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DEVELOPING MENTOR COMPETENCIES
Prof. David Clutterbuck

Mentoring is increasingly regarded as an innate ability, genetically encoded, a survival instinct for the human specie.  The basic instinct to pass on accumulated experience allowed primitive Man to exert more and more control over the physical environment.

That said, not everybody makes a good mentor.  Because the urge to share comes from the older or superior person, it is very easy for them to “dump” their experience on the learner in a more or less indiscriminate fashion.  The instinct to give is driven more by the mentor’s need to satisfy internal urges than by the mentee’s need to receive.  Really effective mentors moderate their behaviour, using experience to shape the questions they ask.

Many community mentoring schemes are grateful for almost any volunteers they can get as mentors and, within reason, can afford only to reject the obvious worst cases.  Business mentoring schemes are often constrained by an understandable reluctance to lower standards.  Professional mentoring for executives demands (but doesn’t always achieve) even more rigorous selection.  However, in none of these circumstances is there a clear consensus on the competencies of an effective mentor.

In our work with thousands of mentoring pairs over the past two decades, Clutterbuck Associates have gradually built up a headline framework of mentor competencies, which seems to reflect closely both the practical and theoretical aspects of the role.  These ten core competencies are explored below:

1. Self awareness (understanding self)
Mentors need high self-awareness in order to recognise and manage their own behaviours within the helping relationship and to use empathy appropriately. The activist, task-focused manager often has relatively little insight into these areas – indeed, s/he may actively avoid reflection on such issues, depicting them as “soft” and of low priority. Such attitudes and learned behaviours may be difficult to break.

Providing the manager with psychometric tests and other forms of insight-developing questionnaire can be useful, if they are open to insights in those areas. However, it is easy to dismiss such feedback, even when it also comes from external sources, such as working colleagues. 

Some managers actively seek psychometric analysis, yet fail to internalise it – to carry out the inner dialogue essential to carrying knowledge through to action. Not that all personality insights should necessarily lead to action; in many cases, the role of internal dialogue may be to help the person accept that a behaviour pattern or perceived weakness can reasonably be lived with.

Interviews with mentors and mentees indicate that having some level of personality and motivational insight is useful for building rapport in the early stages of a relationship. “This is me/ this is you” – is a good starting point for open behaviours.

People who have low self-awareness can be helped in a number of ways. One is through dialogue with a trained counsellor/ facilitator, helping them relate psychometric and other behavioural feedback to specific actions and behaviours. By learning how to think through such issues for themselves, they may become more effective at doing the same for others.

The matrix below is a useful way of looking at this kind of approach to building self-awareness.

Figure 1: Building self-awareness
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If nothing else, the model helps open up some of the hidden boxes in the Johari window!

An important debate here is whether low self-awareness is the result of low motivation to explore the inner self (disinterest), or high motivation to avoid such exploration, or simply an inability to make complex emotional and rational connections (in which case there may be physiological aspects to consider as well). The approach in helping someone develop self-awareness will be different in each case and is likely to be least effective in bringing about personal change.

2. Behavioural awareness (understanding others)

Like self-awareness, understanding how others behave and why they do so is a classic component of emotional intelligence.  To help others manage their relationships, the mentor must have reasonably good insight into patterns of behaviour between individuals and groups of people.  Predicting the consequences of specific behaviours or courses of action is one of the many practical applications of this insight.

Developing clearer insight into the behaviours of others comes from frequent observation and reflection.  Supervision groups can help the mentor recognise common patterns of behaviour, by creating opportunities for rigorous analysis.

3. Business or professional savvy
There isn’t a great deal to be done here in the short term – there are very few shortcuts to experience and judgement. However, the facilitator can help the potential mentor understand the need for developing judgement and plan how to acquire relevant experience.

Again, the art of purposeful reflection is a valuable support in building this competence. By reviewing the learning from a variety of experiences, the manager widens his or her range of templates and develops a sense of patterns in events. The more frequently s/he is able to combine stretching experience with focused reflection – either internally or in a dialogue with others – the more substantial and rapid the acquisition of judgement. 

A useful method of helping people develop business savvy is to create learning sets, where a skilled facilitator encourages people to share their experience and look for patterns.

4. Sense of proportion/good humour
Is good humour a competence? I would argue strongly that it is. Laughter, used appropriately, is invaluable in developing rapport, in helping people to see matters from a different perspective, in releasing emotional tension. It’s also important that mentor and mentee should enjoy the sessions they have together. Enthusiasm is far more closely associated with learning than boredom!

Can an adult develop a good sense of humour if they do not already have one? Probably not easily. However, a good deal of pessimistic attitude and cynicism derive from a feeling of disempowerment and a perception of lack of control over one’s circumstances. Such attitude changes can be created by helping people become more at ease with themselves, with their role in the organisation and their potential to influence their environment. The most obvious way to make that happen – apart from wholesale culture change within the organisation – is for the individual to have their own mentor.

In practice, good humour is a vehicle for achieving a sense of proportion – a broader perspective that places the organisation’s goals and culture in the wider social and business context.  People acquire this kind of perspective by ensuring that they balance their day to day involvement with work tasks against a portfolio of other interests.  Some of these may be related to work – for example, developing a broader strategic understanding of how the business sector is evolving; others are unrelated to work, and may encompass science, philosophy or any other intellectually stimulating endeavour.  In general, the broader the scope of knowledge and experience the mentor can apply, the better sense of proportion s/he can bring.

5. Communication competence
Communication isn’t a single skill; it is a combination of a number of skills. Those most important for mentors include:

· Listening – opening the mind to what the other person is saying, demonstrating interest/ attention, encouraging them to speak, holding back on filling the silences, 

· Observing as receiver – being open to the visual and other non-verbal signals, recognising what is not said

· Parallel processing – analysing what the other person is saying, reflecting on it, preparing responses. Effective communicators do all of these in parallel, slowing down the dialogue as needed to ensure that they do not overemphasise preparing responses at the expense of analysis and reflection. Equally, they avoid becoming so mired in their internal thoughts that they respond inadequately or too slowly.

· Projecting – crafting words and their emotional “wrapping” in a manner appropriate for the situation and the recipient(s)

· Observing as projector – being open to the visual and other non-verbal signals, as clues to what the recipient is hearing/ understanding; adapting tone, volume, pace and language appropriately

· Exiting – concluding a dialogue or segment of dialogue with clarity and alignment of understanding (ensuring message received in both directions)

Some tools to help develop these competencies are neuro-linguistic programming (if used with a sense of proportion) and situational communication. Situational communication, developed by The ITEM Group with help from Birkbeck College, helps people understand the communication requirements of different commonplace situations and focus on the development of specific skills, in those situations. It thus has a very high utility factor. Alongside situational communication is a very practical method of diagnosing communication styles, which enables the individual to become more self-aware of their own style preferences and recognise the preferences of others. Good mentors will generally need a strong sense of situation and a high degree of adaptability between styles.

6. Conceptual modelling
Effective mentors have a portfolio of models they can draw upon to help the mentee understand the issues they face. These models can be self-generated (ie the result of personal experience), drawn from elsewhere (eg models of company structure, interpersonal behaviours, strategic planning, career planning) or – at the highest level of competence – generated on the spot as an immediate response. 

According to the situation and the learning styles of the mentee, it may be appropriate to present these models in verbal or visual form. Or the mentor may not present them at all – simply use them as the framework for asking penetrating questions.

Developing the skills of conceptual modelling takes time, once again. It requires a lot of reading, often beyond the normal range of materials that cross the individual’s desk. Training in presentation skills and how to design simple diagrams can also help. But the most effective way can be for the mentor to seize every opportunity to explain complex ideas in a variety of ways, experimenting to see what works with different audiences. Eventually, there develops an intuitive, instinctive understanding of how best to put across a new idea.

7. Commitment to their own continued learning
Effective mentors become role models for self-managed learning. They seize opportunities to experiment and take part in new experiences. They read widely and are reasonably efficient at setting and following personal development plans. They actively seek and use behavioural feedback from others.

These skills can be developed with practice. Again, having a role model to follow for themselves is a good starting point.

8. Strong interest in developing others
Effective mentors have an innate interest in achieving through others and in helping others recognise and achieve their potential. This instinctive response is important in establishing and maintaining rapport and in enthusing the mentee, building his or her confidence in what they could become.

While it is possible to “switch on” someone to self-advantage of helping others, it is probably not feasible to stimulate an altruistic response. 

9. Building and maintaining rapport/relationship management
The skills of rapport-building are difficult to define. When asked to describe rapport, in their experience , managers’ observations can be distilled into five characteristics:

· Trust:

will they do what they say?

will they keep confidences?

· Focus:

are they concentrating on me?

are they listening without judging?

· Empathy:

do they have goodwill towards me?

do they try to understand my feelings, and viewpoints?

· Congruence:
do they acknowledge and accept my goals?

· Empowerment:
is their help aimed at helping me stand on my own feet 

as soon as practical?

To a considerable extent, the skills of building and maintaining rapport are contained in the other competencies already described. However, additional help in developing rapport-building skills may be provided through situational analysis – creating opportunities for the individual to explore with other people how and why they feel comfortable and uncomfortable with them in various circumstances. This kind of self-knowledge can be invaluable in developing more sensitive responses to other people’s needs and emotions.

The mentor can also be encouraged to think about the contextual factors in creating rapport. Avoiding meeting on the mentor’s home ground (eg in his or her office) may be an obvious matter, but where would the mentee feel most comfortable? Sensitivity to how the meeting environment affects the mentoring dialogue can usually be developed simply by talking the issues through, both in formal or informal training and with the mentee.

10.  Goal clarity

The mentor must be able to help the learner sort out what s/he wants to achieve and why.  This is quite hard to do if you do not have the skills to set and pursue clear goals of your own.

Goal clarity appears to derive from a mixture of skills including systematic analysis and decisiveness.  Like so many of the other mentoring competencies, it may best be developed through opportunities to reflect and to practice.

Figure 2: The 10 mentor competencies












Conclusion

The breadth of the mentor competency framework reflects the complexity of the role.  More than any other role in development, mentoring demands high flexibility and attention to the learner’s evolving needs.  Our experience is that people with moderate competence in each of these competencies can be helped to become more competent, even excellent over a period of a year or two.  People with low initial competence typically require a lot longer, and may never achieve more than a moderate ability.  (How do you give someone a humour implant, for example?)

Over the coming months, we expect to develop diagnostics to help potential mentors assess themselves against these competencies and to receive relevant 360 degree feedback.  As mentoring becomes more and more an integral part of development in large organisations, the application of practical competencies to the role will be increasingly essential.
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