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A large body of research exists that is dedicated to exploring and defining mentoring. It is widely
recognized that mentorship is a process informed by one’s personal experiences. Yet, mentorship
literature primarily centers around advancing technical proficiencies, and very little focuses on
individual characteristics, such as honesty, consistency, and transparency. Individual wisdom is
an invaluable tool for intentional mentorship. Intentional mentors catalyze the ability to under-
stand and tap into one’s own power, promote awareness of individual strengths and limitations,
and clarify personal vision. Through intentional mentorship, mentors identify, improve, and
implement strategies and skills that they acquired throughout their career. After conducting a
self-assessment and identifying the personal skills that can be attributed to effective mentoring,
mentors advance along the mentorship continuum to improve, and subsequently implement, these
skills. Given the changing landscape of the scientific workforce in general, faculty mentors must
be intentional about seeking avenues for growth. Beyond individual implementation, it is
essential for educational institutions to also take a systemic approach when it comes to
supporting faculty advisors and their mentees. A few tools and resources are offered to encourage
mentors in taking a proactive role as they intentionally develop and enhance their individual

mentoring process.

Public Policy Relevance Statement

Mentorship is a critical component for both academic and professional success. A “one size
fits all” approach to mentoring can promote exhaustion, burn-out, and inherently impact
academic rigor, longevity, and promotion. Given the changing landscape of the scientific
workforce in general, an intentional mentoring experience informed by one’s personal
experiences is beneficial and rewarding for mentors and mentees alike.

“We make a living by what we get, we make a life by what we give.”
—Winston Churchill

hereas there is a large body of research dedicated
to exploring and defining mentoring, the belief
that mentorship is a process informed by one’s
personal experiences is widely recognized as an essential compo-

nent. Individual characteristics, such as honesty, consistency, and
transparency, lie at the core and are fundamental to building the
trust required for an effective mentor—mentee relationship. Effec-
tive mentors are often self-aware, self-developed, and they do not
underestimate the time and energy required of the relationship. In
other words, effective mentors are intentional.
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Individual wisdom is an invaluable tool for intentional mentor-
ship. Mentors who take time to reflect on personal experiences and
note what has helped to inform their career path purposefully
awaken a specific level of knowledge within mentees. This knowl-
edge, which cannot be found in a textbook or classroom, is
tremendously insightful. It cultivates a sense of humility that is
equally helpful for mentees. The sharing of personal stories and
experiences helps mentees learn as they navigate through critical
decisions along their trajectory. Another key component central to
effective mentoring is trust. As such, intentional mentors nurture
solid relationships with their mentees, recognizing and valuing the
unique qualities everyone brings to the enterprise. This is espe-
cially important in the context of the changing landscape of the
scientific workforce in general, and specifically the behavioral and
biomedical workforce.

It is well established that the United States population is be-
coming more diverse (Frey, 2018). Moreover, approximately one-
quarter of the U.S. public health workforce is projected to retire in
the next 10 years (Leider, Coronado, Beck, & Harper, 2018). As
such, it is imperative that the behavioral and biomedical research
community prepare to mentor a diverse population of public health
researchers (United States Census Bureau, 2018). This requires
first that there is collective and consistent understanding that
achieving diversity in science hinges on cultivating talent and
promoting the full inclusion of excellence across the entire popu-
lation. Significantly, this requires inclusion of people from back-
grounds that are traditionally underrepresented in the behavioral
and biomedical sciences and those from backgrounds that are
traditionally well represented (Gibbs, 2014).

Underrepresentation of certain groups in science, technology,
and engineering fields is a critical issue, particularly given that
underrepresentation increases throughout the training stages and is
accompanied by a wide range of taxing social and institutional
stressors (National Science Foundation, 2018; Dancy & Brown,
2011). This is true for students from certain racial and ethnic
groups (Blacks or African Americans, Hispanics or Latinx, Amer-
ican Indians or Alaska Natives, Native Hawaiians, and other
Pacific Islanders), first-generation students, sexual and gender
minority students, students with disabilities, and students with
hearing impairments. Among others, students from these groups
experience stressors such as impostor syndrome, stereotype threat,
and isolation (Steele & Aronson, 1995; Heinrich & Oberleitner,
2012; Dancy & Jean-Marie, 2014), all of which can lead to
depression and lack of productivity. Mentors in the behavioral and
biomedical fields, therefore, must be equipped with tools enabling
them to recognize these stressors and help mentees to be resilient
in the development of their professional identity (Clark, Harden, &
Johnson, 2000). Herein, a few of these tools will be shared.

Toward Intentional Mentorship

Faculty advisors in the areas of behavioral and biomedical
science occupy a critical space where long-term success hinges not
only on their abilities to handle the rigors of academic research, but
also the extent to which they engage in the broad range of profes-
sional development opportunities available to them. Although
many of these opportunities often center on advancing technical
proficiencies, there are also many that focus on developing soft
skills. This is particularly true with respect to mentoring.

The role of faculty advisors in training the next generation of
scholars who will comprise the behavioral and biomedical work-
force cannot be understated. Advisors provide scientific training,
guidance, and instruction in how to conduct research with integ-
rity. In addition, and equally significant, advisors are expected to
fulfill the role of mentor (Breslin et al., 2017). Effective mentor-
ship involves a deeper level of engagement with the trainee that
includes advising on potential career paths, providing networking
opportunities, helping them navigate the research funding land-
scape, and facilitating professional development opportunities
(Rockey, 2014). For the vast majority of faculty advisors, “Men-
toring 101” was not an official component of their pre- and/or
postdoctoral training experiences. As a result, they, and the insti-
tutions at which they work, must be intentional about seeking
avenues for growth.

Identify

In the absence of formal training on effective mentorship, where
does one begin? First by conducting a self-assessment of skills
linked to effective mentoring as a means to identify one’s own
strengths and weaknesses. There are a number of established
instruments and programs in which faculty advisors can take part
to acquire baseline insight into their mentoring capabilities. One
example of this is the Mentoring Competency Assessment (MCA),
a tool designed by researchers at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison. This 26-item skills assessment evaluates six key men-
toring competencies—maintaining effective communication,
aligning expectations, assessing understanding, addressing diver-
sity, fostering independence, and promoting professional develop-
ment (Fleming et al., 2013). Researchers at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison have also generated a mentoring seminar de-
signed to provide an intellectual framework to engage peers in
identifying and developing mentorship capabilities (Pfund,
Branchaw, & Handelsman, 2015).

An increasing number of academic institutions have recognized
effective faculty mentorship as integral to both student and faculty
productivity and success and have consequently worked to ad-
vance it at a more systemic level. Many institutions support faculty
participation in multiday mentorship training workshops that begin
with the critical step of helping participants identify key blind
spots in how they engage and work with their mentees. Whole
curricula across numerous disciplines are available to departments
and institutions, providing guidance on where and how to begin
instilling foundational principles of effective mentorship (Center
for the Improvement of Mentored Experiences in Research, 2018).

Improve

Achieving and sustaining high levels of mentoring success in
behavioral and biomedical research is a process. It is incumbent
upon mentors to develop their strengths and address weaknesses
with the goal of improving their mentoring skills. Resources avail-
able for early stage investigators (ESIs) and junior faculty aimed at
helping them advance their mentoring skills include, but are not
limited to, the National Research Mentoring Network (NRMN;
National Research Mentoring Network, 2018) and the American
Psychological Association’s Centering on Mentoring Task Force
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(American Psychological Association, 2018). In addition to high-
lighting scholarly research about mentoring in general, these re-
sources propose tangible ways to define mentoring, focus on the
various stages of mentor—mentee relationships, and address men-
toring etiquette. Thus, offering faculty the skills needed to improve
upon their mentoring experience and providing a firm platform to
which key principles for their own mentor-mentee relationships
can be applied.

Mentoring programs contribute to improved faculty morale and
higher career satisfaction. Institutions that provide formal mentor-
ing programs for faculty seek to improve the sense of community
and faculty retention rates. Since the fall of 2017, the Washington
State Board for Community and Technical Colleges has offered
the Cross-Institution Faculty of Color Mentorship Program. Upon
discovering that the number of full-time faculty of color across the
state’s college system had remained flat since 2010, this board
intentionally sought ways to improve mentorship and support for
its faculty (Washington State Board for Community & Technical
Colleges, 2018). Additionally, a generalizable model of mentoring
excellence has been established for academic nurse educators. The
model, “Best Practices in Academic Mentoring: A Model for
Excellence,” provides a schema that can be used to create pro-
grams of mentoring which, in turn, assist faculty members to better
navigate the academic environment and more easily transition to
new roles and responsibilities (Nick et al., 2012).

Implement

Along the mentorship continuum, there is ample opportunity for
mentors to gain the skills that will promote them to become
successful “implementors.” A plethora of literature from well-
known scholars accurately states that having a very capable and
inspiring mentor is essential for success. For instance, Dr. Marga-
ret Werner-Washburne from the University of New Mexico re-
cently shared the details of a principle-based program that she
developed, which involves facilitating the emotional and personal
development of her mentees (Werner-Washburne, 2018). Through
a recent evaluation of her principle-based program, it was deter-
mined that students from all backgrounds were equipped with tools
for resilience and success that not only helped in their professional
experiences, but their general life experiences as well. Likewise,
the Maternal and Child Health Careers/Research Initiatives for
Student Enhancement-Undergraduate Program (MCHC/RISE-UP)
at the Kennedy Krieger Institute focuses on inspiring leadership
and innovation through multiple mentored experiential public
health learning opportunities (Belcher et al., 2015). In MCHC/
RISE-UP, individual and small group faculty mentoring sessions
guide undergraduate students in the development of personal state-
ments, as well as drive academic planning, professionalism, and
critical thinking actions. Following participation, their transforma-
tional leadership skills and knowledge in maternal and child health
increased. Mentoring and peer support also intensified their moti-
vation to pursue careers in public health.

Beyond individual implementation, it is critical that educational
institutions take a systemic approach to support faculty advisors
and their mentees. Institutional leadership must lead the way by
creating safe spaces and mentoring policies to benefit all, espe-
cially those from groups underrepresented in behavioral and bio-
medical research. The Chief Scientific Workforce Diversity Offi-

cer from the National Institutes of Health, Dr. Hannah Valantine,
recently announced the launch of an interactive resource to help
institutions endorse mentoring relationships that promote inclusion
and belonging (National Institutes of Health, 2018). Additionally,
authors Vivian Louie and Alicia Wilson-Ahlstrom created a guide
to foster lasting change and shape the professional mentoring
climate at academic institutions, tailored specifically for decision
makers and administrators (Louie & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2018).
Both of these tools aim to help institutions enable junior faculty
and ESIs with resources for implementing effective mentorship
practices. In addition to providing tangible tools and resources,
representatives of institutional leadership should fully explore the
provision of meritorious and/or financial incentives for effective
mentoring to enhance system-wide sustainability.

Summarizing Thoughts

It is often said that through mentorship you touch the future.
Effective mentorship is a component essential to individual suc-
cess at all levels. It is especially critical in the context of mentoring
students from groups underrepresented in the behavioral and bio-
logical sciences. With intentional mentorship, the ultimate goal is
for mentors to be self-developed enough to implement “brave
spaces” within their individualized mentoring practice. According
to Arao and Clemens (2013), brave spaces are “learning environ-
ments that promote authentic engagement with respect to issues of
identity, oppression, power, and privilege.” Such environments
support the attainment of balance between the mentee’s current
way of thinking and their ability to explore new ways of thinking.
Achieving such balance inherently promotes higher levels of pro-
ductivity, which is of direct benefit to the student, the mentor, and
on a grander scale, the research enterprise as a whole.

There is a spirit of longevity that comes with intentional men-
toring. It is both powerful and perpetual. A necessary and funda-
mental outcome of this process is exponential growth. The mentees
themselves will, in turn, mentor others. Intentional mentors cata-
lyze the ability to understand and tap into one’s own power,
promote awareness of individual strengths and limitations, and
clarify personal vision. As the United States continues to compete
in the global marketplace, it must be ready to activate and deploy
a talented, diverse labor force motivated to continuously deliver
innovation on all levels, especially scientific, economic, and so-
cial. Thus, it is absolutely critical for mentors to have an astute
awareness of the cultural values and stereotypes that prevail
among diverse groups, including first-generation students, immi-
grants, and persons with disabilities. If not acknowledged or un-
derstood, these beliefs, attitudes, and practices may weaken a
mentee’s path to success irrespective of actual academic talent or
effort. Mentors are strongly encouraged to take a proactive role in
raising such influences to the forefront as they intentionally de-
velop and enhance their own individual mentoring process.

The necessity of intentionality is clear, as an intentional men-
toring experience is beneficial and rewarding for both the mentor
and mentee. As mentors identify their strengths and weaknesses,
improve their cultural competency and interpersonal skills, and
implement effective strategies, mentees reap the benefits of their
mentor’s studied efforts. The implementation of intentional men-
toring strategies is not intended to force a “one size fits all”
approach toward mentorship; but rather a series of actions that
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provides an inviting space for all mentees to discover the joy of
navigating their professional path, while simultaneously enabling
them to unearth their own creativity and intelligence.

Keywords: mentoring; public health; behavioral and biomedical
workforce; diverse groups; training
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