How to do reverse mentoring
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1. What is reverse mentoring?

Reverse mentoring was first used at scale in the late 1990s* by Jack Welch, CEO of General
Electric, and emerging practice has spawned a small body of relevant literature?. Ordinary
mentoring positions senior, older and more experienced staff as mentors to their younger,
less experienced colleagues who take on the role of protégé or mentee for a specific period
of time, perhaps 6-12 months3. At The Hartford during work time, “mentors were expected
to need an hour for research and for meetings with other mentors, an hour to prepare the
session, an hour to conduct the session, and an hour for notes and other follow-up.”* The
process was overseen by tracking attendance and completion of the pre-booked meetings
and agenda content of each dyad.

While supervision is a required relationship in which the supervisee is held to account by
their supervisor, mentoring relationships are voluntary and depend on both parties freely
choosing to engage. The goal is a nurturing relationship that is intended to support the
professional and personal development of the mentee. It sometimes pays particular
attention to the skills needed at specific transition moments, so that a mentor may be
sought when an employee is seeking promotion, for example. Mentors permit their own life
to be scrutinised whilst supporting the mentee to develop their own goals and strategies.
Wider purposes may also be invoked, such as the development of a learning culture across
the whole organisation or reducing excessive staff turnover.

Reverse mentoring switches the direction by inviting the senior person to admit their need
for help and find it in unlikely places. It disrupts traditional power dynamics and has more of
a focus on personal development rather than professional development, although it does
lead to professional benefits®. Rather than attending to the skills needed to navigate
exceptional times of transition, it focuses on everyday values, priorities and relationships.
Learning arises from the mentor’s struggle and vulnerability as well as their knowledge and
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achievements. The following sections offer examples of mentoring in general and reverse
mentoring in particular to illustrate different aspects of the approach and raise questions for
further reflection.

It can be helpful to identify the gifts that younger, less experienced people or those who
hold less power in the organisation can bring to their role as mentor. These might include:

People using health and social care services bring lived experience that has a unique,
personalised impact on their lives that may be beyond textbook descriptions or
generalisations and is always vivid, intense and authentic’.

Access to social networks and connections, especially to specific communities that
may be closed to people holding traditional power roles.

As digital natives born after 1995, younger people have an affinity with the use of
technology and especially social media which can be a vital skill that older people
lack®. Young people who have been to university will be up to date with research
findings and innovative practices which may be valuable to their older colleagues.
Younger people may adopt a postmodern worldview while their older colleagues are
less at ease in this cultural environment®. Age-based stereotypes may reduce
engagement with cross generational mentoring'®, especially when the age
differential positions the mentors as a similar age to the mentees own children?! -
while effective reverse mentoring may help to dismantle these stereotypes??.
Where the service offer is not attractive to the young people it was originally
designed to serve, young people can provide insights into current generational
perspectives and outlooks and so help to shape a better offer.

Openness to the possibility of change, creative solutions and innovation which asks
‘why not?’

As the pace of change has accelerated, senior staff can quickly lose touch with
contemporary challenges in navigating healthcare, social care, access to welfare
benefits and more, assuming that these things remain largely unchanged. People on
the frontline can bring managers up to date — for example with the number of public
service organisations that confine their customer response to online media and so
disenfranchise digitally excluded persons.

The challenge of establishing effective communication and rapport with another
person. For example, people with dementia have become mentors for student
healthcare professionals in Philadelphia®3, using their interest in art as common,
neutral ground and thereby focusing on their wider life rather than merely
healthcare. Similarly, the mentoring scheme at The Hartford!* included hobbies in
the list of factors under consideration when matching people to strengthen the
chance of building rapport between mentor and mentee and sustain relationships
beyond the end of the formal mentorship programme into an alumni group, informal
mentoring or, on an even more informal basis, friendship?®.

2. Reverse, reciprocal or traditional?

There are a variety of different types of mentoring, as shown in the following table.
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Type of mentoring Described by

e Traditional Levinson®®; Kram?’

e Reverse Chen?®; Morris®®; Profili et al®
e Reverse Age Finkelstein et al?

e Reciprocal Harvey et al??

e Group Meister and Willyerd??

e Anonymous
e  Micro feedback

e Peer

e Group peer Jacelon, Zucker, Staccarini, & Henneman?*
e Inflight Bergelson®

e Speed

e Shadow board

e Jobswap

e Rotational

e Data-driven

e Network Disch?
e |Institution to institution

Reverse mentoring has been criticised as an approach that can encourage the mentor to
relive traumatic experiences for the benefit of the mentee while leaving background
positional power unaffected?’. In contrast, research?® into the experiences of Peer Support
Workers in mental health services finds that telling one’s own story can have real benefits in
reframing distress as an experience that can impart hope to others, as well as enhancing
self-worth by contributing to other people’s recovery journey, and empowering progress on
one’s own journey?®. In their research, Murphy and Adams3° found that reverse mentoring
reduced the entrenched conflict between teams or roles in the health service by building
relationships and understanding between people who otherwise may not have met outside
the traditional power-laden interactions. Curiously, few examples of reverse mentoring
where people who use health or social care services mentor staff have yet been found3?.

It is interesting to note that the approach taken in Philadelphia mentioned above does not
focus on the trauma but rather on positive aspects of the mentor’s life. An alternative is
‘reciprocal mentoring’3?, in which the relationship is shaped to create a level playing area for
the dyad, while responsibility for levering change in the organisation is diffused rather than
clearly assigned, thereby increasing frustration and resulting in net harm rather than
benefit33. This arrangement recognises that there is a background power gradient within the
dyad, but deliberate steps are taken to create as much equality as possible by taking turns
as mentor within the relationship. This approach aligns with a worldview in which best
practice arises through dialogue rather than from a single source of wisdom, whether that
be managerial or clinical expertise on the one hand or lived experience on the other3*. One
must also wonder whether permitting the powerholder to take up their familiar role of
guide and sage in any part of the meeting will colour all of it, effectively eclipsing all
attempts to reverse the mentoring relationship. It is perhaps only by insisting that the
traditional powerholder occupies the role of mentee throughout that there will be a chance
for both members of the dyad to settle into their unaccustomed relationship.

One place where this inequality is sometimes played out is in the process of matching
mentors and mentees. In traditional mentoring, the comparatively powerless mentee may
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submit their application and then, if they are successful, be allocated to a mentor —a
process that locates all the decisional power away from the mentee. Reverse mentoring
muddles up the power dynamics, so in one of Taysir & Ulgen’s schemes, the mentor still got
to exercise the power of choosing their mentee on the basis of a submission from the
mentee, but of course, the mentor was substantially junior and comparatively powerless in
the overall system. In another case, mentees were allocated randomly by drawing names
out of a hat.

Given the cultural and institutional power relationships that are challenged by the
introduction of reverse mentoring, it is unsurprising that Faint’s research3 concluded that
traditional mentoring was more effective than reverse mentoring in supporting protégés in
the workplace to commit and stay rather than leave, and to achieve increases in salary.

3. Mentors within an Experts by Experience programme

In Sussex Partnership Mental Health NHS Trust, an Experts by Experience (EbE) team
supports people who have used mental health services to contribute to the work of the
Trust. Experts by Experience sit on recruitment and selection panels for staff appointments,
clinical management groups and elsewhere. In 2021, the service is establishing a mentoring
scheme in which experts by experience who have been taking up these opportunities for
some years are paid to provide mentoring support to newcomers. This will inevitably include
a focus on the appropriate use of personal disclosure, so that experts by experience share
their own journey in a helpful way. The Trust has also been encouraging staff to develop
coaching skills and this has begun to create a culture that is supportive of mentoring, so
some meetings take place from time to time where hierarchies appear flattened, it is not
clear who is occupying more senior roles and coaching/mentoring interventions can arise
from anywhere in the group3®. This begins to overcome the almost inevitable shortcomings
resulting from the younger mentor’s inexperience in building relationships, social
confidence use of skills in listening, teaching and mentoring?”.

This example helps to tease out some of the differences and synergies between the
following roles:

e Employer, who selects and dismisses the employee.

e Line manager, who holds the employee accountable for their daily work.

e Client (or patient), who depends on the professional for access to support and
resources.

e Mentor, who shepherds learners through critical career transitions or changes in
approach.

e Coach or teacher, who is employed for their professional skills in improving student
performance in specific competencies.

e Sponsor, who connects individuals to key persons and career opportunities.38

e Shadow, who simply observes what the person they are shadowing is doing. There is
no expectation that the shadow will provide feedback or comment on what they are
seeing, but the shadow may learn things for themselves. When the roles are
exchanged, this becomes ‘co-shadowing’®.
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e Role Model, who permits another person to see how they fulfil the role, often
conveying tacit knowledge as well as explicit material.

e Consultant, who responds to issues and questions brought to them#°,

e Coproducer, who works with others to produce a specific output.

Schemes will use many of these relationships in combination, such as at The Hartford,
where each reverse mentoring dyad is supported by a coach from the Human Resources
Department*'.

The Sussex programme highlights the merits of near-peer mentoring rather than dyads that
link people positioned at polar opposites of a diagonal line through the organisation*? so
that several intervening layers of management and working in different service lines or
business functions reduce conflicts of interest. Near-peer relationships have also been used
from one patient to another, such as where the mentor has successfully adapted to a new
treatment regime and can support a patient who is about to begin®3.

The distinctions are further illustrated by reflecting on specifics, such as the matter of
confidentiality. In general, mentoring relationships are much more confidential than line
management accountability, although the limits to this may need to be worked out both
within and beyond the dyad so that whistleblowing and the general duty of care is not
compromised. Further issues include the need for the host organisation to define the
purpose of each type of relationship, establish criteria for periodic review and capture
metrics about its adoption and impact**, so that all participants know why they are meeting,
what is expected, what success looks like and how to end well.

Flattening hierarchies is easier to claim than to deliver in practice. Power functions in
various different ways, depending on the interplay between position, personality, behaviour
and perception, so what looks like a flattened culture from the top may appear highly
differentiated from below. These power relationships will also be created and sustained in
numerous ways by the whole organisation and the wider society, so mentoring will be
influenced by its context and may have an impact too.

4. Mentors address institutional racism

The death of George Floyd in 2020 sparked international recognition that institutional
racism is a continuing injustice. The Rotherham, Doncaster and South Humber NHS
Foundation Trust established a reverse mentoring scheme in June 2020 and the entire Trust
Board signed up to be mentored by frontline BAME employees®. The aim is to educate
leaders in diversity issues and expose them to lived experience and challenging dialogue
which they might not otherwise encounter and is driven by the values of diversity and
equality. The reverse mentoring relationship is played out through 1:1 meetings, shadowing,
observations and other opportunities as they arise (and we might add the use of social
media in distance mentoring to this list*¢). Both mentors and mentees receive training and
support throughout the programme.

There are many interesting aspects of this project. One is the risk that the Board and other
back-office staff will be assumed to be out of touch with people on the frontline of services.
This may be true for some, but others will have relatives using services, friends who work on
the frontline and or they themselves will also be involved on the frontline of other
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organisations. They may have used services or worked on the frontline in the past and be as
passionately committed to the spirit and aspirations of the organisation as anyone with
professional training in health or social care.

Secondly, it is noteworthy that this project introduces reverse mentoring to the Trust as a
response to a vital but sensitive topic, thereby underlining the importance of training and
support to the programme. Elsewhere, reverse mentoring schemes have begun small*’ and
with safe topics, such as social media (where young people are more knowledgeable than
older, senior staff), and then moved on to ethnicity, disability*® and sexuality, where more
sensitivity and challenge may be required*®. Commentators advise project teams to recruit
mentees first and then seek mentors, rather than the other way round.

A similar approach was adopted several years earlier by the University of Gloucestershire®°,
although they have positioned the reverse mentoring as only one half of a reciprocal
mentoring relationship. The mutual exchange was made explicit — senior managers would
gain an insight into the cultural experiences of BAME students while the students would
receive career guidance and the chance to develop employment-related skills such as
speaking ‘truth to power’. The whole project was designed to reduce the attainment gap
between BAME and white students at the university. This opens up two questions. First,
whether a genuine relationship will only ever deliver one-way benefits or whether it is best
to see all healthy relationships as reciprocal. Second, the extent to which the mentoring
relationship has a specific purpose, such as highlighting the effects of institutional racism or
other power differentials in the organisation, such as that between patients and staff in
healthcare. Some schemes define timescale, structure, process and objectives and so are
labelled as formal mentoring.

A project at Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Trust created triads rather than dyads, so that two
BAME frontline staff mentor one senior manager>. As well as meeting together, the
mentors observed the manager at work and used this material in their conversations. In
one of Taysir and Ulgen’s case studies from the Turkish banking sector, dyads always met
one another outside the work setting, leaving behind the trappings of hierarchy by meeting
in a coffee shop or similar ‘third place’>?

5. Mentors provide feedback

Consultants at a UK teaching hospital were given feedback about their working practices by
junior doctors who had previously met to generate generalised observations and
comments>3. Consultants agreed to meet on a one-to-one basis with one of the junior
doctors to hear the feedback and discuss their response. All participants found it a useful
exercise. While mentoring is normally a medium or long-term relationship which involves
numerous meetings between the mentor and the mentee (in one of Taysir & Ulgen’s case
study examples, dyads met once a month for six months), so this example from a hospital
raises the question of how many meetings are necessary, since this initial commitment was
for a single meeting only>*. Secondly, this example shows the link with feedback
approaches, such as 360° appraisal. Thirdly, this example poses a question about the
initiation of the agenda for one-to-one discussion — here it is the mentor who has feedback
which they wish to give, while in other mentoring relationships, the mentee has an issue
that they wish to explore with their mentor.
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A further example from Elfassy and colleagues (2020)°° found benefits of casting patients
as the teachers and medical students as the learners but confines the encounter to half an
hour of clinical care and history taking. A variety of benefits were identified by the
researchers despite the brevity of this interaction and the example invites us to
discriminate between the role of teacher and mentor.

6. Mentors operate across organisational boundaries

Advice is available®® on a specific version of mentoring which works when the mentee
engages with a mentor who is involved in an entirely separate organisation. Amongst other
things, this highlights the absence of formal accountability and reporting obligations within
the mentoring relationship and often reduces the feeling that mentor and mentee are
positioned on a single ladder of seniority. First, records may be kept as an aide-memoir
between successive one-to-one meetings, and the partners need to decide on the status of
these records. Second, it may be important to set out the rare circumstances where the
mentor would speak to the mentee’s line manager. Third, the arrangements for winding up
the relationship at its natural end need to be clarified.

7. Mentors know they are doing it

Similar outcomes to those that derive from reverse mentoring relationship may arise in other
relationships. For example, at the University of Surrey, student nurses are linked to a patient with
dementia for the whole of their undergraduate training and visits count as part of their practice
placements. The person with dementia has the potential to motivate, challenge and inspire the
student even though she does not consider herself to be mentor. These relationships are more like
the role of the muse in which the artist is captivated and inspired to become creative by a muse
who permits the artist to observe but is passive rather than operating as an active mentor.

In a second example of related but distinct approaches, in some organisations, even the most
senior professionals maintain a small caseload and this contact with people using the service is
helpful to the manager. This is a client/professional relationship that provides some contact with
the frontline but is principally for the benefit of the client, not the worker. In medical training, an
individual patient may be selected for intensive study by the student with an experienced
professional providing mentorship to the student as they learn about the life of the patient®, but
this sort of case study or case review approach is not mentoring by the patient.

As a final example of informal or unconscious reverse mentoring, a process consultant® reported

several occasions where he had been at a consultation with his physician and used the opportunity
to suggest improvements to the appointment system and the doctor’s social prescribing. Such
informal opportunities arise spontaneously from time to time, while schemes are conscious, chosen
and accountable.

These examples underline the point that mentoring is a deliberate, intentional relationship where
both mentor and protégé understand the nature of the relationship and choose to engage in it.
However, the academic literature has shown that mentoring is a fluid concept that lacks precise
definition or clarity, so individual schemes, mentors, mentees and researchers have adopted
differing frameworks for understanding what is essential, what is optional and how any supposed
mechanism of action relates inputs and outputs from the process. This situation has not changed
since 1991 when Jacobi®® listed fifteen alternative definitions of mentoring. Of course, we should not
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assume that greater precision will help, since the fluid nature of the concept may enable creative,
tailored variations to a particular context.

8. Measuring impact

Cotugna & Vickery® reported that their reverse mentoring scheme was a low-cost initiative that was
enjoyable for both mentors (Nutrition Education students) and proteges (Dietetics professionals).
Faint® was interested in the evaluation of the use of reverse mentoring in the workplace and
deployed the following measures from a larger list of potential measures®%:

e Mentoring Functions Questionnaire®

e Relationship Quality Measures Questionnaire®
e Mentorship Effectiveness Scale®

e Turnover Intention Scale®®.

In the workplace, Hechl®” found that both traditional and reverse mentoring increased affective
commitment of Millennials to the organisation but there was no significant difference between the
two types of mentoring on this variable.

Beyond these impacts on individual mentees and mentors lies the potential for organisational
change. A focus on the development of intergenerational or inter-ethnic dyads may identify barriers
in the recruitment process, glass ceilings that inhibit the promotion of certain groups or other issues
that need to be addressed through changes in processes and procedures. Attributing change to the
mentoring project is likely to be tricky due to the culture of confidentiality in mentoring, but the
dyads may provide the motive power that drives changes elsewhere.

9. What is the status of this paper?

Most of the documents we read are finished pieces of work, carefully crafted and edited in
private before being shared with anyone else. This is a different kind of paper — it was
shared online here from the first day, when the initial handful of ideas were incomplete,
poorly phrased and tactless. | hope that the work will be edited many times, and on each
occasion a revised version will replace the earlier material online. This process has hardly
yet begun and so this paper may still be lacking crucial concepts, evidence, structure and
grammar. As readers continue to provide feedback®, further insights will be used to
update it, so please contact peter.bates96@gmail.com with your contributions.

It is one of a suite of documents that try to open up debate about how to empower
disabled people and share decision-making in health and social care services — in research,
implementation and evaluation.

This way of writing is risky, as it opens opportunities to those who may misunderstand,
mistake the stopping points on the journey for the destination, and misuse or distort the
material. This way of writing requires courage, as an early version can damage the
reputation of the author or any of its contributors. At least, it can harm those who insist on
showing only their ‘best side’ to the camera, who want others to believe that their insights
appear fully formed, complete and beautiful in their simplicity. It can harm those who are
gagged by their employer or the workplace culture, lest they say something in a discussion
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that is not the agreed party line. It can harm those who want to profit from their writing,
either financially or by having their material accepted by academic journals.

In contrast, this way of writing can engage people who are not invited to a meeting or
asked for their view until the power holders have agreed on the ‘right message’. It can
draw in unexpected perspectives, stimulate debate and crowdsource wisdom. It can
provide free, leading-edge resources.
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