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Abstract

Mentorship is experience and/or knowledge-based guidance. Mentors support, sponsor and 

advocate for mentees. Having one or more mentors when you seek advice can significantly 

influence and improve your research endeavours, well-being and career development. Positive 

mentee–mentor relationships are vital for maintaining work–life balance and success in careers. 

Early-career researchers (ECRs), in particular, can benefit from mentorship to navigate challenges 

in academic and nonacademic life and careers. Yet, strategies for selecting mentors and 

maintaining interactions with them are often underdiscussed within research environments. 

In this Words of Advice, we provide recommendations for ECRs to seek and manage 

mentorship interactions. Our article draws from our experiences as ECRs and published work, 

to provide suggestions for mentees to proactively promote beneficial mentorship interactions. The 

recommended practices highlight the importance of identifying mentorship needs, planning and 
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selecting multiple and diverse mentors, setting goals, and maintaining constructive, and mutually 

beneficial working relationships with mentors.
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Early-career researchers (ECRs), such as graduate students, postdoctoral fellows, research 

staff and junior faculty members, work in competitive academic environments and must 

navigate research, teaching, service and management duties as well as multiple career 

transitions. Mentorship can improve the mentee’s academic experience, leading to higher 

productivity and job satisfaction [1,2]. Mentorship is voluntary formal or informal guidance 

provided by a more seasoned person (mentor) to a less established person (mentee) 

to facilitate the mentee’s career choices and professional development. It may also be 

mutual guidance between two people at a similar career stage or with similar professional 

experience (peer mentoring). Mentors are trusted advisors who draw from their academic, 

professional and life experiences to challenge, encourage, support and provide feedback to 

their mentees. Although success can be outside of personal control, guidance from one or 

several mentors can provide optimism and a sense of direction, help improve your skills, 

confidence, research endeavours and work-life balance, influence your professional identity, 

provide ethical and moral guidance, and empower you to advance your academic career 

[3–7]. Mentors who care about your life and career trajectory and success can guide you 

through unexplored territories that might be familiar to them, act as a sounding board 

in moments of self-doubt and help you develop your training goals. Mentors can take 

on different roles, from inspirational figures to personal career guides, and the levels of 

personal involvement can change dynamically.

Mentorship versus management

Mentorship is distinct from management, not aimed at providing instructive directions, and 

mentors are not planners, disciplinarians or guardians. Rather, mentorship provides mentees 

with gentle guidance and requisite insight to better make their own decisions. Some mentors 

can also become advocates for their mentees. In a mentorship, goals and progress evaluation 

need to be driven by the self-motivated mentee, whereas in a management relationship, 

it is often the manager that sets goals and evaluates progress [8,9]. As such, the advice 

mentorship confers should be treated with the relevant biases that emerge from receiving 

advice from one person. Successful mentee–mentor relationships are mentee-driven and 

mentor-guided, with both sides willing to invest the time and energy to develop their 

interactions [10]. Trust, an open environment for discussions and confidentiality on what 

can or cannot be discussed outside the relationship are key elements of mentee–mentor 

interactions. The concept of empowering mentees to be active and equal participants 

in mentor–mentee relationships, also referred to as ‘Mentoring Up’, has been recently 

advocated [2,11]. Yet strategies for selecting mentors, maintaining working interactions with 

them, managing conflicts and avoiding undesirable interactions are often left unaddressed in 

research environments [1,12,13].
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Seek mentorship at all career stages

To determine whether you require a mentor or not, ask yourself if you could benefit 

from guidance in a specific research area, navigating academic life or career development. 

Mentors can advise ECRs on a range of topics such as research design, scientific and 

professional writing, presentation style, effective teaching strategies, career development 

activities and mentoring of their own mentees. Mentors and mentees should also learn from 

each other; your own trainees can also teach you, as fresh voices often seek new grounds and 

adopt new approaches and solutions to problems.

Mentors do not necessarily need to provide mentorship indefinitely and can be sought for 

a specific period. For example, a graduate or postdoctoral advisor or a thesis committee 

member may act as a mentor but only provide mentorship while you are in training. They 

may also, upon agreement, serve as a lifelong mentor. Short-term mentors can teach you 

how to conduct an experiment, update your curriculum vitae (CV) or support you during a 

specific phase (for instance, during preparation for a doctoral qualifying exam). Long-term 

mentoring may be provided throughout your entire academic training period, perhaps by a 

senior colleague in your department or a peer who continues to interact with you throughout 

your career. Seek mentors that can support you regardless of your plan to continue on 

an academic or nonacademic career. Evaluate your progress and request feedback from 

your mentors to plan the next steps. If you do not require mentorship from a particular 

mentor beyond a certain time, be honest and transparent about the end of that mentoring 

relationship, as it may not be obvious to your mentor(s); however, do so in a respectful 

manner (see Table 1). Devise plans in case you as a mentee need to step away unexpectedly. 

You should be empowered to end or change your mentor assignments, if necessary.

Identify multiple mentors with a range of backgrounds, experiences and 

skills

First, determine what type(s) of mentorship(s) you need, then identify multiple people for 

each mentorship area. Speak to all potential mentors individually and assess who shares 

mutual interests in forming the mentee–mentor relationship with you. Talk to multiple 

current and former mentees to hear their experiences on being mentored by your potential 

mentor. These experiences and viewpoints will likely be diverse and valuable, but it is 

important to gauge whether that particular mentor may be a good fit for you by examining 

your personal needs. In general, ECRs in training tend to regard their primary research 

advisor as their mentor, but their advisor may not be equipped to efficiently mentor them 

in other areas, such as career development and career choices. Assigned mentor(s) may 

not always be suitable or have sufficient time to address all your needs associated with 

the various facets of academic life. For instance, ECR faculty may be assigned a senior 

faculty mentor at their institution at the start of their position, but they might not provide 

sufficient mentorship. Seek mentors who respect your opinions and choices and go beyond 

‘trying to assist you’ towards ‘helping you recognize your strengths and challenges, helping 

you build confidence and competence to help yourself’, focusing on empowerment and not 

solutionism.
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Every professional you interact with can serve as a potential mentor if you and that person 

are both open to the idea. A mutually beneficial, constructive discussion with a researcher 

may motivate both of you to schedule regular conversations. As you seek to fulfil your 

mentoring needs, you can approach individuals within your thesis committee, department, 

university, or elsewhere—your institution may have a list of faculty members willing to 

be mentors. You may ask department staff members or colleagues in your laboratory 

to introduce you to potential mentors. Forming mentor–mentee relationships with fellow 

ECRs who are senior to you may also be beneficial as they would be familiar with 

current processes and career stage-specific challenges. Further, they may also be able to 

suggest potential mentors. External advice can be sought during academic seminars and 

conferences where there might also be an opportunity to attend specific mentoring sessions, 

or during collaborative project meetings. Other avenues include utilizing online mentoring 

platforms provided by scientific societies or scientific communities of ECRs (see the last 

recommendation, Table 2).

Furthermore, you can never have too many mentors. While for many career-related 

questions, senior and experienced mentors might give you the most useful insights, for 

certain career-related issues, seeking mentors with a similar background (for instance, 

similar identity group) or in the same personal situation is often the most efficient approach. 

To initiate such a network, you need to become goal-oriented. For example, given that 

you face challenges in a specific area ask who in your personal network of colleagues, 

more senior researchers, or (non-) science friends, is the most knowledgeable person to 

address that topic. Find multiple mentors that can provide different perspectives for your 

development [14]. A multimentor model is based on selecting multiple mentors at different 

stages of professional careers and encourages peer mentorship (see the last recommendation) 

among junior researchers [15]. Types of mentorship vary, such as one-to-one mentorship, 

multiple mentors for one mentee, one mentor for multiple members in a team, peer 

mentoring, a junior member of staff mentoring more senior ones and vice versa. One mentor 

can serve as your guide in multiple areas, or each mentor may fulfil a single mentorship role. 

Commonly, ECRs may choose to have research, teaching and career mentors. Academic 

advisors can be research mentors that direct you and help you think critically about your 

research, execute research projects and get your research findings published; a teaching 

mentor is someone who advises on appropriate teaching pedagogy for your classroom or 

mentees; and a career mentor is someone who offers advice on one’s career development. 

You may want to seek mentors for advice on skills development, learning from a role 

model, troubleshooting a specific issue or gaining team-building skills. Mentorship can also 

be sought for sensitive topics such as professional communication, conflict management 

or navigating structural challenges specific to parental status, marginalized communities in 

academia, or mentees with different identities (gender, orientation, racial, ethnic, immigrant, 

economic, among others) that differ from the current mentors (Table 3) [15–19]. If 

suitable, mentors can also serve as sponsors or advocates for mentees especially those 

from underrepresented minority groups to help these ECRs in sourcing resources and 

opportunities [20]. With some mentors, you may tend to mostly discuss work whereas with 

others you may have more personal discussions. Any mentor may surprise you by helping 

with situations in which you had not expected them to provide feedback. Thus, create a 
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network of mentors with diverse interests, backgrounds and skillsets and approach each for 

specific issues rather than being under the support of only one mentor [21,22]. Keep in mind 

that while having many mentors is generally beneficial (as you may not agree with one 

mentor’s opinion), it is ultimately up to you, the mentee, to decide what advice is best for 

you, given your circumstances.

Set and manage mentoring expectations

After selecting your mentor(s), establish the relationship by setting up regular meetings. 

Mentors appreciate mentees who pay attention to their time, set expectations and maintain 

boundaries. For formal mentors, clearly define your goals, describe the role of the mentor, 

and expectations about the mentor–mentee relationship (Table 4) [23]. For less formal 

mentors, such as cultural or peer mentors, informal discussions of goals are appropriate 

[16] (Table 3). Discuss mentoring approaches and what expertise can be offered to you to 

learn about the mentor’s strategies [24]. Mentees often believe that their mentors are the 

most important part of the mentee–mentor relationship. However, this is not true because 

a mentee–mentor relationship needs to function as a team effort. As a mentee, you have 

to communicate expectations and priorities, and discuss these with your mentor as your 

relationship evolves (Tables 1, 3 and 4).

Mentors sometimes also face challenges due to a busy schedule covering many 

responsibilities, which may result in insufficient guidance and support of their mentees. This 

may lead to a lack of preparation or disengagement. Mentors may also in some instances 

excessively fixate on a specific issue or become too involved with their mentee’s work, or 

appear unable to ask specific questions that could help mentees get the most out of their 

conversations. However, this may not be a constant challenge and a mentee should not 

evaluate the whole relationship based on a single meeting or interaction with their mentor. 

For long-term mitigation of situations, meetings with formal mentors should have some 

measure to assess mentoring effectiveness and identify the next steps in the right direction. 

Both sides can complete a questionnaire, and compare and discuss their responses during 

their first meeting to clarify expectations of the mentee–mentor relationship right from the 

beginning (sample mentorship agreement as Table 4). Communicate how frequently and 

how long you can meet; establish and manage expectations by being specific about what 

your goals for the relationship are and what you plan to work on with your mentor. This will 

lead to efficient use of your and your mentors’ time, and also help to determine how often 

you should meet.

Be upfront and honest with your mentor by preparing for your meetings, bringing forward 

specific questions, actionable items or a meeting agenda. While a good mentor will also 

prepare specific meeting points, these may or may not align well with your goals for a 

singular meeting; therefore, a mentee should not rely solely on the mentor to lead the 

interaction. Ask yourself if this mentor is investing time for you and whether you feel 

satisfied with the discussions after your meetings.

Sarabipour et al. Page 5

FEBS J. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 March 17.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Do not fall into common misconceptions

Mentees tend to forget that mentors are not managers, and it is not their responsibility to 

work on your project. Mentees may assume that mentors know all the answers. This is not 

always the case, and as a mentee, it is important to appreciate mentors who admit when they 

are not knowledgeable or informed on certain issues. Mentees may also assume that mentors 

at any moment, day or week have time to meet with mentees. Mentors often look for 

mentees who are excited about learning, and are resourceful. Cooperation and collaborative 

learning are central to the mentee–mentor relationship.

Another issue might be conflicting advice being given to a mentee by multiple mentors. 

Mentor guidance on what they would do (or did do), how they came to that decision 

and (potentially) if they would do things differently. What worked for mentor A may not 

have worked for mentor B and may or may not work for you (‘work’ here may refer to 

professional success and/or personal satisfaction). Mentors may share strategies that were 

effective for them personally but may not necessarily work for the mentee, especially given 

that the mentee may be going through early-career stages decades after the mentor and/or 

in a different environment. Thus, ultimately there are no guarantees that your mentor will 

be able to provide the advice that will work best for you. You may receive advice that is 

inherently personal and potentially biased, but mentorship advice is not supposed to provide 

a specific direction, thus eventually you will need to use your own judgement to make the 

best decisions. Other issues that may result in unsuccessful mentee–mentor relationships 

include inadequate communication, conflicts of interest, lack of commitment from either 

party, persistent personality differences, real or perceived competition between parties, or 

mentor’s lack of experience in their role [25] (Tables 1 and 3).

Manage your mentoring relationship and learn from your interactions

Approach your mentorship relationship proactively, with a positive attitude and intention. 

An important aspect of the mentoring relationship is that you and your mentor(s) get 

along well and that there is mutual trust. A mentee–mentor relationship should also include 

discussions that are not necessarily positive or straightforward, such as when mistakes 

occur or when there are difficult personal circumstances. You may differ from your mentor 

in identity, character and style (Table 3). Ask for clarification when you have doubts 

about what your mentor is trying to convey. Some mentee–mentor relationships will be 

exclusively professional, where the mentee receives help on academic and research matters 

and in this type of relationship you do not need to have a close friendship, but criticisms 

should be constructive, not offensive. Other mentee–mentor relationships can be developed 

for personal mentoring and may stem from a shared friendship. Each mentee–mentor 

relationship works differently from others and there is no one right relationship, but the 

hope is to achieve one that is built on mutual understanding, respect, communication and 

support that benefits both the mentor and the mentee (Table 4).

After several interactions with a given mentor, if you do not feel confident in the shared 

values and goals, it requires careful scrutiny on the mentee’s part whether the relationship 

will be fruitful or not. You chose a given mentor based on the recognition that they could 
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provide value to you in terms of professional advice. If you find yourself disagreeing with 

their perspective, it is important to think about why you disagree. If a mentor operates under 

a different set of assumptions understanding those assumptions is of great value, even if 

you ultimately disagree with them. The mentor may not be isolated in those views, and 

being open to and aware of different opinions is a valuable insight a mentor can offer. The 

prudent approach in this instance is to make an informed decision based on the difference of 

opinions and ideas of your mentors to navigate whether it changed your mind on a topic or 

question, or more firmly entrenched your original perspective.

There is also immense value in seeing how things should or should not be done. Discussing 

difficult topics with a mentor, hearing about their approach and deciding if you agree (or 

not) are a key part of developing one’s professional toolkit. Even if you do not voice those 

opinions, recognizing how your own moral and professional compass squares up against 

a colleague you respect is a critical part of professional and personal development. That 

said if a mentor discourages difficult conversations or is displeased with your decision to 

go against their recommendation or suggestion, or refuses to acknowledge your perspective 

as valid (even if they disagree) then that becomes an issue and is grounds for reassessing 

or terminating a mentoring relationship. Disagreement on advice is not necessarily bad 

assuming there is consensus with the mentor. Getting along and being respectful to your 

mentor is important, but this does not mean that mentees should overlook the mentors’ 

shortcomings and disregard actions that hurt the mentee (Tables 1 and 3). Importantly, if a 

mentee–mentor relationship is abusive or toxic, the mentee should end the relationship and 

seek help from their institution.

Become a keen and proactive mentee and evaluate your role as a mentee 

often

A mentee’s keenness is important for building enthusiasm in the mentee–mentor interactions 

that lead to a reciprocal relationship. Self-motivation is the key to successful mentee–

mentor interactions. The mentee should be able to set their own goals, strive to actively 

seek feedback, ask questions and keep an accurate record of progress. Every person is 

different, do not compare yourself to others and recognize that your strengths and challenges 

can be different from others. Be passionate and proactive about sustaining the mentoring 

relationship. As an ECR, your passions and interests may change and that is a normal part 

of academic research and training. You need to be an active participant in the mentoring 

relationship and not merely expect to receive help from your mentor. The mentee cannot 

expect or rely on the mentor to do the heavy lifting. Mentors invest their valuable time to 

help you, and you invest your time in the relationship, so aim to schedule meetings and calls 

in advance to ensure that you keep your mentors enthused and engaged. Have a research 

edge, and develop your academic passions and an interest in professional societies in your 

discipline to identify senior researchers who may be willing to introduce you to researchers 

within their network, invite you to give a seminar, help you source an internship and help 

mentor and sponsor your career. Initiative and passion will help to keep mentors engaged 

and excited about working with you.
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It is key for ECRs to invest considerable thought into a mentee–mentor relationship. As a 

mentee, examine your roles and the specific qualities that you can bring to ensure successful 

interactions with your mentor(s) at every career stage [26]. Mentees need to bring the 

initiative and desire to engage and to achieve. Make sure the relationship with your mentors 

is reciprocal, with mutual respect and seeking shared values. A successful relationship is 

beneficial to the mentee as well as the mentor with frequent discussions, working towards 

their goals. There are other gains for mentors besides being included in publications or 

mentioned at conferences because of their mentees. Some mentors may find satisfaction in 

helping mentees realize a career goal, or helping researchers in how to mentor students and 

trainees of their own. Both the mentor and mentee need to adapt to each other’s style and 

consider each other’s goals and interests to find ways to compromise. Active communication 

is key for successful mentee–mentor relationships. You may not agree on everything with 

your mentor, but talking through disagreements leads to a more beneficial relationship. 

Remember to thank your mentor often for their efforts. Mentors and mentees should have 

the opportunity to share feedback with each other and mentees should have opportunities to 

reflect on their progress.

Take charge of your career development and seek peer mentorship

Recognizing what constitutes meaningful work requires reflection, assessing and improving 

one’s skills, participating in relevant experiences, exploring diverse career options and 

connecting as early as possible with professionals who work in your selected disciplines 

[21,27]. These career exploration activities should be conducted in balance with the 

more scholarly roles—graduate students and postdoctoral researchers often take little time 

off from research to actively address personal and career development goals, but the 

development of additional expertise is crucial and will help, not impair, your professional 

success [28,29]. It is your responsibility, and not that of your mentor(s), to engage 

in your professional development activities [21,30,31]. Actively initiate an individual 

development plan [32] and participate in professional development initiatives in your 

laboratory, department and institution, for instance as a member of graduate or postdoctoral 

committees, and organization of journal clubs [33,34]. Ask your mentors, the institution’s 

career development office to point you towards additional helpful people and resources 

and/or use online career development resources for guidance towards building a CV that can 

help you with your next career transition [35] (Tables 2 and 5).

Joining support groups is a way to receive mentorship that can complement your other 

mentorship relationships [36]. It is important to get exposed to different approaches and 

opinions from your peers who are researchers at a similar career stage [37,38]. As peers, 

find professional characteristics in each other that you admire and hope to emulate. In these 

less formal settings, you can receive ideas indirectly from different mentors, learn about 

your peers’ experiences and be more flexible in choosing what advice best suits you [39]. 

In addition to reaching out to local peers (such as colleagues at your institution), contact 

researchers in your discipline at scientific conferences, join online mentoring programmes 

in a range of disciplines where you can be assigned a remote mentor, join professional 

associations which provide networking opportunities or find online courses on specific 
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topics that you need to improve upon and subsequently look for mentors within these 

platforms (Table 2).

Conclusions

In this Words of Advice, we provide recommendations for scholars to initiate, sustain and 

improve effective mentee–mentor relationships. Navigating research environments can be 

challenging for ECRs; thus, selecting the right mentors, ones that care about the mentee 

and remain interested in their success, can help improve the ECR’s research endeavour, 

career advancement and work–life balance. Even the most seasoned scientists can benefit 

from seeking the support of mentor(s). A mentor is a person who knows you and values 

your efforts so it takes time to build mentee–mentor relationships. Seek honest mentors that 

do not impose their work style on mentees, help you recognize your strengths, help you 

navigate challenges and support both your academic or nonacademic career choices. Further, 

seek community in peers who may also be willing to serve as your mentors. Realize the 

value of your own experiences and stories, learn to ask the right questions and manage your 

involvement in projects you are part of as a mentee. The recommendations provided here 

can be adapted and refined to specific circumstances of each mentee–mentor relationship to 

help maximize the strength and efficacy of interactions. It is also important for both mentors 

and mentees to educate themselves about the role that cultural backgrounds can play in 

communication. A successful relationship is one with a lasting positive impact in which the 

mentor helps to equip the mentee with tools that they can apply in future contexts.
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