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Abstract

The authors, both successful library managers, have an excellent mentoring relationship that has survived career changes, work demands, and busy personal lives including engagements, marriage and several house moves.  The secret?  That would be telling.

The authors met in 2001 when the mentor employed the mentee, then a student, as a casual public library employee.  The mentee's career rapidly progressed; initially employed as a reference librarian in an academic library she secured a management role within five years.  The relationship has been critical to professional success with the mentor providing invaluable support by encouraging and challenging the mentee to build confidence and seize opportunities including obtaining a management position, attending the Aurora Leadership Institute and becoming actively involved in ALIA.

The relationship has been effective for the mentor as well, offering opportunities to develop coaching, mentoring and leadership skills and gain a deeper insight into the next generation of leaders, especially the different approach to work and life.  Their relationship is particularly unique as although the authors are from different library sectors they have overcome the barriers between their sectors to form a professional and mutually beneficial relationship.

Reflecting on their experiences the authors will explore the many benefits and personal rewards of mentoring.  They will explore what worked, what didn't work and how it helped to break through the many barriers along the way.  The authors will provide guidance on seeking out a mentor, developing a trusting relationship and ensuring that both parties are maximising the mentoring process.

What is Mentoring?

There are many definitions and forms of mentoring.  Mentoring can be informal, formal, within an organisation, across organisations, cross-sectoral, and it can occur in a group. The authors particularly like the following definition as it relates most appropriately to the mentoring relationship described in this paper “...someone who is knowledgeable, helpful and wise, prepared to help you along the path of your career, take you by the hand to help you over puddles in the road, catch you when you fall, and eventually to give you the wings to fly alone” (Segerman-Peck, 1991, p. 23).

The benefits of mentoring have been recognised for some time.  Fisher (1999, p. 11) traces the introduction of mentoring back to Homer who first introduced the concept in the story about Odysseus, his son Telemachus, and his mentor Athene. More recently, the many benefits of mentoring have been documented in various publications 


(DeLong, Gabarro, & Lees, 2008; Golian-Lui, 2003; Green, Vautier, & Nekrews, 1999; Holloway, 2001; Murrell, Blake-Beard, Porter JR, & Perkins-Williamson, 2008; Wilson & Elman, 1990) ADDIN EN.CITE . For the mentee (or protégé) benefits include professional guidance and practical advice, reflection on development, motivation, networking, and leadership development.  For the mentor benefits include reaffirmation of skills and experience, leadership development, insight into next generation of leaders, succession planning, and contribution back to the profession.  In addition, the mentor is “informed by experience and...exposed to the ideas and energy of those who are younger” (Fisher, 1999, p. 11).

Mentoring is an effective way to develop the potential of up and coming leaders, however it should never be regarded as an inexpensive form of staff development. “Mentoring offers a very effective way of harnessing the experience and wisdom within to best advantage, but it is nor resource free, and should never be seen as a cheap option for staff development” (Fisher, 1999, p. 12).

Importantly, mentoring is not for everyone and particular characteristics are required to create a successful partnership.  In research conducted by DeLong, Gabarro and Lees (2008, p.117) a good mentor has the following characteristics:

· Is someone absolutely credible whose integrity transcends the message, be it positive or negative;

· Tells you things you may not want to hear but leaves you feeling you have been heard;

· Interacts with you in a way that makes you want to become better;

· Makes you feel secure enough to take risks;

· Gives you the confidence to rise about your inner doubts and fears;

· Supports your attempts to set stretch goals for yourself; and

· Presents opportunities and highlights the challenges you might not have seen on your own. 

The library profession in Australia has recognised and advocated the benefits of mentoring for some time.  A number of Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA) State-based Groups have mentoring programs see http://www.alia.org.au/education/pd/mentoring/alia.programs.html.  A number of journal articles evaluating these state-based programmes have been authored (McKnight, Fisch, & Donkin, 1996; Ritchie, McSwiney, McAllister, & Genoni, 1999).

In this paper the authors will share their personal story of how mentoring has affected their respective careers to demonstrate why mentoring matters.

From the Mentee’s Perspective...

Pre 2001 I hadn’t considered librarianship as a career.  Upon completion of high school (1994) I enrolled in an Arts degree.  After one year of study, I transferred to a Communication Studies degree to pursue a career in journalism.  A couple of years later my heart wasn’t really set on being a journalist, but I was enjoying television analysis and enrolled in honours, completing a project in representations of reality in television lifestyle programs which were exploding onto our screens in the late 1990s.

Upon completion of my thesis, I was encouraged to consider a PhD but decided instead that it was time to join the workforce.  I found out quickly that my skills in television analysis weren’t all that desirable.  Communication and public relations positions were asking for five years experience at the time so I decided to find a ‘career’, which might require more (postgraduate) study.

I chose libraries because I liked research, had an inquisitive mind and was interested in technology. It also appealed to me as it meant utilising the client service skills gained through years employed in the hospitality industry.  I enrolled in a Graduate Diploma in Library and Information Studies at Curtin University in 2001.

While completing the librarianship qualification I accepted a position as a casual library officer at a public library.  I wanted to gain some ‘real’ experience (I was having difficulty grasping what it was like to be a librarian from the course), and it was also more appealing than a combination of hospitality and baby-sitting work. In hindsight I realise that this public library job had a fundamental impact on my career.   I found out not only that I wanted to be a librarian, but I accidentally met an important mentor (Michelle) who inspired me to pursue a career in management and leadership as well.

After completing the Graduate Diploma I was offered a one year contract librarian position at Curtin University.  I kept in close contact with a number of staff, including Michelle.  Nearing completion of the one year opportunity I was very fortunate to be offered two ongoing (reference librarian) positions – one at Curtin University and one at the University of Western Australia (UWA).  From memory this was the first time I sought career advice from Michelle.  Michelle encouraged me to accept the new position at UWA helping me to realise that it would broaden my experience and skills early in my career.  

I loved the new position at UWA and thrived on providing reference services to law students but quickly realised I was interested in something more.  When an opportunity emerged to gain some acting experience in a management role at the end of 2003, I gave it a go (with Michelle’s support) and found that I really enjoyed it.  That same position became vacant in 2004 and I was the successful applicant.  

The transition from reference librarian to manager was difficult for a number of reasons. I was still a new graduate, learning about librarianship; I found the law reference work satisfying and clients were happy with my work, but it was necessary to transition to managing the service rather than answering the queries myself; and all of a sudden I had to manage friends and work colleagues by providing them with feedback, managing their performance and dealing with various issues. It was during this period that a very strong bond was formed with Michelle.  We met regularly, usually at a pub over a glass of wine, where I would outline in great detail the challenges facing me.  Michelle would sit and listen patiently...very patiently...and then, rather than just provide answers, would ask me what my thoughts were on how to proceed.  She would then offer suggestions and advice for me to put into practice.  Around this time we became close friends which helped to develop a trusting relationship. 

Reflecting on my career to date, one of the most important things Michelle has instilled in me is the importance of seizing opportunities and pushing the boundaries beyond my comfort zone.  She has also shown tremendous faith in me which has enabled me to develop confidence.   There have been many challenges along the way and she has kept me positive and motivated.

In February 2005 I attended the Aurora Leadership Institute which was also instrumental in focussing my attention towards leadership, clearly defining my goals and career direction.  Soon after Aurora an opportunity arose to step into a senior management position for five weeks which, with the encouragement of Michelle and my colleagues at UWA, I accepted.  Soon after the secondment a further six month opportunity in the same role arose which turned into 18 months. In April 2007 I successfully applied for this position.

Michelle has modelled behaviour which has inspired me to reach new heights and seize opportunities. She has taken on secondments, changed jobs and is highly committed to the profession which in turn has encouraged me.  She is always professional, considered and business-like and is passionate about her role and librarianship.  Basically, in addition to much needed support, she has given me something to aspire to, a role model if you like. 

Michelle strongly encouraged my involvement in ALIA, initially through the Marketing and Publicity Sub-Committee for click06 (the 2006 ALIA Biennial Conference) and now through involvement with the ALIAWest Committee (I am the Convenor of this group in 2008).  This involvement in the profession has resulted in many great benefits including networking at a local and national level, skills in committee and event management, and increased awareness of the broader issues affecting our profession.

Michelle’s influence has also impacted on my management style, particularly in relation to staff motivation and development.  Many of the techniques she has used to assist my development I use to motivate my team.  That’s one of the great things about mentoring.  If you have had a great mentor you will often want to mentor others and so begins a positive cycle that can help us to grow generation after generation of leaders.

In summary, the mentoring relationship has motivated me to improve, take on a leadership role, be a better manager, contribute to the profession, take risks, develop the confidence to rise above self doubt and fear and recognise opportunities and challenges that I might not have seen on my own. 

From the Mentor’s Perspective... 

My initial involvement in mentoring people occurred by accident and only resulted through a connection with the other person rather than actively seeking that person out so I could take on a mentor role.

This is significant for two reasons; firstly that the most successful mentoring relationships for me are those where there is already a strong connection and, therefore, there is the potential for a relationship to develop.  Secondly, that the strongest mentor- mentee relationships I have developed are informal rather than formal.  

In my mind these two ingredients are critical in the one to one mentor – mentee relationship as these two things ensure a strong foundation and mutual respect, encourages greater honesty, intimates that both parties have the same or similar values and has a much greater chance to survive for a long time than a short time.   It is also much more relaxed and enjoyable as is not thought of as being a task or assignment, and this too is an important success factor.

For Jill and myself, the relationship of mentor - mentee evolved very naturally; firstly in the workplace and then in the more relaxed and social environment of the local pub. Jill came to work as a casual at my library service back in 2001 and immediately stood out as someone who had enormous potential.  Jill was very intelligent, interested in the profession and importantly, interested in her own professional development.  She was a strong critical thinker, strategic, hardworking and demonstrated great maturity.   

Although never having been a mentor before (and in fact not realising at this point I was about to take on a mentor role with Jill) I responded to these characteristics like a moth to the flame; I could see a future leader in Jill and I wasn’t about to let her leave the library profession as a result.  So I invested without even thinking about it, let alone giving it the label of mentoring.  I took time out with Jill to encourage her to think more widely and expand her options, I took a personal interest in her journey and I exposed her to as much as I could at the professional level in a small local government library.  I like to think I helped her spread her wings and fly.  I would add at this point that I believe this to be an essential characteristic in any good mentor.  That is, that the mentor has a personal desire to teach and guide others to success, and is prepared to take the time to do this.

The first time I realised I was mentoring was when Jill called me to ask my opinion on whether she should move from her current position to Curtin University to accept a job at the UWA.  Was it a good move after establishing a profile at Curtin, will her skills be appreciated elsewhere, what if the culture was not as supportive, would she in fact be able to take the next step?  Whilst answering these questions to the best of my ability (and realise that mentors don’t always have the answers – the best any mentor can do is help the mentee figure out the answer on his/her own and use their own learnings and experience to assist) it dawned on me that Jill respected my opinion and trusted me to give good, even wise, counsel.  As someone who still felt she was learning, too, this was a frightening yet illuminating moment.  Here I was giving advice that would change a person’s whole life when I was still figuring out my own.  It did make me pause.  However, it also made me realise I had developed a strong insight into Jill’s capabilities, and that I had good advice to offer from my own knowledge and experience as well as from my observations of Jill.  It was a life defining moment for me, as it was at this moment that I realised I had reached the point in my career where I had something to offer others, and that it was both important and rewarding to give a guiding hand.  An important point here is that it’s not only the mentee that is learning in the mentor-mentee relationship.  The mentor is learning, too.  

Jill went on to her new job and subsequently breathed new life into her career to the point where she is now on the cusp of great things, and has enormous respect from her colleagues in her workplace.  At my encouragement Jill also took on roles outside of her workplace, for example with ALIA, and this has helped build both her profile and her skill set.  My encouragement here reflected a personal belief that a major contributor to career development is through volunteering and through supporting your professional association.  This reflects back to my comment about values.  If Jill hadn’t the same values as me on this matter, the relationship may well have come unstuck right there and then.

From the workplace to the pub was an easy transgression and since then meetings have occurred reasonably regularly and are very informal.  There is no set agenda or purpose for the meeting but work always features.  I always wait for Jill to open the conversation about work and then consciously play an active listening role by giving advice (or my opinion!) only after Jill has worked through the issues for herself to the point where she realises the hub of the matter and its potential solution.  That way Jill is doing the learning and I am the ‘rudder’ that makes sure she is going in the right direction using my own experiences, and mistakes. The relationship is now at the point where I am giving less advice and more affirmations, a clear measure of Jill’s development.

My mentor-mentee relationship with Jill has had enormous rewards both professionally and on a personal level.  Being Jill’s mentor I have developed my teaching, guiding, and counselling skills, I have learned the art of listening, how to help people help themselves, how to give honest and constructive feedback.  I have also developed as a leader and applied my mentoring skills back into my workplace. Jill has also kept me in touch with and given me some understanding of the next generation who will be our next leaders. I have also gained an appreciation of my own strengths, what I have to offer and been granted some perspective on how far I have come in my own career. Most importantly, however, I have experienced great joy and pride in watching Jill’s confidence grow and seeing her develop into a leader in her own right.

From my mentor- mentee relationship with Jill I have developed both a passion and an adamant belief that it is absolutely vital to mentor the next generation - our future leaders - otherwise our industry will not be sustainable. Without Jill I may never have realised the personal value, or the broader importance of this.

In conclusion, I have never officially thought of myself as a mentor (seeing this as a little presumptuous) however in retrospect I have mentored a number of people through the early stages of their career to where they are beginning to fly on their own.  Jill has been my greatest success story and I suspect my next challenge as a mentor will be learning how to be humble when she overtakes me on the flight path.

Why Mentoring Matters

Mentoring has become a buzzword in management theory.  However, with the pace of change that is requiring all of us to do more with less and more quickly, learn more quickly and take career steps more quickly too, support in the form of mentoring is becoming increasingly important to ensure people have the capacity for the challenges ahead.  Mentoring provides guidance, feedback, teaching and advocacy in an one-on-one relationship making it more effective than either coaching or training as the impact on behaviour, confidence levels and understanding of the workplace will be more intense, personal and more rapid.  In a market that is creating opportunities at levels not dreamed of ten years ago, mentoring could be considered the ideal solution – almost like the personal trainer for the workplace. 

“From the employer perspective the future of any career, business or organization depends upon supporting and nurturing new leadership and fresh ideas” (Brogan, 2007, p. 56).  Mentoring is one such strategy to ensure that this occurs. 

According to Penny (2008, p. 42) “Frequently the terms coaching, counselling and mentoring are used interchangeably, but when you get right down to it, that is often wrong...each method has a decidedly different focus.  Coaching focuses on what is currently happening - the here and now...Counselling focuses on past behaviours...A mentoring relationship focuses on the future”. Mentoring is for performers with high potential.  The mentor provides insights, acts as a role model for action, behaviours and attitudes and is typically a more senior person, often removed from the immediate workplace. Coaching on the other hand is about ongoing and continual development in the workplace, emphasises planning for new skills and competencies (rather than enhancing a skill set that already exists) and is generally done by the manager or other appropriate member of staff or even a professional coach.  
There are many challenges in the mentoring relationship. These can include finding a successful mentor, knowing what is in fact a good mentoring relationship, how to exit from a mentoring relationship if its not meeting expectations and so on.  Predicating all of this is a clear understanding from the mentee (and mentor) as to what outcomes they are seeking from the relationship.  

This issue has been well described by Domeyer (2006) when he states that “before you begin searching for a mentor, consider what you hope to gain from the relationship.  Think about the specific qualities the person should possess as well as how the individual might assist you. For instance, if you want guidance on becoming a manager, you might look for someone who possesses strong communication skills, an ability to motivate and inspire others, and a reputation for working effectively with executives.  The clearer you are about your expectations, the better you can narrow down potential choices” (Domeyer, 2006, p. 7). Domeyer explores this further by suggesting that a potential mentee should “outline your primary objective – for instance, receiving guidance that will help you position yourself for a promotion – and explain what would be involved serving as your mentor, including the desired type of assistance, frequency of interaction and other critical factors” (Domeyer, 2006, p. 7).

Despite the challenges, the benefits of mentoring are very clear. Important to note is that these benefits are two sided.  Some benefits for the mentee include support for professional growth and career development, and the realization of goals.  Most people don’t stop to think about strategies for growth or setting goals unless they specifically take the time to contemplate the write them down.  A purposeful mentoring relationship fosters the thought process (Brogan, 2007, p. 56). 

Mentors benefit as well; they often report increased satisfaction personally and professionally.  It is a way to give back to your profession and to be renewed by sharing your knowledge with the next generation.  Being a mentor can be a real boost to your confidence as well as job morale (Brogan, 2007, p. 56).

So what are the critical success factors?  

· Trust;

· Mutual respect;

· Open and constructive communication;

· A healthy relationship;

· A credible mentor who has a personal interest in the mentee’s career; and

· Receptiveness of the mentee to advice, suggestions and criticism

One of the best aspects about the mentoring relationship is that we work in different Library sectors and different organisations. “One of the key points about mentoring...is that it is best done by someone other than the line manager. Managers may of course be very good mentors, indeed the skills needed to be a good mentor are those which make a good manager.  It is the application of those skills and the uniqueness of the relationship which makes the difference” (Fisher, 1999, p. 13).

According to an extensive research study conducted by Eby, Durley and Evans (2008), negative experiences in mentoring are caused by protégé performance problems (performing below expectations, unwillingness to learn), interpersonal problems (conflict, submissiveness, relationship deterioration) and destructive relational patterns (breach of trust, exploitative behaviour, jealousy, competiveness, harassment) (Eby et al., 2008, pp. 359-360).

Conclusion

In conclusion mentoring is a proven strategy for reengaging, developing and retaining next generation leaders.  It is also an excellent methodology for transferring the practical knowledge and, more importantly wisdom from more experienced (and typically older) managers to younger ones. The mentor also benefits through career reflection, insight into the next generation and contribution to the profession. Mentoring has the capacity to change people.  By being strategic about your future and taking charge of your career and responsibility for your own professional development, anything can happen.  If you are interested in seeking out a mentor you have a number of options.  There may be someone you know respect / or admire that you can ask.  If they are unable to mentor you they can probably recommend someone who can.  You may also like to explore mentoring options through ALIA:   http://www.alia.org.au/education/pd/mentoring/alia.programs.html.
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