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One of my colleagues, Dr. Stacy Blake Beard, who specializes in mentoring research, has commented 
that formal mentoring done poorly is not only ineffective, but can be damaging.  Informal mentoring done 
well works really well.  The challenge is that there’s often relational bias in who is chosen for mentoring 
when mentoring is done informally.  In order to provide access to mentoring and the associated benefits / 
opportunities, organizations use formal mentoring programs.  It is important that they are intentional and 
careful when designing these programs if they want the program to be effective. 
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Sponsorship is critical for career success, especially for members of underrepresented groups.  
Sponsors open doors and create opportunities.  Kram sees sponsorship as a mentoring function – but 
does not equate mentoring with sponsorship.  

Formal mentoring, if well designed, can provide access.  But you can’t open doors if your don’t have the 
keys.  Access is key!

You don’t have to bond with your sponsors.  Sponsors open doors – but don’t need to be your friend.  
One advantage of formal mentoring programs is they equalize access for diverse leadership 
development.  Sponsors simultaneously learn how hard it can be for the different/underrepresented to 
navigate in today’s complex organizations.
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Executive and Life coaching are new fields but not what Kram was talking about.  Executive and Life 
coaching is often a feedback exchange for development.  Coaching as a mentoring function is about the 
transfer of knowledge – competency exchange.  It is a relationship driven by knowledge rather than title 
or levels.  In many cases it can even be ‘reverse’ mentoring.  
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Protection can come from admins (invisible) and peers.  Sometimes it comes from more senior people 
but in my life, and the lives of many of my colleagues who research this topic, it rarely comes from more 
senior people.  Even more reason to treat everyone in your organization with the respect they deserve.
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Challenging, stretch assignments – in context of diversity is sometimes about busting type casting so you 
can stretch people’s perception of what you can do.

You have to be discerning about whether an assignment is a stretch - to show you at your best and help 
you grow – or a set up for failure.

So stretch assignments can 
1. Stretch your skill set to prepare you for the next/future job – not just the one you are doing.  
2. Stretch people’s perception of your skill set.  

Challenging assignments are seen as difficult but necessary for long term career growth.
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Peers are great for exposure and visibility when they talk about you from their experience, that gives you 
a positive reputation.  The key is they are gaining you exposure and visibility in places where you are not 
present.  Your reputation is in your relationship.  

Who talks about you in places where you are not there?  
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This is the softer side – requiring more trust in the relationship
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Role models might not even be in your organization.  Role models are important for issues of 
authenticity, choices, W-L Balance, Identity.  Relational role models in this context often have character-
based trust.

Research: Ethical role modes within the organization increase the likelihood of an ethical climate and 
ethical behavior in organizations

Leader of the organization is automatically a role model (embodied teaching)
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Validation often comes from peers. 

In hyper competitive environments it can get vicious – what goes fast when that happens is positive 
feedback, acceptance and confirmation – that disappears. 

Acceptance and Confirmation is appreciation for the WORK you are doing.  You have to have people 
who notice and give you a pat on the back – AND you have to take it in.

Think of people in your network as giving you a PUSH, a PULL, or a PAT.  Challenging assignments was 
the PUSH.  Visibility was a PULL.  Acceptance and Confirmation is a PAT.
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Counseling requires high trust (Communication and Character) – someone who really cares about your 
well-being.  What happens in Vegas…  
This is where the boundary between the personal and the professional disappears (or is very permeable)
Don’t do this with your direct manager – or be very careful if you do.  Important not to be the cause of 
role-conflict.  Even be careful with friends here.
You’re not being a good friend if you make them choose between keeping your secret, or doing 
something to protect your – and their responsibilities to themselves and their careers.  
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Employee Resource Groups are opportunities for company-sponsored mentoring.  Most employee 
resource groups allow, and even encourage, you to join groups that may not be your demographic 
dimension.  I also encourage you to join such groups as an ally.  People who have had the courage to 
step out of their comfort zone box and join these other groups report very growth-full experiences. 
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Remember, mentoring is a relationship.  It is helpful for the mentee to think about what role they might 
want the mentor to play in their lives before the first meeting.  However, the main objective of the first 
meeting is to get to know each other a little bit.  It is rarely helpful to approach a potential mentor when 
you first meet them and say “Hi, will you be my mentor?”  That’s like asking someone to marry you right 
after being introduced.  

I usually suggest asking the potential mentor an open-ended question, and then mostly listen during the 
conversation.  Something like “What are you most proud of having accomplished in the last couple of 
years in your role?  If you know something about their interests, you might ask “How did you get 
interested in such and such topic?”  

If the first meeting is part of a company-sponsored or formal mentoring program, it might be more 
appropriate to discuss needs and expectations.
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When it comes to cross-identity mentoring, be sure to consider both mentor and mentee reputations.  
Stay in open spaces, business hours, transparent that you’re in a mentor-mentee relationship, etc.
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If you notice the relationship needs redefining or ending, initiate that conversation.  If it is ending, I 
strongly encourage you both to review what you have both learned/gained from your time in the 
relationship.  Acknowledge, celebrate, and thank each other.
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In many situations there may not be a lot of folks who are ‘like you’ – however you define that.  If you’re 
seeking a mentor who is like you, then you may find it difficult.  In organizations/industries where certain 
‘diverse’ potential mentors are numerical minorities, access to a mentor who is ‘like you’ may be almost 
impossible.  

Sometimes access to a mentor can be limited because of bias / stereotypes / assumptions about ‘people 
like you’.  Again, you can usually find mentors in other organizations if that’s the case, even if you believe 
their to be strong bias against you in your organization.

Informal mentoring can be powerful – so that kind of bias may also make it less likely that some people 
will be chosen for informal mentoring.  Advocating for, and seeking out formal mentoring is then a better 
option.

Many mentors / potential mentors report they are afraid to say something that would upset ‘diverse’ 
mentees and be labeled some kind of ‘ist’ – racist, sexist, homophobe, etc.  So they find themselves 
’walking on eggshells’ – being super careful not to say or do anything that might be too challenging or 
upsetting.  This is a dilemma – because in order to get the most out of a mentoring relationship, the 
mentee needs (and usually wants), high-quality honest feedback and challenges.  The solution 
researchers recommend is to choose to trust each other, have a conversation that acknowledges you 
may have different life-experiences and therefore different interpretations of events, and agree to listen 
to the other allowing their experiences / interpretations to be valid for them.  This ’conversation before 
THE conversation’ acknowledges that potential and makes the relationship psychologically safer for 
mentee and mentor.
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Allow yourself about 20 minutes to work on the worksheet.
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ü Keep this with you so when you think of people you know who might serve those 
functions for you, you can add them

ü Remember it’s about quality, not quantity – will they respond if you ask?  Will you?

ü Consider people both inside and outside your organization

ü Add diversity of perspective and experience
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Use the worksheet on the next page.

Instructions:
Think back through your life 
Write down the names or initials of your significant work-career-professional relationships

Present or past
Mentor, manager, direct report, or peers

Go through the mentoring functions put a check mark next to that person’s name if they are / were 
performing that function for you
Allow yourself 5-10 minutes to complete the worksheet on the next page.
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Name	
Career	

Functions	
Psycho-Social	
Functions	

Notes	

W
rite	the	first	nam

e	or	initials	of	
significant	w

ork-career	relationships	in	this	
colum

n.		They	can	be	past	or	present
	

relationships,	m
anagers,	direct	reports	or	peers.		

Sponsorship	

Coaching	

Protection	

Challenging	

Exposure	

Role	Model	

Acceptance	

Counseling	

Friendship	

1	2	3	4	5				
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Many people discover past and potential mentors by doing this activity.  There may have been someone 
in your network who was doing one or more of the mentoring functions for you, but because they did not 
fit your image of a mentor (or sponsor) you did not see the value in that relationship.  Mentoring is a 
relational commitment.  Not everyone is comfortable with that term.  It might be more strategic for you to 
think of a number of relationships that span the mentoring functions, rather than buying the myth of a 
perfect mentor – one person who will be all things to you.

Strategic Networking & Mentoring 40 (c)2020 Robin Denise Johnson, Ph.D.



Strategic Networking & Mentoring 41 (c)2020 Robin Denise Johnson, Ph.D.



Goal:	Career	/	Professional	Development	

You	may	already	have	a	mentor	supporting	you	by	using	some	of	the	Career	Functions	we	
discussed	in	class.	Or	maybe	you’re	using	this	to	plan	for	a	mentoring	relationship	with	someone	
in	the	future.	You	also	had	a	supplemental	Career	Exploration	Report	from	the	Birkman,	and	a	
KF	360	report	that	could	provide	insight	into	the	tasks-skills-competencies	that	show	you	at	your	
best	and	contribute	to	your	leadership	effectiveness.		Keep	all	of	them	in	mind	as	you	develop	
your	SMARTER	Career	/	Professional	Goal.	

• What	is	one	Career	Management	or	Professional	Development	issue	you'd	like	to	address
with	the	help	of	your	mentor?		The	overall	time	frame	is	1	year.

Describe	the	issue	/	situation	briefly.	
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S.M.A.R.T.E.R.	Career	Professional	Goal	

Specific:	What	is	your	career/professional	goal?	

Measurable	/	Metrics:	How	you	will	know	you’ve	made	progress	towards	achieving	this	goal?	

Achievable	Actions:	Steps	you	intend	to	take	(within	your	control)	
1.	

2.	

3.	

Result-oriented:	The	contribution	you	expect	to	make	on	behalf	of	your	program	(measurable-
observable-meaningful)	

Timed:	Start?	End?	

Enjoyable:	What	motivates	you?		Are	you	developing	a	talent,	strength	or	skill?		Using	a	
motivating	interest?			

Reinforced:		How	will	you	recognize-reward	your	achieving	THIS	specific	goal?		Who	will	you	
celebrate	with?		When?		Where?		How?	
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Goal:	Personal	Growth	

• What	is	one	Personal	Development	issue	you'd	like	to	address	with	the	help	of	your
mentor?

The	overall	time	frame	is	a	maximum	of	1	year.	You	might	consider	some	of	the	items	in	your	
Birkman	Insights	report	topics:	Your	Possible	Challenges,	Relational	Disrupters,	something	
from	your	Birkman	Coaching	Page	–	or	KF360	feedback	that	could	derail	your	career	/	
happiness.			

Describe	the	issue.	
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S.M.A.R.T.E.R.	Personal	Growth	Goal	

Specific:	What	is	your	goal?	

Measurable	/	Metrics:	How	you	will	know	you’ve	made	progress	towards	achieving	this	goal?	

Achievable	Actions:	Steps	you	intend	to	take	(within	your	control)?	
1.	

2.	

3.	

Result-oriented:	The	result	you	expect	(measurable-observable-meaningful)	

Timed:	Start?	End?	

Enjoyable:	What	motivates	you?		Are	you	developing	a	talent,	strength	or	skill?		Using	a	
motivating	interest?			

Reinforced:		How	will	you	recognize-reward	your	achieving	THIS	specific	goal?		Who	will	you	
celebrate	with?		When?		Where?		How?	
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I’ve included some myths about networks at the end of the slides so you can look at them 
at your leisure. What I want to end with today is the truth about networks. Just in case 
you’re still not convinced that networks matter, here are some research findings that tell us 
why we should care. 
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This example of Social Capital and Networks is part of “Strategy 4: Build Diverse and Solid 
Relationships” from Black Faces in White Places by Pinkett & Robinson.
In this diagram, the bold lines represent strong and direct ties in their networks.  The thin lines represent 
weak ties.  The strong ties are ’first degree’ connections.  The weak ties are ‘2nd’ degree connections.  
(Think of six degrees of freedom.  Nowadays, with global social networking we are mostly only 3-4 
degrees away from anyone we would want to know or contact)

Resource pooling  is bringing people together to get something done to achieve a goal
Autonomy is being independent in your decision making and subsequent actions; not be controlled by 
others
Diverse information is about finding out what you need to know to navigate relationships, politics, and get 
things done
Loyalty is knowing who you trust, who will work hard with you or for you, and who has your back
Advancement is about who will prepare, recommend, and give you opportunities to grow and prosper
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Whose network supports Resource Pooling?

Why?
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Whose network supports Autonomy?

Why?
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Whose network provides diverse information?

Why?
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Whose network promotes loyalty?

Why?
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Who advances more quickly in the firm?

Why?
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Based on the research studies, these are the answers.
Resource pooling - Robin’s network works better for resource pooling if there’s high trust in this network 
and Robin has a good reputation. Robin’s influence is a function of reciprocity.
Autonomy – Chris has more autonomy
Diverse information – Chris has more diverse information since the people in most of Chris’ groups do 
not talk to each other.  You might get a network like Chris’ if you stay in touch with one person when you 
leave a group, and do the same after your next transfer.  Over time you’d still be in touch with someone 
from all your previous work groups.
Loyalty?  It depends.  Chris’ group is likely to be loyal to Chris.  Robin’s group is likely to be loyal to the 
firm and each other. 
Who advances? interesting research here too, Chris is likely to have informational advantages.  Robin 
more likely to have support/involvement.
Chris is may advance quickly in the firm because of the diverse information, decision-making autonomy 
(assuming Chris makes good decisions), and then Chris will be seen as ‘leader’ material.  It depends on 
whether the organization values promotion from within of people who embody the culture and are loyal to 
the firm – then Robin may advance faster and further.  If the organization values entrepreneurial spirit, 
then Chris.
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These are two extreme examples.   Your network may have elements of both of these but for different 
reasons.
The key point to remember though, is that relationships are not just important for career and 
psychosocial support – but also for building social capital, power and influence for getting things done
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Some studies say women and men do networking differently.  These summarized results 
reported in the WSJ typify some of the findings from these studies.

Both women and men have extensive internal and external networks, although women tend to 
have more connections than men.
Women tend to have more external connections than men do.
Women tend to have more connections with their peers, and with people lower in the 
organization than men do.
Women tend to have fewer connections with people senior to them in the organizations.
Women’s networks tend to be bifurcated—strategic and support are filled by different people.
Women don’t tend to call on their networks as much as they could, especially in new situations.
Women are more likely to be in networks with other women when there is a higher 
representation of women in leadership roles.

In your experience, what conditions of work and organizational structure might contribute to 
these findings?

Assuming these studies are accurate, what difference would that make to you in your 
networking strategy?
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Put an X under column 1 for each item if this is something you never or rarely do.
Put an X under column 2 for each item if this is something you rarely do.
Put an X under column 3 if you do this sometimes.
Put an X under column 4 if you do this often.
Put an X under column 5 if you do this all the time.
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To score this give yourself 1 point for every time you put an X in the ‘1’ column, 2 points in the ‘2’ 
column, etc. up to 5 points. 
Look at the points you have for Building contacts (items 1 and 4).  If you have 8 or more, good for you.  
You’re good at initiating the relationships.
Look at the points you have for Maintaining contacts (items 2 and 5).  If you have 8 or more, good for 
you.  You’re good at keeping up with people in your network.
Look at the points you have for Using contacts (items 3 and 6).  If you have 8 or more, you’re willing to 
call on people in your network to help you out.  
Most people do not have 8 or more in all 3 of those areas.

Look at your points for internal contacts (items 1, 2 and 3).  If you have 10 or more, you’re good at 
connecting with, maintaining, and asking for help within your organization.
Look at your points for external contacts (items 4, 5 and 6).  If you have 10 or more, you’re good at 
connecting with, maintaining, and asking for help from people outside your organization – maybe in 
professional groups or industry associations? Your alumni network?

If you have 24 points or more overall, be sure to mentor some others and help them become better 
networkers.  
Where you have points less than what I mentioned, it may point to some opportunities for you to improve 
your networking – maybe simply by articulating a strategy to be more active where you’re not at this 
point.  Next to each heading is a suggested action associated with that heading.
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Network Expansion Strategy A has you going out and making additional connections one-on-one with a 
lot more people.  If you are a person with a lot of social energy, who want to be included socially, and 
who feels energized when connecting with lots of people, Strategy A could work for you.  

I use the Birkman method a lot, and one of the relational components the Birkman Method measures is 
social energy in three ways – 1. usual behavior (how frequently you socialize); 2.  need for social 
inclusion; and 3. stress associated with socializing.  What I see most often is that many people DO a lot 
of socializing, but would PREFER (ie. Need) more time alone.  And when they socialize too much, feel 
Stress.  So for the majority of the people I work with, strategy B is more effective and efficient.  With 
strategy B, you look for and make strong connections with other people who have quality connections.
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And here’s where we tie these two topics together again.  Having a strong relationship with a 
mentor who has an effective network, can allow you to “Borrow” your mentor’s network. When 
you design your network strategically to include two to three people who cover several of your 
mentoring functions, and who also have strong networks, you build and maintain a efficient and 
effective network.  A remember, relationships are always a two-way street.  The mentors also 
benefit by being connected to you and your network.
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So when you invest your social energy, think strategically about how you build your social capital.  While 
there’s no ideal network, this list includes some key factors to consider.
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Transformational listening is giving your undivided, caring attention to another person as they 
talk.  While they are talking you do not ask questions, interrupt, say ‘me too’, judge-evaluate-fix-
approve-disapprove of them.  And you avoid thinking about what you will say when it is your 
turn to talk.  You listen to them without your agenda.  Your intent is to demonstrate respect 
behaviorally.  When one person is finished, you exchange roles.  I usually suggest doing this for 
2 minutes at a time.  And then you can have back and forth conversation.  Transformational 
listening is a powerful took, a small tweak to something you already do, but with powerful 
numerous benefits – the most important being building trust and providing psychological safety.
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The Birkman Method provides a number of Insights Reports.  One of my favorite ones for early stages of 
a relationship is called Relational Disrupters.  This report, based your each individual’s results from their 
Birkman Assessment, provides specific information in three sections:
Section A: How you may upset others without intending to do so.
Section B: How others may unintentionally annoy you.
Section C: Avoiding ‘derailers’ and becoming more effective.
The process for using this, and all the other Birkman Insights reports (which include a range of topics 
from Conflict to Time Management), is the same.  You each read your report by yourselves, select the 
items you agree with strongly, and prepare to share what you selected with your partner.
During your conversation you take turns – one person READING what they selected from Sections A, B, 
and C without commentary on sections A and B.  If time permits, they can spend more time talking about 
how they intend to be more effective (Section C).   Then they switch.  Only after you have both shared, 
do you have regular conversation about what you chose for sections A, B or C.  It is important, however, 
that you do not R.A.J.E.  Each person owns their behavior, their expectations, and their commitment to 
being more effective.
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As an executive coach and mentor, I’ve come up with a way to move through conversations 
that I find helpful.  I use my first name as an acronym for it.  

R – Result you’d like to achieve in this conversation 
O – Options (you come up with at least 3 ways you might do it – on the job, class, get help, 
re-frame)
B – Barriers (what gets in the way? Time? Motivation? Energy? Confusion?)
I – Insights / Ideas (that pop just be giving this issue your attention.  Here I may also share 
ideas)
N – Next steps (action step 100% within your control you will commit to doing, time frame, 
and how will you let me know you’ve taken the action)

This tool also works for manager-direct report coaching-in-the-moment conversations.
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Masterminding is a good tool when you want peer mentors/coaches to be thought partners and help you 
brainstorm solutions.  I set this one up for 2 minutes for each person with only three people (because I 
have a bias for short meetings).  You could use more time per person and have more people –
depending on the complexity of the problem you’re addressing.  It is important to keep it fair, keep to the 
time, prep before you describe your problem so you can be succinct in describing it, and stay open.  The 
reason to just listen and take notes is so you don’t end up going back and forth ‘R.A.J.E.ing’  and you 
simply stay open, letting the ideas wash through you.  It is a brainstorming technique, not necessarily 
designed to actually solve your problem.  
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I would be remiss if I did not mention social media.  When we think of social media, we often forget the 
company intra-nets, and our alumni sites.  There may also be some I did not mention.  Feel free to list 
them here:
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Basic rules of thumb for using technology for communication that are obvious to many millenials, but 
maybe not to older generations
Use email only if you must send a document (and don’t expect a response)
Text message to coordinate or address and immediate need
Share general information about you and your life, updates and photos
Never leave a phone message (unless it’s for somebody’s parent)
Use internet for purchases, basic information, and downloads
Hang out in the metaverse for fun, social contact in virtual world to play games (communal, creative 
activity).

Strategic Networking & Mentoring 71 (c)2020 Robin Denise Johnson, Ph.D.



Strategic Networking & Mentoring 72 (c)2020 Robin Denise Johnson, Ph.D.



Everyone has different social media strategies.  They depend on what your goals are, your 
competencies, your budget, and your time.  I am very intentional about how I use social media.
My personal strategy is to have my personal website because I am my brand.  I am not an employee of 
any organization.  I work with a number of large organizations and I have links with them.  
Personal websites are affordable at the moment.  I update mine (not often) but I got design help to set it 
up initially.  I prefer to have some control over what goes on my site while still having an internet 
presence.  My intent is to do some significant updating and revising at least once a year (during my slow 
season). If you plan to go for your personal site, you might try to get your name, and an email address 
with your name – Robin@DrRobinJohnson.com. 
In terms of social media, I use Facebook for dance information because it is the most widely used 
platform for my dance community.  I don’t update or post very often but do use and watch for friends, 
family, and events.  
Despite privacy settings, I assume any and everything online, especially on platforms like Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter is Public and permanent!
I don’t make time to tweet.  Plus I’m introverted.
I do post YouTube videos, mostly for my dancers who want to see their performances.  I ask their 
permission first.
I have a Vimeo channel for my dancers and workout enthusiasts.  However, I do not allow comments.  If 
people do not like something, I would rather they just did not watch it.  I do not care for public 
embarrassment or shaming and I feel protective of my dancers’ feelings as they take risks to perform 
and express themselves creatively.
Keep a paper calendar – too many changes and need ¼ hour detail and to see weeks / months at a time 
to allow for travel.
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What did you notice about your network by doing the activities?
What actions will you take to strengthen your network?

Discuss your current network and action steps you are willing to take to manage your 
developmental relationships strategically --- to establish, maintain, strengthen, renegotiate, 
deepen and/or broaden. 

When�s the last time you acknowledged and/or thanked a mentor?  
Make a commitment to do that within the next week – Write down their name, what they do for 
you, type of acknowledgement.
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The only form of organization used on this planet is the network—webs of interconnected, 
interdependent relationships. This is true for humans as well. Whatever boxes we stuff staff into, people 
always reach out to those who will give them information, be their allies, offer support or cheer them 
up. Those lines and boxes are imaginary. The real organization is always a network of relationships.
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