men-
toring relationships change over time. Some
faculty members seem to view doctoral sty-
dents as a renewable resource subject to con-
stant and predictable changes. These mentors
are excited about each new cohort of PhD stu-
dents as a source of new and exciting potential
relationships that might be mutualy stimula.-
ingand rewarding. From this perspective, men-
toring doctoral students provides faculty with
€Xposure to constantly changing interests and
opportunities. On the other hand, not all fac-
ulty members actively engage in mentoring,
Some seem to avoid Mmentoring doctoral stu-
dents; perhaps they feel it is not worth the
investment. Perhaps the demands of mentoring
seem too high given the relatively short dura-
tion of the proximal relationship.

Similarities Between
Business and Academia

Although my initia} thoughts about men.-
toring in business and academia concentrated
on the differences between the two settings,
reflection over a longer period of time has led
Me to concentrate more on the similarities,
This change in emphasis is based on my analy-
sis of specific mentor-mentee relationships that
I have experienced and observed in both set-

tings. The preliminary model depicted in Fig-
ure 17.1 summarizes my view of the charac-
teristics of informal mentoring relationships that
are critical in both business and academia. |
describe the elements of this model in turn
below.

Proximity-attraction. From my perspective, in-
formal mentoring in both business and acade-
mia begins with physical proximity and a devej-
oping awareness of similar interests. These shared
interests can include work and nonwork do-
mains and are based on face-to-face personal
interaction,

Reciprocal selection. Regardless of setting, if both
individuals recognize their mutual interests, the
possibility of reciprocal selection occurs. In other
words, an informal mentor-mentee relation-
ship will develop only if both individuals are
attracted to each other and both are willing to
invest in the relationship. Unlike formal men-
toring relationships, where the organization pro-
vides structure and encourages the development
of a supportive relationship, an informal men-
toring relationship requires the active interest
and participation of both partners. If only one
person is interested or there js a significant
imbalance in the degree of interest or willing-
ness to interact, the two individuals are unlikely
to develop a mentor-mentee relationship.
Thus the émergence of an informal men-
toring relationship is based on reciprocal selec-
tion. It is not a simple function of the mentor
“picking” the mentee and then developing him
or her. Likewise, it is not a simple function of
the mentee seeking out a mentorand becoming
available for development. If selection is not
mutual, problems will develop. For example, if
a more senior individual aggressively attempts
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to provide mentoring to a more junior individ-
ual and this attention and development is not
wanted, the mentoring efforts will be viewed as
interference and attempts to control. Similarly,
if a more junior individual ively attempts
to obtain the support of 2 more senior individ-
ual when the senjor individual prefers to avoid
this type of involvement, attempts to develop
a mentoring relationship will be viewed as
manipulative,

Reciprocal maintenance. 1n business settings and
in acadcmicscttings, aninformal mentor-men.
tee relationship cannot be maintained unjess
both mentor and mentee actually invest time
and energy in the relationship on an ongoing
basis. This suggests that shared interests ang
willingness to invest must be followed by actya]
behavioral investment. Although both partners
need not make precisely equal investments in
the short run, mutuaj and reciprocal invest-
ment is required for a continuing and healthy
relationship with benefits to both parties,

Changes in proximity. Finally, although the tim-
ing and predictability of changes in proximity
may differ between academia and business, tran-
sitions involving changes in proximity occur in
both settings. The proximity that allows recog-
nition of shared interests, development of the
relationship, and maintenance of the relation-
ship can rarely be continued indefinitely. Changes
in proximity are almost inevitable in both set-
tings. PhD students graduate and move to other
institutions, Employees in business organiza-
tions are promoted, transferred, or hired by
new organizations,

In some cases, changes in proximity act as a
catalyst for development of the relationship,
Although contact is not as convenient with more
distal relationships, reciprocal commitment to
a continuing relationship can facilitate personal
growth for both mentor and mentee. After
changes in proximity, some mentoring rela-
tionships retain the senior/junior distinctions,
whereas others evolve into relationships char-
acterized more by equality. In other cases,
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changes in proximity lead to the dissolution of
the relationship.

These transitions can be difficult for both men-
tor and mentee. The very closeness and personal
Dature of the relationship can make these

In proximity challenging, regardless of whether
the setting is business or academia.

Summary

In this essay [ have pointed out three signifi-
cant differences that I have observed between
mentoring relationships in business and acade.-
mia. First, mentoring in business often tends to
emphasize socialization of the individual to “ft”
into a Preexisting organizationa] role, whereas
mentoring in academia tends to emphasize so-
cialization of the individual into the profession,
with a focus on developing the research ideas
of the individual, Thus mentoring in academia
can be more personal, more idiosyncratic, and
more reciprocal than mentoring in business,

Second, the timing of transitions in acade-
mia is more predictable than that in business,
given the fairly standard; d movement from
being a doctoral student to becoming an assjs-
tant professor. In business, transitions are often
externally initiated and based on business needs,
Thus the timing of changesin the proximity of
mentor-mentee relationships in business can
be less predictable than in academia.

Third, informal mentoring in academia in-
volves a constant flow of PhD students through
the system. Healthy PhD programs continually
admit students and graduate students, Faculty,
accordingly, have recurring opportunities to de-
velop mentoring relationships with a variety of
students over time.

Finally, I have proposed a preliminary model
of informal mentoring processes based on my
perceptions of the similarities between men.

" toring relationships in business and academja,

T'hope that these observations of the similarj-
ties and differences are interesting and also
helpful to readers who are involved in men-
toring relationships where the student has sig-
nificant prior work experience.
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