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Why do some organizations achieve
great success in rolling out a mentor-

ing program, while others achieve only a
modicum of success? 

We believe that the companies that are
most successful view corporate mentor-
ing as an organic process, meaning that
they understand that mentoring programs
evolve and grow. Our experience demon-
strates that the difference between men-
toring success and failure lies in the
ability to build capacity and integrate
learning continuously. 

In order to create a successful mentor-
ing program, you should answer 20 ques-
tions. We’ve included dos and don’ts for
each, based on research and our experi-
ence in developing a mentoring program
at Brown-Forman Corporation. 
1. What are our business reasons for
developing a mentoring program?
You should develop a mentoring pro-
gram if and when you have solid busi-
ness reasons, such as to speed up the
development of future leaders or to share
organizational knowledge. 
Do
❑ your homework. Look at employee
retention rates, the percentage of senior
managers who will reach retirement in
the next five to 10 years, current bench
strength, and development objectives. 
Don’t
❑ develop a mentoring program be-
cause it’s popular or because you’ve
read that it works for other companies.
2. What organizational support exists
and what needs to be developed?
Successful mentoring initiatives require
visible support and involvement from the
highest levels of the organization.
Do
❑ develop a mentoring program when
senior leadership at your company sup-
ports it and because mentoring supports
your company’s values and goals.
Don’t
❑ develop a mentoring program if you
don’t have the support of the highest lev-
els or if mentoring isn’t valued.
3. What are our criteria for success?

Do
❑ set long-term goals that will help your
company, such as making your organi-
zation a better place to work, increasing
productivity, making people more savvy
about managing their careers, connect-
ing people, increasing diversity, and
building trust and communications.
Don’t
❑ develop a mentoring program without
setting goals.
4. Who needs to be involved in de-
veloping our program? Create an ad-
visory team of employees who represent
a cross-section of the company in age,
gender, roles, departments, views, and
values. 
Do
❑ give everyone on the team an equal
say and an equal vote. 
❑ make certain that each member is
committed to the project—not just as-
signed to it.
Don’t 
❑ attempt to develop a mentoring pro-
gram by yourself. 
5. Who’s going to manage, coordi-
nate, and oversee the program? As-
sign someone to be the dedicated point
person and mentoring coordinator to
keep progress going between team meet-
ings. The mentoring coordinator should
manage the marketing plan, coach and
train mentoring partners, see that the
program is evaluated, and make continu-
ous improvements to the program. 
Do
❑ use team members to help develop
the program, to champion the program,
and to evaluate progress. 
Don’t 
❑ expect team members to share the
workload equally. 
6. Who else needs to be consulted?
What other information do we
need?
Do
❑ benchmark the practices of other suc-
cessful mentoring programs. 
❑ schedule time for advisory team
members to discuss books and articles
about mentoring and to learn about cut-
ting-edge programs at other companies. 
❑ consider the limited use of outside con-

sultants to advise and provide feedback to
the team. Choose your consultant careful-
ly. Select someone who has more exper-
tise than your team members and who will
guide you in designing a mentoring pro-
gram that fits your company’s culture. 
Don’t
❑ develop a mentoring program that re-
lies solely on internal resources.
7. What mentoring is already in
place?
Do
❑ build a program that supports the in-
formal mentoring relationships that are
already going on. “If nothing else,” says
one senior executive at Brown-Forman,
“the mentoring program has given cre-
dence and legitimacy to mentoring. Peo-
ple in the company know that mentoring
is authorized and encouraged.”
Don’t 
❑ expect your mentoring program to re-
place the informal mentoring that is al-
ready going on.
8. How will we communicate to em-
ployees about the mentoring pro-
gram?
Do
❑ publicize the program in a variety of
forms and forums. Develop a strategic
internal marketing plan just as if you had
a new product to introduce into the mar-
ketplace. Schedule mentoring briefings
for each department within your compa-
ny, kicked off by the department’s senior
operating officer. If you have multiple
locations, make sure that mentoring
briefings are held at each location and
that they’re open to all employees. 
❑ use the mentoring briefings to intro-
duce your mentoring program, explain
the benefits, and tell employees how
they can get involved. 
❑ enlist many program champions. Ask
senior staff to designate mentoring facil-
itators. Prepare the facilitators to answer
questions about the mentoring program,
steer interested people to the mentoring
program coordinator, and broker men-
toring partnerships. 
❑ provide training and recognition for
the mentoring facilitators. Ask senior
executives to promote mentoring in
company speeches, and provide them
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with materials to make advocacy easy.
Write articles about success stories for
internal publications. 
❑ create written questions and answers
to explain the mentoring program, how
to get involved, how to set goals, what
the phases of a mentoring relationship
are, and strategies for success. 
❑ create mentoring resource centers
that contain information on the program.
Don’t
❑ expect employees to flock to the pro-
gram without an aggressive marketing
plan.
9. How quickly do we want to roll
out our program?
Do
❑ start with a small number and in-
crease your program slowly.
❑ start with those locations or sites
where you expect the most support and
participation. Be careful in the beginning;
a false start can decimate even the best-
planned mentoring program. Once things
are rolling smoothly, schedule additional
briefings and include mentoring briefings
in new-employee orientation programs.
Don’t
❑ attempt to get everyone enrolled and
involved right away.
10. How will we pair mentors and
proteges? The answer to this depends on
the goals of your program. Our experience
at Brown-Forman shows that self-initiated
pairings between employees from all lev-
els and divisions works best. We found
that mentoring relationships work best if
they are voluntary and confidential. 
Do
❑ ask employees to get input from trust-
ed managers, co-workers, and other key
individuals before entering into a men-
toring partnership. Mentoring partner-
ships should be natural and comfortable.
❑ develop simple mentor and protégé
bio sheets, with photos, so that prospec-
tive pairs can learn more about each oth-
er’s career history and personal data.
❑ broker relationships.
Don’t
❑ try to “arrange marriages” or mandate
partnerships.
11. How will we motivate our em-
ployees to participate? People at
Brown-Forman often express their de-
sire to have a mentor for one of these
reasons: I want career direction. I want
to learn about other areas of the organi-
zation. I want feedback on how I’m per-
ceived and what I can do to become

more successfulor I want to become
more politically savvy.
Do 
❑ encourage employees to get in touch
with their motivations. They will be bet-
ter satisfied if they have consciously
identified those motivations.
Don’t 
❑ sanctify relationships based on the
wrong reasons, such as a protégé wanti-
ng to work in a mentor’s division or use
the mentoring relationship to complain
about others in the mentor’s department.
❑ pair mentors with protégés who are in
their chain of command, particularly if
you suspect a hidden agenda. 
12. Why would a mentor say no?
Participation should be voluntary. People
who choose not to participate in a mentor-
ing relationship may feel that they don’t
have the time, that they can’t provide the
tutelage a protégé desires, or that a protégé
has chosen the mentor for the wrong rea-
sons. Voluntary participation by mentors
contributes to the success of the program.
Don’t
❑ enlist mentors who don’t fully under-
stand and accept the commitment re-
quired to be a mentor.
13. Are there pairings we should
avoid? 
Do
❑ carefully screen protégés and mentors
to assess their level of interest and com-
mitment.
❑ be honest with protégés and mentors
about the time and energy required for a
successful mentoring partnership. 
❑ pair protégés with mentors who can
and want to help them reach their learning
goals. And having chemistry between
mentors and protégés doesn’t hurt.
Don’t
❑ develop a program that mandates re-
lationships or that is limited to certain
employees, such as high potentials. 
14. What tips and guidance should
we give mentoring partners? Estab-
lishing clear learning outcomes for the
relationship early on has a direct effect
on its ultimate success. 
Do 
❑ provide training and coaching to both
partners about creating specific and ap-
propriate learning goals.
❑ provide training and coaching about
building trust, communicating, and defin-
ing the roles and responsibilities of both
partners. At appropriate times, provide
coaching and training on initiating a rela-

tionship, negotiating a relationship, learn-
ing from the relationship, and closure.
Don’t 
❑ expect people to know how to mentor
and be mentored—even senior execu-
tives who have had significant mentors
in their lives.
❑ advise mentoring partners to begin a
relationship until they’ve established
specific and mutually agreed-upon goals
and outcomes. 
15. What ongoing support should
we make available to mentoring
partners?
Do 
❑ provide ongoing support to people in-
volved in the mentoring process. 

There are many ways to provide sup-
port. At Brown-Forman, we hold quarter-
ly mentoring briefings to introduce the
mentoring program to new employees.
The mentoring coordinator is available
for advice and counsel; 24 mentoring fa-
cilitators companywide are available to
answer questions about the program. We
provide opportunities for individualized
consultation with the external mentoring
consultant, and we conduct training pro-
grams for mentors and protégés. We cur-
rently have 13 mentoring resource centers
that have written information on our 
mentoring program, and we include men-
toring success stories in internal pub-
lications. For a successful mentoring
program, support must be available at all
times and in many venues. 
Don’t
❑ leave mentoring partners out in the
cold after they begin a relationship. 
16. How often should we ask men-
toring partners to meet? Successful
mentoring relationships are nurtured and
planned. We encourage mentoring part-
ners to meet face-to-face and connect via
the telephone or email once a month at a
minimum. 
Do
❑ recommend that mentoring partners
plan at least one event outside of the of-
fice during their mentoring partner-
ship—attending a strategy meeting,
watching a presentation, going on a sales
call, playing golf, or going to the men-
tor’s house for dinner.
Don’t
❑ let more than three or four weeks go
by without contact between mentoring
partners, or the relationship may falter. 
17. What should we do to support
long-distance mentoring? Long-dis-



tance mentoring is fast becoming the
rule rather than the exception in global
corporations. As more venues for com-
munication become available, there are
increasing options for maintaining con-
tact. You can help mentoring partners
use those options effectively. 
Do 
❑ offer tips and strategies such as plan-
ning telephone meetings, talking via
email, and scheduling extra time when
visiting each other’s locations for other
business.
❑ encourage long-distance mentoring
partners to be creative about making it
work. 

We have developed an extensive set of
written materials to support long-distance
mentoring. We also feature success stories
from long-distance mentoring partners in
our internal publications.
Don’t 
❑ assume that distance will kill a rela-
tionship. However, a change of location
can be an occasion to review and renego-
tiate the communication pattern of the
relationship.
18. How many mentors should we
encourage employees to have? Men-
toring cannot be all things to all people.
One person can’t possibly have the time
or skills to provide all of the informa-
tion, advice, and experience a protégé
will need to grow and develop to his or
her highest potential.
Do
❑ encourage protégés to build their own
personal “board of directors” to help
them further their career growth and
learning.
Don’t
❑ expect or encourage one mentor to do
it all or be it all.
19. What mechanisms can be used
to improve the program continuous-
ly? A mentoring program needs to be
constantly nourished, or it will wither
and die. 
Do 
❑ make continuous improvements to
your program based on what you learn
along the way. 

At Brown-Forman, we send confiden-
tial surveys to mentoring partners on a
yearly basis to assess the effectiveness of
the program. We also employ an outside
consultant to conduct confidential exit in-
terviews when mentoring partnerships are
concluded. We use that data to make con-
tinuous improvements to the program. 

Don’t
❑ rest on your laurels. 
20. What pitfalls do we need to
avoid? The most successful mentoring
programs become a seamless part of a
corporate learning culture. They are nat-
ural, supported, valued, and desired. 
Do
❑ create a mentoring program that is
customized to your organization’s cul-
ture and industry. 
Don’t 
❑ attempt to implement all of these
ideas in your company unless they fit
your culture. With the right vision and
plan, your organization can be on its way
to a program that works. Mentoring
within an organization is best grounded
within the reality of that existing culture.
By incorporating some of these lessons
from the field into your company’s plan,
you can develop a successful mentoring
program for your organization. 

Judith G. Lindenberger is a former
human resources development consul-
tant with Brown-Forman Corporation.
She currently heads The Advantage
Group in Titusville, New Jersey;
609.730.1907; jlndnbrgr@aol.com.
Lois J. Zachary is principal of Leader-
ship Development Services in Phoenix;
602.954.9934; leadservs@aol.com.

14 Training & Development,  February 1999   

Training 101

Send short, how-to articles on training
basics toTraining 101, Training & De-
velopment,1640 King Street, Box 1443,
Alexandria, VA 22313-2043. Email
T101@astd.org.



©ASTD. The e-document is proprietary technology of ASTD and/or its licensors,

and is protected under U.S. copyright law and international treaty provisions.

ASTD retains all ownership and intellectual property rights in and to the e-docu-

ment. Except for the limited rights granted to you by this Agreement, you have no

ownership or other intellectual property rights in the e-document. You may not

remove any proprietary notices of ASTD or any of its licensors from any copy of

the e-document. Any other use of the e-document by you or any other entity is

strictly forbidden and is a violation of this Agreement. 

ASTD grants you a non-exclusive, non-transferable, non-sublicenseable right, and

license to use the object code of the content, text, images, graphics, and other mate-

rial included in this download (the "e-document") solely for your personal, non-

commercial use. You may not publish, display, broadcast, merge, link, frame, dis-

close, sell, rent, lease, modify, store, loan, distribute, provide third party access to,

or create derivative works of the e-document, or any part thereof.You shall not

exceed the scope of the license granted hereunder. Any rights not expressly granted

by ASTD to you are reserved by ASTD, and all implied licenses are disclaimed.

For T+D permissions, please contact The Copyright Clearance Center, 222

Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923. Phone 978.750.8400, or visit their Website

at www.copyright.com.


