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Introduction
The benefits of mentorship span not only the areas of mentee wellbeing and success, but 
also include benefits to mentors and institutions as a whole. However, research specific 
to post-secondary, non-medical college or polytechnic institutions providing a macro-
level assessment of mentorship was scarce. Research tended toward tenure-track institu-
tions and focused on supporting mentee development of research or scholarly capacity 
(Harker et al. 2019). An organizational approach to mentorship is not just about business 
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success, focusing on one aspect of career development, or delivering formal programs 
designed to manage communication, but to support mentorship efforts toward creating 
a culture (Zachary 2005). Mentorship research has shifted from an orientation of prod-
uct—mentee satisfaction and success—to one of process—reflection on the knowledge 
acquired and how it can be applied (Zachary 2005). In a post-secondary polytechnic 
setting, the purpose of mentoring is to support staff, leadership and faculty to develop 
further skills; those with primary professional training who moved into the education 
domain.

The nature of the organization assists in differentiating mentorship from coaching, 
apprenticeship, and preceptorship because polytechnics use these approaches in pro-
gram design for student success. Coaching is often a contractual partnership to enhance 
skills (Zachary 2005). Apprenticeship is structured and supervised with a focus on learn-
ing while working—therefore, paid and not volunteer (Saskatchewan Apprenticeship 
2021). Preceptorship is role modelling of professional practice, over a delimited time 
frame, with specific requirements for learning goals, feedback and evaluation criteria. 
The definition of mentorship, then, is a voluntary partnership focused on learning and 
a result of accountable relationship building bent on mutual self-directed goal achieve-
ment (Zachary 2005). For this institution, while the programs varied in delivery length, 
content, and professional requirements, coaching, apprenticeship and preceptorship 
were roles for students or colleagues external to the organization, while mentorship was 
the relationship between internal employees.

Research has shown that mentors significantly influence mentees within post-second-
ary settings (Tareef 2013). Mentees noticed benefits to their careers as they received 
guidance and assistance in teaching, working with students, setting performance goals, 
completing research, working toward tenure and promotions, and progress in their 
careers (Fountain and Newcomer 2016; Tareef 2013; Waller and Shofoluwe 2013; de 
Vries et al. 2006; Jackevicius et al. 2014). Being a mentor was positively correlated with 
satisfaction with current work position and career progress, leading to satisfied staff and 
faculty (Tareef 2013). Mentors in a leadership development program saw mentoring 
as “impacting on their attitudes and behaviours [which] has a ripple-on effect to their 
workplaces, and more broadly to the institution” (de Vries et al. 2006). This translates to 
a correlation between the quality of mentoring relationships and occupational commit-
ment (Gwyn 2011), as well as a positive relationship with job satisfaction (Chung and 
Kowalski 2012).

Mentoring is proven to have a significant relationship with improving skills pertinent 
to academic roles, such as advising students and receiving grants (Tareef 2013); however, 
other research suggests that mentoring activities may overlook basic practical skills nec-
essary for professional work and conceptual issues which should guide mentees to plan 
and make decisions for their work and careers (Foote and Solem 2009). Jackson et  al. 
(2015) note that mentors tend to guide discussion to bigger-picture professional devel-
opment, while mentees tended to focus on here-and-now issues, suggesting a disconnect 
between mentee expectations and what mentors and institutions provide.

Institutional environments both influence and are influenced by mentoring. Effective 
mentoring requires support from departments and institutions and can, in turn, posi-
tively influence departments and institutions. Singh et al. (2014) found that empowering 
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work conditions were associated with faculty feeling their work was meaningful, they 
were competent and autonomous in their work, and that the institutional culture was 
collaborative and creative rather than competitive. An institutional culture that was cre-
ative and collaborative encouraged the development of mentorship policies and supports 
for faculty (Singh et al. 2014). Institutional politics play a role in the mentorship offered 
by an institution; a bad department head or negative department culture greatly affected 
the mentoring experience (Gibson 2006). Alternatively, Akpey-Mensah and Muchie 
(2019) reported on a less-rigid mentorship program based on the African philosophy of 
humanness (Ubuntu) that resulted in increased capacity for female academics through 
building a community of caring and support where the goal was for all to succeed. The 
result being increased competence, a sense of loyalty, and commitment. Support from 
senior staff and faculty, such as the academic unit head, influenced the success of men-
toring in an institution (Fountain and Newcomer 2016). Faculty leadership and commit-
ment created an environment in which mentoring could succeed, and institutions with 
high-level leadership buy-in and academic-unit head supports were more likely to have 
formal mentoring programs and influence the success of mentoring (Fountain and New-
comer 2016).

Challenges to mentoring identified through previous studies include a gender disparity 
in mentors and mentoring opportunities, time constraints, unclear expectations, lack of 
motivation, insufficient resources and lack of rewards (Fountain and Newcomer 2016; 
Gibson 2006). Harker et  al. (2019) found in their longitudinal mixed methods assess-
ment of a mentoring program for scholarly capacity of librarians that while the goals 
included increasing professional skills, career success was difficult to evaluate as an 
outcome. Successful mentoring programs have been based on the ethics of care such 
as approachability and empathy and result in increased confidence (Harker et al. 2019) 
or career resilience (Wyllie et  al. 2020). These, coupled with practical policies such as 
strategic meeting setting, feedback, and guidance, lend themselves to successful mentor-
ing relationships (Blauvelt and Spath 2008). Mentoring that is voluntary and commit-
ted to the well-being of mentors and mentees provided gains for those involved such as 
the experience required to transition into leadership roles (Jackevicius et al. 2014; Wyllie 
et al. 2020).

Despite the tradition of mentorship through apprenticeship and other pre-profes-
sional training delivered through post-secondary technical education, scant research 
has focused on mentorship of faculty, professional services and leadership in this sector. 
Additionally, a paucity of research exists on mentorship from an organizational perspec-
tive. Specific to the polytechnic that is the focus of the current study, a survey using the 
Mentorship Culture Audit (Zachary 2005), was administered in 2013 with the Schools 
of Nursing and Health (Sheridan et al. 2015). The current study replicated that research 
institution-wide, across four campuses in four different cities in a mid-western prairie 
province, while adding a qualitative portion to add depth to interpreting the quantitative 
results. The results of the 2013 survey reported on the building blocks of the infrastruc-
ture and mentorship culture shaped by eight hallmarks derived from institutional and 
individual values: alignment, accountability, communication, demand, education and 
training, multiple mentoring opportunities, safety nets, and value and visibility (Zach-
ary 2005). Nursing and health faculty and staff perceived a moderate mentorship culture 
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that was variably supported by a demand and alignment with the values of mentorship, 
but not with tangible infrastructure and resources (Sheridan et al. 2015).

In this same institutional context, but broadened in scope and with the passage of 
time, the current study explores what mentorship is available to faculty, program heads 
and staff, and leadership including academic chairs, deans, associate deans, and senior 
managers. The research team sought to explore employee perceptions of mentorship 
across the full institution to understand the institutional culture and its influence on the 
availability and practice of mentoring relationships. The aim of our research is to build 
on the earlier study and to describe the perceived mentorship culture for faculty, profes-
sional services, and leadership in a provincial learning organization.

Methods
This research was an explanatory sequential mixed method design. The Mentorship Cul-
ture Audit (Zachary 2005) gathered quantitative data to provide an organization wide 
baseline assessment. Two research questions guided the quantitative phase:

1. Does a mentorship culture exist across the organization?
2. What supports or gaps exist in the mentorship culture?

The Mentorship Culture Audit (Zachary 2005) is a 50-item survey utilizing a seven-
point Likert scale of agreement. The survey, while using an organizational copy of 
Microsoft Forms, was anonymous. Participants began the survey agreeing to the consent 
form.

Qualitative data, gathered through focus groups and interviews, was used to provide 
examples of how the administration, staff and faculty perceive the two building blocks 
and eight hallmarks of Zachary’s (2005) mentorship culture.

One research question guided this phase:

1. How is mentorship supported among and between faculty, leadership and profes-
sional services?

Within the survey, participants were asked to indicate interest in further discussion of 
mentorship and to provide contact information. From these participants, focus groups 
were organized at each campus; in addition, interviews were conducted in person, by 
telephone, or by Zoom for participants who were unable or chose not to attend a group 
setting. For both focus group and interviews, a general discussion of culture commenced 
after obtaining written consent.

Participant description

The population was all faculty, staff and leadership across four main campuses across 
the province; approximately 2000 employees. Table  1 depicts the employment and 
demographic data of the survey sample (n = 279), a response rate of 14%. As noted in 
the percentages of responses in Table 1, participants were not required to answer any 
question. The lack of responses to some demographic data, and the comments in some 
open-ended text boxes, revealed that participants were wary of how this research 
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would be utilized by the organization. The research team agrees that this has impacted 
the response rate. Replication and dissemination of this research may impact response 
rate in the future. Most participants were faculty (n = 121), female (n = 123), and in the 
50–59 year old age group.

Regarding experience with mentorship, Table 2 depicts that slightly less than a quar-
ter of participants indicated involvement in a mentorship relationship, with the major-
ity of those relationships considered informal. Length of the mentorship relationship 
was most often of relatively short (less than 5 years) duration. Mentoring relationships 
can be structured by programs online or face-to-face with a variety of expectations for 

Table 1 Participant demographics

*Percentages will not reflect the total sample as all questions did not require a response

Descriptor Total n = 279 %*

Years employed

 < 1 year 21 8

 1–5 years 51 18

 6–10 years 55 20

 11–20 years 46 16

 > 20 years 16 6

Academic and student supports

 Applied Research & Innovation 1 –

 Arts & Sciences 7 3

  Business 10 4

 Construction 10 4

 Health Sciences 26 9

 Hospitality & Tourism 1 –

 Human Services & Community Safety 12 4

 Information Communications Technology 1 –

 Learning & Teaching 26 9

 Literacy & Adult Education 5 2

 Mining Engineering & Manufacturing 14 5

 Natural Resources & Built Environment 4 1

 Nursing 31 11

 Student Services 15 5

 Transportation 8 3

Non‑academic departments

 Communications & Marketing 6 2

 Finance 8 3

 Human Resources 2 –

 IT Services 2 –

Age

 21–29 8 3

 30–39 30 11

 40–49 53 19

 50–59 64 23

 60 or older 22 8

Sex

 Female 123 44

 Male 46 16
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learning (Houston 2019). Informal relationships were often initiated by the mentee while 
formal relationships may be organizationally supported, have expectations for develop-
ment including learning outcomes, scheduled meetings, feedback loops, and reflective 
obligations (Houston 2019).

Ethics statement

The project was deemed exempt on January 8, 2019 by the ethics board of record. 
Approval to conduct the research was obtained from the Office of the President of the 
institution. The survey link was emailed to all employees in February 2019 and closed 
at the end of April 2019. Interviews and focus groups began at that time and were com-
pleted by December 2019.

Quantitative analysis

Several statistical tests were completed to analyze the results of the survey, using the 
R statistical programming language (R Core Team 2018). Package Coin (Hothorn et al. 
2006) was used to conduct Wilcoxon rank-sum tests, while Package HH (Heiberger and 
Holland 2015) was used to produce diverging stacked bar charts to visualize Likert scale 
responses.

Descriptive statistics including mean score, standard deviation, minimum score, maxi-
mum score, and range were tabulated for each survey (2013 and 2019). The Shapiro–
Wilk test of normality and quantile–quantile plots demonstrated non-normality for 
certain subscales. Therefore, the non-parametric Wilcoxon rank-sum test was applied to 
test for statistically significant differences in demographic subgroups and between sur-
vey administration years.

Reliability was examined using R package psych (Revelle 2015). Cronbach’s alpha (raw 
and standardized) was used as a measure of internal consistency reliability. Subscale 
intercorrelations and item-specific statistics were also calculated.

Qualitative analysis

In total, 72 people requested to participate in an interview or focus group, and 32 par-
ticipated after follow up. We did attempt to ensure representation across sites and across 

Table 2 Participant mentorship experience

*Percentages will not reflect the total sample as all questions did not require a response.

Mentorship %*

In a mentor/mentee relationship

 Yes 68 24

 No 110 39

Nature of mentoring relationship

 Formal 17 6

 Informal 64 23

 Length of mentoring relationship

 Less than 1 year 36 13

 1–5 years 26 9

 6–10 years 13 5

 More than 10 years 5 1



Page 7 of 22Hubbard Murdoch et al. Empirical Res Voc Ed Train           (2021) 13:14  

the cohorts of leadership, faculty and staff to present a broader picture of the whole 
organization. As the number of participants who volunteered to be interviewed dropped 
to half, we did become purposeful and intentional in representing the smaller sites, to 
meet transferability rigor criteria. To ensure credibility, the interviews and focus groups 
were digitally recorded. The data were transcribed and analyzed using Nvivo software 
to find representative quotations for each building block and hallmark. The Nvivo 
codebook was shared and discussed amongst researchers early in the process, as both 
an audit trail and to confirm consensus in content analysis style. Three members of the 
research team equally split the qualitative data for initial analysis, then all team mem-
bers came to consensus on the appropriate quotations to represent the building blocks 
and hallmarks, as well as that meaning in relation to quantitative subscale scores. As 
three of the team members are employees from three different academic and non-aca-
demic areas, this also served as triangulation of the data for dependability purposes, as 
researchers could cross-examine experiences of working in the organization.

Mixed methods legitimation

This research used the guidelines for designing and reporting mixed methods as pro-
vided by Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2010) and described by Younas et  al. (2020). For 
sample integration legitimation, the qualitative participants were invited from those 
who completed the survey, ensuring they understood the discussion would be about 
the Mentorship Culture Audit. The researchers oscillated perspectives for insider–out-
sider legitimation as three members were employees of the organization. Researchers 
were insiders when analyzing and interpreting data on their academic or non-academic 
department and during interviews or focus groups with participants from their work 
area but were outsiders when reviewing quantitative data that had been analyzed by an 
external statistician, and interviewing members outside their work area. Weakness was 
minimized by using the building blocks and hallmarks as open-ended questions to sup-
port quantitative results. The research could have been conducted as qualitative prior 
to quantitative because the theoretical basis was an audit encompassing two building 
blocks and eight hallmarks (Zachary 2005) which structured both the interview guide 
and the survey questions. Therefore, inferences would not have been affected, increas-
ing the sequential legitimacy. Conversion legitimation, quantitizing and qualitizing data 
was not performed in this study, as it was designed from the beginning to be sequential 
with integration of findings after separate analyses were complete for each phase. The 
paradigmatic approach to mixing data was constructivist as questions were designed 
to be answered in relation to experiences with others. Commensurability legitimation 
was best depicted in the discussion section when the mixed method viewpoint was pre-
sented; suggesting that the quantitative data was an aggregated presentation of organi-
zational culture, combined with the individual perspectives of mentorship for faculty, 
staff and leadership. As well, the research team has members whose strengths include 
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods focused research, encouraging discussion 
and cognitive shifts between paradigms. Multiple validities were legitimated through 
individual realities by interview, collective reality by focus group, comparisons in quan-
titative subscales between academic and non-academic departments, and inclusion of 
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participants from staff, faculty, and leadership. This also met political criteria, as partici-
pants with differing responsibilities and accountabilities were included.

Results
For this sequentially designed study, the quantitative data was collected and analyzed 
separately first, followed by qualitative collection and analysis. This is reported in 
sequence here, resulting in integration of findings as answers to the research questions.

Quantitative results

Results are reported beginning with the overall mean scores for aggregate building block 
and hallmarks comparing the 2013 results for Nursing and Health to the 2019 results 
for the entire organization. Further breakdown of those results is presented by academic 
and non-academic departments for 2019.

Organizational comparison over time

Comparison of results between the 2013 survey of Nursing and Health to the 2019 
full-organization survey, in Table 3, shows internal consistency with the scales used to 
describe each element of mentorship culture. With the exception of culture and infra-
structure, reliability of test results increased in the 2019 sample compared to the 2013 
sample. A history of mentorship may explain the significant results for a stronger men-
torship culture in Nursing.

Academic and student supports compared to non‑academic departments

In Tables 4 and 5, a positive estimate in effect size means that the first group in column 
Scale scored higher than the second group, while a negative estimate means that first 
group scored lower (i.e., interpreted as the second group scoring higher). These results 
indicate that Nursing and Financial Services scored significantly higher on the culture 
subscale, with medium to large effect sizes, than several other academic schools and 
non-academic departments. Schools that appear to have lower relative scores on Sub-
scale A Culture than others include Business, Literacy and Adult Education, and Mining, 

Table 3 Zachary’s Mentoring Culture Audit: Descriptive Results

*Measured on a 7-point scale (strongly disagree, disagree, somewhat disagree, neither-disagree-nor-agree, somewhat 
agree, agree, strongly agree) with higher scores indicating higher levels of the measured subscale

2013 Nursing and Health 2019 Entire institution

Subscale n Mean (± SD)* α n Mean (± SD)* α

Culture (A) 72 4.65 (± 1.11) 0.86 277 4.52 (± 1.63) 0.84

Infrastructure (B) 67 3.41 (± 1.23) 0.92 258 3.44 (± 1.47) 0.90

Alignment (I) 63 3.75 (± 1.06) 0.80 238 3.62 (± 1.50) 0.91

Accountability (II) 61 3.42 (± 1.22) 0.87 230 3.28 (± 1.47) 0.92

Communication (III) 54 3.58 (± 1.17) 0.88 220 3.14 (± 1.45) 0.91

Value & Visibility (IV) 52 3.63 (± 1.33) 0.87 213 3.34 (± 1.62) 0.88

Demand (V) 52 3.79 (± 0.90) 0.70 208 3.69 (± 1.48) 0.88

Multiple Mentoring Opportunities (VI) 52 3.46 (± 1.15) 0.89 199 3.46 (± 1.50) 0.92

Education & Training (VII) 51 3.10 (± 1.34) 0.94 191 3.22 (± 1.53) 0.94

Safety Nets (VIII) 51 3.54 (± 1.00) 0.80 189 3.60 (± 1.35) 0.87
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Energy and Manufacturing. The School of Transportation scored higher when compared 
to Literacy and Adult Education, and Mining, Engineering and Manufacturing. Financial 
Services, as a non-academic department, scored significantly higher than Business, Lit-
eracy and Adult Education, and Mining, Engineering and Manufacturing. Schools and 
departments with lower relative scores versus others in the Culture subscale may repre-
sent parts of the organization where the foundations of a mentoring and learning organi-
zation culture have yet to be established successfully.

Comparing the total mentorship culture audit score in Table  5 shows differences 
between academic schools and departments, as well, with Nursing scoring significantly 
higher than Literacy and Adult Education and Mining, Energy and Manufacturing. Arts 
& Sciences, and Construction. Schools with higher relative scores of the mentorship cul-
ture audit overall may represent those that have more advanced mentorship and organi-
zational learning cultures.

Qualitative findings

The qualitative portion of the study used focus groups and individual interviews to pro-
vide added depth and clarity to the survey results. In addition to questions regarding 
the perspectives on the overall organizational culture, questions addressed the founda-
tional building blocks of mentorship culture and infrastructure, plus the hallmarks of 

Table 4 Significant comparisons for the culture subscale A between schools in 2019

Scale Sample sizes p value r. effect.size

Advertising, Communication, Marketing Strategy v. Nursing 6 v. 31 0.05 − 0.32

Arts & Sciences v. Nursing 7 v. 31 0.05 − 0.32

Business v. Finance 10 v. 8 0.04 − 0.48

Business v. Nursing 10 v. 31 0.00 − 0.48

Construction v. Nursing 10 v. 31 0.03 − 0.34

Finance v. Literacy & Adult Education 8 v. 5 0.04 0.56

Finance v. Mining Engineering & Manufacturing 8 v. 14 0.02 0.49

Health Sciences v. Nursing 26 v. 31 0.00 − 0.37

Human Services and Community Safety v. Nursing 12 v. 31 0.00 − 0.47

Literacy & Adult Education v. Nursing 5 v. 31 0.00 − 0.46

Literacy & Adult Education v. Transport 5 v. 8 0.04 − 0.57

Mining Engineering & Manufacturing v. Nursing 14 v. 31 0.00 − 0.54

Mining Engineering & Manufacturing v. Transport 14 v. 8 0.05 − 0.42

Nursing v. Student Services 31 v. 15 0.04 0.31

Table 5 Significant comparisons for the total mentorship culture audit scale between schools in 
2019

Scale Sizes p value r. effect.size

Arts & Science v. Mining Engineering & Manufacturing 7 v. 14 0.02 0.49

Construction v. Mining Engineering & Manufacturing 10 v. 14 0.05 0.40

Literacy & Adult Education v. Nursing 5 v. 31 0.04 − 0.34

Mining Engineering & Manufacturing v. Nursing 14 v. 31 0.00 − 0.47
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alignment, accountability, communication, value and visibility, demand, multiple men-
toring opportunities, education and training, and safety nets, which form the structure 
for reporting qualitative findings (Zachary 2005).

Culture

Zachary (2005) defined the building block of culture as a measure of how the values and 
actions of mentoring align within the organization. Participants were asked about the 
organization’s commitment to mentorship as an institutional priority, shown through 
actively promoted development opportunities and support. The results on the Culture 
subscale, as well as each of the five questions within, were higher above the mean than 
any other subscale, denoting that employees perceive a mentorship culture.

Participants generally saw the institution as positive, supportive, and a “friendly place 
to work.” However, it was also described as a workplace constrained by rules, schedules 
and too many meetings, leaving little time for individual mentoring.

It’s a supportive organization in general, but not specifically to mentorship. Peo-
ple are supported, but not mentored. There is a lot of pressure from outside of the 
school, in the community, in the bigger organization, expectations to be involved in 
industry. A lot of pressure on the calendar. (Leadership)

Participants saw mentorship as not discouraged, but not specifically encouraged, 
within institutional culture:

There’s so much potential. It’s not like we’re working in a culture where it’s frowned 
on. (Staff)
It has to come from top down, the leadership has to show interest in supporting their 
staff to create a culture of [mentorship]. (Faculty)

Those in leadership and management positions were generally not seen as role models 
of learning or mentoring. Alternatively, leadership mentioned encouraging mentorship, 
especially of those with seniority or expertise, and being denied. Participants who spoke 
of mentors most often identified a direct colleague:

I feel that [the mentorship] I get here is better but that’s only due to the person that 
I’m working with—she’s kinda my work Mom, like she really has taken me under 
her wing and showed me everything, and that’s not just because she was told to, or 
because it’s a culture here, it’s just her personality. (Staff)

Participants agreed that any mentorship culture came from individual personalities, 
not from any organizational resources, prioritization, or formalization.

Infrastructure

Infrastructure creates a foundation for a mentoring culture; its strength promotes own-
ership, continuity, momentum and sustainability. In order for this foundation to be built, 
Zachary (2005) suggested that a leadership commitment is required to ensure “reliable, 
suitable, sufficient financial, technological, human, and knowledge resources to support 
mentoring needs” (p. 52) and build a foundation.
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In the view of participants, there is no formal mentorship infrastructure in this organi-
zation, although some programs for other purposes facilitated mentorship. Participants 
expressed concern that this informal mentorship might not be sustained over time. 
Without a formal mentorship infrastructure, employees may not be supported in their 
mentee or mentor roles. In one participant’s words:

I think that there’s a lot of mentoring relationships that are forming just naturally. 
Those relationships form in this place. It’s just that they’re not identified as a formal 
type of program. I don’t know if there is any. (Staff)

Other participants had varied recollection of mentorship being included in their 
organizational orientation; however, while mentorship may have been discussed for 
some, for others, mentorship needed to be sought out:

There is really no orientation, policies, or procedures that I’m aware of anyways… 
and [it’s] questionable on whether that’s actually mentoring … it’s a little more with 
building a relationship face to face, so I wonder if that will change, the mentorship 
here. If you can’t find supports, like you got to hit the ground running mid-Septem-
ber, you better be on your feet, and I think we’re the type of people that we would just 
find it, I think we just latch onto somebody. (Faculty)

While not specific to mentorship, the organization has remained committed to sup-
porting faculty in becoming instructors, since most have primary professional education. 
This included orientation programs on being a new instructor, a certificate program that 
can articulate to an education degree, and continuing education through the instruc-
tional development center.

Alignment

A paradox existed in the responses to questions about alignment. Alignment of mentor-
ship is the integrity of processes, the result of strategies that are not add-ons, and the rip-
ple effect resultant from regular communication (Zachary 2005). The mean result of this 
survey subscale revealed that ways of maintaining alignment may not exist. Practically, 
this was reflected in quotes from faculty who believed in mentorship and engaged in 
those processes, but expressed that mentorship was not supported by the organization.

[Leadership] are very good at promoting professional growth and development. But 
they need to allow their faculty or staff to have time built in to their schedules for 
that growth. Basically, if you want to be a global leading institution you need to offer 
your faculty and staff training so that they can be the best at their game. (Faculty)

Participants could not share a strategic outline for mentorship in the organization. 
They did speak of what they saw happening in the absence of intentional, structured 
mentorship,

Yeah, I would say it’s not intentional, but we do see ones that are intentional. I think 
they’ve got a good thing going. I think there’s some programs just by virtue of the folks 
in it, you do see some good stuff happening. Like they do take people on…all work 
together. But I don’t see that organized structured mentorship as such. (Faculty)
Wise people are those that find their mentors, regardless of what their organization 



Page 12 of 22Hubbard Murdoch et al. Empirical Res Voc Ed Train           (2021) 13:14 

is doing. (Faculty)

Faculty and staff comments regarding alignment of mentorship to goals of the institu-
tion tended to relate to working environments, team teaching, or mentors taking extra 
time to assist.

Participants in leadership positions provided specific examples of how they enacted 
mentorship between each other or for faculty and staff,

Informally-tons. I’m mentoring all the time, it guides my action. When chairs have 
a problem, I try to include reasons behind the solution in messages to them. To con-
sider other’s points of view. How do I present solutions so others recognize my val-
ues? And our Dean does the same thing to me. This is what we stand for and values 
that guide us. (Leadership)

The expectation appeared to exist that leaders would mentor each other and addition-
ally, that training in mentorship at the leadership level would filter to faculty, staff and 
students. Alternatively, the perceptions revealed in participant quotes suggested limited 
contact or training in mentorship by leadership. Therefore, faculty perception of men-
torship alignment may result from a personal expectation as professionals to assist, or a 
professional espousement within the role of teaching.

Accountability

The building block of accountability is a standard of mentorship, with feedback loops 
through goal setting and evaluation (Zachary 2005). In general, participants responded 
that there was a shared responsibility to provide and take mentorship:

Sometimes the best time to do mentoring is when we’re busy, but not if we have no 
down time to offer that actual support, and not making the other person feel like 
they’re putting someone out. ’Cause I know that’s always like a hurdle, as if someone 
wants that support but they’re worried about asking because they can see that the 
person is running at full octane. So that would be where the shared responsibility 
is, someone giving, making sure that there is space, and enough person power to be 
committed and stick to what they’ve agreed to. (Faculty)

Participants expressed that lack of formal accountability requirements for mentor-
ship meant employees were wary of making already busy people, busier. Benchmarks 
of accountability, then, became tied to outputs such as student success and progress in 
their programs, or time acknowledgment on teaching portfolios.

Participants suggested that if leadership provided direction for, and acknowledgment 
of, mentorship, then mentorship goals were defined and the process of mentorship 
improved, leading to departments functioning better. However, no participant con-
cretely mentioned a link to institutional operating plans or measurement/evaluation in 
any form. Comments included:

I was a part of the leadership fundamentals [training] program and so I was 
assigned a mentor. There was a more experienced academic chair who was my men-
tor—and now I’m the outgoing academic chair, but I’m mentoring another program 
head. So, I’m in a formal mentorship. We’re really strongly trying to advocate for 
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that in our middle leadership area. (Leadership)
I really think it depends on the culture within the school or department. So, on my 
campus, we have a lot of new faculty teaching in the School of Business. And as far 
as I know, they have been helping each other because that culture kind of exists. 
They’re quite tight. But I’m not sure about other departments. I don’t really see that 
so I would say offering to mentor each other without being asked—it’s rare, I would 
say, rare. (Faculty)

Participant responses showed a clear disconnect between the expectation of mentor-
ship for leadership and actual mentorship by faculty and staff. Some participants experi-
enced mentorship tied to leadership training programs and were accountable to ensuring 
that occurred, whereas faculty and staff mentorship was tied to informal culture that had 
been cultivated amongst themselves.

Communication

For Zachary (2005), communication was strategic, transparent and showcased organiza-
tional commitment. Participants shared about the program-level mentor–mentee exam-
ples they have experienced or expected amongst each other,

Mentorship would be providing guidance and maybe insight into potential problems 
or situations. You know, this is what we tried in the past, this is maybe something 
you should consider. It’s more of a guidance rather than kind of a lead. (Faculty)

Communicating through mentorship required insight on the part of the mentor for 
shared learning and faculty success,

There has to be a willingness to ask questions and to give answers. It’s not even sim-
ple answers you know, it’s really trying to understand what is this instructor really 
looking for and what can I tell him that would be a benefit to him? It’s not just sim-
ply you have to do this, cause sometimes it’s not a question of, you know, there’s a 
little checkbox. Filling out a form is straightforward, but dealing with a student that 
potentially has some sort of learning disability? That’s where you kind of sit down 
and try to understand more about the instructor’s capabilities of interacting. (Fac-
ulty)

However, as per Zachary (2005), these may be examples of desired learnings regard-
ing how to mentor that reflect the individual, not the organizational approach, per se. 
Participants could not recall specific examples of institutional messages connected to 
mentorship. One participant described institutional communication on mentorship as 
“There is a message in silence.”

As noted in the survey results, the Nursing experience may be unique because of a 
history of mentorship embedded for a decade or more. Faculty could comment on their 
own experience of mentorship, as well as reflecting on the impact of messages to the 
organization,

Because every person is assigned a mentor at hire, and I was buddied with people 
other than my mentor for, for at least one clinical block, so that is another sign that 
they believe that you know coaching and mentorship is important. But what prob-



Page 14 of 22Hubbard Murdoch et al. Empirical Res Voc Ed Train           (2021) 13:14 

ably needs to be a little more intentional, and this is probably where the incentiviza-
tion and the buy-in comes from, is that mentors need to be assigned based on the 
messages about the organization that will be given to the new hire, because they can 
be very negative sometimes. As well as on the expertise or level of teaching prowess 
or experience. You would want to attract people to the program who believe in men-
torship but also who are expert teachers. (Faculty)

Her comments also reflect how an organizational approach to communication impacts 
recruitment and retention, which has been a long-standing nursing concern, in practice 
and academia.

Value and visibility

Participants were asked about the value and visibility of mentorship in their depart-
ments and the organization. While Zachary’s (2005) examples of values and visibility are 
potentially individual actions, such as emails, role modelling, presentations, and media, 
the combination is a perpetually repetitious sense of reward and recognition and visibly 
making mentorship the norm. With the subscale results sitting near the mean, partici-
pants revealed that mentorship adds incredible value to the organization, but organiza-
tional practices were not visible:

Mentorship in this organization isn’t valued enough. You may have time but other 
things are higher priority because of the inherent value those have, as opposed to, 
the value that’s put on your time spent helping someone else. You’re gonna get credit 
for doing prep time on your own courses, but you’re not gonna get credit for the time 
you’re helping someone else, and that’s, to me, a flaw in the system. (Faculty)

Participants saw mentorship as supporting employees to focus on necessary tasks, 
raising confidence and engagement, and influencing career paths. Personal values or 
professional need encouraged people to be mentors or seek out mentorship, yet the 
institution did not showcase valuing mentors.

Participants explained that mentorship is often individually, rather than institutionally, 
recognized and practiced.

I told them that this was so beneficial to me and this person really changed the tra-
jectory of my teaching or helped it. We have to do better. She needs to know how. You 
know, I tried to tell her but as an organization they should appreciate her too for 
what she did. (Faculty)

Personal affirmation, learner acknowledgements, attention in the employee newsletter, 
or teaching awards may serve as stop-gap acknowledgement. In the end, “If it [mentor-
ship] is done well…watch the magic happen.” Participants expressed great potential in 
properly valued and encouraged mentorship.

Demand

Zachary (2005) described demand as norming mentorship. Mentees would seek out 
relationships, utilize available training and resources and, when the learning needs are 
met, revise the goals and find new mentors. Demand is a perpetual successful sustained 
cycle. Participants describe mentorship as something that staff and faculty desire.
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I’m taking the initiative, and she’s taking the initiative, like we’re working together in 
this mentorship. But that doesn’t mean I’m gonna get her job, like I’m being trained 
to take over but then someone’s gonna come in and bump me out of that job, even if 
I’m the one…(Staff)

Participants conveyed their enthusiasm for mentoring in the actions or the outcomes,

Builds self-esteem, providing someone with guidance, knowledge and experiences to 
help them and motivate them. Getting to help others, to pay it forward. (Leadership)
There’s so many great people within this organization. I don’t know how you fish em 
out or, you know, get them cause a lot of people are doing it without even… (Staff)
Well they don’t consider themselves a mentor cause you know they just do, they just 
are helpful, and they are your friend, so that’s what they do. (Faculty)

The sense of mentors giving and creating opportunities was quite common among 
participants, especially in relation to informal relationships. Zachary’s (2005) questions 
on demand include the positive buzz about mentorship and the request to increase men-
toring efficacy and opportunities. A mentorship buzz and increased efficacy were not 
mentioned during interviews or focus groups, suggesting mentorship is not a robust 
conversation, nor is learning about mentorship a priority, demonstrating a disparity 
between desire and availability.

Multiple mentoring opportunities

Participants were specifically asked what formal or informal mentorship opportunities 
existed. Zachary (2005) not only described the variety, but the delivery and methods of 
learning and supporting mentorship. The quotations throughout showed that minimal 
formal opportunities exist, yet convey that faculty, staff and leadership individually strive 
to support others,

Formally, leadership fundamentals [training program] provides a mentoring oppor-
tunity. Informally, there are tons of opportunities. (Leadership)

Others sought formal opportunities without success because of the structure of the 
organization,

I was program head for a year. I know that program heads go through certain train-
ings, like can I do some of those trainings before so that I can have them ready for 
when I become program head? I’ve been absolutely denied. (Faculty)

This may reflect the question regarding mentoring being available at point of need and 
possibly a reason for a lower than the mean score, noting a gap in supports for faculty.

Other quotations illustrated diverse mentorship and learning needs across programs 
and age groups, as well as delivery and curriculum development models.

When I was a newer instructor, I’d seek out the opinion of a lot of people. Just 
because I have a few years doesn’t mean I know everything but I think for the top-
ics I cover my understanding is pretty solid so I don’t really need to go out of my 
comfort zone. I’m going to be doing a little bit more in the future with online content 
so I think that’s a new frontier for me so I probably will be seeking more assistance. 
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(Faculty)

Having broad opportunities to meet diverse learning needs received one of the low-
est scores in the entire survey. Turnover of faculty also affects the opportunity to teach 
content more than one time and to learn from individual experience. Therefore, the need 
to successfully navigate these organizational processes with mentorship may support 
stability.

Education and training

Zachary (2005) described this hallmark as a strategic network of resources and opportu-
nities to engage in development, training and renewing commitment to organizational 
expectations of mentorship. An institutional culture of ‘sink or swim,’ rather than train-
ing and mentoring, was identified as a negative for those interested in moving into posi-
tions of more responsibility. Available training was identified as focused on teaching 
skills rather than “people development competencies.”

What I needed was to learn the people in the organization. An intro mentor so that 
I could work off, bounce off of, just to learn the people and the processes and how to 
maneuver through that. And that’s hard, that’s different. (Faculty)

In combination with seniority or other contract-based processes, participants saw a 
focus on teaching results for faculty, and a practice of staff moving into supervisory roles 
without leadership skills considered in selection or supported through mentorship.

I know one of them has been here for, I think he was actually invited to the long 
service because he has been here for 10  years. He has been program head for at 
least five years. This year he took his leadership training. He was a teacher before he 
moved up to program head. I was joking with him like, oh how was leadership train-
ing and did it help. He was like, really great stuff in there. Would have been useful 
before I became program head. (Faculty).

If learning opportunities existed, often they could not be accessed. When opportuni-
ties were provided, modifications were required to reduce barriers for faculty and staff,

[Learning centre] has been really good the last couple of years about trying to fit like 
the sessions that they run so that we can attend, but even then our lunch hour is dif-
ferent. Our lunch hour runs from 1130 to 1220 so uh, and so we don’t even have an 
hour. Because the number of hours that we need to get in with our students. So it’s 
really hard to go to any sort of session that is offered. (Faculty)

Further suggestions for mentorship development included: a one-day course, held in 
person rather than online, to explain expectations and encourage mentorship; making 
assigned mentorship part of job duties; sharing areas of expertise to allow people to seek 
out experts within their departments; and creating events to encourage networking.

Safety nets

Zachary’s (2005) safety nets are the support and strength of a mentorship culture. 
Safety nets support mentor–mentee pairs, evaluate roadblocks for the organization 
such as human or fiscal resources and actively sustain mentorship programs. Safety 
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nets are often relational, helping employees realize expectations and meet needs. The 
most frequent initial response to the interview question about safety nets was that 
counselling was available to any employee. More insightful comments revealed that it 
was not the reactivity of the moment that was of concern, but how to deal with reflec-
tions on the situation, as this faculty stated, who realized their negative perception of 
a student who was always late:

I wondered why she’s always late. Well she’s walking an hour and a half each way 
in the winter. Everybody’s got a story. But that’s where the mentor, you know, if 
that mentor wouldn’t have told me that… (Faculty)

This example demonstrated program-supported mentorship—a safety net—where 
a mentor supported the mentee in working through a bias. These relational moments 
requiring forthright discussion support the need for physical space for confidential 
interactions.

Mentoring relationships need to be supported and require commitment and work. 
Concerns may exist in the pairing, the personality, or the expectations. Organiza-
tional safety nets, which relate to each of the other hallmarks, can assist faculty in 
working through conflict or finding other resources.

I really trusted her. I could be really forthcoming with her so I felt safe with her 
but if our relationship had deteriorated and you know maybe we weren’t getting 
along or whatever or we differed in our opinion on what to do or something. I 
don’t know what we would have done. I have no idea. (Faculty)

While participants expressed that mentorship safety nets, in the form of policies, 
procedures, or guidance, were generally unavailable, they did respond positively 
regarding mentor–mentee confidentiality. Therefore, even in the lack of formal struc-
tures, informal mentorship norms were embedded.

Integration of mixed method results

In response to the three research questions, integration of the quantitative results and 
qualitative findings is provided. The first research question was whether a mentorship 
culture was perceived across the organization. Results from the quantitative survey 
and qualitative participant descriptions align to support several key ideas. There is 
interest in mentorship, particularly in being a mentee, within the institution. When 
participants spoke of mentors, they acknowledged that they were not formally men-
tors, or would not label themselves as such. Survey responses to the Culture subscale 
continue to be the highest of any other subscale showing that participants agree a 
culture of mentorship exists. However, as with results from 2013, the mentorship 
culture remains just above the mean at 4.52 on a 7-pt Likert scale. The qualitative 
data showed the experience of mentorship is formally structured for those in leader-
ship positions and informally structured for faculty and staff. Leadership expressed 
the perception that mentorship learned would filter to faculty and staff. Alternatively, 
faculty and staff voiced the characteristics sought when seeking a mentor and the per-
sonality traits expected of mentees to find professional supports.
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Research question 2 addressed, what supports or gaps existed in the mentorship cul-
ture? A slight perception of a mentorship culture was expressed by participants; how-
ever, it is difficult to state mentorship is the norm in the organization, given that most 
subscale results for Infrastructure and all the hallmarks are just around the mean. Quan-
titative responses indicated participants felt there were people in place to support men-
torship, that mentorship was aligned with the institutional plan, and that mentoring has 
a positive value for the organization. In contrast, gaps existed in monetary resources, 
processes, communication with a shared vocabulary, and senior leadership promoting 
and owning mentorship for the organization. During interviews and focus groups, par-
ticipants did share that some programs had structures in place for mentorship pairing, 
and mentorship was not dissuaded; however, no participant spoke of any learning about 
mentorship nor rewards or acknowledgement for mentors.

The third research question asked, how is mentorship supported among and between 
faculty, leadership and professional services? Despite the lack of formal infrastructure, 
there was support and activity for informal mentorship, along with attempts to share 
resources and supports between these cohorts. Some schools and departments, notably 
Nursing, Transportation and Financial Services, scored significantly higher on Culture 
than other schools and departments. Non-academic staff scored higher on the Culture 
subscale than faculty or leadership. Within the focus groups and interviews, participants 
provided examples of seeking out mentorship and of appreciated mentors, often direct 
colleagues who had worked in the organization for a long period, as compared to col-
leagues with content knowledge or leadership.

Discussion
Without the necessary infrastructure, mentoring programs and practices cannot be 
implemented or desired effects noticed. Access to supports and resources is influ-
enced by organizational culture (Gibson 2006; Singh et  al. 2014). Participants in this 
study, spanning four campuses, consistently described needing access to supports and 
resources. Conversations focused on where to find much-needed information and the 
process of seeking mentors, related to orientation, practical skills to function in the 
organization, or mentorship for career planning (Foote and Solem 2009). An organiza-
tional culture that is creative and collaborative encourages the development of mentor-
ship policies and supports for faculty and staff (Singh et al. 2014). For individuals in this 
organization, providing and seeking out mentorship was top down or bottom up. While 
leadership or grassroots initiatives intend on a culture spreading, the ripple effect was 
not apparent in this organization (de Vries et al. 2006). Individuals may provide or seek 
out mentorship, and mentorship was formally organized for leadership members; how-
ever, it went largely unsupported by the organization for faculty or professional services. 
Support from senior staff and faculty such as the academic unit heads influence the suc-
cess of mentoring in an institution (Fountain and Newcomer 2016).

Participants expressed that mentorship was valuable, could positively influence indi-
viduals and supported the institutional plan. This aligns with previous studies showing 
that mentorship can influence teaching, performance, research, and career progression 
(de Vries et al. 2006; Fountain and Newcomer 2016; Jackevicius et al. 2014; Tareef 2013; 
Waller and Shofoluwe 2013). This may translate to organizational commitment (Gwyn 
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2011) as some employees had been in the organization for a long time and spoke highly 
of the value of the organization to students, as well as their individual achievements as 
educators (Chung and Kowalski 2012).

Where mentorship was available, participants noticed that it provided them with emo-
tional and tactical support. They were able to focus on what was necessary to be suc-
cessful in their positions. This is suggestive of immediate issues rather than mentorship 
in professional development (Jackson et  al. 2015). Further research, comparing prac-
tices of academic and non-academic departments, could reveal important differences to 
guide future mentorship support efforts. Of note is the Nursing and Health experience 
of higher scores on the Culture subscale. As noted in Sheridan et  al. (2015), Nursing 
had built an infrastructure and mobilized human resources to sustain mentorship for 
almost a decade prior to that initial mentorship culture audit. Findings from this study 
can now feed further evaluation of mentorship and culture within other academic areas 
and departments.

What was highlighted through this study, as in previous research, is that mentorship 
requires more time and resources than what institutions often provide (Waller and Sho-
foluwe 2013). Mentorship must be valued by organizations and be made accessible to 
employees through a supported effort, as opposed to an ad-hoc effort from champion 
individuals. Mentorship programs that are collegial and collaborative learning environ-
ments, reduce the silos and isolation of new employees and draw attention to an organ-
izational commitment to career development (Wyllie et  al. 2020). Without addressing 
organizationally driven building blocks and hallmarks, it will be difficult to address the 
current mentorship challenges, such, lack of opportunities, time constraints, unclear 
expectations, decreased motivation, insufficient resources, and lack of rewards, as well 
as, as disparity in mentor pairing in relation to gender and underrepresented groups 
(Gibson 2006; Fountain and Newcomer 2016). As noted by Harker et al. (2019) formal 
longitudinal assessments of mentorship programs underscore the needs of employees 
and thus, appropriate redirection of resources. While research has also noted the chal-
lenge of measuring success of mentorship programs by scholarly work, achievement of 
promotion, or satisfaction scores over time (Harker et  al. 2019), at an organizational 
level, success in building a mentorship culture could be measured by organizational citi-
zenship behaviour. The value and visibility of mentorship and the philosophical impetus 
behind the development of employees results in a reciprocal relationship of promoting 
organizational values and appreciating employee capacity, as well as sustainability of the 
organization and the wider community (Akpey-Mensah and Muchie 2019).

The limitations of this study included poor recruitment for the survey and the audit 
tool. The research team maintains that recruitment for this survey was affected by 
annual organizational evaluation surveys and a lack of research culture in the organi-
zation. The institution is a relatively new polytechnic and, therefore, research is not as 
pervasive as in a university environment; however, we acknowledge that organizational 
research is not the norm for any institution. As this research is disseminated, becomes 
commonplace, and is replicated, the response rate will increase. A final limitation or con-
sideration is the Mentorship Culture Audit (Zachary 2005). The audit is lengthy as both 
a survey and when engaging in interviews seeking perceptions of 10 concepts. There was 
apparent survey fatigue in both 2013 and the current collection of data. Specific scripted 
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questions noting the hallmark or building block may have collected more relevant data. 
However, that would also have affected the conversational nature of the interviews and 
focus groups.

Conclusion
Building on a 2013 survey of the schools of Nursing and Health Sciences at Saskatch-
ewan Polytechnic, this survey of the full institution shows through comparison that 
efforts within the school of Nursing, in particular, have built support for a mentorship 
culture. Staff and faculty throughout the organization want to have the benefits of men-
torship, and notice the lack of availability and support for a mentorship culture.

Some schools and departments showed a higher level of mentorship culture. The men-
tor relationships developed as a side benefit within mandatory training programs were 
noted, appreciated, and carried forward. Lessons for the institution can be drawn from 
these successes. Enhanced supports need clear direction and involvement from manage-
ment, as some leaders revealed that they were invested in employees by making men-
torship support readily available. Enhanced benefits of mentorship for new employees, 
developing skills, and succession planning, are available through a more organized and 
concerted effort to build on the existing, largely informal, culture of mentorship in the 
institution.

Zachary (2005) suggested that the Mentorship Culture Audit promoted systemic 
thinking. Engaging in an organizational level, ‘big picture’ assessment of mentor-
ship, promoted a view to sustainability. Areas of culture strength can be leveraged in 
coordination with evaluating where they scored well in the audit outcomes. As the 
culture shifts in the organization, the hallmarks that are less understood or were not 
prioritized can be built into the infrastructure. The original assessment of Nursing and 
Health Sciences showed how a mentorship culture can be sustained. The comparison 
to the organization as a whole does highlight the siloed approaches within disciplines 
and bureaucratic divides. However, an organizational assessment reduces barriers by 
showing the inroads that were already developed with informal networking. Formalizing 
these processes narrows the gaps and creates anchors for a mentorship culture to take 
hold. This research was replicated five years apart, the mentorship structures were built 
over a decade ago. As Zachary (2005) stated, a mentorship culture takes time and flex-
ibility; what is required is a vision of the organization when relationships are cultivated.
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