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Abstract 
 
Academic mentoring is a common practice used to provide guidance and support vital to 
career enhancement.   While most mentoring programs attribute the success to the role of 
mentors and program developers, not many studies cite the role of mentees.   This study 
explores the mentee’s role in contributing towards successful mentoring relationships in a 
formal mentoring program.  It specifically explains how these successful relationships 
incorporate the mentee’s perspective, the actions each exhibits and what they have to 
offer to their mentors.  This has implications towards the success of mentoring programs 
holistically, which are discussed in light of the larger realm of the University community.  
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Introduction 
 
Mentoring is a long-established means of professional development that is becoming 
increasingly important in academic settings (Barkham, 2005; Clarke, 2004; Quinlan, 
1999).  Throughout history, experienced senior people have taken an active interest in 
supporting the careers of their juniors (Kram, 1985) but it is only in the last two decades 
that mentoring and interest in mentoring has become a focus of attention for those 
responsible for professional development within both the private sector (Blake-Beard, 
2001; Ehrich et al.) and academia (Barkham, 2005; Ehrich et al., 2004; Simpson, 2005), 
particularly with respect to the careers of women ( Blake-Beard, 2001; Devos, 2004; 
Gardiner, 2005; Maher et al.,2006; Quinlan, 1999; Ragins & Cotton, 1991). 
 
In many countries, mentoring school teachers is common practice (Ehrich et al., 2004; 
Gilles & Wilson, 2004; Mullen, 2000; Norman & Feiman-Nemser, 2005). In recent years, 
the renewed emphasis on teaching and learning in higher education has often meant that 
new academics may also be offered opportunities to participate in formal mentoring 
programs specifically aimed at their development as university teachers (Mathias, 2005; 
Sandretto et al., 2002). 
 
Whilst insights gained from mentoring programs implemented in the corporate sector and 
in teacher education are useful, they are not entirely well-suited to the higher education 
context given the diversity of academic work.  Much more is required of academics than 
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simply being good teachers. Those in academia face the challenges of having to teach 
well, research productively, administer effectively and contribute to services within and 
beyond the University. In the current ‘hired to teach but paid to publish’ higher education 
environment (Lueddeke, 1999), it is not surprising that pressures and conflicts arise in a 
range of issues such as teaching/research priority, work-life balance, promotion and 
professional development. Pressures of work and work-life balance have increased 
occupational stress levels in the higher education sector (Tytherleigh et al., 2005; 
Winefield & Jarrett, 2001). Formal and informal mentoring is often perceived as a 
potential solution to these dilemmas.  
 
Mentoring is a means through which a career may be guided beginning with induction 
into a profession or institution through to progress and promotion with positive outcomes 
not only for the individuals involved in mentoring relationships ( Barkham, 2005; Ehrich 
et al., 2004; Gilles & Wilson, 2004) but also for their organisations ( Douglas, 1997; 
Murray & Owen, 1991). Although informal mentoring relationships may develop 
naturally between colleagues, formal mentoring programs are increasingly being 
established in order to reap the perceived benefits of mentoring. For mentees, the benefits 
may include increased professional opportunities and collegial networks, access to power 
bases, growth of professional knowledge and skill development, career advancement and 
more effective, happier performers (Long, 1997; Ragins & Cotton, 1999). The reported 
benefits for mentors include personal and professional satisfaction, enhancement of 
professional reputation, extension of collegial networks and influence and rejuvenated 
careers by assisting in the personal and professional development of mentees (Ehrich et 
al., 2004; Long, 1997). Research has also shown benefits of mentoring for organisations 
such as improved productivity and job satisfaction, development of organizational culture 
and commitment, and enhanced communication and relationships across different levels 
of the organization (Long, 1997; Murray & Owen, 1991).  
 
Much has been written about the benefits derived from both formal and informal 
mentoring relationships, usually focussing on mentors giving and mentees receiving 
(Blake-Beard, 2001; Gilles & Wilson, 2004; Ehrich et al., 2004; Moberg & Velasquez, 
2004). These benefits have been characterized as the gift of mentoring (Gibb, 1999; 
Lander, 2004). In this paper, we focus on mentees’ experiences in a formal university 
mentoring program and reconceptualise notions of giving and receiving as the gift in 
mentoring.  Our notion is more inclusive, encompassing the familiar gift that mentors 
give to mentees and the less-recognised gift that mentees give to mentors as well as the 
gift of opportunity that program developers give to all participants in formal mentoring 
programs.   
 
The paper begins with an overview of the context in which the mentoring program took 
place.  The second section explores the notion and nature of gift and its place in 
mentoring.  The third section outlines the methods used and the fourth section presents 
the findings.  We then outline the lessons from this program in the fifth section and 
conclude with insights that will be useful to mentors, mentees, academic developers and 
Universities. 
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Background 
 
This paper emerged from a pilot mentoring program established at the University of 
Sydney, a large, research intensive university in Australia. The pilot program was a joint 
initiative of the university’s Faculty of Education and Social Work and the Faculty of 
Economics and Business and funded by an internal teaching improvement grant (Ewing 
et al., 2006). It was designed and implemented across the Faculties by a Project Team 
that included a Project Coordinator. The program was formal in that it had certain non-
negotiable aspects, namely, participants had to sign formal mentoring agreements that 
specified goals they would achieve during the program, accept the timeframe of the 
program and accept the funding that was available. Within the formal program however, 
there were a number of key flexible elements. Mentors were voluntary and mentees could 
select a mentor from either Faculty. Mentees could set their own goals for the program 
and the means through which they would achieve those goals. Mentors and mentees 
could also choose how and how often to keep in contact and how to use the funds 
provided. The flexibility within the formal program not only contributed to its success 
(Ewing et al., 2006) but also, in our view, generated the feelings of mutuality, trust and 
respect that enable key ethical dimensions to come to the fore. We all participated in the 
pilot program as mentees and all had a very strong sense that our mentoring relationships 
were successful. All of us are at lecturer or senior lecturer level of appointment and our 
mentors were one or more levels above – from senior lecturer through to professor. We 
are all women in the Faculty of Economics and Business, albeit from quite different 
disciplinary areas (business law, marketing, work and organizational studies) with 
different length of tenure and one of our mentors was in the Faculty of Education and 
Social Work. 
 
The notion of ‘benefits’ and the conduct of ‘giving’ and ‘receiving’ commonly appear in 
the mentoring literature without any explicit recognition of the ‘gift’ in mentoring. The 
‘giving’ generally takes place from the perspective of the mentor giving to the mentee 
(Gilles & Wilson, 2004) and mentoring relationships are therefore often perceived as uni-
directional in that the mentor is free to bestow on mentees the ‘gift’ of their experience 
and wisdom (Gibb, 1999). These gifts are often translated into positive outcomes 
(Moberg & Velasquez, 2004) typically for the mentee and expressed through ‘functional’ 
benefits such as career advancement (Ragins & Cotton, 1999), professional opportunities 
(McCormick, 1991) and growth of professional knowledge and skill development 
(Fleming, 1991), just to name a few. Whilst these benefits are received by the mentee, the 
extent to which mentees give back to the mentor is not clearly understood or documented 
apart from ‘softer benefits’ that mentors have claimed to receive such as personal 
satisfaction (Fleming, 1991) and feeling rewarded and rejuvenated (Smith, 1990).  Our 
aim is to explicitly explore all the aspects inherent in the notion of ‘gift’ in the context of 
mentoring to show how this can strengthen relationships that are important for the 
success of formal mentoring programs in academic settings.  
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Literature 
 
In elaborating on the meaning of ‘gift’, we refer to Mauss (1990) defining it as a ‘total 
social phenomenon’.  Gift implies certain actions, settings, relationships and implications 
which extends mentoring and yet when applied to it, reveals a deeper set of 
understanding between mentor/mentee relationships that otherwise seem formal and one-
sided.   Komter (2007, pg.100) argues that a gift “reflects a multi-purpose symbolic 
utility that transcends both utilitarianism and anti-utilitarianism”.  In other words, it is a 
highly insightful, rich and complex symbol which represents meanings that can reveal 
human relations, power relations and motives.   
 
Gift-giving is a ‘skilful game of exchange’, as Levi-Strauss (1996) puts it.  And this 
exchange process involves reciprocity and gratitude which will be elaborated later.  As 
mentioned previously, it is clear how mentoring is a gift and what ‘gifts’ are usually 
given to the mentee by the mentor.  But as gifts imply exchange, this actually suggests a 
dyadic relationship that is contrary to the one-way flow often documented in the 
mentoring literature. It is this two-way perspective that we want to illuminate, 
specifically the gift from mentee to mentor.  
 
As a gift serves several symbolic functions, the meaning of what a gift is shall be 
explored next using Komter’s (2007) framework.  While a gift is often made tangible 
through a material object, non-material gifts such as knowledge and positive emotions 
also count. While these objects are given, they occur in a particular occasion which 
exemplifies the importance of the setting.  The action of gift-giving also involves the 
ritual of the way gifts are presented and received.  This is an important revelation into the 
type of relationship to whom within which the gift is being given.  Whilst in a formal 
mentoring relationship, the objectives of the program to a large extent stipulates the 
structure of the relationship, the nature of each mentor/mentee relationship is much more 
fluid which stimulated the different manifestations of the ‘gift’ (this shall be explained in 
the findings section).  
 
The spirit or motive behind the giving is another important element of a gift.  Mauss 
(1990) argues that reciprocity motivates gift-giving which involves three obligations: the 
obligation to give, the obligation to receive and the obligation to reciprocate. But apart 
from obligations, reciprocity also suggests a sense of gratitude which Simmel (1950) 
points out is an important cohesive bridge that connects humans to one another. This 
could be an underlying factor in successful mentoring relationships.  Having received the 
gift causes feelings of gratitude to arise, and gratitude can in turn be considered as a 
moral force to return the gift (Komter, 2005). With these elements in mind, it is proposed 
that gift-giving is multi-faceted, reveals insights into relationships and reciprocal in 
nature.   These will be explained further in the following sections, after methods.  
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Methods 
 
Qualitative, reflexive, intensive case-based research was used for the research reported in 
this paper.  At the end of the six-month formal mentoring program, all 28 participants (14 
mentor/mentee pairs) compiled written reflections on their experience (see Ewing et al, 
2006, Appendix).  Participants’ names were removed from this material by the Project 
Coordinator to render it anonymous and it was then distributed to all program 
participants. Subsequently,  we each independently chose to participate in meetings with 
the Project Team while it was considering prospects for researching and writing about 
various aspects of the mentoring experience.  Through these, and separate meetings 
between the three of us, we identified the ‘mentee experience’ as a suitable subject for 
our research.  The dimension of the ‘gift’ in mentoring emerged as a key theme in our 
oral reflections..  To elicit additional material concerning this theme, the Project 
Coordinator interviewed the three of us about the mentee experience ( see Appendix for 
questions) .  Insights from the interview transcripts provided further data Content analysis 
was used to discern the themes and key elements in the interview transcripts and 
reflective writings.  Headway in writing was made possible through a ‘writing retreat’ 
coordinated by the Project Team and funded by the project grant.  In writing this paper  
we considered which ‘voice’ best suited the paper and chose to use the first person (I, we) 
where appropriate because ‘gift’ is personal and this allows the content to be 
communicated more meaningfully. 
 
 
Findings 
 
Benefits of Mentoring 
 
A key finding was the desire, experienced by each of us (and others), to give something 
to our mentors.  The ‘gifts’ we sought to give our mentors were manifested differently, 
shaped by the specific mentoring relationships. For one of us, the gift was concrete and 
tangible. 

 
After we signed the agreement in the first meeting…I went overseas. I 
actually thought of [my mentor] when I was overseas – to bring something 
back, just as a gesture to start the relationship on a positive note. So I 
actually got her a scarf. I got her a green scarf, because I noticed that she 
drove a green car…After I came back…I gave her that gift. It was…a nice 
feeling. (Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 16 November 2006, p 3) 

 
For the others of us, the gifts were less material but still very tangible, bearing out 
Komter’s (2007) point that gifts may be material or non-material. For example:  
 

I never thought about giving [my mentor] a physical gift, but I wanted to 
give her information or contacts or invitations to things that I got that I 
thought she might be interested in. So, for example, I’m one of the 
academic representatives on [a student] mentoring program that’s done 
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through the Office for Women in the state government. Through that, we 
would get invitations to International Women’s Day activities and 
information about what the state government’s doing [in this area]. So I 
would pass that onto [my mentor]…I felt like I just wanted to give her 
something. (Mentee 13, Transcript of Interview, 15 November 2006, p4 

 
Arising from the particular circumstances, one of us was able to make a return to her 
mentor directly through information concerning the University. The mentor had recently 
arrived at the University from another country. At the outset, when the mentee expressed 
her desire that the relationship not be solely one way, the mentor responded that she felt 
there was a lot that the mentee could contribute in helping her build her understanding of 
the University.  

 
She said that for her there would be potential benefit by learning about 
Sydney University.  That gave me a sense of how I might be able to 
contribute something in return. So…I felt that I wanted to be able to give 
that return and I think I was able to…For me, it was quite a unique situation 
where there was quite a tangible way in which I could give something back. 
(Mentee 7, Transcript of Interview, 9 November 2006, p3) 

 
There was also evidence from others in the program of both mentees’ desire (sense of 
obligation) to give something to their mentors and their success in doing so as illustrated 
in the following excerpt. 

 
When I entered into this association I was acutely aware of the possibility of 
a one-sided relationship and endeavoured to make sure that I contribute as 
much as possible to this partnership to make it valuable for us both.  This 
has resulted in a joint presentation that will combine contemporary art 
practice with critical theory. (Mentee 9, Written Reflections from Mentoring 
Program, p25)  
 

Further ways mentees found to give to their mentors included their implicit role as 
informants about matters which they directly embodied. Mentee 14 commented that: 
‘[a]part from the physical gift I gave her in the beginning of the relationship, given her 
research interests, to do with women and work, I think…I was like an informant to her as 
I shared with her about the issues that face women (Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 
16 November 2006, p4). This evidence of ‘embodied gifts’ was corroborated in the other 
mentee interviews and in the written reflections of mentors also. There is evidence from  
mentors that they had received ‘gifts’ from their mentees but interestingly ‘gifts’ in a 
form not able to be articulated by the mentees. These included, identifying a need to 
change the way in which they conduct performance reviews of those they supervise 
(Mentor 8), gaining a heightened appreciation of the need for mentoring to support more 
junior staff (Mentor 12, 13), acquiring enhanced capacities to mentor (Mentors 7, 8, 9), 
and allowing the discovery of ‘acquired wisdom’ that had not been apparent until 
presented with a dilemma as part of the mentoring relationship (Mentor 5).  
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Through reflection, we found that what our mentors had done for us could also be 
understood with the concept of ‘gift’, instead of the sanitised notion of ‘benefits’ that 
prevails in the mentoring literature This was perceived in various ways – as creating the 
mental and emotional ‘space’ to express concerns and needs directly, to establish more 
positive perceptions and ways of combining the demands of teaching, research and non-
work commitments, to assist with identifying and accomplishing what is needed to gain 
promotion, to provide advice in addressing difficult working relationships with 
colleagues, and to achieve a specified research output, amongst others.  
 
All our interviews recorded perceptual evidence of our gifts, as illustrated by mentee 14 
below. 

It was like a chat with a friend, with some useful advice and bits of wisdom 
thrown into it. We knew why we were there. We would not meet and just 
sort of chat about life aimlessly…[S]he would…give me the opportunity to 
talk about issues…That kind of empowered me to be more open and honest. 
To me, that is a gift... Sometimes – at work especially – you can’t really say 
certain things in your discipline [department]…Through this relationship, I 
was allowed to – not in a negative, critical way – but just how it [was] 
affecting [me] in work. Just to be able to share that with someone is a gift. 
(Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 16 November 2006, pp3-4). 

 
Furthermore, the reflective writings confirmed that mentees from across the program 
gained substantially in tangible and intangible ways.   
 
Another illustration of the gift in this mentoring program was the intangible gift of 
opportunity given by the Project Team to all participants, along with support during the 
program and the post-program opportunity for research collaboration. And the gift to us 
of the opportunity to work together on this paper which would not have happened had it 
not been for our participation in the program. A tangible gift was also given to all 
participants, namely, funding (mentors and mentees were offered the same amount) in 
recognition of the time and commitment required for the program. This enabled mentors 
and mentees to pay for assistance (such as research or teaching assistance) that would 
allow them to free up time required to participate.  Most participants reported that this 
was not the main motivation for joining the program and many said that they would still 
have participated even if there was no monetary compensation (Ewing et al. 2006).  Some 
acknowledged that this ‘bonus’ gave them the scope to participate, acted as a symbol of 
dedication of time to the project and fostered a sense of mutual obligation between 
mentor and mentee (Mentor/Mentee Reflective Writings, pp.12, 15 and 38.).  Two 
participants felt that the amount of money should be lessened either because it created a 
feeling of needing to do more than was possible in the program (Mentor 11, Reflective 
Writings, p24), or to allow the personal development opportunities which the pilot 
program provided to be shared more widely amongst others (Mentee 11, Reflective 
Writings, p. 42).  
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Intrinsic Dimensions of Mentoring 
 
In terms of Mauss’ (1990) three-fold notion of obligation, the foregoing bears out that 
mentees can fulfil not just an obligation to receive but also an obligation to give, as well 
as the obligation to reciprocate.  These obligations and the associated dimension of 
gratitude, are elaborated further below. 
 
Some mentees expressed a sense of obligation in regard to the specific goals that had 
been agreed with their mentors, as well as obligations in regard to the use of time and the 
busyness and other commitments of their mentors. This composite is expressed by 
Mentee 13 who commented: 

…I definitely felt that I owed her my best efforts…in relation to research 
funds and research assistance [an agreed goal of the mentoring 
partnership]…I wanted…to have a positive outcome for [my mentor], not 
just for me, but for her [also]…I owed it to her not to waste her time when 
we met. So if we were going to be meeting about something I ensured that 
I’d thought about that thing beforehand and [went] along…prepared…  
[W]e met over lunch…because I felt she had to eat lunch. If she 
could…set that time aside for lunch, then it wasn’t going to be intruding in 
her day too much. (Mentor 13, Transcript of Interview, 15 November 
2006, pp 3-4.) 

 
Significantly, evidence of the obligation to reciprocate was furnished in the written 
reflections, which pre-dated the articulation of ‘gift’ and the exploration of this as a 
distinctive dimension of the mentoring experience. In her reflective writings, Mentee 13 
mentioned her sense of obligation and her concern about being able to ‘give something 
back’, in other words, reciprocity (Mentee 13  Reflective Writing, p. 4). 
 
Illustrating Levi-Strauss’ (1996) ‘skilful game of exchange’, reciprocity, or mutuality was 
expressed by mentees in the interviews and also in the reflective writings:  

 
‘[t]he relationship definitely kept going [beyond the specified six month period], 
for whatever reason…[M]aybe both of us just found it satisfying, or both of us 
just found it mutually empowering.’(Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 16 
November 2006, p4-5) 

 
I took an instant like to [Mentor 8], who was very welcoming and 
encouraging. She stressed from the outset that she was seeking to get 
something out of the process, and was not just there to do me a favour.  
Once we had met and discussed the process and what each of us wanted to 
get out of it, I felt much more comfortable. (Mentee 8, Reflective Writing, 
p26) 

 
Reciprocity was also expressed by mentors:  

‘The nature of the relationship was one of equals – rather than the more usual 
hierarchy of mentor/mentee – and based on us sharing insights and observations 
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and helping each other to learn from these.  I think we both took away something 
useful from this’. (Mentor 4, Reflective Writings, p29). 

 
Mentor and Mentee 7 in their joint reflective writing, stated that an unexpected outcome 
of their relationship was the ‘positive reciprocal engagement’ that arose from their 
‘ability to engage with each other’. (Mentor/Mentee 7, Reflective Writings, p 48.) This 
expression of reciprocity evident in the written reflections of Mentor 7, applied not just to 
her mentee but more broadly, to the university as a whole.  Mentee 7 later commented in 
regard to her mentor, that ‘she feels that it’s important for people in senior roles to 
actually give something back to the institution that they’re in and she saw the mentoring 
process of being one way of doing that’ (Mentee 7, Transcript of Interview, 9 November 
2006, p2).  In regard to the mentoring goals set by her and her mentee, Mentor 9 
commented ‘I think [they] were mutually beneficial (Mentor 9, Reflective Writing, p46). 
 
As Simmel (1950) has pointed out, reciprocity suggests a sense of gratitude which was 
also articulated within this mentoring program: ‘I guess that by giving her that gift [the 
green scarf], on my part, I saw that as a gesture of gratitude, because I saw the mentoring 
program…at a personal level’ (Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 9 November 2006, 
p3).  Mentee 13 paired with a Mentor who had already agreed to mentor another person.  
Mentee 13 commented ‘when she [the mentor] said that she could take both of us, I 
thought “that’s great”. So, from day one, I felt like she’s doing something for me. She’s 
going out of her way. She doesn’t have to take two…I was grateful’ (Mentee 13, 
Transcript of Interview, 15 November 2006, p3). 
 
Further Aspects of Mentoring 
 
Simmel (1950) proposes that obligation, accompanied by gratitude is an important 
cohesive bridge that connects humans to one another, in other words, obligation merges 
into relationship. This was strongly borne out in the relationships that were established in 
this mentoring program which suggest that the formation of relationship replaces, 
diminishes, or at least changes, the sense of obligation. 
 

Perhaps the sense of obligation…was a little bit stronger in the beginning. 
After the first two meetings or so, I did not really feel the sense of 
obligation as strongly as I did in the beginning. Perhaps also we talked 
more and I knew her a little bit more. With each meeting, I felt more and 
more comfortable talking to her. I didn’t feel an obligation to continually 
give back. …  Though the official pilot has finished I still [consider her to 
be] my mentor. I would still talk to her and contact her if I need any 
advice. I think her attitude to me [18 months later] is still the same. She 
still expresses concern in terms of how I’m going. It’s definitely positive. 
(Mentee 14, Transcript of Interview, 16 November 2006, p6.) 
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Mentee 7 depicted the shift from obligation to relationship as follows: 
 
[O]ver the six months that we were in that arrangement, I relaxed more 
about it and so it became just an open type of a rapport, rather than a sense 
of ‘I’m imposing, I’m taking time from her. Oh gosh, she’s such a busy 
person, etcetera, etcetera’. So…the obligation didn’t weigh so heavily 
after we got into the mentoring. (Mentee 7, Transcript of Interview, 9 
November 2006, p 5). 

 
When asked to describe the nature of the mentoring relationship, Mentee 13 clearly 
depicted it in terms of some of the most valued and important human traits. 

I think it was a relationship of trust, a relationship of confidence. It was a 
relationship where you know somebody’s looking out for – or interested in 
your interests. Sometimes even putting you ahead of them... (Mentee 13, 
Transcript of Interview, 15 November 2006, p9) 

 
 
Discussion  
 
Reconceptualising benefits in a mentoring program as gifts, allows the exploration of 
subtle dimensions inherent in the notion of gift that are commonly overlooked. Returning 
to Mauss’ theory on gift-giving, it is evident that obligation, reciprocity and gratitude 
were important elements displayed in the relationships in this research.   Gifts given by 
mentors to mentees in terms of time, effort and wisdom are apparent both in practice and 
are commonly discussed in the literature.  However, the mentee’s gifts in mentoring are 
also vital in ensuring the success of the relationship.  Through both tangible and 
intangible gifts given by mentees to mentors, the relationships in our study were enriched 
and to some extent, reduced the power distance between mentor and mentee.  In contrast 
to what is often viewed as a one-way giving type of relationship (mentors giving and 
mentees receiving), the reciprocity inherent in giving back to the mentor overrode this 
one-way dimension and in turn became the cohesive glue in tightening the relationship.   
This two-way dimension based on reciprocity under laid the successful mentoring 
relationships in this research as it over-powered the common perceptions of uni-
directional giving from mentor to mentee (Gilles & Wilson 2004, Gibb 1999).  It is this 
two-way exchange that illuminates the importance of the role of mentees in contributing 
towards the success of mentoring relationships.  
 
Whilst the gifts in the mentoring relationships were manifested differently, this is not as 
important as the motive behind the giving of the gift.   The gift in itself can be considered 
as token; more important is the symbolic value in the act of giving.  This interaction 
implies a sense of giving to return thanks, that is, a sense of gratitude (Howells, 2004) 
and invokes a ‘moral force’ of connecting and/or giving beyond the self (Komter, 2005).  
This moral force is not necessarily present, or at least not always recognised, in all 
mentoring relationships. It is precisely this ‘moral force’ that drove reciprocity from the 
mentees in this research to give gifts in their respective mentoring relationships. The 
Latin phrase Do ut des (I give that you may give) captures this principle of reciprocity 
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appropriately. From this research it appears that it is the mentee’s initiatives through 
expressing gratitude and reciprocating to the mentor’s gift/s that has the capacity to shift 
a mentor/mentee rapport towards genuine relationship and success. 
 
We propose that successful mentoring and personal engagement are inseparable, evoking 
the cycle of reciprocity and gratitude. ‘Benefits’ conceptualised as ‘gifts’ implies that 
there is a personal element in mentoring relationships that is beyond functional 
utilitarianism.  The three-fold interactions (program developers to all participants, mentor 
to mentee, mentee to mentor) show the various opportunities for gift giving to occur that 
strengthen mentoring programs. Furthermore, what may appear to be a simple exchange 
between mentor and mentee, albeit existing within a larger framework that includes 
program developers, also constitutes a gift to [the wider realm of ]the University 
community in that its academics are better equipped, empowered and supported to 
perform their diverse duties. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has explored the dynamics of the gift in mentoring and has shown the 
importance of obligation, reciprocity and gratitude in contributing to the success of our 
mentoring relationships.  It has also shown that perceiving mentoring only in terms of 
‘benefits’ misses inherent personal aspects. 
 
Our research provides useful insights into mentoring, especially for academic developers.  
Program developers need to give consideration to intrinsic obligation, reciprocity and 
gratitude, that is, elements that can enable mentoring pairs to shift to mentoring 
relationships. Whilst these intrinsic elements cannot be created by academic developers, 
mentoring programs can be designed to foster an environment that is open to these.  We 
suggest that academic developers be explicit about the possibility that these intrinsic 
elements may emerge amongst some mentoring pairs throughout the process of 
mentoring thereby alerting participants to dimensions that can enhance the mentoring 
rapport.  This may be facilitated by allowing longer than six months as in this program as 
relationship-building take time. 
 
The research has not been concerned with what causes success or failure in mentoring 
and more extensive data will be needed to specify causal relationships, if indeed this is 
possible.  Furthermore, if the context variables (gender, discipline, length of tenure and 
so on) were different, would this change the nature and dynamics of the gift?  Further, 
research is needed to explore such issues in order to inform and contribute to academic 
development programs. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions  
 
1. What was your position/level? 
 
2. What was your mentor’s position/level? 
 
3. What consideration (if any) did you give to the position/level/disciplinary base at the 

stage of selecting/choosing a prospective mentor? 
 
4. If you had specific goal/s in mind in regard to position/level/disciplinary based of a 

mentor, were these achieved? 
 
5. Did you have a sense of ‘obligation’ in regard to your mentor? Explain. At what 

stages did this occur (some/all)? 
 
6. Did you feel you ‘owed’ your mentor something/anything or wanted to provide a 

‘return’ on their contribution? 
 
7. How did you deal with this? 
 
8. Was there anything specific or tangible that caused you to want to make a ‘return’ or 

was it a general sense of obligation? 
 
9. Do you think your mentor gained anything from the mentoring experience? Explain. 
 
10. Is there any evidence that your mentor benefited from the mentoring experience? (Not 

sure if this question is necessary as it may be covered by the previous one?) 
 
11. Did the sense of obligation change throughout the mentoring period? If so, how? 
 
12. Can you discuss the power relationship between you and your mentor? 
 
13. In what way/s might/did the respective position of, or power relations between, you 

and your mentor influence the mentoring experience? 
 
14. Is this the first time you are involved in a mentoring relationship?  
 
15. (If yes) Did it meet your expectations? Please elaborate.  
 
16. How does this relationship compare to previous mentoring relationships you have 

experienced?  In what specific ways are they different or similar?  
 
17. What stood out as the most valuable thing that you take away out of this mentoring 

relationship?  
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18. In your own word or two, how would you describe the nature of this mentoring 
relationship? 

 
19. What do you think is the role of gender in relation to this topic (the gift of 

mentoring)? 


