Structuring the Mentoring Relationship:
Expectations and Boundaries
Ghada El Hajj Fuleihan, MD, MPH, FRCP
First set of slides/cases courtesy of: Ellen W. Seely, MD
Vice Chair, Faculty Development, Department of Medicine
Director of Clinical Research, Endocrinology, Diabetes & Hypertension
Division
Brigham and Women’s Hospital
Professor of Medicine
Harvard Medical School

Based on material developed by the BWH
Faculty Leadership Program
and the
BWH Center for Faculty Development and
Diversity
http://bwhmentoringtoolkit.partners.org/?page_id=45

Case
Chris’ Perspective
Chris was very excited about his new junior faculty position. Helen, the division chief, seemed very
supportive of his research interests, although they were very different from her own. They met several
times early on, and she was able to give him concrete suggestions on research strategies. However,
soon after starting, Helen told Chris that she was too busy to be his overall research adviser/mentor and
that Jonathan, another faculty member in the division, would serve in this role.
Chris started meeting with Jonathan and found he was a good listener and very empathetic, often
sharing his own experiences and challenges along the way. Soon after, an opportunity arose for Chris to
develop a research project in his area of interest, collaborating with someone outside of the division.
Jonathan encouraged him, and offered to continue as Chris’ research mentor within the division even
though the topic and methods were outside of his area of focus.
As time progressed, Chris encountered several challenges in developing and executing his project due
to significant limitations in his dataset and his lack of experience with statistical programming. On
Jonathan’s advice, Chris found a statistician willing to meet with him occasionally and give him general
advice. While this helped, Chris still felt uncomfortable with the methodology and frustrated with the slow
pace of the project. As Jonathan was not really helping him overcome these challenges, Chris
scheduled meetings less frequently. It seemed to Chris that other new faculty in the division had much
more structure and support in terms of a network of advisors, but Chris didn’t know how to create this
with his project well underway and based largely outside of the division.
At the end of his first year, Chris and Jonathan were required by the division to fill out an assessment of
Chris’ research progress to date. Each of them described the perceived project challenges but neither
addressed directly the character of their mentoring relationship. Chris regretted not asking Helen to stay
on as a secondary mentor, both for his developmental growth and technical support. Although he was
making progress, overall Chris felt he had not advanced as much as he could have.

Case Continued
Jonathan’s Perspective
Jonathan was a mid-level faculty member up for promotion to associate professor when Helen
approached him to be Chris’ mentor. In general, Jonathan’s career was going well – he had
adequate funding for his research and a good network of mentors and collaborators around him,
and he had successfully mentored another new faculty member in Jonathan’s research area to
success in publication and funding.
Jonathan loved talking to fellows and junior faculty about their work and their lives in general,
sharing his own experiences and giving them advice. However, Jonathan found it hard to help
Chris overcome his project challenges and to give him general career advice, especially since
Jonathan was not very familiar with Chris’ research topic or the methods he was using for this
project. He found it much harder to mentor Chris than his prior mentee, who had been working
in Jonathan’s area of interest, had a stronger mentoring network within the program, and had
not required much structured oversight. Jonathan noticed over time that Chris was meeting with
him less frequently, but he knew that Chris had a collaborator outside of the division and he felt
that Chris would contact him to set up a meeting if he needed more support. At the end of the
year, Jonathan wondered if he could have served Chris better as a mentor.

Case Questions
Case Questions:
1. What went wrong in the management of the mentor/mentee
relationship?
2. Whose responsibility is it to maximize the success of the
mentor/mentee relationship?

3. What might Chris and Jonathan have done differently in
establishing and assessing the effectiveness of their
relationship?
4. What might Helen, as a division chief, do differently to help
oversee and increase the likelihood of establishing successful
mentor/mentee relationships?

Tips for Mentors and Mentees on
Structuring the Mentoring
Relationship

Getting Started: Introductions
 Like in other relationships, the 2 parties need to
introduce themselves including professional personal
identities.
 Mentor should:
• model by leading off about professional career: what
she does now, how she got to current position,
including school, training, career path, and faculty
roles leading to present.
• tell a limited amount about career fit with rest of life,
e.g., marriage/partner, kids, and other interests. This
helps mentee know whom he is dealing with.
• then ask mentee to tell about his career to date,
career aspirations, and briefly about the other parts of
his life.

Structuring Expectations
 Roles: The responsibilities of the mentor and mentee to each other.
– What each person expects to happen in mentoring relationship:
general advice, specific technical advice, sponsorship in
academic institutions and organizations, guidance about career
options, etc.
– As a mentee, ask your mentor if she can provide what you
believe you need to be successful.
– As a mentor:
• Ask the mentee to plan out the issues that need to be
discussed at each meeting and to bring agenda
• Provide and discuss examples when possible relevant to the
mentee’s work (e.g. an abstract, a paper, a grant)
• Keep in mind the transition to “Letting go,” i.e., delegate
specific tasks to the mentee, as appropriate, to foster
independence

Structuring Expectations Continued
Mutually decide on/discuss:
• Practical details of the relationship: frequency, time,
agenda, and format of meetings (in person, email, or
phone).
• What each person expects the other to prepare before
each meeting.
• When feedback will be given- set intervals for feedback
sessions as well as indicate that feedback will also be given
in real time

Setting Boundaries of the
Mentoring Relationship
 Discuss what mentoring is not, i.e., therapy, friendship,
etc.
 Sometimes mentoring relationships evolve into
friendships. To minimize complications, mentor may need
to clarify when she is acting in role of mentor vs. friend.
 Establish parameters/timelines for expectations and reevaluations (e.g., we will work together for 6 months and
then re‐evaluate; a draft of your grant is due in 2 months;
you will need to get independent funding by 2016).

How and When to
Evaluate the Relationship
 Expectations of mentor & mentee need to match, or difficulties are
likely.
 Expectations evolve over time, so they need to be reassessed
regularly. Set up the expectation that the mentor and mentee will
discuss their relationship at defined intervals and provide feedback.
 Set a mutually defined period after which the mentoring relationship
will be re‐evaluated. Agree to be direct with each other during and
between the periodic evaluations of the relationship, especially if
either party feels something needs to change.
 Establish and assess milestones.
 Discuss a “no‐fault escape clause” if either feels the mentoring
relationship is not a good fit and/or another person would be a
better fit for the mentee.

Mentor/Mentee Fit
 “It is easier not to hire than to fire,” so heed warning signs and
spend time thinking through the pros and cons before agreeing to a
mentoring relationship.
 Recognize when and how to “unfreeze” or end a relationship that is
no longer productive, helpful for the mentee, or otherwise not
meeting its goals.
 Recognize the reciprocal nature of the mentoring relationship.
 Once you realize that a mentoring relationship is not effective, think
carefully about when and how to end the relationship.
 If bad fit/mismatch is identified: Have a discussion of the
expectations and support that can be provided.
• Consider options for a better fit for the mentee.
• Facilitate identification of an appropriate alternative mentor.
• Remember that co‐mentoring is also viable option.
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Structuring the Mentoring Relationship:
Expectations and Boundaries Summary
 Mentor and mentee should decide early on the
structure of the relationship
 Expectations of both the mentor and mentee from
each other should be agreed upon
 Relationship should be mutually beneficial

 Interval for giving feedback for re-evaluation of
progress of the relationship, its success and its
continued duration should be set.

Pick one action you will do take
in the next week to better clarify
the structure of one of your
mentoring relationships
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Early Career Mentoring for
Translational Researchers:
Mentee Perspectives on Challenges and Issues
 Three focus groups (n = 14) were conducted with early
career researchers who had mentored career
development awards.
 Thematic analysis identified, categorized, and illustrated
the challenges and issues reported by mentees.
 The range of mentee challenges was reflected in five
major categories

Keller et al. Teaching and Learning in Medicine, 26:3, 211-216, DOI:
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Early Career Mentee Perspectives
on Challenges and Issues
The 5 Thematic Challenges
 (a) network—finding appropriate mentors to meet various
needs;
 (b) access—structuring schedules and opportunities to
receive mentoring;
 (c) expectations—negotiating the mechanics of the
mentoring relationship and its purpose;
 (d) alignment—managing mentor–mentee mismatches
regarding interests, priorities, and goals;
 (e) skills and supports—developing the institutional
supports to be successful.
Keller et al. Teaching and Learning in Medicine, 26:3, 211-216, DOI:
10.1080/10401334.2014.88398/ https://doi.org/10.1080

Four Lessons for being a Great Mentor
to Undergrads Aditi Deshpande
 “SHOW THE BIG PICTURE”. Trainees are new to research, it is

thus key to explain the background for the work and justify its
objectives. . Share literature, set up sessions to discuss all
 “OFFER OWNERSHIP”. Once ready, able students can own and

lead a part of a research project. This creates accountability,
allows initiative, and may enhance creativity. Nurturing the leaders
of tomorrow
 “GIVE THEM THE STAGE” Encourage trainees to present their

work, at lab meetings and conferences, and urge them to
apply for fellowships and develop presentation skills. Rehearsal
of presentations is key

11/28/2017 Science | AAAS

The Road of Mentorship
 “Mentorship is a developmental relationship that
changes as the relationship evolves and can serve as
the cornerstone of professional development and
career satisfaction” dynamic process
 “There are two broad categories of mentorship:
traditional and transformational” direction: vertical horizontal,
multilevel

 Within each of those areas, there are four subtypes of
mentorship: formal, informal, spot, or peer”.
2017 ASCO EDUCATIONAL BOOK | asco.org/edbook

The Road of Mentorship
 “Mentorship is critical to the professional
development of our young colleagues.
 Good mentorship is guiding and steering junior
partners and other colleagues toward paths of
success.
 Self-motivation is the hallmark of the successful
mentee”.

2017 ASCO EDUCATIONAL BOOK | asco.org/edbook

The Road of Mentorship
Successful Mentorship Tips
 Establish an open
communication system with
reciprocal feedback
 Set standards, goals, and
expectations
 Establish trust
 Care for and enjoy each
other






Allow mistakes
Participate willingly
Demonstrate flexibility
Consider constraints to
mentoring
 Learn from others
 Work on common tasks
 Be open and comfortable

2017 ASCO EDUCATIONAL BOOK | asco.org/edbook

The Changing Faces of Mentorship
 Most often, one mentor served as primary mentor while one
or more mentors played a supporting role. In most cases,
an awardee‘s primary mentor was co-located with the
awardee, with fewer secondary mentors co-located.
 More recently funded CDAs had more mentors and were
less likely to be co-located with secondary mentors.

Halvorson et al. Clin Trans Sci 2015;8:824-829

Halvorson et al. Clin Trans Sci 2015;8:824-829

The Changing Faces of Mentorship
 Surveyed of VA HSR&D Career Development Awardees
who received an award between 2000 and 2012.
 In total, 133 awardees participated (84%)
 Awardees reported on the structure of mentoring
relationships with their two most influential mentors.
 Awardees were mentored by teams consisting of one to five
mentors (M = 2.7 mentors)
Clinical Translational Science 2015: VOLUME 8 • ISSUE 6
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Nature and Frequency of Communication
between Awardees and Mentors

Halvorson et al. Clin Trans Sci 2015;8:824-829

Networking and Peer Mentoring
Opportunities Available to Awardees
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Student and Advisor responsibilities
SHARP MS Handbook
The responsibilities of the student are to:
• Meet with faculty members at the department to discuss possible thesis topics
and select a thesis advisor.
• Select a research topic in consultation with the thesis advisor.
• Form a thesis committee with the thesis advisor and in coordination with the
program director.
• Prepare a thesis proposal (as specified above) and get the approval of the
advisor and committee members within a timeline, pre-approved by all,
before thesis proposal submission.
• Submit the thesis proposal two weeks before the joint FM-FHS GSC
meeting, as notified by the program coordinator.
• Schedule meetings with the advisor at regular intervals, as agreed on during
the first meeting with the advisor.

Student and Advisor responsibilities
SHARP MS Handbook
The responsibilities of the student are to:
• Keep the thesis advisor and the thesis committee members informed on the
progress of the thesis as needed, to seek their input, and to meet with them
periodically, as agreed upon with them individually, once the thesis proposal
is approved.
• Prepare and keep track of a timeline for the thesis project completion in
coordination with the program coordinator.
• Schedule a date for the thesis defense in agreement with the thesis advisor
and thesis committee members.
• Submit the thesis for review to all committee members at least two weeks
prior to the thesis defense.
• Secure the signature of the thesis advisor and thesis committee members on
the “Thesis Agreement Form” prior to submitting the thesis to the library.
• Ensure that the thesis follows the required format and is submitted to the
library on time.

Student and Advisor responsibilities
SHARP MS Handbook
The responsibilities of the thesis advisor are to:
• Form a thesis committee with the student and in coordination with the
program director.
• Review the student’s thesis work and assess his/her progress at regular
intervals, and provide input as needed as agreed upon with the student.
• Review the student’s thesis and prepare him/her for the defense as needed.
Chair the student’s thesis defense session.
• Deliberate with the thesis committee members right after the defense and
notify the student of the final decision.
• Advise the student if a pass grade is secured post defense.

Some resources for senior and junior mentors-NIH

https://oir.nih.gov/sourcebook/mentoringtraining/guide-training-mentoring
https://www.training.nih.gov/Teaching_and_Men
toring

Upcoming Session
• Date: Thursday, April 5, 2018
• Speaker: Dr. Mona Nabulsi, Professor of Clinical
Pediatrics, Department of Pediatrics and Adolescent
Medicine
• What to expect: Exercises on creating developmental
networks

