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Introduction 

Research into the activity of mentoring has grown at a significant rate in the last 

twenty years (Allen, Eby, O’Brien & Lentz, 2008; Janssen, Vuuren & Jong, 2015) as has the 

range of inter-disciplinary subjects associated with mentoring, such as business, education, 

entrepreneurship, nursing and psychology (De Four, Pegg & Beck, 2015; Kochan, 2013; 

Laukhuf & Malone, 2015; Underhill, 2006).  

Allen et al.’s (2008) review of organizational mentoring literature – consisting of two 

hundred and seven individual research studies, published in sixty different journals 

acknowledged the growing interest and research on the topic of mentoring.  The authors 

attributed this to the increasing recognition that formal and informal mentoring is associated 

with behavioral, attitudinal and career benefits for mentees and mentors (Allen et al., 2004; 

Eby et al., 2008; Ghosh & Reio, 2013).  Additionally, over the last ten years there have been 

an increasing number of evaluations of mentoring research processes and practices (Allen et 

al., 2008; Bozeman & Feeney, 2007; Janssen, Vuuren & Jong, 2015; Kammeyer-Mueller & 

Judge, 2008; Underhill, 2006).  A broad range of mentoring studies are explored in this 

chapter within the context of identifying the critical issues involved in assuring the quality of 

mentoring research. 

Purpose and Overview 

 The aim of this chapter is to provide an in-depth analysis of the critical issues related 

to the quality of research processes and strategies used in contemporary inter-disciplinary 

scholarly literature in mentoring.  Further, it seeks to expand researcher and practitioner 

perspectives about this issues that will ultimately enhance the research about and practice of 

mentoring. 

The chapter begins with an outline of the process used to identify critical issues in 

assuring quality in mentoring research.  This is followed by a discussion of each of the eight 
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critical issues identified through this process, referring to specific studies that illustrate the 

degree to which quality is achieved.  The final section posits the way ahead for mentoring 

research. 

Critical Issues in Mentoring Research 

It is not possible to identify, review, and then discuss in detail the hundreds of 

scholarly articles, dissertations and books available on the subject of mentoring.  Instead, I 

searched for some general themes from a bounded set of resources to identify the critical 

issues in mentoring research.  The process I adopted was:  

 Reviewed all mentoring articles published within the last five years in five 

journals with a strong mentoring focus, including: International Journal of 

Coaching and Mentoring, International Journal of Evidence-Based Coaching and 

Mentoring; International Journal of Mentoring in Education; Journal of 

Vocational Behavior; and Mentoring and Tutoring: Partnership in Learning. 

 Through the back chaining process, I identified twenty further studies which 

provided a critical insight into methodological limitations. 

 Reviewed ten widely published textbooks on the subject of mentoring, with a 

view to identifying common issues related to the quality of mentoring research. 

 Identified a sample of articles which illustrate a cross-section of methodological 

approaches and limitations. 

 Selected a list of critical issues in mentoring, identified through this review 

process and incorporated them into this chapter. 

Critical Areas in Mentoring Research 

Overall, the literature appears to call for the further development and refinement of 

mentoring research in eight critical areas:  



CRITICAL ISSUES IN MENTORING RESEARCH 4 

 Defining the mentoring concept as a theoretical basis for research; 

 Identifying mentoring program aims, objectives and operational components; 

 Understanding context and the connectedness between multiple factors; 

 Proving cause-and-effect; 

 Developing cross-cultural comparative studies; 

 Engaging in the utilisation of multiple and varied research methods; 

 Enhancing methodological rigour; and 

 Addressing the ‘so what’ question. 

The sections that follow summarize each critical issue and explain why each is 

important in advancing knowledge, understanding and mentoring practice through the 

continual improvement of the quality of mentoring research.  I draw on specific studies and 

examples to illuminate some of the concerns. 

Defining the Mentoring Concept as a Theoretical Basis for Research 

 Perhaps the most critical review of mentoring theory and research was carried out by 

Bozeman and Feeney (2007).  They “nominate mentoring as an outstanding illustration of 

limited progress in theory for a topic that is obviously important and amenable to convenient 

measurement … there has been too little attention to core concepts of theory” (p. 719).  This 

problem was also noted by Janssen, Vuuren and Jong (2015) in their literature review of 

informal mentoring at work, and is echoed by multiple authors including Allen et al. (2004), 

Gershenfield (2014), and Janssen, Vuuren and Jong (2015). 

 The most troublesome issue related to theory building appears to be that many studies 

do not provide a definition of the concept.  The consequence of this is that mentoring 

research can be confused with neighbouring theories such as training, coaching and 

socialisation.  Let’s consider a number of different mentoring definitions: 
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 “Offline help from one person to another in making significant transitions in 

knowledge, work or thinking” (Megginson & Clutterbuck, 1995, p. 13). 

 “Mentoring is a long-term relationship between a senior, more experienced 

individual (the mentor) and a more junior, less experienced individual (the 

protégé) (Eby & Allen, 2002, p. 456). 

 “Mentoring is defined as a developmental relationship that involves organizational 

members of unequal status or, less frequently, peers” (Bozionelos, 2004, p. 5). 

 “Mentoring has one clear purpose, the learning and development of an individual, 

a process that involves change, in this case social change” (Brockbank & McGill, 

2006, p. 9). 

Whilst we may not subscribe to any of the aforementioned definitions, we can probably agree 

that over the last twenty years, views on mentoring have changed to encompass a much 

broader perspective than the traditional US-centric protégé/mentor dyad.  Clutterbuck (2003) 

notes that clarifying the mentoring concept in mentoring research is vital because failure to 

do so makes it difficult, if not impossible to replicate the study; make direct comparisons 

between studies; or draw meaningful conclusions about the mentoring relationship.  

Identification of Mentoring Programme Aims, Objectives and Operational Components 

In addition to clarifying the definition of mentoring, the research indicates that it is 

also essential to clarify the aim and specify objectives and operational components of the 

mentoring program.  Logically, if one of the purposes of the evaluation of the mentoring 

programme is to understand the extent to which the objectives have been achieved, it is 

important to articulate the aims and objectives clearly at the outset of program development 

and implementation.  

Program components are generally developed to meet programme goals and purposes.  

These components are varied across programmes (Long et al., 2012).  Although these 
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components can have a serious impact on program success.  Allen et al. (2008) identified a 

clear lack of explicit program operational components, such as participants’ profile, training, 

duration and frequency of mentoring within program descriptions and within research studies.  

Examining this issue, Gershenfeld’s (2014) review of twenty published studies on 

undergraduate mentoring programs in the US from 2008 to 2012 found a clear lack of 

identification of explicit program operational components, including for example, participant 

profile, role, training, duration and frequency of mentoring.  

Not identifying components such as the aims and objectives of the program when 

conducting research on it makes it difficult to understand the extent to which the participants’ 

outcomes relate to the overall purpose of the mentoring program (Clutterbuck, 2013).  

Additionally, the inclusion of such detail is important because failure to do so, results in the 

inability to compare studies on a like-for-like basis.   

 Brondyk and Searby (2013) deal with the importance of these elements in assuring 

best practices in mentoring.  Although the article identifies the complexities of mentoring in 

higher education and primary and secondary school education, their recommendations have 

implications for mentoring in general.  The authors suggest that best practice involves 

assuring that mentoring programs achieve their intended consequences.  This of course 

necessitates having a clear delineation of the purposes of the program or relationship.  The 

authors acknowledge the importance of understanding what is being done well and what 

needs to improve in mentoring specific to different contexts.  The importance of context will 

be discussed next. 

Understanding Context and the Connectedness between Multiple Factors 

Arguably, there has been little attention in the literature and practice paid to the 

broader context of mentoring (Chandler et al., 2011; Jones & Corner, 2012); for example, 

there is a greater emphasis on functional approaches which examine instrumental 
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mentor/protégé motivations, with  little focus on relational or affiliative mentee/mentor 

motivations (Ragins, 2012; Ragins & Verbos, 2007).  A number of researchers have explored 

and recommended the need for further in-depth description and appreciation of context, 

acknowledging the degree to which multiple factors can influence and impact the study of 

mentoring (Allen, Poteet & Burroughs, 1997; Allen et al., 2008; Chandler, & Kochan, 2013; 

Jansssen, Vuuren & Jong, 2015; Jones & Corner, 2012; Kram & Yip, 2011).  These factors 

are important in understanding the influence and impact of developmental networks, 

organizational structure and culture.  Kochan’s (2013) paper presented a theoretical model of 

culture from which a conceptual framework was built which can be used to conduct a cultural 

analysis within the context of the development and implementation of mentoring programs.  

Kochan (2013, pp. 422–424) provides a working scenario, in which a mentoring 

program can be developed, examined, implemented, and evaluated from a cultural 

perspective.  This type of analysis is important as it acknowledges that the success or failure 

of mentoring programs is dependent upon a multitude of issues, including cultural aspects 

inherent within the individual, organization, program design and processes and society. 

Chandler, Kram and Yip (2011) reviewed the mentoring literature from an ecological 

perspective.  They recommend that researchers need to adopt different methodological 

approaches that facilitate our understanding of multiple levels of analysis.  This includes the 

ontogenic system (individual) microsystem (developmental networks and organisational 

context) and societal marcosystem (societal influences such as technology and culture).  

Adopting this approach requires us to consider mentoring from a reciprocal, interdependent 

perspective, considering the connectedness between the individual and the environmental 

system.  Research to-date focuses on the ontogenic individual-level and microsystem dyadic-

level, examining specifics such as gender, race, informal vs. formal mentoring and 
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behaviours by individuals, but tends not to focus on the organizational or societal levels 

(Bicle, Witzki & Schneider, 2009). 

Similarly, Janssen, Vuuren and Jong’s (2015) literature review of informal mentoring 

at work suggests that the context of mentoring is important in understanding mentees 

developmental networks as a means of considering influences outside of the mentor-protégé 

relationship.  This extends to individuals, groups and the organizational context, 

acknowledging the influence of the protégés ecosystem and the impact this may have on the 

mentoring processes between mentor and protégé (Chandler et al., 2011; Kram & Ragins, 

2007). 

Waterman and He’s (2011) literature review of fourteen mentoring studies examining 

teacher retention between 2005 and 2010 makes a number of suggestions in regards to the 

design and evaluation of future mentoring programs.  First, in recognising the complexity of 

mentoring relationships, attempts to establish linear connections between two phenomena 

such as mentoring and retention is challenging.  Instead, they suggest a more contextual 

approach, which takes into account broader personal needs in interactional capacities is more 

useful in understanding value.  This point is not that dissimilar from Janssen et al. (2015) who 

suggest that the degree to which positive outcomes related to mentoring are a direct result of 

mentoring activities is unclear and that there is a lack of studies addressing the multi aspects 

including, amongst others interactions and temporal influences.  Second, the importance of 

holistic process evaluation, rather than program evaluation is important in establishing the 

degree to which other actors influence professional development and ultimately, retention.  

Finally, evaluating the same mentoring program from different paradigms would facilitate 

greater insight for those engaged in design, development and evaluation.  

 A final issue of importance related to context was explored through Waterman and 

He’s (2011) literature review which found a dominance of quantitative approaches to 
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research.  Of the fourteen studies the authors reviewed, five were quantitative, and of the 

seven that adopted a mixed method approach, quantitative data dominated, with qualitative 

data being very much secondary.  This focus on quantitative data, although valuable, can also 

neglect the deep exploration of features within the mentoring process that help explain the 

significance of context (Kapadia, Coca & Easton, 2007). 

However, one study, which provides interesting insights into context, exploring the 

experiences of female academics was conducted by Esnard et al. (2015).  The authors chose 

to use narrative stories to facilitate the personal reflections of seven multicultural network 

members — including the authors — describing their experiences of collaboration and 

mentoring within the network.  Mentoring networks are regarded as an important 

developmental aspect for women of colour, addressing both gender and race issues (Davis, 

Chaney, Edwards, Thompson-Rogers & Gines, 2012; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008; 

Ragins, Townsend & Mattis, 1998).  The focus of the research was the examination of the 

processes and structures of the peer mentoring network and how this influences relationships 

and outcomes.  There were clear benefits for the group participants.  At the relational level, 

the central interest in multicultural issues became the glue that held the group together, 

creating and shared sense of identify and enabling voice.  What was less clear was the extent 

to which interconnected networks, organizational and societal norms influenced the 

mentoring experiences of the network members.  

De Four-Babb, Pegg and Beck’s (2015) exploratory study analysed the stories of eight 

non-tenure-track academics belonging to an international peer mentoring group, described as 

a ‘professional learning community’ (p. 77).  Careers of non-tenure-track academics are 

subject to increasing interest (Anderson, 2007; Basten, 2012; Goldman & Schmalz, 2012; 

Hoyt, 2012; Wolfinger, Mason & Goulden, 2009).  The narrative stories of the academics 

were analysed to understand their experience as ‘outsider’ academics in relation to tenure 
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track, geographic transition and academic trajectory.  Included within the analysis was the 

lived experience and narrative stories of the three authors.  Informal peer mentoring groups 

are identified as having a supportive role in academic career development and can mitigate 

intellectual poverty experienced by ‘outsiders’.  What is unclear in the article is the extent to 

which contextual factors such as organizational structure and culture influence the peer 

mentoring affiliations, enabling and/or constraining professional development.  This would 

be helpful to understand the organisational microsystem and broader societal macrosystem 

(Chandler et al., 2011). 

Exploring the connectedness between the ontogenic system, microsystem and 

macrosystem enhances our ability to understand the ecological perspective (Chandler, Kram 

& Yip, 2011).  Examining mentoring and the relationship between multi-dimensional 

outcomes would also be helpful in determining construct validity and relevance (Janssen, 

Vuuren & Jong, 2015; Ragins, 2012; Ragins & Verbos, 2007).  More research needs to be 

done in this area in order to garner a deeper understanding of the mentoring process within its 

contextual framework. 

Proving Cause-and-Effect 

Mentoring literature has been criticised for its instrumental and functional emphasis, 

which is often focused on findings and outcomes (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007), rather than to 

understanding the causal explanations involved in these relationships and programs.  Janssen, 

Vuuren and Jong’s (2015) literature review of twenty-four past mentoring studies of informal 

mentoring at work argues that the degree to which studies are able to prove cause-and-effect 

relationships is questionable.  These authors suggest that the relationship between positive 

outcomes and mentoring activities is unclear and there is little understanding of the 

underlying developmental mechanisms that cause mentoring outcomes.  This is, in part, due 
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to the lack of studies addressing the multi-aspects including of mentoring including, amongst 

others processes, interactions, context and temporal influences.   

Examples of the lack of attention to the connection between outcomes and processes 

are numerous.  For example, Collins et al. (2014) explored the experiences of eight women 

academics – including the author’s – belonging to a women’s peer mentorship group.  The 

particular focus was on career pathways into academia, a subject which has been widely 

researched from a variety of perspectives (Kamvounias, McGrath-Champ & Yip, 2008; 

McCormack & West, 2006; Walkington, Vanderheide & Hughes, 2008; Wasburn, 2007).  

Each group member wrote an autobiographical narrative account of their experience relating 

to “pathways to academia, experience of academia, and future career aspirations” (Collins et 

al., 2014, p. 98).  All group members working in the sector secured a promotion to higher-

level academic positions.  Whilst the authors claim that the mentoring model turned out to be 

effective in reaching the participants career aspirations, cause and effect is not entirely 

transparent.  For example, there was no indication as to what extent wider interconnected 

developmental relationships influenced this success. 

Jones’ (2012) longitudinal study investigated the learning outcomes of forty-eight 

mentees and mentors in formal mentoring dyads in a Healthcare Trust.  Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted over a seventeen month period during the beginning, middle and 

end stages of their mentoring relationship.  One of the most significant limitations noted was 

the difficulty in making a direct link between the impact of mentoring and the participants’ 

wider network, including, amongst others managers, colleagues and tutors.  

Similarly, Laukhuf and Malone’s (2015) phenomenological study of twenty-two 

women entrepreneurs was not able to identify the extent to which immediate and wider 

networks facilitated mentee development.  The authors used interviews to understand the 

participants’ lived experience and perceived value of the mentoring intervention (Creswell, 
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2012; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The study did show that the mentoring was of benefit to 

the women entrepreneurs.  It was also noted that many women entrepreneurs rely on family 

and friends for guidance and support, but the degree to which the wider networks facilitated 

development was absent. 

There appears to be little research that delves deeply into cause and effect in 

mentoring endeavours.  Further focus on this issue would help us to better understand the 

connectedness between the individual and the environmental system, shifting from the 

ontogenic system and microsystem to understanding the influence and impact of the 

macrosystem (Chandler, Kram & Yip, 2011). 

Developing Cross-Cultural Comparative Studies 

US literature and western culture tends to dominate mentoring literature reviews 

(Allen et al., 2008).  This western bias was also a feature of Terrion and Leonard’s (2015) 

literature review of fifty-four student peer mentoring programmes in which the majority of 

these studies were in Canadian and US universities.  The authors suggested that cross-cultural 

comparative studies would enhance our understanding of the characteristics of effective 

mentors in other cultures and contexts.  Because of this, many mentoring studies assume that 

the aim of the relationship is development of leadership attributes but recent studies indicate 

that the concept of leadership is culturally dependant.  For example, in African culture, 

respect, caring for others, sharing and cooperation may differ to that of western cultures 

(Kochan, 2013). 

Closely related to this issue is the way in which issues connected to culture are 

defined.  Reeves (2015) recent review of cross-cultural mentoring across one hundred 

twenty-three articles identified the need for construct clarification and use of consistent 

terminology related to cultural concepts.  One of the most significant issues was the 

inconsistent use of terminology.  This is illustrated by the similar use of cross-cultural and 
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inter-cultural mentoring.  Cross-cultural mentoring is described as the ‘means to compare 

and contrast two cultural groups’, and intercultural ‘is what happens when the two or more 

culturally-different groups come together, interact, and communicate’ (p. 11).  The 

terminology is used interchangeably in the articles reviewed, which can cause difficulty in 

developing a significant body of literature, providing direct comparison.  More recently, the 

term pan-cultural has also been used to describe mentoring across cultures, acknowledging 

the societal differences which may influence the way in which mentoring may occur. 

In the societal macrosystem, Chandler et al. (2011) identify the need to examine 

mentoring across cultures and in multi-cultural contexts, acknowledging the shift in extra-

organizational platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn which connect individuals, groups 

and organizations. Here, in-depth studies are needed to understand mentoring across cultures, 

particularly with advances in technology and the enhanced ability to facilitate global 

mentoring systems. 

Multiple and Varied Research Methods 

Broadly, mentoring studies can be group into three categories: literature reviews, 

concept papers and empirical research.  Literature reviews consist of critical, integrative, 

literature and mapping analyses.  Concept papers explore hypotheses, evaluate literature and 

philosophical underpinnings.  Several literature reviews, focused on varied aspects of 

mentoring, have been published in a variety of peer reviewed journals over the last ten years.  

Journals include, the Academy of Management Annals (Chandler, Kram & Yip, 2011), 

Administration and Society (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007), International Journal of Mentoring 

and Coaching (Reeves, 2015); International Journal of Management Reviews (Jansse, 

Vuuren & Jong, 2015), Journal of Vocational Behavior (Allen et al., 2008; Kammeyer-

Mueller & Judge, 2008; Underhill, 2006), Mentoring and Tutoring: Partnership in Learning 

(Huizing, 2012; Long, et al., 2012; Terrion & Leonard, 2007; Waterman & He, 2011), 
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Research in Higher Education (Crips & Cruz, 2009), Review of Educational Research  

(Gershenfield, 2014; Jacobi, 1991), and the International Journal of Mentoring and Coaching 

in Education (Brondyk & Searby, 2013; Dominguez & Hager, 2013). 

In particular, Waterman and Ye HE’s (2011) article highlighted mentoring research 

and evaluations carried out in the USA since 2005 regarding the effectiveness of mentoring 

programs for new teacher retention.  Huizing’s (2012) article presented a literature review of 

peer-reviewed articles and dissertations that contribute to the theory of research of group 

mentoring.  Brondky and Searby’s concept paper describes the complexity that underlies best 

practices in mentoring research.  The purpose of their article is to begin to develop and 

identify research-based best practices in mentoring education.  Kochan’s (2013) article 

presented a theoretical model of culture from which a conceptual framework was built. 

Empirical research consists of qualitative, quantitative, mixed method and case study 

reviews.  Qualitative mentoring research adopts a range of approaches, techniques and data 

collection methods including, amongst others: participatory action research exploring peer 

group mentoring narrative stories (Collins, Lewis, Stracke & Vanderheide, 2014); 

longitudinal qualitative case study, semi-structured interviews with mentees and mentors  

(Jones, 2012); phenomenological study, investigating the lived experience of the participants 

through interviews (Laukhuf & Malone, 2015); narrative enquiry to make sense of the lived 

experience (De Four-Babb, Pegg & Beck, 2015); in-depth, semi-structured interviews and 

focus groups (Zambrana, Ray, Espino, Castro, Cohen & Eliason, 2015); structured interviews 

(Lakind, Atkins & Eddy, 2015); interpretative involving day long reviews with discussion 

and focus groups (Ivey, Geber & Nänni, 2013); and, reflective narratives (Esnard, et al., 

2015; Jones & Brown, 2011). 

Qualitative data in particular can enhance our understanding of the role of mentoring 

in different contexts and content domains.  This is particularly important, as mentoring has 
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become a global, boundary-less phenomenon, facilitated by increasing use of technology to 

facilitate workplace mentoring. 

Examining the literature, Bozeman and Feeney (2007) found that the vast majority of 

mentoring research is quantitative.  In their research review, over 90% used survey-based 

methods and less than 20% triangulated multiple data sources.  Quantitative mentoring 

research adopts a much more narrow range of approaches than qualitative research, 

techniques and data collection methods including, examples include: mentor triad 

questionnaire using a Mentor Self-Efficacy Scale (Ferro, DeWit, Wells, Speechley & 

Lipman, 2013); mentee questionnaire based on the mentor behavior scale (Brodeur, Larose, 

Tarabulsy, Feng & Forget-Dubois, 2015); protégé questionnaire, using t-test (Bouquillon, 

Sosik & Lee, 2007); mentee questionnaire (Baranick, Roling & Eby, 2010); protégé-mentor 

dyad questionnaire using polynominal regression analyses (Mitchell, Eby & Ragins, 2015); 

mentee questionnaire using correlations, cross tabulations and binary logistic regression 

(Roszkowski & Badmus, 2014). 

 Mixed method mentoring research adopts a range of approaches, techniques and data 

collection methods including, amongst others: questionnaires, focus groups and interviews 

(Flavian & Kass, 2015); questionnaires, semi-structured individual and focus-group 

interviews, contributions in workshops and observations (Ruru, Sanga, Walker & Ralph, 

2013); questionnaire and semi-structured interview (Johns, McNamara & Moses, 2012); 

observation, archival documents, audio/video data and interviews (Sampowicz & Hudson, 

2012). 

Examples of mixed-method approaches demonstrate variation in the methodological 

approaches used.  For example, Zambrana et al.’s (2015) research examined mentoring 

experiences of fifty-eight underrepresented minority faculty at twenty-two research-extensive 

institutions, utilising in-depth interviews and focus groups.  Brodeur et al.’s (2015) research 
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involved the construction and validation of a tool to measure the supportive behaviors of 

mentors participating in school-based mentoring programs.  Kammeyer-Mueller and Judge 

(2008) conducted a quantitative research synthesis, focusing on estimating multivariate 

analytical paths between mentoring and career outcomes.  Johns, McNamara and Moses 

(2012) exploratory research triangulated quantitative and qualitative research to better 

understand the impact of a group-mentoring model in an Australian university.  

Multiple methods and data sources provide the opportunity to collect different types 

of data and enable triangulation through the comparison of data sources and potentially 

increases the external validity of the research.  Notwithstanding the aforementioned, 

Chandler et al. (2011) identified at least six recent studies that combine quantitative and 

qualitative methods, consider multiple sources of data and/or involve multiple data-collection 

points over time (Cotton et al., 2011; Gentry et al., 2008; Higgins et al., 2010; Shen, 2010; 

Singh et al., 2009a, 2009b). 

At the ontogenic level, Chandler et al. (2011) suggest that researchers need to develop 

multi-method approaches that explore the inter-connectedness of influences such as 

education, individual competence, ethnicity, race and gender (Allen, Poteet & Burroughs, 

1997; Cole, 2009).  In examining the microsystem, it is suggested that a qualitative research 

approach can be best used to consider group characteristics, functions and processes, 

particularly in regard to the distinction to dyadic mentoring relationships, including a 

constellation of relationships beyond.  This extends to the organisational microsystem, where 

structure and culture influence mentoring programs in varying degrees (Noe, Greenberger & 

Wang, 2002).  

Overall, the need to adopt varied research methods, which support the ecological 

perspective, underlies the review of mentoring literature. 
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Enhancing Rigour 

A number of studies have criticised mentoring research for its lack of rigor.  These 

criticisms focused primarily upon the use of single data collection points, the lack of 

longitudinal studies and small sample sizes (Allen et al., 2008; Bozeman & Feeney, 2007; 

Gershenfeld, 2014).  Bozeman and Feeney (2007) suggest that lack of longitudinal studies, 

single data point collection studies and limited sample sizes illustrate the extent to which 

advancement in the field of mentoring research is limited.  Allen et al. (2008) found that 

mentoring research uses less longitudinal methodological designs than organizational and 

management research.  This is significant because mentoring studies are often concerned with 

identifying beneficial outcomes, but a single point in time of analysis provides little evidence 

of development over time; the primary purpose of longitudinal design is to examine changes 

over time which is arguably more suitable in this regard. 

At noted in the first section on defining mentoring, while definitions differ, all agree 

that mentoring is a developmental relationship.  Thus, an expectation might be that the 

mentee experiences significant change and gain greater insight through enhancing the quality 

of their thinking.  If this is the case, then the examination of change over time is important in 

order to determine longer-term development.  A single data collection point is a deeply 

inadequate method to approach the evaluation of mentoring relationships, where a 

longitudinal method facilities analysis over time.  

Ferro et al. (2013) evaluated the measurement properties of a newly created Mentor 

Self-efficacy Scale.  The purpose of the Scale is to better understand “mentors’ levels of 

confidence in their knowledge and ability to provide support and guidance for children in … 

community relationships” (p. 147).  In the first round of questionnaires, two hundred forty-

nine triads participated.  In the second round of questionnaires, one hundred fifty-one of the 

original two hundred forty-nine participated.  There were several methodological limitations 
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recognised in the study.  First, data were only collected from mentors in current relationships, 

not those that were terminated; this is a missed opportunity to understand what led to the 

termination and whether or not there was a causal link with knowledge and ability to provide 

support and guidance.  Second, data were not collected from subsequent follow-up periods.  

Therefore the impact on mentor self-efficacy of their growing experience and longer-term 

relationships is unknown.   

 Mitchell, Eby and Ragins (2015) examined the antecedents and outcomes of 

perceived similarity in mentoring relationships.  Their sample consisted of eighty-two 

protégé-mentor dyads from two large US universities, consisting of both informal and formal 

mentoring relationships.  The most significant limitation within the context of this chapter is 

that the study was not longitudinal, further research would help to identify direction of 

causality between associations found.  Allen et al. (2008) similarly found the lack of 

longitudinal methodological designs to be a concern, particularly as a significant number of 

studies measure a single point in time, providing minimal, if any evidence of development 

over time. 

Johns, McNamara and Moses (2012) explored academics’ perceptions, motivations 

and barriers for participation in the Women’s Group Mentoring Programme (WGMP) in an 

Australian university.  The WGMP is defined as a ‘specific corporate product’ (p. 74).  

Thirty-three participants completed a survey and eleven then participated in follow-up 

interviews.  The results raised a number of concerns around program branding.  This type of 

pragmatic approach is useful in supporting others embarking on the development of 

mentoring programmes.  From a methodological perspective, the sample size was small and 

the research focused on one voluntary corporate programme, which raises issues around 

external validity. 
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There have been a number of literature reviews of mentoring in the educational 

context (Brondyk & Searby, 2013; Gershenfeld, 2014; Long et al., 2012; Terrion & Leonard, 

2007; Waterman & He, 2011), specifically in the areas of peer mentoring, teacher attrition 

and retention and peer mentoring.  Gershenfeld’s (2014) review summarised twenty 

published studies on undergraduate mentoring programs in the US from 2008 to 2012.  The 

review acknowledges and builds on two previous reviews conducted by Jacobi (1991) and 

Crisp and Cruz (2009).  Gershenfeld (2014) acknowledges the methodological progress made 

since the previous two reviews, particularly in respect of the use of theory or conceptual 

frameworks, present in 70% of the mentoring studies reviewed.  However, considerable 

progress is still needed if we are to improve internal and external validity of mentoring 

research.  The literature review classified the twenty mentoring studies using the Levels of 

Evidence-Based Intervention Effectiveness (LEBIE), developed by Jackson (2009).  The 

LEBIE framework was developed to assess methodological rigor of social service 

interventions, and was used to establish the level of research, from Level 1, Superior 

Intervention to Level 5, Concerning Intervention.  Over 70% of studies reviewed, were either 

Level 4 (Emerging Intervention) or Level 5, the lowest classification.  The consequence of 

receiving the lowest score on the Levels of Evidence-Based Intervention Effectiveness 

(LEBIE) classification scale was that “there was no conclusive evidence that mentoring 

programs had impact on the desired outcomes” (p. 385).  The drivers of the classification 

were two-fold; first, a single point of data collection and, second no comparison group, 

showing little evidence of positive change to participants as a result of mentoring. 

There are a number of practical implications involved in increasing methodological 

rigour in mentoring resources including such things as financial costs and time.  However, if 

we are to illustrate the impact and value of mentoring practice, longitudinal research should 

be given serious consideration. 
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The ‘So What’ Question 

The final critical issue in mentoring research is dealing with the ‘so what’ question.  

The ‘so what’ question concerns the degree to which mentoring research contributes to the 

existing body of knowledge and practice, theoretical and empirical.  This is particularly 

relevant for others researching in the field and for the organisation investing in mentoring 

programs (Clutterbuck, 2013). 

There are different ways in which we can address the ‘so what’ question.  Among 

these are:  

 How does the study contribute to the existing body of knowledge? 

 What are the implications in relation to mentoring as a concept? 

 What are the implications of the findings for the future design, implementation 

and evaluation of mentoring programs? 

 What are the implications for key stakeholders invested in mentoring programs: 

organizations, program teams, mentees and mentors? 

 Does it enable program managers to design, implement and evaluate more 

effective programs? 

 Does it assist participants in building strong, more effective mentoring 

relationships? 

 What are the implications in respect of mentoring methods, techniques and 

processes? 

 What are the implications from a methodological perspective? 

 What are the implications for future research agendas? 

Broadly, it is important to think about the contribution research makes to the continual 

development of theory and practice.  It is not one or the other; it is connectedness between 

theory and practice that will address many of the criticisms discussed in this chapter. 
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The Way Ahead for Mentoring Research 

In this chapter, I have provided an in-depth analysis of the quality of contemporary 

interdisciplinary scholarly literature in mentoring; exploring trends in the use of different 

research methodologies and identifying critical issues in mentoring studies.  

Research can help to develop knowledge and understanding and the practice of 

mentoring, but only if the research is explicitly reported.  This includes defining the 

mentoring concept and relationship; identifying the aim, objectives and operational 

components of the program; recognising the context and influencing factors; and, explicitly 

describing the methodology and study protocol.  In addition to this, there is a need to 

continue to be more creative and take a longer-term view in our approaches to methodology 

including longitudinal research, mixed method research and exploring multiple levels of 

analysis.  From a pragmatic perspective, mentoring practitioners and researchers need to 

address the ‘so what question’.  This will assist organizations, program developers, managers, 

evaluators, researchers and participants to understand the practical implications of the results.  

There is a clear opportunity for greater collaboration between academics and 

practitioners in the design and analysis of research.  An evaluation strategy is a necessary and 

important aspect of any mentoring program; this can be supported by a strong theoretical 

foundation which will ultimately improve the quality of research and practice. 
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