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Mentoring Relationships Through the Lens of Race and Gender

Mentors are guides. They lead us alo
the journey of our lives. We trust the
because they have been there before. T
embody our hopes, cast light on the w
ahead, interpret arcane signs, warn us
lurking dangers and point out unex
pected delights along the waipaloz,
1987)

As Daloz's description implies, mentoring
holds a special place in the pantheon
developmental relationships used by e
ployees in organizations. A mentor h
been defined as a senior person emoti
ally invested in the development of a ju
ior person. She offers both career gu

mmentor had been significant to their s
heyss’

Y
Ofto women, because despite a numbe

ceiling, an invisible barrier to advancem
based on gender biasesThese biase
are readily evident when you consider t

hsment, academia, and the professions.
brithough women make up 50% of manag
n-rial and specialized professional positio
d+in U.S. organizations, there is still a di
ance and socioemotional support to heconcerting dearth of women in top leadg
protégé? The benefits of mentoring}, ship roless Mentoring has been sug
which have been widely touted in both gested as one effective tool to addrg
the popular and scholarly literatures in-this dearth.
Egjr?se'c%rﬁ]?)tee;gggﬁrggltf'_sefgggm’{ﬁrvc\)lgrokAnecdotal accounts and gmpmcal r

P ' o : search suggest that mentoring is a pow
and job involvement. Individuals in

mentoring relationships are clearly at nfU| mechanism in aiding women in the
9 P y journey to the executive suiteContrary

ggvr?;tﬁgsewgceclggrgp;:iﬂ :glztar':i?) Sneshih 0 expectations, the research shows t
omen are as likely to have a mentor

Although these relationships are NOtWIth-en. Women are also as likely as men
out their challengés when mentoring is

; act as mentors.
enacted between colleagues in the m
ner described by Daloz, there is not a mr
potent and critical relationship available
to guide a protégé’s career developmept

nd female protégés also experience si
lar outcomes from mentoring relationship
In terms of career outcomes, career mo
The Importance of Mentoring for Women: | ity, job satisfaction, and promotions r

A Guide Through the Minefield

Mentoring relationships have been s
gested as particularly crucial to the cargeBut there are critical gender differences
development and advancement of womgnmen’s and women'xperienceof

A recent book from Sheila Wellington and mentoring. While access to mentoring f
Catalyst, a not-for-profit research orgarli-women and men may be comparab
zation focusing on issues of women'’s ad-women often have to work harder to €
vancement in corporations, suggests thatablish relationships that cross lines

by gendef?

entoring may be particularly importart

" advances, women are still hitting the gl sé

ofelative progress, or lack thereof, of womén
m4into the upper levels of business, goveln

2 Ragins’ review of the
nmentoring literature suggests that mgle

I I

sulting from mentoring are not moderat¢d

hgsenior women executives indicated thaf goosition at the top of organizations. Thes

-male mentors may serve a different puy
pose for female protégés than they do f
their male charges; they act in several rol

oﬁﬂat help women navigate the minefiel

ey face in moving up the corporate hie

tarchy.11 Mentors provide legitimacy to

their female protégés, challenge gende

ebased stereotypes, offer reflected pow

and share information that is general
only gained with admission to the “olg

boys’ network.” Each one of these fung

Al o ; )
e_tlons is critical for women in a way that i
1sn°t necessarily so for men. The mentg
| “are in fact vouching for their female

’__protégés; the message that their mentor
relationships send is, “My female protég
S'és okay. We can let her in.” This explici
recognition of men’s and women'’s differ

ential experiences of mentoring sugges

-

ebuilding are more complicated in cross
r gender mentoring relationships and th

they may demand more from both the me
habrs and the protégés.

ai\lot surprisingly, the picture becomes mo

complex when we look at mentoring relg

—

| tionships through the lens bbthgender
|,@nd race. When we look more closely
Sthe research on gender and mentoring
i'pumber of questions about which groy
_of women is being given entrée arise.
fact, samples for much of the research
mentoring are predominantly white. Base
on the research conducted in the past t
indecades, we know virtually nothing abol
the mentoring experiences of women
brcolor!2 Do women of color gain similar
ebenefits to those reported by white wome

S4n their mentoring relationships? Wha

h

access to mentoring is “the single mdstgender, hierarchy and, for women of col

bfbenefits and challenges are raised by ¢
rtivating mentoring relationships at th

important reason why men tend to rigerace. Women are also more likely to be incrossroads of race and gender? Why dg
higher than womert” In a recent survey volved in a cross-gender relationship;we have more information about the exp

of 1,251 executive women, four out of fi

most mentors are still men by virtue of their

p-that the power dynamics and relationshi
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riences of women of color; where are th(leirity for the dearth of research on women pfmentor is more salient to women of colg

voices in the mentoring literature?

Where are the Voices of Women of
Color?

In fact, the voices of women of color ha
been absent from the mentoring literatd
for several reasons. In 1990, Cox a
Nkoma® wrote about the relative absen
of published research on race a
ethnicity. They posited that for a numb
of reasons, research on race is not p
lished to the same extent as other imp

have seen a promising increase in the nt
ber of articles published that focus on ra
and ethnicity, scholars doing research
this arena still face questions about t
legitimacy and validity of their work.

Second, there is an assumption that
experiences of all women are explained
looking at white womett. This tendency
has been labeled the “prefix error'—th
which does not carry a prefix is assum
to be universal. Thus although mentori
has been clearly linked to the advang
ment of women in general (white womse
inferred), its role in the career developme
of women of color has not been clear
defined. This pattern of assumptions
not new. The early empirical research

color's mentoring experiences. It is on
through consciously and proactivel
working to overcome the barriers that I’

discussed that we will give voice to womegn

eof color and their mentoring experience

]rgvlentoring Experiences of Women of
| eCoIor: What We Know

dAs noted above, there have been few
brpirical efforts to examine the mentorin
Ibexperiences of women of color in the m

bragement literature. In the past five yeafs
tant organizational topics. While the 1990sthere has been an emergence of resear

mexploring the career experiences of wom
ceacross the continuum of ethnicity. Cat

=

than it is to their white counterparts.

While there are a number of similaritie
across the mentoring experiences
women of color, there are also some diffe
"ences; the mentoring experiences
women of color are not monolithic. The
Catalyst study presents a number of inte
m(_asting contrasts among the three grou
of women of color respondents. For e
‘ample, Asian-American women were sig
nificantly less likely than either African-
American or Hispanic women to repotr
at they received advice on career stral
“gies from their mentors. African-Ameris
can women were more likely to report

t
te-

inyst conducted a three-year, multi-phage lationship ch terized b wal 1
hestudy of women of color in corporate ma _relationship charactérized by mutual re

agement, surveying 1,735 women of col rspect and trust with mentors of color.
pirom 30 companies Bell's and Nkomo’s | Results from studies on the experienc
b)}:omparative study focuses on the life ahdf women of color have yielded other dif

career experiences of successful black anférences, highlighting tensions and rai
itwhite women in the corporate sectqr,ing new questions. For example, how do
[ based on life history interviews of 12p the experiences of women of color var
;women and an in-depth survey of 825along the dimension of organizational
Yvomen? Based on findings from both rank? Results from the Catalyst study i

?{Catalyst and Bell and Nkomo, a picture pfdicate that mentoring was more prevale
pffor senior-level women of color than

mthe mentoring experiences of women
women at lower levels. Generational di

ycolor is beginning to emerge.
: " : ferences may be yet another dimensi
ISA number of commonalities regarding cq- hat yields imyporta)r/n distinctions amon

brreer advancement emanated from the tN6

mentoring was done using predominan
male samples. In the early 1980s, th
was a realization that the mentoring ex
riences of men may not fully explain t
experiences of women. Just as the rese
that focused solely on men and th

mentoring relationships was insufficie
to fully illustrate women’s mentoring ex
periences, it is also not enough to stu
white women and suggest that their ex
riences are universally descriptive

women of color.

A third reason for the lack of informatio

on the mentoring experiences of women

of color is the challenge of recruiting su

ficient numbers of study participants o

participate in research efforts. Of2.9m
lion women holding managerial and a

ministrative jobs in the private sector (the

population traditionally studied in th
management literature), only 14 percent
women of colot® Standard methods

sampling have not yielded data sets t a&h

include women of color in sufficient num|
bers to speak to their experience. Eac
these three reasons bears some culp

lystudies. Results from both studies indi women of color. Bell and Nkomo note

i- . .
reate that in comparison to white womeh that few of the African-American womer
ewomen of color are underrepresented

i’ anagers in their study had mentors. Their
e senior management positions and are p study participants were pioneers, members
rehoted more slowly. Women of color welle

9 the first significant wave of women tg

iralso less satisfied with their career progr & lr;t(e:é mgg"’;ﬁ2rﬁleg?osr'itr']onzxmetr?:nzveosn
t than white women. These results are p rIEJ T 9 eXp

allel to findings from my research. In those tra|lplazers represent those of mare
\study of the mentoring experiences of 1 Jecent arrivals to the corporate arena? |In
eprofessional black and white women | my study of blf"‘Ck and white alumnae from
ffound that black women reported low r\?veovn(:?rl] t;)ep'tc')ftrel\élBa'i ?;?J%rﬁn;sc’cgflg

levels of satisfaction with their careels P

than white womett, Women of color agre rg&r{;‘oerlrgga;sstihﬁli;i (\:,;Ttt Zigfg?:r:i:eza?g?ﬁ
that a critical resource for their successtul 59 .
black women in my study and those in th

Bell and Nkomo study. The women inm

lyst found that 44% of women of color study were younger and had less wo

I- xperience. How are these contrary 1
rated access to a mentor among the o§ p Y

- o . i ?
four success criteria in comparison to 37% ults explained? Are they the result b
of white womer® Yet, one of the mos changing organizational dynamics or can

P, they be attributed to something uniqu
triking findings from the Catalyst stud 5 Thh
r'|‘§s that 47% of women of color report about the samples that were used? These

at lack of access to a mentor was a barindings reveal fruitful areas for further in
rier to their advancement, in contrast odulry, more resegrch on the effects of
9% of white women. This particular co variation in organizational rank and ger

.Parison suggests that lack of access t ratlo_nal differences among women
it- color is needed.

of

to

career advancement is having an influgn
tial mentor or sponsor. Research from C

b
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The areas of convergence and diverge
found in the small but growing body @

research at the intersection of race gnéh their own particular socio-historical jour

gender suggests that there are a numj

of areas where further exploration apdspective affects their lives in organizatio

deeper analysis can lead to an enhan
understanding of the collective an

unique mentoring experiences of wome

of color.

The Promise of Praxis: Suggestions td
Researchers and Practitioners

The research and ideas presented h
suggest that there is work to be done
two fronts, both research and practice
offer suggestions to researchers seek|
to explore and understand the effects
the interaction of race and gender

mentoring relationships. | also have su
gestions for practitioners, who are on t
front line working with white women ang
women of color and strategizing abo
how to use this information to affeq
change in organizations.

Researchers should consider

Being open to using different methodolo-
gies The intersection of race and gend
is a relatively new area of inquiry in th
management literature. Kram (1988) d
cusses the need to utilize a flexible da
collection method when studying a novj
topic?* As such, researchers should

open to using a variety of methodologicial

approaches, including in-depth qualitati

interviews as well as large-scale quantifa

tive surveys. Of course, these decisig
about methodology are accompanied
tradeoffs; large-scale quantitative studi
offer some measure of generalizabili
while in-depth qualitative studies may pr
vide rich descriptive accounts. We wi

need inquiry from both perspectives {o
build our knowledge on the effects of rage

and gender on mentoring relationshipg

Being purposeful about obtaining diverse
samples With careful consideration an
proactive strategizing, researchers G

cw lump together groups across ethniciti
f The experiences of each group are roo

bewry to the 2% century; this unique per

d ation.

'nEproring other literatures and theoreti-
cal frameworks. Because the women i
management literature has focused prin
rily on white women’s experiences, re

erseearchers will need to reach across to

OIJiernatlve Iltera}tures and theoretical fram

works. Holvino suggests that there
alue to looking at other theoretical fram

n )

o orks as they _ influence the questions |

mask, the questions that remain hidden 3

the outcomes and methods soughit.

?eShe explores the possible contribution

ment of organizational interventions th

address the intersection of race and g

der. Another example can be foundint

work of Helen Mulle?® In her exploration
of American Indian women manager,

Muller draws on the literature of anthrg

elpologists and American Indian women.

my own research, | draw on the writing

_black feminists and from theoretical fram

l(,j\/vorks grounded in the fields of psycho

Yel)% and_ sqci_ologi/f Only by reachilng

ACTOss disciplines and frameworks will W

N gain access to theories and empirical s

cPortto build a foundation from which w

can explicate women of color’s mentorir]

ngxperiences.

— e
—

—~ 0 @

byPractitioners should consider
;ﬁDroviding support to women of color em-
Y ployees Results from the recent resear
| On women of color in corporate manag
ment suggest that their managers may p
" a particularly crucial role in their develop

cadday and should be taken into consider

four feminist framewaorks to the develop- mentoring program®. Results from re-

n

bssupport and advance their direct-report
fedhcluding women of color.

| Being judicious users of formal
mentoring programs. Formal mentoring
programs are a popular organizational i

pr-

S

" tervention; recent statistics suggest th
one-third of the nation’s major corpora
tions are implementing formal mentorin

N programs®> Many companies are usin

naformal mentoring programs as a way 1

- reach out to those who may have less ¢

aleess to mentoring relationships. But, an

e-emerging body of research on formal ver-
issus informal mentoring indicates that
b-these initiatives should be developed with
vesome caution. In my review of the formal
nchentoring research, | note several inter-

nal and external challenges women should
ofconsider as they participate in formal

ouu 1

AC-
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L
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s
1y
if
|
L

htsearch on formal mentoring suggest th
brparticipants in formal initiatives do not gai
hethe same benefits as protégés engage
informal mentoring relationships. Ragin
5,and Cotton warn that organizations ma
- not be aiding their female employees
nwomen turn towards ineffective, forma
pf mentors rather than developing relatio
b-ships with informal mentor&,

|

" Examining organizational practices and
esystems Is the organization mentorings:
Jpf_riendly? There are a number of questions
| "that organizational leaders should ask to
" assess the readiness of their environment
Yo support a culture of mentoring. Ar

there opportunities for communication an

interaction across organizational levels

Is the development of employees a va
| ued function? Do the reward and evalu
;J_ltion systems reflect the importance ¢
Iag1entoring and developmental support f
_all employees? Supportive and effectiy

ment and advancement. Because wo

agers should be equipped to both me
 and manage their women of color empl
Arees. Survey data indicates that the ma

find ways to reach out to diverse popul
tions such that the resulting samples

inclusive. These efforts will not nece$- greater probability of having to devel
sarily be convenient or cost effective; re-mentoring relationships that cross b
searchers may have to partner with assagender and race lines. All of the resea
ciations or other groups dedicated to sefven cross-race and cross-gender mentofi
ing the diverse constituents that th@ysuggests that these relationships are ¢
would like to include in their research ef- lenging to develop and maintain. Catalys
Once researchers get diverseauggests that managers should be trairje

forts.

samples, every effort should be made moévaluated, and rewarded on their ability[to

A-ity of mentors of women of color will b
revhite men. Thus, women of color fac

" of color have less access to mentors, m i

'wterpersonal interactions do not develg
n avacuum; women of color have a great
hance of developing mentoring relatior
“ships in an environment that is suppor

Ve of mentoring.

Conclusion

aMentoring relationships provide a criticd

source of support for the professional d
o velopment of women. Until very recently
'n% common and unspoken assumption w
aH_eId that if we learned about the mentorin
(L:xperiences and outcomes for whit
omen, we would be able to speak to tf

&/Xperiences of allwomen. Butthe nascent
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body of research by scholars examinifg5. Wellington, S. & Catalyst. (2001Be Your
the mentoring experiences of women pfOwn Mentor: Strategies from Top Women
color clearly debunks this assumption. Wethe Secrets of Succesdlew York: Random
need to be far more proactive and thoughtHouse.

ful about how mentoring relationshipp ¢ Catalyst. (1996).Women in Corporate

may be differentially accessed based pn eadership: Progress and Prospectsiew
the intersection of race and gender. Weyork: catalyst.

must contemplate how our research pafa- . .

: . 7. Morrison, A., White, R., Velsor, E., and th
digms and frameworks should be adjus %enter for Creative Leadership. (19%keak-
to accommodate hypotheses gnd sam .Ielrs19 the Glass Ceiling: Can Women Reach t
that are inclusive of the mentoring expefi- : ' .

Top of Americas Largest Corporation&ead-
ences of women along the spectrum of eth- ) .

L . . | 'ing, MA: Addison-Wesley.
nic diversity. The challenges of mentoring, _
particularly across lines of race and gep-8- Merrill-Sands, D. & Kolb, D.M. (2001).

der, are not insignificant. But the promige\Women as leaders: The Paradox of success.

of mentoring, that women of all ethnicities CGO Insights, No. 9Boston, MA: CGO,
are Supported |n reach”']g the”' fu”est p _Simmons Graduate School of Management
tential, is a goal for which it is worthy ta 9. O, Neill, R.M., Horton, S. & Crosby, F. J
strive. (1999). Gender issues in developmental rg
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