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A qualitative assessment of the value and constraints in employing mentoring within UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)

This study examines the literature relating to and practice of workplace mentoring in UK small and medium-sized organisations (SMEs). The research aims to explore the benefits that mentoring programmes can bring to SMEs, identify key mentoring frameworks and elements and discuss their relevance for SMEs.  The study also includes 6 interviews with senior leaders from SMEs that were included in either the Sunday Times 100 Best Small Companies to work for 2018 or the Sunday Times 100 Best Not-for-Profit organisations 2018. These interviews enable a better understanding of whether and how SMEs with high levels of employee engagement and satisfaction employ mentoring in either a formal or informal context. 

Abstract

Despite widespread support for workplace mentoring, substantial evidence that mentoring delivers benefits to both mentees and mentors (Bass and Stogdill, 1990, Pullins and Fine, 2002) and low implementation costs, it is hypothesised that employee mentoring has not been as widely adopted in SMEs as it has in larger organisations. This study aims to assess the extent of and constraints on mentoring, what models and practice may be appropriate for SMEs and examine how mentoring is being conducted in a sample of high employee-engagement companies. 

[bookmark: _Toc531529766]1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Mentoring, the process of sharing knowledge and skills between a more senior (and typically older) worker and a younger employee has existed for eons. In the last 40 years, however, there has been significant research into better understanding the forms and practice that deliver optimal workplace outcomes. This study is aimed at assessing how mentoring is used within the SME sector and particularly with sales staff. There are indications that mentoring has not been adopted by SMEs in the same way as larger companies. One reason may be a perception that mentoring requires a significant investment. Another reason may be that SMEs do not place sufficient emphasis on employee training and development.

Despite the volume of research there is still a lack of consensus about fundamentals such as definition, whether traditional hierarchical or peer-mentoring delivers better outcomes and if a formal or informal approach generates a more trusting and effective relationship. The first part of this study examines the literature to identify the key constituents of a mentoring framework applicable in an SME context.  The second part provides six case studies, drawn from interviews with senior leaders in SMEs recognised for their high employee engagement, that illustrate both commonality of opinion and also underline some fundamental differences in approach to mentoring. 

The literature provides ample evidence that mentoring is, for businesses with limited training resources, high staff turnover, a cohort of younger employees and a need to retain knowledge and skills, a highly effective way of engaging and retaining workers.    

In general, all the participants in the survey align with the literature in recognising the relevance and value from mentoring and agree that it facilitates knowledge and skills transfer. The practice within the participant organisations was less progressive than might be expected from small, agile businesses with a bias towards young employees and a ‘disruptive’ approach to their industry or market. Approaches such as hierarchical relationships, as opposed to peer-mentoring, face-to-face interaction rather than via, say, video conferencing technology and a preference for formal methods rather than a strategy to seed informal mentoring across the enterprise, all suggest that even amongst those organisations that are leaders in employee engagement, mentoring is still far from fully evolved. 

[bookmark: _Toc531529767]2. INTRODUCTION
Mentoring, as a social interaction, has been in existence for millennia but research on this basic and formative relationship, traditionally between a more senior and experienced individual and a junior protégé, has only really gained momentum since the 1980s (Chao et al, 1992). 
Many sources cite Kathy Kram’s 1980 study as the precursor to the extensive research on work-place mentoring conducted over the last 40 years (Russell and Adams, 1997; Bozeman and Feeney 2007). There has, subsequently, been a profusion of books, papers and articles about the theory, practice and benefits of mentoring (Bozeman and Feeney 2007) and, as with coaching, a substantial industry now offers information, guidance and support to millions of individual practitioners and thousands of organisations across the globe.

The benefits of mentoring will be discussed in detail later in this study but for many workers, trying to build and steer their careers, a mentor can be an invaluable resource (Nemanick, 2000; Bozeman and Feeney 2007) providing new skills, practical advice, access to networks, career guidance and frequently and crucially also emotional support. 

In general terms mentoring generates positive results. There is ample evidence that mentored employees gain a greater array of promotional and advancement opportunities, higher wages and better career outcomes than their non-mentored colleagues (Nemanick, 2000; Allen et al, 2004; Underhill, 2006; Alderfer, 2014). Mentors derive satisfaction from the process and organisations improve staff retention and create a low-cost and effective mechanism for skills and knowledge transfer. This study aims to assess the benefits from both an employee and organisational perspective, review the methods and models used in work-place mentoring and provide a comparison between theory and practice in organisations where mentoring is being employed.
[bookmark: _Toc531529768]3. DEFINITIONS AND TERMS
At the outset it is worth defining some terms that are used frequently throughout this study.

Sales Staff – This study uses the term ‘sales staff’ to mean any member of the organisation employed to sell products and services directly to clients or customers and may include account executives and managers, client service representatives, internal and external sales representatives and relationship managers.      

Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) – The UK Department of Trade and Industry definition for small and medium sized firms with small firms employing 10-49 staff and medium employing 50-249 staff. 

Protégé – There are a number of terms that are used to describe the recipient of mentoring. Common forms are ‘mentee’, ‘mentoree’ and ‘protégé’. At least one source advocates the use of ‘learner’ (Parsloe, 1999). While some sources raise concerns about the connotation of the word protégé, for the purposes of this study and except when directly quoting from the literature, the word protégé is used to refer to the less-experienced party to the mentoring relationship.

Sunday Times 100 Best Small Companies to work for 2018 and the Sunday Times 100 Best Not-for-Profit organisations 2018 – An annual survey of companies based on employee scoring across a number of engagement and satisfaction variables.
[bookmark: _Toc531529769]4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
The study and research starts with the hypothesis that mentoring has not been adopted in SMEs to the same extent that it has been in larger organisations and that even in organisations where it is utilised practice is not aligned with theory. The aim of this study is to answer the following questions; 

RQ1 How widely is mentoring adopted and utilised and how consistent is mentoring practice in SMEs with research-based theory? 

RQ2 In SMEs where mentoring is regularly and consistently employed, how is the impact of mentoring assessed?  

RQ3 Are there any indications that SMEs structure or deliver mentoring to sales staff differently than to other members of the organisation?

RQ4 What benefits, constraints and issues do SMEs experience in employing mentoring programs? 


[bookmark: _Toc531529770]5. LITERATURE REVIEW
There is a substantial volume of literature relating to the practice and outcomes of mentoring and a large number of scholars, researchers and professional practitioners have contributed to and continue to endow the ever-expanding pool of material.  The initial search for relevant literature used the University of Leicester library database and Google Scholar and was specifically aimed at identifying material produced since 1980. The literature review covers the following areas;

1. An overview of mentoring
2. Mentoring in SMEs
3. Mentoring sales staff  
4. Benefits of mentoring for SMEs
5. The key elements of mentoring
6. Evaluation and outcomes

I. [bookmark: _Toc531529771]An overview of mentoring
Notwithstanding all the research and literature there remains significant debate about what mentoring is, what form it should take and how outcomes should be measured. Thirty years ago, the mentoring construct was described as unclear and incongruent (Noe, 1988) and even in the present denotes a variety of different meanings. This lack of clarity remains an ongoing theme in the literature (Gold et al, 2003; Bozeman and Feeney 2007; Alderfer, 2014). The layman could be forgiven for thinking that forty years of research would have yielded more agreement amongst academics and practitioners (Clutterbuck, 2013). The truth is that both theory and practice have not formed into a single, easily stated approach or consistent practice (Bozeman and Feeney, 2007; Clutterbuck, 2013). There are many definitions of mentoring, at one count over fifty (Dawson, 2014) and the objective of this study is not to add yet another or to provide an in-depth critical assessment of all of the various theories and methods in existence. Our aim is to identify those elements of mentoring that have attracted the most academic support and assess their current usage and potential relevance for SMEs.
Given the lack of definitional clarity it is unsurprising that there is ambiguity between mentoring and other types of developmental intervention. The term mentoring is frequently used to loosely describe a range of support and training activities (Baugh and Sullivan, 2005). In many organisations mentoring is a developmental process aimed at junior staff that facilitates knowledge and skills transfer, but which may lack the emotional connection, role modelling, personal interaction and friendship that characterise true mentoring (Eby, 1997; Higgins and Kram, 2001; Inzer and Crawford, 2005, Bozeman and Feeney, 2007, Eby et al, 2010).  A good manager can, as part of their regular job, provide the training support and directive elements of mentoring but fall short on the psycho-social constituent (Bozeman and Feeney 2007). In many instances what companies call mentoring is in fact simply a close, supervisory relationship. These interactions may, and often do, turn into fully-fledged mentoring relationships (Higgins and Kram, 2001) but without the presence of all the necessary elements they cannot be considered mentoring in its purest form. 
A further area of debate lies in the difference between mentoring and coaching. These are similar disciplines and may share certain practices and methods but are separated by their context (Garvey, 2014).  Mentoring is distinguished from coaching by its longer-term duration and focus on learning and career development while coaching is typically shorter and has performance improvement as its objective (Kent et al, 2003; Clutterbuck, 2008).  Mentoring may contain elements of coaching (and vice versa) especially when conducted by external mentors (Day, 2000) but mentoring is generally more directive, excludes assessment (Ibid) and includes knowledge and skills transfer. The distinction is important but it is possible that businesses and especially SMEs, where separate coaching and mentoring resources may be limited, combine the two with coach/mentors switching between disciplines as need and situation dictate (Parsloe, 1999). It is also conceivable that coaching and mentoring are considered by many business leaders to be essentially the same.
Like any developmental intervention mentoring should be designed and implemented to help an organisation achieve its business goals (Inzer and Crawford, 2005) but assessing the impact of a mentoring programme is challenging. A high proportion of mentoring occurs away from the management purview, in an informal, spontaneous and unstructured fashion where much of the interaction is, necessarily, confidential (Hale, 2000). As a consequence, such evidence-based research that exists largely relates to company-sponsored or formal mentoring programmes. 
Within the many strands of mentoring it is possible to discern two prevalent views. The first of these regards mentoring in the traditional, hierarchical sense of a more senior mentor providing career support and sponsorship to the protégé. This approach is known as sponsorship mentoring and is the usual form in the United States (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). In contrast, a slightly different perspective is one that focuses less on protégé sponsorship, is more concerned with learning and development and more open to peer-to-peer and multiple mentor relationships (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002, Clutterbuck, 2013). This form of mentoring, which is more frequently found in Europe and encourages mutual learning and helping protégés to think and act for themselves, is known as developmental mentoring (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002; Clutterbuck, 2008). 

This study focuses on developmental mentoring, a fundamental tenet of which is the transfer of knowledge and skills from a more senior and experienced individual to a more junior or less-experienced worker (Kram, 1985; Eby, 1997; Hale, 2000; Kent et al, 2003; Bozeman and Feeney, 2007; Clutterbuck and Megginson, 2011; O’Brien and Hamburg, 2014; Locander et al, 2015; O’Flynn, 2017).  
Developmental mentoring occurs in various business contexts and situations but there are three areas where mentoring is most widely applied: new starter integration; staff retention; and leadership development. 
The period immediately following the start of a new hire is especially stressful and they are more likely to leave their jobs within the first few weeks than at any other time (Curtis and Wright, 2001; Gooch and Blackburn, 2002, Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). Helping the new starter to identify the information can help them reduce this anxiety (Terry, 2007). The new employee gains a good grounding in company culture, is helped to locate their role within the wider organisational context and is shown a pathway to career advancement (Gooch and Blackburn, 2002; Development and Learning in Organisations: An International Journal, 2010).  
Retaining key staff is another objective for mentoring programmes (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002, Miller; 2006) with many high performers selected for mentoring in order to reinforce their engagement and identify and resolve any issues or causes of dissatisfaction.  
Finally, while there is little formal research, since the 1970s mentoring has been seen as a way of identifying and developing future leadership (Day, 2000; Dziczkowski, 2013) through a combination of experiential learning, role model observance and knowledge transfer (Leppisaari and Tenhunen, 2009; Solansky, 2010). 
New hire induction, employee retention and leadership development are critical for most companies so are SMEs using mentoring to address these needs? 

II. [bookmark: _Toc531529772]Mentoring in SMEs

According to a 2017 House of Commons briefing paper there are 5.7 million businesses in the UK with over 99% of these defined as small or medium–sized, employing between 1 and 249 people (Rhodes, 2017). A substantial proportion (5.5. million) were micro businesses employing less than 9 people but a significant segment, 242,000 companies, were businesses employing between 10 and 249 people and contributing over £1.8 trillion annually to the UK economy (Ibid). 
There is limited research on management training and development within SMEs (Gold et al, 2003) and a dearth of literature relating to mentoring in this sector (Birrell and Waters, 1999; McCabe et al, 2002). Much of what exists involves case studies from large (and often US) corporates (Peel, 2004).  In the absence of data on mentoring in UK SMEs, 2013 research conducted by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills suggests that just 17% of SMEs had ever used a mentor and only 5% had used a mentor in the last 12 months (Galli, 2013). Is it possible, given the unwillingness of leaders to invest in mentoring for themselves that, by extension, they do not invest in operating formal mentoring programmes for their employees? The literature supports this assumption with sources observing that SME organisations are less advanced than their larger peers especially in ‘people-orientated strategies’ such as mentoring and coaching (McAdam and Reid, 2001; Beaver, 2005). 
In those SMEs that are running mentoring programmes, to what purpose is mentoring typically applied?  In most cases it must be assumed that in SMEs the primary focus of mentoring is on integrating new hires, retaining key employees and leadership development.  

III. [bookmark: _Toc531529773]Mentoring Sales Staff in SMEs

In general, across both large and small organisations, research on mentoring sales staff is thin. A 2013 study refers to the ‘sparse research’ around mentoring outcomes for sales teams and other sources have expressed frustration about the lack of insight into mentoring and coaching sales people (Pousa and Trépanier, 2017).  There have been a number of reasons suggested for this lack of information. Persuading high performing sales employees to become mentors and diverting them from their primary function, may be a challenge and reduce the level of sales-targeted mentoring. There is also some evidence that high performing sales people are ‘lone wolves’, frequently unwilling to act as mentors and perhaps too arrogant to be protégés (Inzer and Crawford, 2005).
The need for sales force mentoring is, however, clear and critical. In any organisation, experienced sales staff with depth knowledge about their clients and customers are an extremely valuable resource. The accumulated expertise and skills are hard to replace. This is equally true for SMEs and for larger organisations but for SMEs, given the smaller staffing levels, the potential disruption caused by sales staff churn is potentially more damaging (Lauer, 2003). 
Ensuring that sales staff are committed to the organisation and thereby retaining their skills and knowledge makes sound business sense (Boles et al, 2007). In many organisations sales staff work with little oversight and, for field-based staff, have to contend with physical and social separation from each other and other departments. Sales people are more affected by role ambiguity, the lack of clarity about expectations, than other workers (Bradford, 2014) and have a propensity to work alone (Bradford, 2014; Locander et al, 2015; Pousa and Trépanier, 2017) which can increase their feeling of isolation. There is evidence that roles which require or receive less supervision are more positively susceptible to mentoring (Rollins et al, 2005). The absence of control and isolation may lead to stress which if reduced may have a beneficial impact on sales performance (Bradford, 2014).
The business landscape is changing rapidly and, as technology connects firms directly with customers, the sales role is becoming more knowledge-based and complex (Bradford, 2014). Many sales people rely on building relationships with their customers and clients beyond the transactional. Combine this with a substantial increase in the systems, processes and information available to sales staff and there is a great need for effective knowledge transfer and training as new sales staff integrate and take over from their peers (Terry, 2007; Bradford, 2014).  The interaction may also produce opportunities for reverse-mentoring as digitally “native” younger staff provide learning and skill transfer to less technically experienced seniors. Remaining competitive in this dynamic environment, where there is little time for formal training (Ibid) requires constant review of knowledge gaps and skill deficits to meet the demands of the job (Bradford, 2014).
As a method of managing sales teams, including their socialisation, new starter acclimatisation and exposure to role models, mentoring would appear to offer benefits and is thought to play a valuable part in developing sales staff (Pullins and Fine, 2002; Rollins et al, 2005; Brashear et al, 2013; Locander et al, 2015). 1994 research in the US on sales staff mentoring within the Insurance industry found that the performance of mentored employees was higher than that of non-mentored staff (Silverhardt, 1994; Rollins et al, 2005). While this survey relied on self-reported results it is consistent with the higher level of satisfaction and organisational commitment that is seen for mentored staff in general. 

IV. [bookmark: _Toc531529774]Potential benefits of mentoring for SMEs


Although there is debate over definition, methodology and measurement, the consensus among both researchers and practitioners is that mentoring generates positive outcomes for both protégé and mentor (Bradford, 2014) and influences organisational performance. The benefits for a business can be categorised as follows;

a. Knowledge transfer and retention - The role of mentoring in conveying and retaining knowledge within an organisation is a consistent theme in the literature (Dymock, 1999). The contribution of knowledge transfer in fostering creativity and innovation is well recognised (Kent et al, 2003) so SMEs could gain competitive advantage by employing mentoring as a way of furthering knowledge sharing and retention (Kent et al, 2003, Allen et al, 2004, Hartmann et al, 2013, Bradford, 2014). 

b. Communication - There is evidence that mentoring programmes can improve organisational communication and learning and help apply training in a real-world setting (Dymock, 1999; Baugh and Fagenson-Eland, 2007) which may also provide a source of competitive advantage (Russell and Adams, 1997).

c. Leadership development – There has been a significant shift from classroom type learning to learning that has been described as “embedded in the work” (Day, 2000). The benefits for emerging leaders to be exposed to senior role models and learn through experience are referred to in the literature (Ibid).	

d. Employee retention – Research indicates that mentored protégés demonstrate higher levels of job satisfaction, greater commitment to the organisation (Tucker, 2007) and lower levels of work stress than non-mentored staff (Eby, 2004, Underhill, 2006). There is evidence that mentored staff are more likely to feel valued by the organisation (Dymock, 1999).  In addition to the need to constantly augment knowledge and skills, the changing shape of organisations, which have become flatter (Tucker, 2007) with fewer promotional opportunities, requires workers to constantly assess their own professional development to move their careers forward (Higgins and Kram, 2001).

e. Talent attraction – There is some suggestion that the sheer existence of a mentoring programme can make the organisation more attractive to applicants (Allen and O' Brien, 2006; Tucker, 2007).

While there is widespread recognition of the benefits of ongoing learning there may be reluctance within many SMEs to invest in training (Devins and Gold, 2000). This may be due to budgetary constraints but could also be a consequence of a perception that training is unnecessary and does not pay-back (Barrett, 2006; Gold et al, 2003). As a consequence, SMEs may prefer less formal training methods (Gold et al, 2003). Mentoring has been referred to as the ‘missing link' connecting training with implementation (Hale, 2000). If SMEs have less capacity to run extensive training and development programmes than larger companies then mentoring, as a way of transferring skills and knowledge, could potentially offer a low cost and easily implemented solution that mirrors the typical way that employees access and share information (Barrett, 2006). 

V. [bookmark: _Toc531529775]The key elements of mentoring

The literature refers to multiple approaches to workplace mentoring. Although these are not specific to mentoring in SMEs, key elements should be examined with a view to determining their relevance. This next section reviews the following widely referenced components of mentoring practice;

Hierarchical or peer-mentoring 
A formal or informal approach
Matching mentors with protégés  
Internal and external mentors
Remote or face-to-face interaction
Programme duration
Mentor training and programme administration
Objective setting
Mentoring and diversity
Single or multiple mentors/ protégés
Psycho-social and emotional support
Career mentoring
Reverse mentoring
Programme evaluation

a) [bookmark: _Toc531529776]Hierarchical or peer-mentoring 

The traditional, hierarchical approach to mentoring has been a more senior and older mentor passing on their accumulated wisdom and knowledge, gained from years of experience, to a younger and more junior protégé (Kram, 1985; Alderfer, 2014).  Sources have even proposed optimal age differences between mentor and protégé with an 8 to 15-year age gap suggested as ideal while even wider age differences have been proposed in other research (Hale, 2000). Is this age range applicable for SMEs? The average age for workers in the top 100 small and medium sized businesses is 33 so 8-year differences could be realistic but it would seem more likely that mentors would be closer in age to their proteges than the literature would recommend. 
Clearly associated with traditional, hierarchical mentoring is the question of whether a mentor should be a line manager or supervisor. There is an argument that the manager-as-mentor model offers certain benefits in terms of the development of job skills and higher performance achievement (Poussa and Trépanier, 2017). There is, alternatively, a more widely held view that a manager or supervisor, in a dual role as mentor, can never create the confidentiality and trust connection with a protégé needed for the relationship to work at an optimal level (Wilson and Elman, 1990; Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). 
Many researchers recognise that as organisational structures have become flatter the relevance of the traditional mentoring model is open to question (Levinson et al, 1978; Eby, 1997; Russell and Adams, 1997; Higgins and Kram, 2001). A potentially more appropriate model may be peer-mentoring where employees provide guidance and career development by sharing information and personal strategies and providing each other with feedback (Russell and Adams, 1997). In a work setting with fewer opportunities for line promotion and a high proportion of younger, junior staff peer-mentoring may offer a more pragmatic approach than the traditional hierarchical method. Research on peer-mentoring is particularly sparse (Leppisaari and Tenhunen 2009) but there is some evidence that it offers younger staff a more accessible and natural way of sharing and accessing information and knowledge than a hierarchical relationship (Kram, 1985). It is possible that, in certain circumstances, a mentor’s relative seniority in the organisation can have a constraining influence on the interaction (Hale, 2000). Peer mentors are unlikely to be regarded as authority figures and more likely to co-contribute ideas knowledge and feedback (Kram and Isabella, 1985; Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Leppisaari and Tenhunen 2009; Bradford, 2014). Recent research suggests that the equality associated with a peer-to-peer mentoring facilitates the self-disclosure and trust that needs to be established in order for the deeper conversations and sharing of insights that are required for real knowledge transfer to occur (Ladyshewsky 2014). There is also a suggestion that peers are more likely to provide the psycho-social and emotional support that is a viewed as fundamental to successful mentoring (Kram 1985; Kram and Isabella, 1985; Pullins et al, 1996; Russell and Adams, 1997; Eby 2007) 
It seems reasonable, on the basis of the literature, to consider peer-mentoring as a viable alternative to the traditional model and one that may fit more closely with the structure, resources and needs of an SME.
b) [bookmark: _Toc531529777]A formal or informal approach

One of the most widely researched and debated aspects of mentoring concerns the benefits of an informal versus a formal approach. As with so much else regarding mentoring, definitions of what constitute formal and informal approaches differ substantially (Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Hartmann et al, 2013) and there is continued discussion over whether a formal approach has a negative or positive impact on outcomes (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002)
Historically, mentoring has been classified as either formal or informal with the former typically controlled by the organisation through dyads that are the product of company-led assignment or matching based on personality traits, demographics or background (Kram, 1985; Russell and Adams, 1997). Reports suggest that formal mentoring programmes have taken hold in large organisations with more than a third of large U.S. firms operating such programmes (Nemanick, 2000).
In contrast, informal mentoring has been described as a spontaneous relationship that exists without any involvement from the organisation (Russell and Adams, 1997).  The informal model is, by definition, not managed by the company and may be practiced inconsistently within organisations, which, in many instances, may not even be aware of their existence. Informal mentoring often starts with an interaction that generates interest or attention from the mentor (Ibid) and probably comprises the majority of mentoring relationships within businesses (Noe, 1988).
Many sources consider informal mentoring as the more effective model (Nemanick, 2000; Bozeman and Feeney, 2007) because trust is more quickly and naturally achieved (Dymock, 1999). Some research considers an emotional connection to be a more likely product of an informal mentoring relationship (Hamilton and Scandura, 2002).  There is substantial opinion that protégés in informal mentoring relationships receive greater benefit, are more satisfied (Hamilton and Scandura, 2002; Eby et al, 2004) and report better career outcomes such as promotion and higher remuneration (Chao et al, 1992; Nemanick, 2000) than non-mentored or formally mentored counterparts (Underhill, 2006).

If most sources consider the informal approach to offer advantage over formal mentoring then why would organisations opt for formal mentoring? It would surely make sense to simply provide the right conditions for the informal process to take root?  One reason why organisations don’t invest time and resources in developing informal mentoring is that, by their very nature, informal relationships are hard to manage and efficacy is difficult to measure.  HR professionals may prefer a model that they can control on a consistent basis. That being said, some organisations make their formal programmes more effective by including elements of informal mentoring, such as mentor/protégé self-selection, in the process (Underhill, 2006).  In such instances the organisation can actively participate in the mentoring process (Inzer and Crawford, 2005). This does not mean that management should intrude into the mentoring relationship but it should be prepared to provide support including training for mentors (Ibid) and time and resources for mentor/protégé interaction. Some sources go further and argue that even in informal relationships there should be some degree of structure and formality that may include ongoing supervision and evaluation (Ibid).

It is thought that over time successful formal mentoring programmes can promote informal mentoring and some organisations may regard the formal model as a means of encouraging and entrenching a mentoring culture (Eby, 1997; Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Bozeman and Feeney, 2007). An organisation wishing to initiate a mentoring programme will start with a formal route but may gain from integrating aspects of informal mentoring and keeping management interference as low as possible (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). 
c) Matching mentors with protégés   

Within the context of formal mentoring there is discussion around the value of matching mentors and protégés according to a set of defined traits such as shared backgrounds and interests (Egan, 2005) or the mentor’s and protégé’s own criteria (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). There are solid arguments both supporting (Kram, 1985; Hale, 2000; Barrett, 2006; Ramalho, 2014) and opposing (Wilson and Elman, 1990; Chao et al, 1992) mentor/protégé matching.

In favour of the principle of matching is the notion that rapport and chemistry between mentor and protégé is a key element of mentoring success (Ramalho, 2014). The random assignment of protégés to mentors has been likened to a “blind date” (Hale, 2000). There would appear to be justification for actively identifying colleagues who might bring complementary skills, insights and behaviours to the mentoring relationship (Egan, 2005). There may also be merit in connecting individuals across departments to encourage the “cross-pollination” of ideas (Ramalho, 2014). While a degree of matching may be beneficial, larger organisations with substantial pools of mentors and protégés and time and resources to effectively align individuals based on, say, personality may find it easier to match dyads. Attempting to improve compatibility in formal mentoring programmes through matching is considered beneficial but for many SMEs, where the number of available mentors may be limited, this can present a challenge. It is anticipated that matching occurs on only a very limited scale within SMEs.

d) [bookmark: _Toc531529778]Internal and external mentors
Many small businesses do not, due to their size, have a roster of mentors to draw from (Kent et al 2003). There are simply not enough staff with sufficient aptitude or inclination to mentor.  One way to address this is to bring in external mentors particularly during the programme set up (Wilson and Elman, 1990).  Although there is no requirement for a mentor to work in the same organization as the protégé (Baugh and Fagenson-Eland, 2007) given mentoring is about providing support for a protégé within a specific company and context, role modeling and depth knowledge of the organisation is extremely desirable. Research indicates that protégés whose mentors were employed in the same organisation reported greater career and psycho-social satisfaction than protégés with external mentors (Ibid). Observing the actions and behaviors of mentors increases the likelihood that these behaviors will be emulated by protégés (Tucker, 2007). The expectation is that mentors in SMEs will be mostly internal. 
e) [bookmark: _Toc531529779]Remote or face-to-face interaction

The traditional mentoring relationship entails frequent, face-to-face interaction. In organisations where there are fewer physical resources to hold meetings and frequently less time available to run sessions, technology enables what has become known as e-mentoring (Ibid).  For remote staff there is evidence that e-mentoring is an effective way of increasing access to mentors and providing support irrespective of location (Tucker, 2007; Leppisaari and Tenhunen, 2009; Rowland, 2011). 

E-mentoring may offer SMEs a low cost and flexible work-around to allow remote interaction while also offering mentoring in a confidential and safe space (Hamilton and Scandura, 2002).  There is also some evidence that a remote mentoring encourages more honesty than a face-to-face meeting (Hamilton and Scandura, 2002; Leppisaari and Tenhunen 2009). On the assumption that SMEs employ a higher proportion of younger and potentially more technologically savvy staff than larger companies then a wide usage of technology-based mentoring may be expected. 

f) [bookmark: _Toc531529780]Programme Duration 

Mentoring has traditionally been regarded as a long-term engagement between mentor and protégé (Kram, 1983, 1985). Building trust between mentor and protégé is viewed as fundamental to the relationship (Inzer and Crawford, 2005) and trust takes time to develop.  Some programmes choose not to specify duration to allow the relationship to evolve at its own pace (Ramalho, 2014).  That said, studies indicate that informal mentoring relationships typically last three to five years with needs and focus changing as protégés learn and develop (Alleman and Clarke, 2000). There may also come a time where skills and knowledge transfer are complete and the mentoring naturally loses its efficacy and rationale. 

Looking at the SMEs included in the Best Companies survey the median annual staff turnover is 16%. There is therefore an assumption that an extremely high proportion of the organisation has “churned” within a 3-year period. Given employee turnover, are three to five-year engagements likely?  Mentoring may not need to be long term and, provided that the objectives of the programme are met, may be far shorter-lived (Bisk, 2002; Baugh and Sullivan, 2005).  Formal mentoring typically runs for up to a year (Nemanick, 2000; Inzer and Crawford, 2005) so It might be expected that formal mentoring in SMEs would last for a similar period. 

g) [bookmark: _Toc531529781]Mentor training and programme administration
Should mentors be trained to mentor? Does the absence of trained mentors prevent SMEs from adopting a mentoring programme? Some practitioners warn against failure to provide adequate training to mentors (Ladyshewsky, 2014).  As might be expected from academic and professional sources there is a significant amount of support for mentor training (Gibb and Megginson, 1993; Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002, Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Solansky, 2010; Dziczkowski, 2013). SMEs might find investing in training, both in terms of cost and time, to be prohibitive. Although some form of mentor preparation in, say, active listening could be beneficial, comprehensive training for mentors, while optimal, would seem unlikely and should not prevent the establishment of a mentoring programme. 
A further constraint for SMEs is the lack of in-house experience in designing the process. Sources contend that the design of a mentoring programme requires substantial grounding in the practice, forms and management of mentoring (Alleman and Clarke, 2000). It is probable that many SMEs do not have this level of experience in-house but with a selection of mentoring software applications that allow administrators to launch and run programmes the requirement for internal expertise may be overstated.
h) [bookmark: _Toc531529782]Objective setting
Mentoring has been defined as “a goal-focused process” (Egan, 2005) and there are arguments in support of producing a personal development plan for proteges (although some sources argue that having too many or very narrow goals make success less likely (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002; Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Clutterbuck, 2008). Where mentoring is aimed at a clear developmental need, such as acquiring specific skills and knowledge, then including appropriate objectives may be beneficial. In many cases, however, a mentoring relationship can occur without having a specific agenda or set of goals.
i) [bookmark: _Toc531529783]Mentoring and diversity

Mentoring has been offered as a way of addressing imbalance at senior levels within an organisation by focusing on the development and career progression of so-called minority groups or individuals (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). Larger organisations have often employed mentoring to improve ‘identity group’ (e.g. ethnic or gender) diversity at more senior levels (Kossek and Zonia, 1993). Should SMEs emulate larger firms by using mentoring to improve employment outcomes for targeted identity groups? Larger organisations may be more sensitive to improving diversity and representation while SMEs may have no strategy or policy in this regard. It is certainly desirable for mentoring to be available to and to benefit any and all employees (Russell and Adams, 1997) and sources suggest that targeted mentoring can reduce discrimination in organisations (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002) but there is also some suggestion that in order to successfully promote diversity the mentor needs to more actively sponsor the protégé that would be the case in typical developmental relationship (Abbott, 2018). 

j) [bookmark: _Toc531529784]Single or multiple mentors/protégés

There is evidence of a growing trend for group mentoring with mentors interacting with a number of protégés or protégés seeking input and guidance from multiple mentors (Higgins and Kram, 2001; Bozeman and Feeney 2007; Clutterbuck, 2013). Skillsets and information may be spread across an organisation requiring a protégé to access a variety of different mentors in order to gain the appropriate knowledge and insight (Higgins and Kram, 2001). Protégés may also be looking for career-enhancing skills and professional competencies with a view to future employers and roles (Eby, 1997; Leppisaari and Tenhunen 2009). The availability to access mentors via technology such as web-based conferencing and mobile devices means that the traditional, dyadic form may give way to multiple interactions. There is evidence that these highly needs-based relationships are less intense and of shorter duration than traditional mentoring engagements (Russell and Adams, 1997). 

k) [bookmark: _Toc531529785]Psycho-social and emotional support
A strong mentoring relationship can offer the protégé more than skills transfer and career guidance. The mentor acts as a confidant, provides emotional support, counselling and even friendship (Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Craig et al, 2012). This helps develop the relationship into the strong and trusting connection that is the hallmark of successful mentoring (Inzer and Crawford, 2005; O’Flynn, 2017). The psycho-social element adds a deeper level to the relationship which some sources claim may build self-confidence, reduce stress, generate greater levels of employee satisfaction and job involvement and provide the basis for a powerful emotional bond (Eby et al, 2004, Craig et al, 2012). The benefits of an emotional connection may be felt by both mentor and protégé (Baugh and Sullivan, 2005) which can clearly help to increase the appeal of the programme to mentors.
l) [bookmark: _Toc531529786]Career mentoring
Career mentoring has been identified as key, especially for sales staff (Locander et al, 2015). Over and above the transfer of job-related skills and knowledge the literature identifies support which may assist protégés to develop their careers both within and outside the organisation. Career development is more likely to be part of informal mentoring relationships than formal ones (Inzer and Crawford, 2005) but, particularly for millennial employees in flat organisations with limited immediate promotional prospects, career guidance may be an important factor in building trust and a successful mentoring relationship. 
m) [bookmark: _Toc531529787]Reverse mentoring 
Reverse mentoring has been described as an inverted relationship in which the junior and usually younger employee helps a more experienced worker to acquire knowledge or skills. Typically the learning relates to technology but there are examples of older workers gaining insight into areas such as work-life balance and diversity from their younger colleagues (Chaudhury and Ghosh, 2012). This form of mentoring is still relatively new in corporations but might have relevance for SMEs I which there is a high proportion of younger workers with transferable skills and older staff with a desire to learn additional skills.
n) [bookmark: _Toc531529788]Programme Evaluation 

Evaluation is considered by many sources as a critical part of a successful programme (Alleman and Clark, 2000; Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). As with so much else there is very little research that identifies normative mentoring benchmarks (Gold et al, 2003; Solansky, 2010).  One reason why the effect of mentoring is hard to assess is because mentoring typically involves a process between two people that is comprised of confidential conversations and which is held in private and therefore inaccessible to anyone else other than the two parties involved (Gold et al, 2003). The effect of planned, formal mentoring is considerably easier to measure than the spontaneous interactions of an informal process.

Within the sales context there is some evidence of linkage between individual or organisational performance and learning interventions (Peel, 2004) but there is a view that the expected returns from mentoring such as increased sales and improved productivity are often not realized and in most cases the linkage with mentoring is unclear (McCabe et al, 2002; Bradford, 2014). 

Notwithstanding the complexities, evaluation is an important part of a mentoring programme (Gibb and Megginson, 1993; Inzer and Crawford, 2005) and relies on specific and clear programme objectives that connect to the wider business strategy and goals (Alleman and Clarke, 2000). There may be outcomes from mentoring that are comparatively straightforward to measure.  Research suggests that as mentored employees are able to apply learning to the workplace their commitment to the organisation and effectiveness increases (Hartmann et al, 2013; Bradford, 2014). Evaluating behavioural changes, increased organisational commitment and job satisfaction, reduced staff churn, improved client relationships and customer satisfaction are all possible. 


VI. [bookmark: _Toc531529789]Literature Review Summary


In summarising this review it would be useful to return to the four research questions to determine what can concluded from an examination of the literature. 
The first question relates to how widely mentoring has been adopted in SMEs and whether practice aligns with research-based theory. The thin research on mentoring in SMEs does not permit a definitive answer but it may be expected that mentoring has been less widely adopted in SMEs than in larger organisations. 
The literature does not point to any single, universally accepted approach to mentoring and forms and methods will depend on the organisational need and available resources. It is possible however, based on the literature review, to propose a set of mentoring practices and elements that could be considered optimal and which may offer a framework for implementing a formal programme in an SME.
Although the traditional, hierarchical relationship may still predominate, a peer-mentoring approach could provide SMEs an opportunity to extend mentoring more widely across the organisation and even introduce a networked mentoring structure. 
There is support for matching mentors and protégés and for using internal rather than external mentors. There are arguments in favour of both face-to-face and remote or e-mentoring. Research suggests that formal mentoring programmes should run for up to 12 months. Sources recommend mentor training and having a small number of agreed objectives. Mentoring is widely seen as an effective method for increasing diversity at more senior levels across the organisation. Reverse mentoring may facilitate knowledge sharing upwards within an organisation. There is general agreement that protégés may benefit from having multiple mentors if this means that relevant skills and knowledge, unavailable from one mentor, are made available by another. Many researchers argue that role modelling and emotional support are fundamental to successful relationships are in favour of including career guidance in the mentoring.  Finally, evaluating the programme is regarded as important especially in order to maintain support from senior management. 
On this basis a framework of proposed mentoring methods and elements that may be appropriate for formal programmes in SMEs would be as follows;
	Proposed elements and approaches

	Peer and/or hierarchical

	Formal leading to informal

	Matched pairs based on personality/skills

	Internal mentors

	Face to face or remote depending on situation

	Trained mentors

	Measurable objectives 

	Mentors as role models 

	Psycho-social and emotional support

	Career mentoring

	Promoting diversity

	Multiple mentors

	Reverse mentoring

	Programme evaluation 




A second research question concerned how, in SMEs running mentoring programmes, the impact of these interventions is measured. While the evaluation of mentoring programmes is desirable the literature recognises how challenging it is to accurately measure elements such as the quality of the relationship or intangible outcomes such as the improvement of networking skills (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). In those SMEs that are operating formal mentoring programmes and where resources are limited it is hypothesised that comprehensive and accurate evaluation of mentoring outcomes is unlikely and that mentoring occurs without any measurement rigour.
 
The third question asks whether mentoring in SMEs is differentiated for sales staff.  There is  very little research on workplace mentoring for sales teams in general and nothing to draw on in regard to SMEs. It is possible to hypothesise, given the lack of research, that sales force mentoring, at least in a formal context, is not structured differently to mentoring for other staff or areas of the business. The literature does suggest that sales employees can benefit significantly from mentoring and what research that exists points to greater commitment and performance for sales staff who have been mentored.

The final question relates to the benefits and constraints identified by organisations that operate mentoring programmes. The literature points almost universally to the benefits of mentoring.  Organisations that mentor staff gain from, amongst other things, increased levels of employee commitment, improved staff retention, better learning outcomes, more cost-effective training and effective development of leadership and managerial talent (Noe, 1988; Silverhardt, 1994; Fagenson-Eland et al, 1997; Russell and Adams, 1997; Barrett, 2006; Underhill, 2006). Furthermore, mentoring can support the on-boarding and integration of new starters (O’Brien and Hamburg, 2014) and, especially via peer-mentoring, provides an efficient way for sharing knowledge and experience between employees.

There may be a perception that mentoring programmes are expensive and time-consuming to set up and require training to implement. The evidence is that mentoring is a low-cost form of intervention that can be deployed with minimal investment. There appears to be little constraining organisations for setting up and running mentoring programmes. 
There are clearly advantages to informal mentoring but, other than creating a culture to support the activity, there is little that an organisation can do to make it happen. Formal mentoring, on the other hand, can be set up and implemented relatively easily and may provide the foundation for informal relationships to develop.  
The next section of this study examines perceptions and approaches to mentoring in 6 SMEs and looks at whether all or, indeed, any of the above elements form part of their actual practice.  
6. [bookmark: _Toc531529790]Research and Methods
I. [bookmark: _Toc531529791]The Sunday Times Best Small Companies to Work for 2018 and the Sunday Times 100 Best Not-for-Profit organisations 2018
The Sunday Times Best Small Companies to Work for survey is run annually by Best Companies (https://www.b.co.uk) and includes the top 100 Small Companies, employing between 50 and 249 staff. The survey, comprising 70 questions and covering 8 factors that “allow respondents to rate their manager, company leadership, the company, opportunity for personal growth, the respondent’s team, wellbeing, fair deal and the company’s policy and actions in giving something back to the community or society in which they operate. BCI scores are a composite of these factors with the top 100 companies with the highest BCI scores being included in the top 100 report” (Best Companies, 2018).
The top 100 Not-for-Profit organisations survey is similar, but companies must employ at least 50 employees, achieve one of the highest 100 BCI scores in the category and be either a charity, an organisation set up for community benefit, a public sector organisation, a Community Interest Company (CIC) or Listed on Companies House as: Private, Limited by Guarantee, No Share Capital or Incorporated by Royal Charter (Ibid)
II. [bookmark: _Toc531529792]About the companies 
The 200 companies included in the combined surveys consist of for-profit and not-for-profit businesses representing a large number of UK industries. 
The companies provide various statistics about their size and staffing profiles. The average age of employees across the 100 Best Small Companies, based on reported figures, is 33 with the lowest average age 22 and the highest 46.  The median annual staff turnover is 16% with the highest claimed level of staff turnover at 68% and the lowest claimed at 0%. The average number of employees per organisation is 92 with the largest company reporting 217 staff and the smallest 46 staff.  The oldest organisation, in terms of its establishment is 214 years and the most recently founded is 4 years old. The median start date is 2005.  While not selected to be representative, the participating organisations had an average headcount of 91. The average staff age is 28, so these organisations were a little younger than the average. 
The author approached 62 companies. Effort was made in the recruitment process to ensure as wide a representation of businesses as possible. Leaders from the companies were invited to participate in the survey (see Appendix I). Invitations were sent on a rolling basis between 6 June 2018 and 13 July 2018. Invitations, using both email addresses and LinkedIn InMail, to participate were sent to selected individuals in each company but typically to Owner/Founder, CEO, Managing Director or Head of People/HR.  There were ten positive responses from which six organisations were selected for inclusion in the research. 
III. [bookmark: _Toc531529793]Methodological Approach

The research follows a qualitative approach where semi-structured interviews lasting on average for about 30 minutes were conducted with 6 UK SMEs that had been identified and invited to participate in the interviews. 

The research population consisted of experienced, senior management and included 5 female participants and 1 male participant.

All participants were provided with a copy of the participant information and informed consent sheet (see Appendix II) and were also asked for their permission prior to the interview for audio recording of the interview to be conducted. 
 
The format comprised a series of open-ended questions (See Appendix V) covering, inter alia, the nature and objective of mentoring within the organisation, whether mentoring is formal or informal, whether mentors receive any training and the extent to which the impact of mentoring is measured. 
Following suggested practice, the interviews were kept informal and flexible (Patton, 1990) which enabled the discussion to dynamically evolve outside the pre-set questions. This allowed the interview to range beyond the pre-set questions. The purpose of the interview was to generate insights and reflections on the usage and practice of mentoring within the selected organisation. 
The names of the participants and their organisations have been anonymised in the study with the organisations referred to by numbers 1 through 6 and participants by a letter ‘pseudonym’. 
IV. [bookmark: _Toc531529794]Ethical Considerations 
This study complies with University of Leicester (UOL) Research Ethics Policy 2016. Ethical approval to conduct research was provided (see Appendix III). The main ethical issues relate to maintaining confidentiality. In order to achieve this the respondents, their titles and the companies that they work for have been anonymised in the study. Express permission was obtained from all participants in this research for their written and/or oral contributions to be included in the dissertation material.
V. [bookmark: _Toc531529795]Interview Design 
Interviews were semi structured with an interview questionnaire prepared pre-interview simply for reference and continuity.  During the interviews, participants were given the opportunity and encouraged to provide narrative and story-telling to better illustrate the use of mentoring within their organisations (Gold et al, 2003). An example of the semi-structured interview questions is included in Appendix IV.
VI. [bookmark: _Toc531529796]Interviews and Data Recording 

There are indications that depth interviews rather than questionnaires are more likely to reveal insight into mentoring (Merriam, 1983; Kent et al, 2003). The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format and the questions, listed in Appendix IV, were generated from the list of mentoring elements and methods identified in the literature review. Video Interviews were recorded using QuickTime or Callnote software and live interviews were recoded using a microphone attached to an iPhone 6 and recorded using Zoom. In two instances the audio recording failed and hand-written notes were used. An example of an interview transcript is included in Appendix V. 
VII. [bookmark: _Toc531529797]Data Analysis

The data analysis is inductive and employed a thematic approach using a simple coding process. The audio files, transcripts and notes from each interview session were scrutinised for prompted and un-prompted references to any of the core mentoring methods and elements (for example, formal, informal, hierarchical etc) as well as for key words such as, but not limited to, culture, ethos, fit and return on investment. 

7. [bookmark: _Toc531529798]CASE STUDIES

The following case studies provide edited and summarised versions of the data collected in each interview and provide insight into the respondent’s view of mentoring, a description of how mentoring is (or, in one case, is intended to be) practiced within each company and their advice to SME setting up a mentoring programme.    

I. [bookmark: _Toc531529799]Organisation 1 – “P” - Senior Coach and Mentor 

P is a highly experienced mentor and coach with this consulting firm who specialise in operational improvement and organisational change.  

P agrees that the terms mentoring and coaching frequently get confused and considers mentoring to be about the transference of skills and knowledge that the protégé doesn’t possess. Interestingly P thinks that story-telling, a mechanism that has been referred to in the literature (Swap et al, 200l; D’Abate and Alpert, 2017) is a useful way of facilitating this knowledge transfer. 

P views mentoring as a process that takes place over a more extended timeframe than coaching with the trust between the mentor and the protégé developing over the longer term. P regards trust in the relationship as particularly important “because without it people won’t be fully open and you’ll get a more superficial, transactional interaction”. Trust is frequently cited in the literature as one of the most important components of successful mentoring (Allen and Poteet, 1999; Inzer and Crawford, 2005).
For P mentoring serves two distinct needs.  The first is about staff retention and the second is about leadership development or, as P calls it, “preparing and making organisations future proof”.  Within this, P identifies a distinct opportunity for ‘reverse’ mentoring especially where millennials are included in the programme. P thinks that younger employees may have knowledge and insight about customers and clients which would be extremely useful for more senior managers to hear and regards this ‘two-way’ form of mentoring as “an incredibly powerful way to motivate and retain talent” and share skills. The positive impact of reverse mentoring on millennials, including “personal fulfilment and satisfaction, power development and improved morale” has been referred to by a number of sources in the literature (Chaudhuri and Ghosh, 2012).  P emphasises that, while reverse mentoring is still in its infancy, the concept always generates strong support and anticipates it occurring more and more in businesses with the potential for learning as “incredibly rich”. 
One of the constraints to wider adoption of mentoring in SMEs is, in P’s view, because smaller organisations may have a perception that it involves substantial cost and resources.  There may also be a sense that an organisation needs to invest in training mentors. P doesn’t think that mentors necessarily need training, but he is, as a trained coach and mentor himself, in favour of regular supervision of mentors. “A lot of the skills that you need to be a good mentor are already present in many managers. I think supervision is more important than training. If things go wrong with a mentoring relationship, they tend to be very simple things that regular supervision should be able to address”.

In P’s opinion mentoring within an organisation often occurs as a consequence of a business issue, such as staff churn. Mentoring is a remedial action that happens “when people are uncomfortable about something”. If the organisation is performing well they may not think that they need to implement a mentoring programme. P also considers quantifying outcomes and value from mentoring as important. Businesses expect to be able to identify return on the investment and “a large number of organisations haven’t been able to make the connection between mentoring and impact …if that connection was obvious for managers then a lot more of it would happen”. 

P argues that the traditional, hierarchical form of mentoring works because the very participation of more senior mentors sends the right message through the organisation about the programme’s importance.  He also sees benefits from peer-mentoring that matches a skills or knowledge need with supply.  According to P there is scope for both formal and informal mentoring to operate side by side and argues that “it’s almost as if you’ve got to do the more structured approach for the second to start to happen”. He suggests that the formal approach sends “a signal to the organisation that we believe in this” and that adding a little structure helps put momentum behind the programme. 

For organisations setting up a mentoring programme P’s advice is to ensure the business is clear about both objectives and expectations. He suggests selecting staff, both as mentors and protégés, on the basis of chemistry and, in an effort to foster diversity, P says companies should “try to look for mentors and protégés that could bring something new or unexpected to the relationship based on functional, cultural, sector and age differences”. P also recommends that organisations could extend mentoring more widely by integrating it with other forms of learning and development, an approach that receives support in the literature (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002)

II. [bookmark: _Toc531529800]Organisation 2 – “C” – Founder and Director 

The company is an 8-year-old management consultancy which is described by C as being “very big on mentoring and coaching” and which views its ongoing staff support as one of the main contributors to its high staff engagement and score on the Best Company survey. This organisation distinguishes clearly between mentoring and coaching but combines the two into a hybrid model. This blended approach has been endorsed by some sources who consider the ability of managers to switch between coaching and mentoring to be a useful and regular occurrence in the workplace (Parsloe, 1999). 

While recognising the role of technology in enabling interactions between mentor and protégé, C is more in favour of a face-to-face engagement where possible “Our consultants are trained to say the right thing, so you need to be able to distinguish between whether they are saying what they think you want to hear or whether they really mean what they say. You need to be able to assess the body language, facial expressions and so on”. C also considers that mentor/protégé proximity can help the protégé feel valued. Research suggests that proximity between mentor and protégé is more likely to lead to commitment and greater motivation (Orpen, 1997).

Each consultant gets a weekly 1-2-1 session of between 1 and 1.5 hours depending on need.  These sessions are self–organized between the mentor and protégé who mutually agree focus areas for the session. As there are no managers in the organisation mentors tend to be the more experienced consultants, but C considers this to be peer-mentoring. There is some degree of matching mentors to protégés but getting a clear personality profile has proved challenging. Mentor/coaches are trained in a number of techniques and employee mental health gets substantial attention.  Mentors are typically responsible for up to 5 protégés although C is concerned that this may be too many. As a consequence of the time required from senior consultants, the organisation is looking at bringing in external mentors. 

Objectives for the sessions are provided by the mentor/coach although how these are structured and how performance is measured is at the discretion of the mentor and protégé. The organisation has oversight on mentoring progress via a reporting system and mentors meet for supervision sessions once a month. Every 3 months there is a formal review.  The relationships are relatively long-lasting with a typical engagement running for 2 years.

C asserts that the programme contributes to the very high customer satisfaction scores received by the business but acknowledges that there may be other factors that also play a part in this. Half-yearly staff surveys point to high employee engagement with strong support for the coaching and mentoring programme.  C adds that, while the mentoring programme may not be the only factor there is no need to change a formula that is working well.

In a similar way to P, C looks to where in the organisation the required skills reside. “It may be that a particular protégé has a need for development in a specific area in which the regular mentor/coach is not sufficiently skilled in which case we will assign an additional mentor/coach to cover that particular need”. The use of multiple mentors to cover varying learning requirements receives wide support in the literature (Higgins and Kram, 2001; Bozeman and Feeney 2007; Clutterbuck, 2013). 

C offers some advice to SMEs implementing a mentoring or coaching programme. “Concentrate on why you are doing It and don’t be too prescriptive or rigorous about the process. Allow for informal collaboration and make the focus about the interaction. Don’t make the administration too arduous because if people need to devote substantial time to complete the admin maybe your programme is not going to be effective. Also, you need to train mentors and coaches properly and ask yourself how can the organisation help individuals be better mentors and coaches”? 

In summarising why she thinks the programme is so effective C emphasises that the mentoring and coaching ethos is driven from the highest level within the organisation by management who believe passionately in its benefit. “Our values are not just written on a wall. We train mentors and coaches and work hard to encourage the right behaviors”. 

III. [bookmark: _Toc531529801]Organisation 3 – “S” – People Director 

S leads the HR function for a large and multi-faceted not-for-profit organisation. Although a formal mentoring programme has not yet been implemented S and her team are busy planning and developing the model. S is a highly experienced coach, mentor and commercial leader and is aware and supportive of the informal mentoring that is already taking place within the organisation.

True mentoring, S believes, requires close monitoring of progress and outcomes. As might be expected from a practitioner, S clearly distinguishes between mentoring and coaching but regards them as sharing similar methods with coaching more about self-discovery and self-awareness and mentoring being about skills and knowledge sharing. As S says, in mentoring “you share what works well for you in an open, honest and transparent way. For the process to work individuals need to be willing to learn and, where done well, it might require people to accept change, to step out of their comfort zone”. S refers to mentoring as a means to manage change where, as she describes it, mentoring acts as a “temperature gauge” letting the organisation know how staff are coping with particular initiatives and events. There are references in the literature to the use of mentoring in order to sense employee ‘mood” across an organisation (Wilson and Elman, 1990).

S is very clear that businesses need to explain to staff what the mentoring programme is intended to achieve.  It’s important, she says, that employees understand that mentoring “is not nepotism, it’s not saying you’re a favourite, it’s not saying just because a senior manager spends time with you that it’s a ticket for you to get a better job in the organisation”.  To communicate with staff S sees value in running workshops explaining what the programme is trying to achieve and inviting staff to participate. She also sees senior level support as critical to the success of any mentoring programme, a condition that is emphasised in the literature (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002).

S is supportive of mentoring to fill skills and knowledge gaps. “I do pretty well with technology, but I’d love to be mentored by my colleague who manages our social media activity…there would be learning, there would be interaction, she’d tell me about her experiences in social media…she’s more skilled in that area than me and would have a significant amount to contribute to my learning”.       

As part of her soon-to-be-launched programme S sees the potential for promoting diversity but cautions that this needs to be done with care because mentoring isn’t a panacea for resolving deep-seated and structural issues that may require other solutions. “If you haven’t got enough women in the organisation you need to ask yourself why. How good is your maternity policy for example”? S, like P, sees mentoring as an activity that could sit alongside coaching and learning and development in an integrated suite of methods and approaches that support people and the organisational culture.

For S, mentor training is important but its more about “having commonality of language and an organisation-wide alignment on what success should look like. You can’t just turn around and say, ‘here you go, guys…now get mentoring’.

There is scope for mentors and coaches to co-construct their own way of working. S is in favour of a light touch. “You don’t have to be too formal …you can measure progress from good mentoring by how people respond to change and how well they accept it”.

S sees both challenge and benefit from mentoring millennials. “A lot of our younger staff are not prepared to put up with the kind of working conditions that were fully accepted by baby boomers. Millennials need resources and space that gives them the environment to flourish but they want it now. If they can’t Google it and get an answer immediately they get frustrated”. This demand by millennials for immediate gratification and the associated need for more frequent feedback is referred to in the literature (Colgin, 2012).
 
The best way of making mentoring work, according to S, is to make the process flexible and simple “I think to build the trust, you need firstly to get people used to working with the programme. It would be ideal to not have to mandate that people meet, say, monthly or quarterly. We don’t want to have to ask how often you’re meeting. We want to allow people to develop and grow. Mentoring can release pressure points and help us celebrate success”.       

IV. [bookmark: _Toc531529802]Organisation 4 – “K” – HR Director 

K heads a well-resourced HR team for a specialist manufacturing company and clearly understands the difference between coaching and mentoring. They have only recently set up the mentoring process while a coaching programme has been in existence for around a year. The mentoring programme was launched as a result of an internal survey that suggested staff felt there were limited opportunities for progression within the organisation which may, K believes, be an issue, with many small companies.

The newly initiated mentoring program is formal, includes 6 protégés and mentors and protégés were matched based on background, relevant experience, skill set and seniority. Using the traditional mentoring approach, mentors are more experienced and senior to protégés and don’t come from the same department as protégés. K confirms that the protégés are all “solid performers” but not necessarily high-flyers. The intention is to hold regular (bi-weekly or monthly sessions. In addition to the formal mentoring programme the organisation also runs an informal, job-shadowing process for sales staff. This is, again, structured on a senior to junior basis. 

K expects that a typical mentoring engagement will run for 12 months. There is no requirement for direct or regular feedback to HR, but mentors will update line managers on progress and issues. The importance of involving line managers in the mentoring process is supported by the literature (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). After around 10 sessions there is a feedback session to establish how mentors and protégés feel that the programme is going.  In order to help gain momentum for the programme K has put together some training material for mentors covering areas such as self-awareness and emotional intelligence. 

K is very clear about the purpose of the programme. “It’s to promote development, help people with technical competence, improve confidence and self-awareness and identify career goals”. Interestingly K thinks that the career development element may have been a factor in causing two resignations shortly after the programme commenced. The programme must be well perceived by protégés though, as one of those who recently resigned has asked to stay on the programme even when they have left the organisation!

The mentoring takes place face-to-face. Even field-based staff come to the office for mentoring. Like C, K would be concerned that e-mentoring might miss important emotional markers such as body language and facial expression.  

K is candid about mentoring to improve diversity. ‘We tried to use the mentoring programme to help under-represented groups achieve better outcomes at the company. This did not happen as hardly any of these target individuals stepped forward to join the programme as protégés”. K thinks that this may have been a confidence issue.

If K had a tip for SMEs setting up a mentoring programme it would be that if you are going to target identity groups and ethnic/gender diversity at more senior levels in the organisation then “you need to clearly say it, not just assume people will understand and get on board. The intention for the programme needs to be spelled out”. This requirement is upheld in the literature. There is some evidence that without significant communication about the reasons that an employer is enhancing workplace diversity and how these actions will improve operational performance, mandated efforts to foster diversity are likely to fail (Kossek and Zonia 1993). 

V. [bookmark: _Toc531529803]Organisation 5 – “H” – People Director 

H has responsibility for all aspects of people development across a high growth design company that consists of six operating entities. H, who was one of the original three founder members of the team, has responsibility for staffing, recruitment, HR management, wellness and personal and professional development. 

Mentoring is, in H’s words “a bit of mix and driven by the line manager”. It tends, like much in the organisation, to be conducted in a relaxed and informal way. H describes a typical process where a team leader might say to a junior Project Manager ‘let’s set you up with some mentoring with a senior PM, learn from their experience and how they operate”.  Mentors and protégés would then normally have a weekly one-to-one catch up. H confirms that this spontaneous and needs-based approach is happening regularly across the business “You’ll find people naturally go to senior members of staff that have been here a long time and feel comfortable enough to engage them and ask questions, even to the owners. There’s no hierarchy here. Everyone helps each other”.  A flat structure, young team and culture of openness clearly play a large part in fostering a mentoring ethos within the organisation and mentoring is available to all, not just those on the fast track. 

Although this structure clearly encourages relaxed and informal mentoring relationships, H is quick to point out that there is still structured reporting on progress. Mentors update line managers who, in turn, keep her informed on progress. Objectives don’t necessarily form part of the mentoring process but H states that this varies. Some mentoring consists purely of a chat, but other interactions are more formal.  The leadership team use a reporting tool to monitor staff engagement, wellbeing and happiness. All staff complete an anonymous survey on a weekly basis which allows H and her team to keep tabs on mood and emerging issues across the business. 

H refers frequently to the organisational culture which she describes as “an environment that is a product of the standards and behaviours that we set and which primarily comes from the top”.  H defines the culture as an amalgam of “the autonomy we encourage, fun, trust, commitment, teamwork, personal professional development, respect, care and cross organisational interaction”.  

The role of culture in successful mentoring may be key. There is evidence that companies with a nurturing culture provide better environment for the establishment of mentoring relationships (Hamilton and Scandura, 2002). Research suggests that mentoring occurs naturally in a learning culture which facilitates setting up a formal programme (Tucker, 2007).  According to H clients are drawn to the company by the culture. “Our customers are served by teams that actually care. They care about the project and they are going to do the best job they can for the customer”.     

For H, mentoring is about progression. “It’s a young company so no one wants to stand still and everyone wants to be earning more money and moving up the ladder”. The average age of employees is 28 so there is a high proportion of millennials. H thinks that their approach to mentoring works well with this group who have a need for fast career progression and a sense of entitlement.  This view accords with research that indicates that millennials don’t want to wait for promotion and will happily move to an organisation that offers greater recognition (Chaudhuri and Ghosh, 2012). One of H’s main responsibilities is staff retention. With annual staff turnover at a reported 6% (versus 16% for the top 100 SMEs in the Best Companies survey) the combination of personal development, reward, creativity and caring seems to be working. 

H, like S and K, cites communication as being very important “as soon as your communication fails you start to erode the culture and this impacts on team work, output and ultimately sales”.  H’s advice for an SME would simply be to be open and caring as possible and this needs to filter down from the top.  “If you’re seen to care then the staff care and that’s great for the business” 

VI. [bookmark: _Toc531529804]Organisation 6 – “J” – People Manager
 
J is People Manager for a successful on-line retail firm who’s formal mentoring model caters to top performers within the organisation. On the basis of a six-monthly appraisal, staff are graded on a five-point scale with one being the highest rating. Those graded one and two qualify for the mentoring programme which sees senior managers “matched” with protégés via a process that J describes as ”a bit like speed dating...you get senior managers within the business in a chair, you get one of the mentees in a chair and they just share what they want to get out of mentoring, where they’re at, what expert experience the mentor could be able to provide and how useful they might be and then, at the end of the session, people will choose the mentor that is best suited to them”.  This kind of mentor/protégé ‘self-selection’ is referred to in the literature (Wilson and Elman, 1990) and regarded as an important potential step towards informal mentoring (Inzer and Crawford, 2005; Underhill, 2006).

J describes this process of mentor/protégé pairing as “a way of doing it formally but giving people the choice about who mentors them and also understanding what they might get from the mentors that are available”.  The mentor/protégé selection approach doesn’t mean that they will get their first choice because the management team is small but J thinks “this experience and way of kicking-off mentoring is pretty helpful”. 

The mentoring is mainly aimed at helping the protégés progress their careers rather than transferring skills or knowledge to assist their current role. J views it as a way of achieving their longer-term aspirations. 

The mentoring sessions are not objectives-based but in the initial meeting the mentors and protégés agree a plan around the frequency of meetings and what they want to achieve. J describes this as having a “little bit of structure without being prescriptive in telling mentors and protégés exactly how they should work”.  J is clear that they want mentoring to “be a relaxed relationship that develops over time. it’s initially 6 months and then if they want to continue to meet and be mentored they can”.  

J doesn’t think that mentors need formal training. He argues that they bring experience and a career achievement narrative that will be inspirational for protégés. For J “mentoring is about bringing two people together, sharing knowledge and experience and showing support”.  J claims that mentors also get a lot out of the programme themselves and that a significant part of the appeal to mentor is “the opportunity to share their story and also connect with people outside their “team bubble” or find a bit more out about the individuals in the organisation that are performing well”. This reciprocal benefit has received support in the literature (Dziczkowski, 2010)
 
Retaining high performing staff and especially those who have been mentored. is a fundamental objective for the programme. The organisation has set itself a target to retain a minimum of 90% of those that are in that group and, according to J, this target is achieved year after year. 

The organisation also regularly monitors staff engagement. Every six months J and his team run a staff survey which they combine with short bi-weekly pulse surveys. “We engage the staff on a regular basis by constantly asking questions such as how they feel about 360-degree reviews, peer feedback and the mentoring and coaching that we provide”. Using surveys to assess participant attitude towards mentoring is referred to in academic literature as an effective way of evaluating the programme (Inzer and Crawford, 2005).

If J was to offer advice to an SME setting up a programme it would be to “ensure the involvement of everyone that wants to be involved, those that are going to be mentored, those that are going to mentor, sit them in a room and ask them about what success would look like, how would they want the programme to look, what do they consider the benefits to be. Basically, you’ve got to get to the root of what it is that they want “.
[bookmark: _Toc531529805]8. DISCUSSION
Before analysing and commenting on the research and how this relates to the literature it is important to emphasise that this research, being qualitative and narrative-based is not attempting to claim that the perceptions and methods of mentoring referred to in the six participating organisations is representative of the wider SME sector or even of the remaining companies included in the Best Companies 2018 survey. The six organisations were not selected based on any sampling methodology and therefore can only be said to represent themselves.    
The analysis of the interview transcripts and notes employed a thematic approach (Bryman and Bell, 2015) that has been used in conjunction with categorical content analysis (Allen and Poteet, 1999) that groups together words, phrases, references and utterances into broad categories that can also be referred to as themes. The content combines both observable or manifest data and less tangible content or latent data (Boyatzis, 1998). The five themes are; 
Environment – The attributes and characteristics of the organisation that enable mentoring to function.
Rationale – the reason and objective of mentoring.
Method/Approach – The principles, models, elements and theoretical framework that is used to structure the mentoring
Process – How mentoring is practised or conducted. 
Measurement – How the organisation measures and evaluates the impact of mentoring. 
In analysing the survey data, key words, phrases and statements that relate to the main elements discussed in the literature review, such as for example formal and informal mentoring, as well as references to organisational culture, structure and strategy were coded against these themes.  An assessment using a simple text analysis to establish Concordance based on the frequency of mentions across the six interviews and whether the reference was positive about an element enables allocation to one of three segments; a high concordance/medium concordance/low concordance group. For example, where a positive reference to a particular theme, such as culture was made by two participants then culture would be coded under Environment and Low Concordance. The concordance is a crude proxy for support for an element amongst the six surveyed organisations. No distinction has been made between prompted or un-prompted references. The aim of this analysis is to cluster perceptions of elements and methods by theme and the degree of support by participant.
The results of the coding process are contained in figure 1 below.







Figure 1
[image: ]
There were high levels of concordance relating to mentoring as a mechanism for transferring skills and knowledge. Only one respondent did not refer to this aspect. Similarly, all respondents claimed to understand the difference between coaching and mentoring and that mentoring had a different objective from coaching. This could be expected given that all respondents were experienced HRM professionals. Five out of six respondents regarded matched dyads or pairs as being of value and cited this as part of current or intended mentoring practice. 
Environmental factors such as organisational culture and management support for mentoring appear to be important for the operation of a mentoring programme. Among other reasons for mentoring, improving diversity at more senior levels and developing younger staff (the term millennial was used widely), were also viewed as key. Formal, hierarchical mentoring was cited as the preferred or intended method and the need to have clear objectives for the mentoring programme was also regarded as important. The benefit of having access to multiple mentors was mentioned by three participants which accords with the high level of concordance for the primary function of mentoring as a means of transferring skills and knowledge. There was only one reference to a strategy to use formal mentoring as a way of initiating an informal mentoring culture. Face to face rather than remote engagement was perceived as a better interaction allowing mentors to observe body language and facial expressions. It was also considered important to be able to monitor protégé progress with mentors reporting either directly into the HR team or via line managers.  In terms of measurement four out of six respondents were clear about desired outcomes with high performer or general staff retention being given as a primary metric.  There were three instances where mentors performed coaching and vice versa.   
There were two references to a caring culture within an organisation and to mentoring requiring trust. It may be that respondents consider a caring culture and trust to be a given for mentoring to take place. Mentoring as a method of leadership development was only mentioned by two respondents. This is a departure from the literature in which leadership development is considered a core objective but with some of the six organisations the mentoring is aimed at more junior employees who may not yet be considered future leaders.  Similarly, staff retention, another core purpose for mentoring, was only mentioned by two respondents. Given the flat structures in many of these organisations and that peer-to-peer mentoring is considered in the literature to be a way of building trust and obviating the shortage of senior mentors it is surprising that this form was not mentioned more. Similarly, reverse mentoring was only mentioned by two participants which might suggest that this interaction is either not widely used or that it is not part of a formal mentoring process.   Mentoring for high performers was mentioned by two respondents which may suggest that mentoring is regarded as more inclusive and fits with the high concordance for knowledge and skills transfer and comparatively low level of mentions about leadership development and staff retention. Mentor supervision only received mention from two respondents but possibly this term, rather than say feedback sessions or one-to-ones, is not frequently used. Mentoring frequency was only mentioned by two participants, but mentoring may be considered as a frequent interaction with its recurrence simply going without saying.  The potential for a formal mentoring programme to initiate informal practice did not receive significant mention but, given that informal mentoring itself received little reference, this is may be expected. There was little reference to differentiated mentoring models for sales staff with most of the organisations using the same approach for all employees irrespective of function. This may be because in many instances sales staff were internal removing the remote, “lone wolf” sales stereotype referred to in the literature. It may also be because most of these organisations have small sales teams that appear to be extremely well integrated within the organisation. 
Returning to the original research questions the data collected from the interviews would suggest the following responses;
RQ1 How widely is mentoring adopted and utilised and how consistent is mentoring practice in SMEs with research-based theory? 

The literature suggests a low level of mentoring in SMEs (Galli, 2013).  The data collected during the research cannot fully address this question but on the strength of the six interviews there is some indication that high employee engagement SMEs may either be employing or intend to employ mentoring at least for knowledge and skills transfer and career development. 

RQ2 In SMEs where mentoring is regularly and consistently employed, how is the impact of mentoring assessed?  

The literature points to a number of potential and quantifiable outcomes from mentoring including reduction in staff turnover and high levels of employee commitment and job satisfaction. The qualitative research indicates that while some organisations have set clear objectives for what the mentoring programme is intended to achieve few are actively measuring outcomes. Those that do tend to monitor impact through hard metrics such as staff turnover or via regular staff surveys that may, from time to time, include employee perceptions and satisfaction with the mentoring programme.   

RQ3 Are there any indications that SMEs structure or deliver mentoring to sales staff differently than to other members of the organisation?

The literature indicates that sales personnel may be a highly appropriate subject for mentoring. This is because of their propensity to work remotely and alone, the pressure of customer or client facing responsibility and the changes to the sales landscape, largely brought about by technology and changing relationships between sellers and buyers. There is some limited evidence from the survey that sales mentoring occurs as a separate activity but there was no widespread claim that sales teams are viewed as a specific priority for differentiated mentoring.  

RQ4 What benefits, constraints and issues do SMEs experience in employing mentoring programs?

The literature review suggests that mentoring improves knowledge and skills transfer, may achieve higher levels of organisational commitment, greater job satisfaction and potentially higher performance. There is also some indication that mentoring can reduce staff turnover. The employment of mentoring programmes may be constrained by a lack of programme expertise, resource issues and a shortage of trained mentors with a reluctance to bring in external mentors, a perception that mentoring only caters to a leadership elite and a belief that informal mentoring may be happening anyway. 

The survey participants responses support the benefits suggested by the literature and constraints such as training and lack of resources received little mention in the interviews.  
[bookmark: _Toc531529806]9. SUMMARY 
The hypothesis was that mentoring in SMEs, if happening at all, would deviate substantially from the traditional models. The research indicates that approaches retain many of the elements and practices proposed by the literature. Mentoring methods in the sampled SMEs are universally developmental. Surprisingly newer approaches such as peer and group mentoring and the use of technology to enable remote mentoring have not, at least based on this limited research, taken root.  How closely does the proposed framework align to practice within the six SMEs? In the table below the proposed and observed elements and methods are compared with colour highlights indicating high (green), medium (yellow) and low (red) concordance. Based on participant comments the empirical mentoring looks different, but not substantially so, to the composite proposed model derived from the literature. 


	Proposed elements and approaches
	Observed elements and approaches

	Peer to peer and/or hierarchical
	Largely hierarchical

	Informal or formal leading to informal
	Largely formal

	Matched pairs based on personality/skills
	Matched pairs

	Internal mentors
	Internal mentors

	Face to face or remote depending on need
	Largely face to face

	Trained mentors
	Untrained mentors

	Measurable objectives 
	Measurable objectives

	Mentors as role models 
	No reference

	Psycho-social and emotional support
	No reference

	Career mentoring
	Career mentoring

	Promoting diversity

	Targeting groups to drive diversity

	Multiple mentors
	Multiple mentors

	Reverse mentoring
	Reverse mentoring

	Programme evaluation 

	Programme evaluation


[bookmark: _Toc531529807]10. THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 
This study contributes to the small volume of literature relating to mentoring practice in SMEs and mentoring for sales teams. The study has reviewed much of the available literature and then used the key elements contained in the literature as a framework for the research. The intention is to assess how closely practice and perceptions in organisations that employed mentoring aligned with the theory contained in the research and academic literature. While in many instances empirical practice aligns with the theory there are clearly some differences including an absence of any mention by the participants of the presence of the psycho-social element in mentoring and low levels of reference to mentor training, the importance of role modelling, career mentoring or comprehensive programme evaluation.    
[bookmark: _Toc531529808]11. LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 
The study is limited by the small number of interview participants and the fact that the sample was drawn from a number of high employee engagement SMEs who may not be representative of the wider SME universe. The short interview timings may also have constrained a more in-depth assessment of how mentoring is employed within these organisations. Further, no interviews were conducted with protégés and only one interview was conducted with an active mentor and coach. Inevitably the perception of the mentoring process reflects that of management and particularly the HRM professionals who may be distanced from the day to day mentoring activity.	
[bookmark: _Toc531529809]12. FUTURE RESEARCH
This study examined mentoring practice in a very limited number of SMEs. There are indications that workplace mentoring has not been adopted within the SME sector to the extent that may be expected given the demands to retain and develop staff and the relatively low costs and benefits associated with this activity. Quantitative research aimed at better understanding if and how mentoring is used across the sector and more investigation into what constraints organisations in employing it would be extremely valuable. Further, research aimed at reflecting the protégé perspective and particularly how well mentoring has addressed their skills and knowledge requirements and the contribution that the programme and the mentor have made to their engagement and commitment to the organisation would be useful.    

Most of the research examines benefits and outcomes for the organisation and the protégé. There has been little research that compares mentored versus non-mentored employees (Underhill, 2006). A longitudinal and comparative study that examines commitment and promotional outcomes in SMEs for mentored and non-mentored employees would be of value. 
[bookmark: _Toc531529810]13. LESSONS LEARNED
One of the most challenging aspects of the research was eliciting responses from the targeted contacts and SMEs. Despite emailing them directly and, in many cases, also making contact via LinkedIn InMail the response rate was low. The author had anticipated a higher response rate and a greater willingness to discuss the organisation’s mentoring practice. The assumption, beyond a simple unwillingness to discuss internal policies and practices with a researcher, is that mentoring is not employed significantly even in these high-performing organisations. In hindsight the research base should have been extended more widely to include other high performing SMEs.   
[bookmark: _Toc531529811]14. REFLECTIONS ON THE RESEARCH
This study has been challenging, frustrating but essentially highly rewarding. There was a substantial amount of general mentoring literature to be read and sifted for relevance to the subject and research aim although research and literature specific to SMEs and sales was extremely thin. This meant that assumptions had to be made, especially about the mentoring elements and their relevance and application for SMEs.  The volume of literature made it critical to retain focus on the objective of the study and not get side-tracked by interesting but irrelevant articles and papers. 

The author was extremely privileged to be able to spend time with the survey participants who were clearly passionate about their organisations and the impact that having highly engaged and committed employees brings to their businesses. They also feel, justifiably, proud of their ranking on the Best Companies survey.  

The study has also informed the author’s own practice. As a mentor to business leaders and young entrepreneurs the author has been able to understand that mentoring is more than simply sharing experience and transferring knowledge. The psycho-social element is crucial and for this there has to be a bond at an emotional level. The author is also more aware of the limitations in efficacy from external mentoring programmes. It is clear that internal mentoring with the benefits of role modelling and organisational knowledge arguably offers greater benefit to the protégé and mentor.    
[bookmark: _Toc531529812]15. CONCLUSION
The last 40 years have seen a substantial volume of academic literature written about mentoring in the workplace and the emergence of a sizeable industry to support businesses in implementing mentoring and training mentors to develop protégés and deliver programmes. The research strongly points to mentoring as beneficial to protégés, mentors and organisations. The low cost of implementation, speed of set up and potential benefits gives mentoring, as a means of training a workforce, a significant advantage over other development methods (Klasen and Clutterbuck, 2002). Despite the benefits the literature suggests that mentoring, while widely employed in large organisations, has not been substantially adopted in the SME sector. This may be due to a reluctance to invest time and money in setting up a programme, a sense among owners that they don’t need outside assistance in the form of external mentors or a lack of knowledge and understanding about what mentoring can deliver and achieve for a business (Beaver, 2005). Equally it may be because informal mentoring, which goes unreported and un-supervised, has taken root in these organisations and there is no need to operate formal mentoring programmes. 

There is some evidence that millennials are choosing SMEs over larger organisations as employers. A 2017 article in HR Review, quoting industry research, suggests that 47% of millennials consider SMEs to be the ideal business to work for, citing reasons such as career progression and a friendlier environment, a figure more than double that for bigger companies (Clarke, 2017). The research also suggested that younger workers are more likely than other age groups to leave an SME after four years, a shorter time span than for larger organisations (Clarke, 2017).  Training, motivating and retaining millennials is a challenge with approaches that were historically used for older workers no longer being necessarily relevant for this younger cohort (Cogin, 2012). There are suggestions that the preference for immediate gratification amongst millennials makes these workers respond more positively to receiving frequent feedback and recognition (Cogin, 2012). There is also evidence that younger workers place high value on the ability to learn new skills. If training budgets in SMEs are limited as some sources suggest (Brack and Kelly, 2012) then one solution would be to introduce mentoring as an alternative to formal training.  This might also benefit older workers through reverse mentoring and better communication and interaction across age groups (Beaver, 2005). 
SMEs may be able to respond more quickly to the demands of a modern workforce (Beaver, 2005) than larger businesses. Those that embrace and utilise mentoring to improve knowledge and skills transfer, communication, staff engagement and retention have the potential to gain competitive advantage and reduce costs (Beaver, 2005). Ultimately, whether formal or informal, hierarchical or peer or whether the programme follows all, some or none of the elements presented in the literature one is left with a sense that having some form of mentoring is better than no mentoring at all (Allen and Poteet, 1999). Where mentoring is absent It is clearly to SMEs advantage to develop and encourage the practice.  
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