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This Isn't Your Father's Mentoring Relationship

By Sacha E. Cohen [AARP Magazine, October 15, 2003]

Mentoring across all generations has become an integral part of corporate culture




The concept of "reverse mentoring" gained widespread attention when Jack Welch, then-chairman of GE, instructed several hundred of his top managers to work with younger employees to learn about the Internet. These days, it doesn't matter whether it's a Generation Xer helping a baby boomer learn a new technology or a 62-year-old manager passing on leadership tips to a 26-year-old colleague—mentoring is valuable at any age.

Three years ago, Janice Davis, 57, a marketing analyst at The Hartford Financial Services Group, realized there was a lot she didn't know about intranets, extranets, and the Internet. So she turned to a colleague, 30-year-old Christine Castonguay, a web-marketing consultant, for help. Davis asked if she could sit in on intranet design meetings, and she also began working directly with Castonguay to put some of her marketing projects on the corporate intranet.
"Usually, I'm the mentor, and I like that a lot, but it's really nice to have other people teach me things," says Davis. "There are many people here that give of their time and explain things. It's amazing how much people love to tell you what they know about. For me, it's about being excited about learning something new."

Castonguay has also benefited from her role as teacher. "When you work in a large corporation and you're one of the younger individuals, it's nice that people see value in your capabilities and they come to you and you have a feeling of expertise and knowledge," she says.

She also learned that visual instruction—at the computer, walking Davis through the site—worked best, rather than "telling" via email. "Face-to-face communication and having visual representation is critical," Castonguay says.

Beverly Kaye, co-author of Love 'Em or Lose 'Em: Getting Good People to Stay (Berrett-Koehler, 1999), says it's important for workers to seek mentors up and down the corporate ladder—including people who report to you and employees in other departments. "There are many golden opportunities for old dogs to learn new tricks, update their skills, and stay on top of changes in their field," she says.

It's also important to be very specific about what you want to learn from your mentor. Suggests Kaye, "You might say 'I watched the way you put together that presentation, and I'd love to know how you did it.' " Then, ask what you can do for that person in return.

Kaye also points out the importance of looking at new hires as potential mentors. "New hires come into an organization with great state-of-the-art knowledge and technical expertise," she says. "But often we move too quickly to inculcate them into our way of doing things." Instead, ask the new employee about what his or her old organization did well. "You can learn from this, and you'll make the new hire feel good at the same time," explains Kaye.

A mentoring relationship is most likely to flourish if the participants understand what's important to different generations. For some people—most often, those born between 1925 and 1942 (the Silent Generation)—sharing their vast knowledge and learning new things are vital. "Try a give-and-take mentoring relationship; you provide training or insights into new aspects of work for your Silent protégé, and they share their historical knowledge of your company or workplace," advises Kaye. "When mentoring Silents, give them specific goals and action plans to reach those goals and set up regular times to meet. They are comfortable with ground rules and definite steps."

Others—such as many baby boomers, who have dominated the workplace for many years—may view change as painful but inevitable. (Boomers, however, known for redefining themselves and their careers, often make ideal candidates for mentoring, explains Kaye.) "Instead of losing these valued employees to new ventures, consider working with them to discover ways to rejuvenate their current position," she says. Try an informal mentoring relationship in which you "engage in casual conversations and spontaneous meetings rather than keeping set appointments."

And some employees—think Gen Xers, born between 1965 and 1976—are quite adaptive, even if they often work independently. They don't like to be micromanaged, but they do appreciate giving and getting feedback. A good way to begin a mentoring relationship with these folks is to set expectations and guidelines for measuring progress. They like to handle challenges with minimal supervision but appreciate support and suggestions.

