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A mentor is someone who
allows you to see the hope
inside yourself. 
 
                      - Oprah Winfrey 
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The Role of a Mentor

Research suggests that mentors take on some
critical roles to effectively support their
mentees. These roles may contribute to a
“mentoring mindset,” or a way of thinking
and interacting that places young people at
the center of this work and allows mentors to
be true partners in a young person’s journey. 

A Mentor’s Roles 

Relationship Driver
Model consistent communication with your mentee and build a strong
relationship by sharing about yourself, your interests, and your goals.

Guide
Take the lead by helping your mentee explore their interests,
skillsets, and professional goals. Ask open-ended questions to learn
more about your mentee’s hopes and motivations. 

Cheerleader
Recognize and celebrate the wins -- small and big!

Researcher 
Help your mentee explore opportunities by researching together. Share
resources, brainstorm options, and guide them in discovering information
that aligns with their goals and interests.

Thought Partner
Collaborate with your mentee as they work through challenges and
decisions. Offer insights and perspectives while encouraging them to
reflect and take ownership of their choices.
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First Impressions

First impressions set the stage for the entire
mentorship journey. This initial phase can feel
like shaky territory for many mentees,
particularly those who have faced
disappointment in past relationships with
adults. Some mentees might ask themselves:
“What does this mentor want from me?” and
“Will they follow through on their promises?”
Others may not take the mentorship
opportunity seriously simply because it feels
too unfamiliar.

Your mentee might show initial disinterest (radio silence) or test boundaries to gauge your
commitment. These behaviors aren’t signs of failure! They’re opportunities to build trust and to
demonstrate to your mentee that others can be reliable and genuinely invested in a relationship. 

Begin by modeling openness and vulnerability. Share a little about yourself—
your experiences, interests, and even challenges you’ve overcome. This shows
your mentee that it’s okay to be authentic and encourages them to open up.

Be consistent and follow through with regular outreach, even if your mentee does
not! Mentees may test boundaries to gauge reliability, so patience and
dependability are key during this initial relationship-development phase.

Lead with empathy and curiosity. Approach your mentee with a genuine desire to
understand their perspective. Ask thoughtful, open-ended questions that allow
them to share as much as they want to, and listen actively without judgment.
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Mentorship is a marathon, not a sprint. It takes
time to develop a strong mentorship relationship.
There will be ebbs and flows, but that’s all part of
the process. What matters most is showing up
consistently and maintaining patience, even
during the challenging times. Mentorship
relationships can be broken down into four
phases. Each phase presents unique challenges
and opportunities for growth.

The Relationship Arc

The Four Phases of Relationship Development

The relationship trajectory
isn’t always linear! 

Key Theme: Exploration
This phase involves getting to know
each other and understanding each
other's background and experiences. ​

Key Theme: Navigating Differences
This phase involves understanding
differences in communication styles
and helping your mentee understand
what supports you can offer​.

FORMING STORMING

Key Theme: Collaboration
This phase involves beginning to
work on program goals and how the
mentee wants to leverage you as a
support and resource. 

NORMING PERFORMING

Key Theme: Empowerment
This phase involves the mentee
proactively reaching out to you for
support and achieving the goals they
have set with you. 

These phases are not linear, as each relationship progresses at its own pace and may cycle back
through earlier stages depending on the mentee's needs and the dynamics of the relationship. 
It’s important to recognize that mentorship is a fluid journey rather than a step-by-step process!
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Communication Best Practices

Hi Eric! Sounds good. I’ll be there. Thanks
for the reminder!

Effective mentee communication establishes a foundation of trust and mutual respect. By
engaging in strong communication practices, you can create a supportive environment where
your mentee feels valued, understood, and encouraged to express their thoughts and concerns.

Messaging Best Practices 

Keep your messages concise and focused
on your main point to avoid confusion. It
should feel like you are texting back and
forth, so avoid huge blocks of text.

Ask open-ended questions to facilitate
discourse. Remember, if the question
can be answered by a simple “yes” or
“no,” it’s not an open-ended question!

At times, your mentee may struggle
with communication. Lead from a place
of curiosity, checking in and asking what
steps you can take to make them feel
more comfortable in engaging.  ​

Assume best intentions! Keep in mind that your mentee is still developing their
ability to stay organized, accomplish their goals, and share their thoughts effectively.
This, at times, may lead to struggles in communication, so try to remain patient.

Communication Best Practices 
AKA “The 3 As”

Allow your relationship to grow before asking personal questions. Give the
relationship time for the bond to develop organically. Model openness by sharing
about yourself before asking your mentee to share about themselves.

Articulate the “what” and the “why” of your communication. Your mentee wants to
feel respected and understood. The more transparent you can be in how you engage,
the more secure your mentee will feel in your relationship.

From Mentor:
Hey! Just wanted to touch base - I
haven't heard from you in a bit! How
are things going on your end?  I'm
here whenever you want to chat!

From Mentee:
Oh, my bad - work has been crazy! 
I haven’t had any free time to myself
lately... Sorry about that!
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Confidentiality Requirements

Confidentiality is essential to building effective mentoring relationships, especially when a
mentee shares sensitive information. Your relationship with your mentee can thrive when you
lay a foundation of trust and respect. Read below for best practices surrounding confidentiality.

Maintain confidentiality during discussions.
Assure your mentee that all conversations between you two will remain
confidential. You can routinely remind them of this, especially if you have a
particularly vulnerable conversation.

Let your mentee know you must report instances of harassment or danger. 

When you begin your relationship, set the expectation with your mentee
that you’re required to report any information they share that indicates they
or someone else might be in danger.

Set parameters on if/how you will tell others about your relationship.
Discuss together which colleagues, friends, or family your mentee might feel
comfortable telling about your mentorship relationship. Do not post on social
media about your mentee without their explicit consent. 

Accept any boundaries your mentee sets when sharing information.

Your mentee may not want to discuss certain topics. Try not to take this
boundary as an indication of negative feelings toward you. Instead, consider
that they need more time to be vulnerable with you. 

Keep in Mind!
It will take time for your mentee to trust you and open up to you. 
By demonstrating that you can be trusted to maintain confidentiality, 
you create a foundation for a meaningful and supportive relationship. 
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Engaging With Cultural Awareness

It is important that you foster a relationship
grounded in mutual respect, understanding,
and inclusivity. The truth is, you and your
mentee will likely confront differences in
your background, whether socio-economic,
cultural, religious, or just plain life
experiences. And that’s okay! It’s helpful to
treat any misalignment in perspective as a
learning opportunity. This is an approach you
can model for your mentee as they meet
new people and build community. 

Give your mentee time to open up.
Opening up takes time, especially for young people. Keep sharing openly with
your mentee and allow them the space to reciprocate when they are ready. 

Give tailored guidance by understanding the challenges your mentee faces
based on their background. Continue learning about any barriers they may
encounter as you grow your relationship. 

Learn about systemic barriers that may prevent your mentee’s growth.

Treat your mentee as the whole person they are.
Recognize that your mentee, like everyone, comes to the relationship with
unique interests, strengths, and weaknesses. Meet them where they are
and grow your relationship from there.

Ultimately, your mentee’s choices are their own. Focus on empowering your
mentee to make informed decisions by providing resources and asking
thoughtful questions.

Present your guidance as an option, not a demand.
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Strengths-Based Mentorship

When mentors focus on their mentee’s strengths rather than weaknesses, they empower the
mentee by highlighting their capabilities and potential. This positive reinforcement boosts the
mentee’s confidence and encourages them to leverage their strengths to achieve their goals. 

Coaching Your Mentee

Ensure that you are framing challenging moments as opportunities for personal
growth and development – setbacks are learning moments! 

Best Practices:

Empower your mentee to engage in self-advocacy by teaching them how to
articulate their needs, locate resources, and build a network of support.

Coach your mentee to identify what is in their internal locus of control – that is,
identifying the steps that they can personally take to improve their situation.  

Review the example below on how to model a strengths-based approach. Remember, your
mentee is a capable individual with talents and potential waiting to be unlocked!

From Mentee:
Ahhh! I really wanna learn more about graphic
design as a career pathway. I’m super nervous
about reaching out to people in the industry...
how do I even start?!

From Mentor:
I totally get it! Being nervous about reaching out is
okay—it shows you're thoughtful about how you
connect with others :)  Let's start by researching
companies that focus on graphic design! 



A strong mentorship begins with understanding and addressing the unique needs of your mentee.
While your primary role is to provide guidance and support, mentees may face challenges in
meeting their basic needs. Here’s how you can identify these needs and take realistic steps to help.
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Addressing Mentee Needs

Housing: Are they experiencing housing
instability or unsafe living conditions?

Food: Do they have regular access to
nutritious meals?

Clothing: Do they have basic clothing for
work, school, or weather?

Internet Access: Do they have reliable
internet access for communication and
school/work tasks?

Health and Wellness: Are they facing
emotional challenges, stress, or burnout?
Are they experiencing any physical pain
or issues? Do they have access to care?

Basic Needs Checklist
Start by fostering open communication
and creating a safe space for your mentee
to share their challenges. Here are some
practical approaches:

Ask open-ended questions. You can
try saying, “What’s been on your mind
lately?” or “Are there any challenges
that you’re navigating?”

Look for cues! Notice any signs of
stress, disengagement, or unspoken
struggles during your conversations.

Encourage honesty! Let your mentee
know it’s okay to share their needs
without fear of judgment.

 

Share your own experiences of
seeking support from others.

Resource Connection

Explore local housing assistance programs and shelters.

Find nearby food pantries, community kitchens, or meal programs.

Research local clothing drives and non-profits that provide clothing.

Suggest community resources like libraries or programs that offer free internet access.

Search for free or low-cost counseling services, hotlines, or support groups.

Reach out to your program administrator for further support services. 
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Addressing Conflict

Conflict is a natural part of any relationship,
including mentorship. Differences in
communication styles, mismatched expectations,
or misunderstandings can occasionally arise.
While conflict may feel uncomfortable, it’s also an
opportunity to strengthen the relationship when
handled constructively. You play a vital role in
ensuring that small issues don’t grow into larger
problems. The key is to approach conflict with
empathy and open communication. 

1

2

3

4

Best Practices

Acknowledge the issue early. If you sense tension or notice a
misunderstanding, address it promptly before it escalates. 
Let your mentee know that it’s okay to express concerns.

Use “I” statements, such as “I feel…” or “I need…,” to express
your perspective without assigning blame. Engage in active
listening to ensure your mentee feels heard and understood.

Approach the conversation with patience and kindness, even
if emotions are running high. Validate your mentee’s feelings,
even if you don’t fully agree with their point of view.

Shift the focus from blame to problem-solving. Work
collaboratively with your mentee to identify steps that can help
resolve the issue and prevent similar conflicts in the future.

5 Reach out to your program administrator for support and
to ensure that the conflict is addressed constructively and
in alignment with program guidelines.


