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In a formal mentoring programme at the University of South Africa (Unisa), the
mainly black newcomers are mentored by productive white academics. This article
aims to determine how mentors perceived their mentoring task in this context.
The findings revealed that mentors understand their mentoring task as pertaining
exclusively to the development of research skills in order to sustain research outputs.
No problems were encountered with cross-race mentoring. However, a lack of self-
efficacy on the part of some of the prozégés called for mentoring involving implicit
goal-setting and affirming feedback, based on a radical humanist perspective on
mentoring.

Mentorprogramme as antwoord op merietevereistes in
die lig van gelykberegtiging

In’n formele mentorprogram aan die Universiteit van Suid-Afrika (Unisa) word die
oorwegend swart toetredersdeur produktiewe witakademici gementor. Diedoel van
dieartikel is om die mentors se persepsie van hul mentortaak binne hierdie konteks
te bepaal. Daar is bevind dat mentors hul mentortaak uitsluitlik as ontwikkeling
vannavorsingsvaardighede interpreteer ten einde navorsingsuitsetprestasie te hand-
haaf. Geen probleme is met tussenrasmentorskap ervaar nie. 'n Gebrek aan selfwerk-
saamheid onder sommige van die prozédgés het egter 'n spesifieke mentorstrategie
vereis wat implisiete doelwitstelling en bevestigende terugvoering omvat, gebaseer
op 'n radikale humanistiese perspektief op mentorskap.
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ﬁ‘ Ithough mentoring was initially defined as a workplace learn-

ing approach implemented and studied in business and cor-

porate settings, it has now also been adopted by higher educa-
tion organisations. Apart fromasimilar implicit obligation to develop
their employees, higher education institutions have an explicit moral
obligation to develop their students (Mertz 2004: 543) while adher-
ing to merit imperatives of economic efficiency (Elliot 2005: 69).

Development obligations in the higher education sector are
carried out in an environment characterised by its hierarchical and
politicised nature, individualised values, changing agendas and its
claim to authority and knowledge (Blunt & Conolly 2006: 196,
Kirchmeyer 2005: 639). Individualised values, as reflected in an
“insistent individualism” (Bennet 1998: 37), are deeply ingrained
in academia. This prevails while the production of and access to
knowledge are controlled by “naming” specific issues and ignoring
others (Gravett & Petersen 2007: 194). However, knowledge not
named is crucially important for full participation in the production
of named knowledge. Mentors who assist with the unveiling of this
named and not named knowledge are typically accredited members
of academia who are committed to facilitating prorégés’ careers. The
best-known outcomes of this commitment are prozdgés’ research out-
put successes (cf Gardiner ez @/ 2007: 427, Kirchmeyer 2005: 638,
Messmer 1998).

Over the past two decades a general trend with mentoring has been
the introduction of formal mentoring programmes to sustain econom-
ic efficiency while adhering to affirmative action legislation (Ehrich ez
al 2004, Long 1997). This trend has also become popular in the South
African higher education context. It is anticipated that the equity de-
mand for staff profiles that represent demographic realities will be
realised with the implementation of formal mentoring programmes
tosustain merit imperatives relating to research outputs. Formal men-
toring takes place in an environment in which new appointments are,
increasingly, preferably black while the more senior staff who are ex-
pected to act as mentors are predominantly still white.

The purpose of this article is to understand how mentors at the
University of South Africa (Unisa), where formal mentoring has been
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implemented to sustain merit imperatives while complying with
employment equity legislation, experience their contextual mentor-
ing task.

1. Background

The South African post-apartheid government acknowledged the inter-
nationally competitive research and teaching capacities of the histo-
rically white universities and stressed the need to exploit their ex-
pertise and infrastructure by means of a restructuring process (DoE
1997: 8). As a dedicated distance education institution, Unisa was
restructured to meet the imperative of equity through access while
complying with the merit demands of economic efficiency (cf El-
liot 2005: 69, Jansen 2003: 32, Ntshoe 2004: 142). Unisa’s vision
is to become “the African university in the service of humanity” (Unisa
2005: 6), in the process becoming an ideologically African univer-
sity that is rooted in Africa, with an African history and aspirations,
and drawing students from across the continent (Farrell 2009a: 1).
This implies that the institution’s demographics must reflect the
demographic realities of the continent. Equity imperatives and de-
mographic realities are being realised in that, for the 2009 academic
year, the majority of theacademicstaff were black femalesaged 30-35
(Farrell 2009b: 2). Owing to the significant representation of young
academics in the university’s academic population, the proportion
of academic staff with doctoral degrees has dropped from 71% for
2004 to 53% for 2009 (Farrell 2009b: 2). A formal mentoring pro-
gramme has thus been envisioned for Unisa to fulfil the implicit
obligation for redressed employee development and the explicit
moral obligation for student development (Mertz 2004: 543), while
at the same time meeting the merit demands of economic efficiency
(Elliot 2005: 69, Jansen 2003: 32). Accordingly, new and younger
black academics are being mentored with regard to research and
tuition needs and encouraged to co-publish with experienced white
academics who will retire from the system over the next decade (Far-
rell 2008: 6). It is therefore an officially stated, institutionally incor-
porated academic leadership duty of senior academics to help less
experienced colleagues, in particular black and female colleagues,
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to develop research skills (Unisa 2006: 8, 9, Integrated Performance
Management System 2009).

Inresponse to the institutionally steered effort to establish a com-
mitted mentoring culture at Unisa, the College of Human Sciences
launched a formal mentoring programme in April 2009. The over-
riding goal is to develop and empower young black academics to im-
prove theiracademic standing while fostering a culture of hard work,
accountability and productivity (Reyneke 2009). As anticipated by
senior management, mentoring should assist with the fast-tracking
of mostly black, young, promising and talented academics in the
areas of tuition, research and academic management with the aim
of developing them into top researchers and managers within Unisa
and on the global stage (Farrell 2009c: 6). The first group of poten-
tial mentors called upon to participate in mentoring was the senior
professors, promoted to that rank on account of excellent research
outputs. Using natural pairing as a basis, one-on-one mentorship
dyads were arranged to embark on a formal mentoring programme
structured over twelve months. Each twelve-month mentoring pe-
riod starts with the mentor and prorégé entering into a mentorship
agreement whereby the protégé’s needs, as articulated to the mentor,
are translated into goals and objectives. Progress is reported upon
at quarterly intervals. It is envisaged that these goals and objectives
relate toa concrete output for the prordgé by way of a research proposal
and/or a research-oriented career plan (Mtala 2009).

2. Methodology and design

To understand the meanings mentors construct around their men-
toring task in the Unisa context, a qualitative inquiry employing
interviewing was conducted in order to understand how mentors
experience their participation in a formal mentoring relationship to
address merit imperatives in a context of equity redress. The research
sample was chosen with the express purpose of selecting participants
with whom it would be most suitable to “wander” on the research
journey (Henning 2004: 70) on account of the breadth and depth of
their experience of the phenomenon under investigation (Johnson
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2002: 106). A sample of nine professors (four women and five men)
was purposefully selected on account of their outstanding research
records and their active involvement in mentoring. As seasoned re-
searchers they all met the expected output of 1.5 articles per year
and their work experience as academics varied between fourteen
and twenty-one years. All participants had entered into mentorship
agreements, as required by the formal mentoring programme of
Unisa’s College of Human Sciences. With reference to the recom-
mendations for a phenomenological study, Rossman & Rallis (2003:
138) state that three to five substantial interviews with information-
rich participants provide intensive coverage of the data. This state-
ment was corroborated by the researcher when saturation of informa-
tion occurred after nine interviews and she realised that she was no
longer learning anything new (Greef 2005: 294).

In-depth recursive interviews, in which participants were prompt-
ed through broad, open questions and probes to narrate and reflect on
their mentoring experiences, provided the data for a thick description
of the phenomenon (Henning 2004: 6). The open questions related to
mentors’ perceptions of the following: the institutional rationale for
mentoring; mentors’ reasons for participating in a formal mentoring
programme; mentors’ mentoring focus and planning of the mentor-
ing process; mentoring outcomes anticipated by mentors; mentors’
rewards for mentoring; race and gender issues in mentoring, and ex-
pected/unexpected issues encountered with mentoring so far. The in-
terviews were audio-taped and the content was transcribed. Inductive
analysis based on the Tesch model was used to ensure that all per-
spectives and issues arising from the data were included in the report
(Poggenpoel 1998: 343). Guba’s trustworthiness model was used to
establish the validity and reliability of the qualitative research in terms
of truth-value, applicability, consistency and neutrality (Poggenpoel
1998: 348-50). The anonymity of participants and the confidentiality
of their disclosures were guaranteed at all times.

The theory underlying the empirical investigation is discussed
in the next section.
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3. Mentoring in academia

New entrants to academia perceive their movement towards more
intensive participation in the academic environment as contingent
on concerted mentoring efforts. As knowledge-power brokers, men-
tors are expected to be open to analysing their mentoring roles and to
accept the multiple realities of the newcomers (Gravett & Petersen
2007: 205) in order to assist them with constructive workplace
learning. It is important first to reflect on the workplace environ-
ment in which such learning should take place.

4. Workplace environment

4.1 A community of practice as a basis for workplace
learning

The workplace of a higher education institution relates to what
Wenger (2000: 229) describes as a community of practice, which
refers to the social “container” of the competences that are needed in
the specific setting and which, through mutual discourse, is defined
by the participants of the specific community. The discourse in the
community of practice represents the framing of life in a particular
way and encapsulates a specific history, culture and social identity
(Pratt & Nesbit 2000: 118) caused by joint enterprise, mutual en-
gagement and a shared repertoire (Wenger 2000: 229). A commu-
nity of practice, with its specific discourse, develops from a conver-
gent interplay of these three elements which is born of and based on
purposeful learning (Lave & Wenger 1991: 96).

Withinaspecific community of practice, purposeful learning aims
to achieve desirable outcomes for the individual and the organisation
to ensure the sustained development of both parties (Mathews 2003:
321). This is possible through learning as interplay between social
competence and personal experience, combining personal transforma-
tion with the evolution of social structures (Wenger 2000: 227). Social
competence is contingent on social capital, which flows from the inter-
est shown in an individual’s initial development and the norms held
and enforced by fellow community members who have shaped and
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controlled the person’s activities and approaches to life and relation-
ships with others (Van Wyk & Lemmer 2007: 301). Apart from finan-
cial supplies, social capital resources comprise emotional, cognitive,
spiritual, physical, support structure-related and relationship-orient-
ed resources and resources relating to knowledge of a community’s
hidden rules (Kamper 2008: 1). The availability of these resources
promotes learning, which takes place by employing aspects such as
specific events, internal leadership, a rich fabric of connectivity, dis-
tinct membership, a unique set of artefacts and tailor-made learning
projects (Wenger 2000: 230). The result is the equipping of newcom-
ers with a learning process of “legitimate peripheral participation”
(Lave & Wenger 1991: 29), gradually leading them to more central
participation within the specific community of practice.

Learning via legitimate peripheral participation is based on the
underlying values of the specific workplace, which shapes how par-
ticipants think and react (Wenger 2000). Traditionally this is linked
toa functionalist perspective of mentoring (Darwin 2000) as contain-
ing an increasing understanding of “how, when, and about what old-
timers collaborate, collude and collide, and what they enjoy, dislike,
respect and admire” (Lave & Wenger 1991: 95). For Darwin (2000:
199) this implies a Darwinian survival-of-the-fittest process in which
newcomers learn techniques for operating successfully within the spe-
cific community, thus placing them “ahead of the pack”.

To be placed ahead of the pack, young academics must acquire
techniques relating to competencies in research and publishing skills
(Gardiner ez @/ 2007: 427). The quantity of publications produced
isastrong predictor of career advancement (Kirchmeyer 2005: 647)
and a move to more central participation in the community of prac-
tice. Publishing techniques encompass skill at academic writing,
turning research into journal articles, choosing the right journal,
dealing with referees’ and editors’ comments, and engaging in net-
working (Mathews 2003: 328).

4.2 Mentoring functions and workplace learning

As a learning strategy to enhance workplace learning, mentoring in-
volves the three components of the career advancement and pro-
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fessional development of a prordgé by a high-ranking member of the
organisation with advanced experience and knowledge who is com-
mitted to act as a mentor.'

To advance the career and professional development of the prozégé,
career and psychosocial functions are presupposed (Kram 1983). The
career function enables prozdgés to learn the ropes of the workplace
and to prepare for advancement. This is linked to the mentoring
roles of sponsorship, coaching and provision of learning opportuni-
ties which, for Mertz (2004: 551), hold a mentoring intent of bro-
kering and advising. Psychosocial functions raise prozdgés’ sense of
competence, clarity of identity and professional effectiveness, and
include the mentoring roles of counselling and friendship (Kram
1983: 613-4), which are based on a modelling intent from the men-
tor (Mertz 2004: 551). Mentoring relationships vary in emotional
intensity (Kram 1983), and those characterised by intimacy and
a strong interpersonal bond are best able to perform psychosocial
functions. Task-specific skills and access to job-relevant knowledge
may, however, be acquired adequately without the developer and
protégé being emotionally close (Kirchmeyer 2005: 644).

Given that mentoring is linked to the historically common prac-
tice of assistance in vocational development, the career function of
mentoring precedes the psychosocial function (Cunningham 1999:
443, Kram 1983: 616, Louw & Waghid 2008: 208). Although vo-
cational development for academics addresses teaching as well as
research competencies, it focuses in general on research or on manag-
ing teaching in order to produce more research with a view to career
progression (Ewing ez 2/ 2008: 302). Apart from the added value
of research-led teaching, research outputs are quantifiable (Kirch-
meyer 2005, Gardiner ez 2/ 2007, Mertz 2004) and are thus valuable
to the merit imperative of economic efficiency (Elliot 2005: 69) in
terms of sustaining a successful and productive university (Gardiner
et al 2007: 430, Kirchmeyer 2005: 640). According to Kirchmeyer
(2005: 644), publication productivity is arranged through collegial
relationships based on shared professional interests, whether or not

1 CfBlake-Beard 2001, Bower 2007, Cunningham 1999, Darwin 2000, Kirch-
meyer 2005, Kram 1983, Mertz 2004, Smith ez «/ 2000.
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the relationships are emotionally close. However, Thomas (2001: 5)
believes that, if prozégés do not experience their mentors as counsel-
lors, they struggle to implement the coaching advice.

4.3 Mentoring effects

Themeanswhereby mentoringachievescareeradvancementaccounts
for the nature of mentoring effects in terms of attitude, performance,
promotion and compensation outcomes. Accordingly, two mutually
inclusive but distinguishable perspectives on mentoring outcomes
are identified, namely a performance and a political perspective
(Kirchmeyer 2005: 640). Following the performance perspective,
mentoring directly affects career advancement through perform-
ance. Aiding the acquisition of task-specific skills and job-relevant
knowledge and providing access to information and resources that
facilitate task accomplishment, connote a functionalist approach
to mentoring (Darwin 2000). The entry of protégés into academia is
eased by implicitly conserving and protecting the prevailing discur-
sive practices within the community of academic discourse (Gravett
& Petersen 2007: 203).

The political perspective on mentoring outcomes stresses that
advancement is dependent on resources of power (Kirchmeyer 2005:
640) on account of social capital source provisioning (Kamper 2008:
1). The underlying argument is that the individual’s contacts, so-
cial background and political skills should be improved as factors
that will influence organisational productivity. Linked to a radical
humanist approach, this holds that mentoring places social justice
in the foreground, where power relations are challenged and worker
subjectivity is respected. In a mentoring process in which social
skills have to be acquired and contacts established, emotional close-
ness then becomes particularly important (Kirchmeyer 2005: 644),
and a climate of risk-taking, dialogue and horizontal relationships is
developed to create new knowledge (Darwin 2000). This is arranged
by creating a space for new entrants to academia who were previously
excluded from positions of power to appropriate the discourse of
academia and to contribute to the development and transformation
of the dominant discourse (Gravett & Petersen 2007: 203, Louw
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& Waghid 2008: 219). By so doing, mentoring develops protégés’
potential and optimal functioning and their conscious awareness of
constructing their work-related realities so as to promote their own
sense of control (Greyling & Du Toit 2008: 957). Schlosser & Foley
(2008: 65) sensitise us, however, to the unattainable utopia of full
equality in mentoring relationships where participants come from
diverse backgrounds, and to the need for mentors to raise multi-
cultural issues with their prorégés to prevent the development of an
atmosphere of denial and oppression.

4.4 Mentoring period

Following Kram’s (1983) phase model, mentoring relationships in
general last from three to six years, and goals evolve over time as the
relationship moves through the phases of initiation, cultivation, sepa-
ration and redefinition. Each of these phases is characterised by partic-
ular affective experiences, developmental functions and interactional
patterns that are shaped by the prozégé’s needs and the organisational
circumstances (Kram 1983). With regard to the career progression
of minorities, Thomas (2001: 1) found that promising white profes-
sionals tend to enter a fast track early in their careers whereas high-
potential minorities take off later. Such trajectory differences impact
on the perseverance levels of high-potential minorities, who become
discouraged when they fail to be fast-tracked early in their careers.
Smith ez 2/ (2000: 259) found that additional amounts of mentoring
make no significant impact on the affective commitment of minorities
and their intention to job-hop. Both authors conclude that minori-
ties need significantly more career and psychosocial mentoring than
majority-group protégés to become committed to their organisations
(Smith ez 2/ 2000: 259, Thomas 2001: 5).

4.5 Mentor and protégé qualities

As workplace learning responsibilities to junior colleagues involve
many different and often overlapping tasks with different levels,
frequency or intensity of interaction, the possibility exists for the
creation of lateral learning groups or peer learning opportunities ad-
jacent to mentoring dyads (Gravett & Petersen 2007: 204, Thomas
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2001: 7). What distinguishes mentoring from other workplace
learning relationships, however, is the intensity of involvement and
trust required with mentoring and the degree to which career ad-
vancement is the primary focus (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero 2004:
11, Mathews 2003: 323, Mertz 2004: 555).

Owing to the importance of research competencies for career
advancement, faculty mentors are, in the first instance, accredited
professionals (Messmer 2000) with outstanding research records
that distinguish them as “being competent” (Bower 2007: 78).
They have a positive attitude towards their work and the capac-
ity to engender enthusiasm among other employees, which implies
strong leadership and good communication skills (Messmer 2000).
Considered from a radical humanist perspective, faculty mentors are
street-smart and politically astute, and they understand the “insti-
tutional canon” to move strategically through the workplace (Blunt
& Conolly 2006: 203). In a multicultural context, faculty mentors
are able and willing to work with the meanings prozégés from other
cultural groups assign to the world of work in order to tighten these
meanings by way of cooperative meaning-making aimed at achiev-
ing measurable outputs (Greyling & Du Toit 2008: 976-7).

Protégé's qualities relate to emotional stability based on good
self-awareness and high self-esteem (Huwe & Johnson 2003: 44).
Competent protégés are coachable in that they are willing to learn
from their mentors (Kram 1983: 615). They show evidence of an
internal locus of control; in other words, a general sense that their
performance and success during mentoring will be contingent upon
their own choices and behaviour (Huwe & Johnson 2003: 45). They
exhibit high levels of emotional intelligence and are able to modify
their behaviour according to different environmental requirements
(Smith ez 2/ 2000: 259). Competent protégés demonstrate a strong
commitment to their profession and a pertinent need for independ-
ent functioning (Messmer 1998).

4.6 Mentors’ willingness to mentor

In general, the polarity of generativity versus stagnation suggests
the potential value of a mentoring relationship for the mentor. By
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enabling others, the midlife academic satisfies important generative
needs arising from being confronted with the challenge of readjust-
ing future dreams and coming to terms with past accomplishments
(Erikson 1983). Mentors are further motivated by their own expe-
riences as satisfied prordgés (Ewing er @/ 2008: 297). There is also
an egoistic concern for self-preservation which Bower (2007: 80)
explains as an engagement in mentoring to lighten one’s own task so
that fewer problems are experienced in the workplace.

Although mentoring is assumed to be inherently good and ben-
eficial to the mentor, not all potential mentors are equally willing
to commit to a mentoring relationship. As interpersonal relation-
ship theories suggest, all kinds of relationships demonstrate some
variation of a social and emotional cost-benefit analysis. Benefits are
therefore what each person perceives to be valuable, and even if the
relationship is mutually beneficial and satisfying, participants con-
stantly seek the greatest rewards at the lowest cost (Homans 1961,
Mertz 2004: 545). This implies that the cost of engaging in a rela-
tionship will be a consideration in an individual’s willingness to do
so, and that relationships and actions with different costs will have
different levels of appeal.

Costs with regard to senior academics’ willingness to participate
in mentoring relate to aspects such as the ingrained, insistent in-
dividualism of academia (Bennet 1998: 37), a hesitance to mentor
in a specifically assigned relationship (Johnson-Bailey 1999: 669),
and the mentoring arrangements being experienced as “contrived
collegiality” (Long 1997: 116). Costs of cross-race and cross-gender
mentoring relationships are observed to be high in that mentoring is
in general perceived to be homogeneous in nature, based on surface-
level and deep-level similarities (Blake-Beard 2001: 337). Perceived
similarity, identification and shared experience result in same-race
and same-gender mentoring dyads experiencing higher comfort
levels, easier communication and higher satisfaction.” Mertz (2004:
557) points out, however, that same-gender and same-social and cul-
tural attributes such as race, religion and social class are factors that

2 CfJohnson-Bailey 1999: 669, Johnson-Bailey & Cervero 2004: 11, Schlosser
& Foley 2008: 67, Smith et al 2000: 259, Thomas 2001.
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are not innate to relationships and are therefore not necessarily major
components in defining and distinguishing relationships per se.

Another major cost of mentoring relates to time constraints,
added to the high-performance demands made on senior staff (Cun-
ningham 1999: 457, Ewing ez 2/ 2008: 300). Long (1997: 121) em-
phasises that if insufficient time was allowed for the development
of the mentoring relationship, it could fall short of reaching its ob-
jectives or could even completely dissolve. Mentors” willingness to
mentor also tends to wane when prozégés are excessively insecure and
needy (Huwe & Johnson 2003: 47) or when there is a lack of viable
incentives for the mentor (Bower 2007: 80).

The above clearly shows that mentoring, with its career and psy-
chosocial function to capacitate junior staff to move from legitimate
peripheral participation to full participation, is contingent on suf-
ficient time, a natural pairing process and acknowledgement of the
contribution of the mentor. Equally contingent is the awareness of
multicultural and social justice issues which, if not considered, may
blunt the impact of mentoring, resulting in failure to sustain the
research outputs demanded by the need for economic efficiency.

All these issues were considered in the empirical investigation
which determined mentors’ interpretations of their contextual mentor-
ing task. These interpretations are discussed below.

5. Findings

Mentors’ perceptions of their mentoring task, as described earlier,
are presented according to six themes. The discussions are substanti-
ated by wverbatim excerpts from the interviews. For the sake of con-
fidentiality and to distinguish them from one another, participants
are referred to as participants A, B, C, D, E,F, G, Hand L.

5.1 The institutional rationale for the formal mentoring
programme

There was consensus among participants on the merit-oriented rea-
son for the formal mentoring programme at Unisa. It was accept-
ed that, for the sake of the institution’s financial survival, research
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outputs were paramount, and the fact that the pool of productive
researchers were “in the second half of their 50s and nearly retir-
ing” (participant A) placed research outputs in jeopardy. A concerted
effort was therefore needed “to get the black people ready for the
takeover” (participant D), that is, as the productive white researchers
retired. Participant E emphasised that, in a scenario where affirma-
tive action legislation required that staff profiles should reflect the
country’s demographic realities, “you get people in the system who
won't probably be there if it wasn’t for the transformation situation”,
hence the necessity for a concerted effort “to increase the outputs of
black colleagues” (participant E).

From a political perspective, formal mentoring is interpreted
as an initiative to shift the research-oriented power base into the
hands of the previously disadvantaged. Participant B explained the
supremacy and bargaining capacity associated with publishing suc-
cesses as follows: “We that publish have money to go overseas, we
have influence, we have standing in the university”. Developing pro-
1égés’ research capacities therefore enhances their sense of control and
their conscious awareness of constructing their own work-related
realities (Greyling & Du Toit 2008) and moving to and enjoying
full membership of the community of practice with all its privileges
(Wenger 2000).

5.2 The protégé corps

As mentioned earlier, new and young black academics should be
mentored with regard to research and tuition needs and be encour-
aged to co-publish with the experienced white academics who are
approaching retirement (Farrell 2008: 6, Unisa 2006: 8, 9). The
term “young academic” appeared to be a moot concept among par-
ticipants. Some interpreted it as defining academics who were novice
researchers in that “they do not reach the expected outputs of 1,5
articles per year, regardless of age” (participant A). Others expressed
concern about the feasibility of mentoring academics who had been
at Unisa for a significant period of time and had already reached the
middle management level. As pointed out by participant B, “many
of the people that we are mentoring are bosses, as it were, and they

158



Van der Merwe/Mentoring as a response to merit demands

have been at Unisa anything between 10 and 15 years”. This proba-
bly relates to the slower trajectories associated with the fast-tracking
of minorities (Smith ¢z 2/ 2000, Thomas 2001). There was, however,
consensus that protégds were, in the first instance, recently employed
young black female academics. Related to the Unisa Integrated Per-
formance Management System (IPMS) arrangements, it is officially
stated on the 2009 Performance Agreement form for professors that
they should mentor especially black young women (BY'W) “as the
black females as a group is the most unproductive group with regard
to research” (participant H).

5.3 Mentoring focus

Mentoring is in general expected to provide assistance with research,
tuition and leadership needs. However, unquestionable consensus
prevailedamong participants that the institutional demands of men-
toring at Unisa related primarily to a merit imperative of empower-
ing protégés with research-oriented skills to sustain research outputs
and, therefore, institutional survival. Participant C emphasised the
internationally accepted understanding that the concept of outputs
did not refer to “your study guides or your tutorial letters, but to your
research outputs”. The research-focused example used in a mentor-
ship workshop to highlight what was expected of mentors, albeit
regarded as absurd, was recalled. Participant C pointed out: “In the
examples they used to demonstrate our task they said we should
help the protégé to publish three articles in a year ... absolutely ri-
diculous”. Many participants therefore perceived “fast-tracking” as
anegative concept associated with the creation of a superficial ambi-
ence in which the emphasis was on “developing steroid-fed academ-
ics” (participant E). It was felt that some prozégds might, as a result,
develop unrealistic expectations about the research outputs they
would be able to deliver after participating in the formal mentoring
programme. Participants maintained that the most important re-
search skill for prozégés to acquire was “academic writing, making the
selection of what is going to go into the article, doing the literature
study” (participant B), all for the sake of delivering research out-
puts (Ewing ez 2/ 2008, Gardiner et 2/ 2007, Kirchmeyer 2005) and
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placing prorégés with ideal prorégé qualities ahead of the pack (Darwin
2000, Huwe & Johnson 2003).

5.4 Rewards for the mentor

With reference to generativity (Erikson 1983), the intrinsic satisfac-
tion of helping and supporting colleagues was something that the
majority of the participants identified as a major reason for their
willingness to mentor. On the general wellbeing of the prozégé, par-
ticipant D declared: “If I see my protégé happy that makes me tick,
I get energy from that”. Another participant with good memories
of having been a protégé added that “to feel that you've made a dif-
ference to someone’s life — like my mentor did to mine — adds value
to your own life” (participant F). However, one participant who was
alsosteered by intrinsic satisfaction expressed concern about the cost
of mentoring when engaging with profégds who were not really mo-
tivated, but “that are only there because they feel that they are sup-
posed to ask to be mentored, but they do not keep to closing dates”
(participant A).

Extrinsic incentives related to incremental salary benefits in that
the 2009 Integrated Performance Management System (IPMS) agree-
ment for professors lists mentoring as an official duty of professors.
Linked to “mentoring (that) is on the IPMS for 2009” (participant
D), the privilege granted to professors to work from home if their re-
search outputs were intact and if they were actively involved in men-
toring was regarded as a further significant incentive for mentoring.
Participant A commented on this as follows: “The message is clear,
you will not be allowed to work from home if you don’t mentor for-
mally,and working from home isa huge privilege”. Joint publications
also served as an extrinsic motivation for mentoring. With regard to
mentors’ solo publication initiatives, however, judged against the
backdrop of a cost-benefit analysis of every action/decision taken
(Mertz 2004), the alarming tendency among some proven research-
ers of bringing their own research outputs to a halt two years prior to
retirement was pointed out. The reason for this was that “then there’s
no incentive for them any more as the university does not pay out
retired academics for their research outputs” (participant C). Given
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the importance of research outputs for sustained economic efficiency,
it was suggested that such tendencies be counteracted by undertak-
ing to pay out academics for their research outputs after retirement
“so that at least the university gets the number of publications and
it’s for the benefit of the institution” (participant C).

5.5 The formal mentoring programme

Although participants pointed to the lack of spontaneity and mutual
consent with a formal mentoring programme, they acknowledged the
value of a formal mentoring arrangement to rectify capacity prob-
lems and sustain adherence to merit imperatives. As pointed out by
participant A, by formalising the mentoring programme “you get
people to sign contracts, you get them together, you furnish them
with material, you send them on workshops and you ask them on a
quarterly basis to report back”, all for the sake of concertedly deliver-
ing desired outcomes. It was emphasised, though, that the formal ap-
proach, with its focus on a specific corps of prozégés, was concerned only
with coaching and ignored psychosocial features relating to friend-
ship and a modelling intent. Participant C opined: “For me it’s not
mentoring, it’s coaching of a certain group of people”. According to
the radical humanist approach to mentoring, the virtue of deploying
wise mentors who act as strategists in assisting prozégés to plot out
and plan their careers and choose opportunities that will benefit and
empower them, should ultimately result in the delivery of independ-
ent researchers. Participants agreed that the success of the mentoring
programme depended on the development of independent research-
ers so that, as participant B put it, “when the props are taken away
(with retirement) there is still an output”. Whether this is feasible if
coaching is not accompanied by counselling (Thomas 2001) depends
on shared professional interests (Kirchmeyer 2005) as pursued by a
formal mentoring approach. The need for shared professional interests
was acknowledged by participant I, who pointed out that the formal
mentoring programme at Unisa “is something which has been profes-
sionally put together ... which can stand protégé and mentor in good
stead in terms of their career development”.
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5.6 Multicultural mentoring

None of the participants had any concerns about cross-race men-
toring, which confirmed that race and ethnicity are not innate to
such relationships (Mertz 2004). Cross-gender mentoring and the
prospect of spending long periods of time with a man was, however,
a concern for some female mentors. Participant B pointed out, how-
ever, that with Unisa’s cross-race environment, cross-gender men-
toring should not be a problem “because of the racial thing which
structures it in a different way”.

In examining the issue of social capital (Kamper 2008, Van Wyk
& Lemmer 2007) and protégé qualities (Huwe & Johnson 2003), a
participant with vast experience in mentoring in multicultural situ-
ations emphasised the need for a different kind of approach when
mentoring academics from disadvantaged environments. Due to
a history of insufficient social capital, such prozdgés developed “a
learned helplessness of sitting passively and helpless” (participant
A). In terms of a radical humanist approach to mentoring, such pro-
#égés needed constructive mentoring “to stimulate their self-efficacy”
which, linked to social justice, involved a continuous focus on “what
did they do well, how did they contribute” (participant A). On the
other hand, prorégés with self-efficacy “only want to know what is
wrong, what can they do to improve because they believe in them-
selves” (participant A), justifying a functionalist approach to men-
toring in order to yield efficiency (Darwin 2000).

Balancing mentoring support with developing self-efficacy
through goal-setting and continuous constructive feedback is expected
to achieve self-efficacy and belief in one’s own abilities. It is evident,
however, that the mentoring of protégds who have little or noself-efficacy
will have to be carried out over a longer period of time. Notwithstand-
ing that “making an academic is a long-term thing” (participant G),
the general consensus among participants was that research capacities
could be acquired by anyone. Success was, however, regarded as con-
tingent on “hard work” (participant B), “perseverance” (participant
C)and not being “de-motivated by failure” (participant A). It was also
believed that the goals of mentoring were optimally realised in a radi-
cal humanist environment in which “she (the prozégé) tells me about
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things because I would like to have suggestions from her” (participant
B), confirming the viability of contributing to the development and
transformation of the dominant discourse (Gravett & Petersen 2007).
The success of all mentoring initiatives and approaches was, however,
as Elliot (2005) contends, contingent on adhering to the merit im-
perative of sustained research outputs.

6. Conclusion

The formal mentoring programme implemented at the University
of South Africa (Unisa), in which new and younger black academics
are empowered by productive but ageing white academics, is un-
derstood to have been initiated in response to the merit imperative
of sustainable research outputs. Although the programme is mainly
cross-race in nature, mentors interviewed encountered no race-re-
lated problems. In addition to intrinsic motivation relating to gen-
erativity inspirations, participants identified extrinsic incentives
associated with incremental salary benefits, the opportunity to work
from home and co-publication possibilities. While spontaneity and
modelling intent were forfeited with a formal mentoring approach,
the mentors interviewed understood the need for a structured men-
toring approach as a coaching strategy to ensure that the institution
continued to comply with the merit imperatives in terms of research
outputs. Fast-tracking of academic capacities was, however, per-
ceived as superficial, particularly in the face of the self-efficacy prob-
lems with which some previously disadvantaged protégés grappled.
Steered by democratic principles grounded in a radical humanist
approach of social justice, mentoring with a view to increasing self-
efficacy was characterised by goal-setting and continuous feedback.
In this paradigm, mentors’ feedback was constructive and affirming
and inputs from prordgés were invited and accommodated.

The formal mentoring programme has only been implemented for
six months and the findings of the study are therefore limited. How-
ever, the findings represent the perceptions of senior academics at the
start of their formal mentoring task, the purpose of which is to con-
tribute to institutional survival by complying with merit imperatives
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while satisfying the demands of equity. Follow-up studies in the form
of impact investigations will be undertaken to evaluate the success of
the programme in terms of quantifiable outcomes. The experiences
and perceptions of prorégés will be included in these studies.

164



Van der Merwe/Mentoring as a response to merit demands

Bibliography

BenneTT J B
1998. Collegial professionalism: the
academy, individualism, and the com-
mon good. Phoenix, AZ: American
Council on Education & The Oryx
Press.

BLAKE-BEARD S D
2001. Taking a hard look at
formal mentoring programs. The
Journal of Management Development
20(4): 331-45.

BrunT R J S & J CoNnoLLY
2006. Perceptions of mentoring:
expectations of a key resource for
higher education. South African
Journal of Higher Education 20(2):
195-208.

Bower G G
2007. Factors influencing the will-
ingness to mentor lst-year faculty
in physical education departments.
Mentoring & Tutoring 15(1): 73-85.

Correy H
2001. Righting rewritings of the
myth of mentor: a critical per-
spective on career guidance men-
toring. British Journal of Guidance
& Counselling 29(2): 177-97.

CUNNINGHAM S
1999. The nature of workplace
mentoring relationships among
faculty members in Christian
higher education. The Journal of
Higher Education 70(4): 441-63.

Darwin A
2000. Critical reflections on
mentoring in work settings.
Adunlt Education Quarterly 5S0(3):
197-211.

DEeprARTMENT OF EDUCATION (DOE)
1997. A programme for the trans-
formation of higher education.
Education White Paper 3. Preto-
ria: Department of Education.

DE Vos A S (ed)
1998. Research at grass roots: a primer
Jor the caring professions. 1st ed.
Pretoria: Van Schaik.

2005. Research at grass roots: for
the social sciences and human service
professions. 3rd ed. Pretoria: Van
Schaik.

EnricH L C, B HANSFORD &

L TENNENT
2004. Formal mentoring pro-
grams in education and other pro-
fessions: a review of the literature.
Education Administration Quarterly

40(4): 518-40.

Ervior J
2005. Merging right: questions of
access and merit in South African
higher education reform, 1994-
2002. Perspectives in Education
23(1): 69-76.

Erikson EH
1983. Childhood and society. New
York: Norton.

165



Acta Academica 2010: 42(2)

EwING R, M FREEMAN, S BARRIE,

A BerL, D O’'ConNoOR, F WaucH

& C SYKES
2008. Building community in
academic settings: the importance
of flexibility in a structured mentot-
ing program. Mentoring & Tutoring:
Partnership in Learning 16(3):
294-310.

FARRELL S
2008. Vice-Chancellor speaks
to staff about the state of Unisa.
Focus April: 6.

2009a. Unisa progressive and
transforming. Focus April: 1.

2009b. Providing clear staff
career paths. Focus April: 2.

2009c. Empowering young aca-
demics. Focus April: 6.

GARDINER M, M TIGGEMANN,

H KeARNS & K MARSHALL
2007. Show me the money! An
empirical analysis of mentoring
outcomes for women in academia.
Higher Education Research & Devel-
opment 26(4): 425-42.

GRAVETT S & N PETERSEN
2007. ‘You just try to find your
own way’: the experience of new-
comers to academia. International
Journal of Lifelong Education 26(2):
193-207.

GREEFF M
2005. Information collection:
interviewing. De Vos (ed) 2005:
286-313.

166

GreyLING W ] & P Hpu Torr

2008. Pursuing a constructivist
approach to mentoring in the
higher education sector. South
African Journal of Higher Education
22(5): 957-78.

GusriUM J F & ] A HOLSTEIN (eds)

2002. Handbook of interview research:
context and method. London: Sage.

HEeNNING E

2004. Finding your way in qualita-
tive research. Pretoria: Van Schaik.

Homans G C

1961. Social behavior. New York:
Harcourt Brace.

Huwe J M & W B JOHNSON

2003. On being an excellent pro-
tégé: what graduate students need
to know. Journal of College Student
Psychotherapy 17(3): 41-57.

INTEGRATED PERFORMANCE
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

2009. Performance agreement:
professors. Unisa: Human Re-
source Directorate.

Jansen J D

2003. Mergers in South African
higher education: theorising
change in transitional contexts.
Politikon 30(1): 27-50.

JounsoN JM

2002. In-depth interviewing.
Gubrium & Holstein (eds) 2002:
103-19.



Van der Merwe/Mentoring as a response to merit demands

JOHNSON-BAILEY |
1999. The ties that bind and the
shackles that separate: race, gender,
class, and color in a research process.
Qualitative Studies in Education

12(6): 659-70.

JoHNsON-BAILEY ] & R M CERVERO
2004. Mentoring in black and
white: the intracacies of cross-
cultural mentoring. Mentoring and
Turoring 12(1): 7-21.

Kamper G
2008. A profile of effective leader-
ship in some South African high-
poverty schools. South African
Journal of Education 28(1): 1-18.

KircHMEYER C
2005. The eftects of mentoring
on academic careers over time:
testing performance and political
perspectives. Human Relations

58(5): 637-60.

Kram K E
1983. Phases of the mentor rela-
tionship. Academy of Management
Journal 26(4): 608-25.

LavE ] & E WENGER
1991. Situated learning: legitimare
peripheral participation. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

LonG ]
1997. The dark side of mentoring.
Australian Educational Researcher

24(2): 115-33.

Louw T & Y WAGHID
2008. A deliberative democratic
view of mentorship. South African
Journal of Higher Education 22(1):
207-21.

MATHEWS P
2003. Academic mentoring:
enhancing the use of scarce re-
sources. Educational Management &

Administration 31(3): 313-34.

MertzZ N T
2004. What’s a mentor anyway?
Educational Administration Quar-
terly 40(4): 541-60.

MEssMER M
1998. Building your company’s
intellectual capital. HR Focus
75(9): S11-S12.

2000. Establishing a mentoring
program. Business Credit 102(5): 44.

MrtaLa P
2009. New group of young aca-
demics join the Young Academic’s
Programme. Unisa e-news 4 (July).
<http://www.unisa.ac.za/cmsys/
staff/enews/2009/July/vol4/yaps.
html>

NrtsHoE IM
2004. Higher education and train-
ing policy and practice in South
Africa: impacts of global privatisa-
tion, quasi-marketisation and
new managerialism. International
Journal of Educational Development
24:137-54.

167



Acta Academica 2010: 42(2)

PoGGENPOEL M
1998. Data analysis in qualita-
tive research. De Vos (ed) 1998:
334-53.

PrarT D D & T NESBIT
2000. Discourses and cultures of
teaching. Wilson & Hayes (eds)
2000: 117-31.

Reyneke K
2009. Mentorship programme
launched by College of Human
Sciences. Unisa e-news 1 (April).
<http://www.unisa.ac.za/cmsys/
staff/enews/2009/April/vol1/
mentorship.html>

RossmMaN G B & S F RaLLis
2003. Learning in the field: an intro-
duction to qualitative research. 2nd
ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

ScHLossER L Z & P F FoLey
2008. Ethical issues in multicul-
tural student-faculty mentoring
relationships in higher education.
Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership
in Learning 16(1): 63-75.

SmrtH ] W, W J SMITH &

S E MARKHAM
2000. Diversity issues in mentor-
ing academic faculty. Journal of
Career Development 26(4): 251-62.

168

THoMas D A
2001. Race matters: the truth
about mentoring minorities.
Harvard Business Review 79(4):
99-112.

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AFRICA
(UNIsA)
2005. The Unisa 2015 strategic
plan: an agenda for transformation.
Corporate manual. Pretoria: Unisa
Press.

2006. Unisa research policy. Pretoria:
Unisa Press.

VaN Wyk N & E LEMMER
2007. Redefining home-school-
community partnerships in South
Africa in the context of the HIV/
AIDS pandemic. South African
Journal of Education 27(2): 301-16.

WENGER E
2000. Communities of practice
and social learning systems.
Organization 7(2): 225-46.

WiLsoN A L & E R HAYES (eds)
2000. Handbook of adult and
continuing education. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass.



