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Case 
Chris’ Perspective 

Chris was very excited about his new junior faculty position. Helen, the division chief, 

seemed supportive of his research interests, although they were 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 research 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 Adam outside of the division. Jonathan encouraged him, and offered 

to continue as Chris’ research mentor even though the topic and methods were outside 

of his area of focus. 

As time progressed, Chris encountered several challenges in developing his project due 

to significant limitations given experience with statistical programming. 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 and less frequently. 

At the end of his 1st year, Chris and Jonathan were required by the division to fill out an 

assessment of Chris’ research progress to date. Chris felt that his project has not gone 

well and that he did not have a mentor.  



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 the division 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. He had several mentees and felt that he 

did not really have the expertise Chris needed as a mentee but that he could not say 

no to his chief, Helen 

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, and had not required much structured oversight. Jonathan noticed over time 

that Chris was meeting with him less frequently but figured that was because he was 

now meeting with Adam. At the end of his 1st year, Chris and Jonathan were required 

by the division to fill out an assessment of Chris’ research progress to date. Jonathan 

indicated that Chris has switched his mentor to Adam and that the form should go to 

him.  



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 re-evaluations (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. 

 



Mentoring Agreement BWH Template 



Mentoring Agreement BWH Template 

Continued 



Mentoring Agreement BWH Template 

Continued 



Mentoring Agreement AAMC 

https://www.aamc.org/initiatives/research/postdoccompact/ 



Mentoring Agreement AAMC 

Continued 

https://www.aamc.org/initiatives/research/postdoccompact/ 



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 


