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What is mentoring?

Mentoring has been used throughout history.  In the past, the relationship between a master and his apprentice involved mentoring.  The apprentice would learn the skills of a trade from his more experienced master.  The apprentice would then in turn pass on these skills to their own apprentice ensuring that skills of the trade were handed on from generation to generation.  Although mentoring is significantly different these days it is essentially still utilised to pass skills and knowledge from an experienced person to an individual who is less experienced
. 

Mentoring is becoming a common tool used within the library and information profession to develop staff.  The Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) has recently introduced a mentoring scheme for all candidates working towards chartership.  “It is a process that supports the (library and information) profession, and has particular benefit where a librarian or information officer is working in a small or one-person unit without access to other professionals in the organisation.  It allows a person to receive the benefit not only of the experience of another, but also of that person’s experience in different sectors of information work” 

There are various definitions of mentoring.  
“Mentoring is used to describe a range of personal support strategies, in which there is ‘learning by association with a relevant role model’” 
.

“It usually means the development of someone, usually younger and probably not within the same area of a management chain, who is less experienced in the profession than the mentor”
.
A mentoring relationship consists of two people a mentor, and a mentee (learner, protégé or pupil).  You could consider entering a mentoring relationship if you are a new professional or you are moving into a new professional area.  The mentor will be a more experienced colleague or professional from a different workplace.  It is generally advised that a mentor is not the mentee’s direct line manager.  A mentor aims to help the mentee develop.  As a mentee, you may be aiming to learn more about the profession, want support while studying towards a qualification or be interested in acquiring new professional skills
.  

A mentoring relationship is a supportive role and the idea is the mentor will help a mentee to reach decisions themselves.  A mentor is not expected to advocate a particular course of action but provides advice gained from their experience.  Through the support of the mentor a mentee will develop professionally.

A mentor can provide support to the mentee by taking on one or more of the following roles:

· facilitator 

· counsellor 

· role model 

· friend/buddy 

· challenger 

· advisor 

· coach 

· guide 

· co-ordinator 

· opener of doors

Literature within the UK puts forward several key components of mentoring relationships.  
“Mentoring should be:

· non-threatening and non-judgemental

· wider in scope than simply providing professional advice

· a long-term commitment or rather, agreement (but this is not to say that a mentor-pupil relationship that has run his course should not be replaced by another, or that either party can no longer take part in a useful mentoring relationship with other people)

· a commitment of time and energy by both parties

· an expression of mutual respect

· an introduction to other networks of people and influence” 

The relationship will be organised to suit the two involved parties.  The two individuals may meet face-to-face on a regular basis, speak on the phone, often or just when the need arises, or communicate by email.  The ability to communicate on a virtual basis has greatly increased the pool of mentors for a new professional who can now chooses from mentors throughout their country or even overseas.  This encourages the development of wider professional networks.  
The benefits of mentoring
A mentoring relationship provides benefits for the mentor as well as the mentee.  Ideally, both individuals develop together.  On a wider level the development of the mentee will help the organisation or profession in which they work. Benefits that you as a mentee could gain from a mentoring arrangement include:

· Introduction to a new organisation and help with settling in.

· Help with professional development

· Learning a specific skill or about a specific professional subject

· Support while undertaking a course or working towards a qualification

· Expansion of your networking circle

· Support through a period of change or help while introducing a change

· Prevention of feelings of professional isolation, if you are working in a small or solo unit

“Mentoring at its most effective ought to be a two-way process, so that the older person also gains benefits from learning about new developments and other points of view from younger members of the profession.” 
  Ideally a mentor will also benefit from a mentoring relationship in a variety of different ways:
· Development of new skills in counselling and coaching 

· Development of skills in managing people

· A feeling of satisfaction from aiding another professional
· A better understanding of oneself
· A wider professional network

· The opportunity to learn about new ideas and approaches from the mentee

· Enhancing their own CV
Mentoring is generally utilised at the beginning of a career. However mentoring can be beneficial at any stage in your career when you need specific advice, guidance or role modelling.
Conclusion
Mentoring can help individuals new to a profession to learn about that profession.  There are multiple benefits for mentor and mentee and their wider organisation or profession.  Essentially, mentoring helps to “unravel the secrets of the craft” that is to pass on the skills, knowledge and experience of experienced professionals to future generations.  
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