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Background 
As part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Acquisition Career Program, an informal mentoring program is available to careerists as an optional avenue for professional development throughout their careers within the Acquisition and Grants Office (AGO).  While employees receive day-to-day guidance and direction from their supervisors and team leads, NOAA Acquisition recognizes that staff may benefit from the expertise of other experienced employees as well.  Access to the knowledge and proficiency of staff outside of an employee’s work group may be especially valuable for individuals within their first few years of employment or when taking on new duties. 

Objectives 
The objectives of the informal mentoring program are to:
· Provide mentees with opportunities to foster positive personal and professional relationships within AGO, thereby expanding opportunities for collaboration and networking. 
· Encourage professional growth among participants by providing the structure and opportunity to develop specific technical and non-technical professional skills. 
· Support and encourage employees to actively participate in the professional growth of other NOAA employees through the sharing of expertise and knowledge. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this program is to foster professional relationships for all interested employees based on partnerships that provide information, encouragement and enhance career direction.  Mentoring programs also play a key role in enhancing the exchange of knowledge and skills among staff, and making strides and improvements towards leadership and human capital development.  Generally speaking, mentoring programs pair a senior employee with a junior employee to provide guidance, coaching and feedback in the areas of career planning and career development.
This document presents general guidelines, benefits, and roles and responsibilities for those participating in mentoring relationships.
Guidelines

The following guidelines should be followed to achieve the optimal results in mentoring relationships.

Confidentiality 
In general, discussions between the mentor and mentee are considered private and are not shared with others unless mutually agreed by both parties. 
Training Activities 
Participants should review this document to receive a high-level overview of the program, information on communication methods and styles, and potential mentor-mentee activities (e.g., coaching). 

Benefits

Professional relationships between a mentor and mentee benefit the mentees, mentors, and more broadly, AGO. Below are the anticipated benefits to each of these groups.
Mentees 
· Transition more smoothly into the AGO culture 

· Achieve mastery in personal / professional skills 

· Gain insights into job and career opportunities 

· Gain additional perspective on professional development
· Gain a trusted guide/advisor/supporter for advice, information and opinions without fear of repercussion. 

Mentors 
· Achieve greater insight into leadership and personal mentoring skills 

· Gain greater understanding of other working levels, functional areas and even disciplines within AGO
· Provide a lasting legacy to AGO 

· Experience new skills and insights through mentor/mentee “experiences” and activities 

· Transfer unique knowledge or management perspective to another 

· Contribute to the success of another AGO employee 

AGO
· Mentors and mentees expand their leadership, interpersonal, and technical skills through the mentoring relationship. 

· This augments the capabilities available to AGO and reduces the chance that employees will get "lost" or experience a career plateau 

· Mentoring is also beneficial when recruiting new employees. This type of program makes the organization more attractive to potential employees because it demonstrates that AGO values its employees. 

· AGO retains qualified employees. Mentoring helps mentees relate more closely to AGO and empowers mentors to contribute to the development of more junior contract specialists. This enhances job satisfaction of both new and experienced employees. 

· Mentoring offers an effective way of integrating new employees into the workforce and increasing the exposure of senior staff to novel ideas and techniques. 

· Mentors pass on their values, ethics, and personal and professional standards, which helps ensure the future success of AGO, while new employees contribute cutting-edge knowledge. 

· Mentoring is a proactive approach to providing career guidance and role models for employees, with employees assuming responsibility for their career direction. 

Roles and Responsibilities

Mentee Role and Responsibilities
Employees assume responsibility for their career direction. If a mentee is interested in the informal mentoring program, they should actively pursue the selection of a mentor on their own.  The mentor relationship should be distinct from the supervisor relationship.  The role of the mentee is to be a:
· Self-directed Learner 
· Initiator 

· Listener/Confidant 

· Partnership builder
Participants must be prepared to overcome the natural barriers that all partnerships face, such as miscommunication or uncertainty about each other’s expectations. Open communication and meeting commitments (or following up when you cannot) will help with this. 

The mentee’s responsibilities and skills to develop are below.

	Mentee Responsibilities
	Skills to Develop

	· Solicit mentor

· Arrange initial and subsequent meetings with mentor as needed

· Seek ad hoc advice from the Mentor on career planning and career development as needed
	· Initiative 

· Listening 

· Willingness to accept feedback 

· Flexibility 

· Dependability 

· Accessibility 


Mentor Role and Responsibilities
The Mentor will serve as an informal adviser to mentees who choose to engage in this aspect of the Career Program.  A Mentor is a senior employee who provides guidance, coaching and feedback in the areas of career planning and management to the mentee.
Ideally, the mentor will be aligned to the same organizational entity as their counselees.  The mentor-mentee relationship is an informal arrangement distinct from the supervisor-employee relationship, thereby offering the mentee another source of career guidance.  A mentor may be paired with one or more mentees.  The time commitment of a mentor will vary, however the anticipated time commitment could range from approximately 2-4 hours a month (per mentee) during the year.  

It takes a person with diverse qualities to be an excellent mentor. Effective mentors are interested in helping others and are accessible to their mentees. Mentors often have a number of years experience with AGO or as professionals in their field, and have a strong desire to help others develop and grow professionally.

Often a mentor is in a good position to accelerate a mentee’s learning curve by sharing knowledge, experiences, or organizational insights. In many cases mentors are willing to share the outcomes of their own trials and errors to help others avoid the same pitfalls. In this way, many mentors feel they are passing on a legacy to the next generation of employees. Many mentors take pride in knowing that helping with their mentee’s growth will allow them to achieve great things for AGO. Mentors further benefit by having an opportunity to sharpen their management, leadership, and interpersonal skills. These skills are honed by challenging their mentees and by offering constructive feedback. At the same time, they often learn from the mentee, seeing their own work from a new perspective.

The role of the mentor is to be a: 
· Guide/Teacher

· Listener/Confidant

· Counselor/Advisor

· Encourager/Challenger

· Role Model

· Strategic Thinker

· Door Opener (as appropriate)

· Partnership builder 
Participants must be prepared to overcome the natural barriers that all partnerships face, such as miscommunication or uncertainty about each other’s expectations. Open communication and meeting commitments (or following up when you cannot) will help with this.

The mentor’s responsibilities and skills to develop are below.

	Mentor Responsibilities
	Skills to Develop

	· Providing ongoing career planning guidance and progression advice.

· Understanding mentee’s skill set, capabilities, priorities, and career goals.

· Providing guidance on how an employee can respond to performance feedback received.

· Read and familiarize self with Mentor and Mentee responsibilities and requirements. 
· Arrange meetings with mentee and give as much notice as possible if cancellation is necessary.
· Meet with mentee for a few hours per month or as agreed. 

· Help the mentee accomplish a smoother transition into the AGO and NOAA culture. 

· Help the mentee assess his/her situation and develop a plan of action to meet the mentee’s goals. 

· Focus on activities that support the purpose of the mentor program, and/or the mentee’s action plan. 

· Ask for clarification if information is unclear. 

· Respect confidentiality of information shared by the mentee.
	· Coaching

· Commitment to the development and growth of others

· Listening

· Guiding

· Actively providing behavior-based feedback 

· Flexibility

· Accessibility

· Recognizing personal organizational insights

· Ability to celebrate the  accomplishments of others



Elements of a Good Mentoring Relationship
A good mentoring relationship possesses the following qualities:
· Trust - is a climate that results from open communication, accessibility, predictability, and respecting confidentiality. Both partners have to know that what happens within the mentoring relationship remains confidential unless both partners agree it can be shared. 

· Mutual Respect of the unique characteristics, communication style, skills or abilities of their partner. 

· Realistic expectations - Willingness to give and receive honest feedback is one of the most empowering tools for adult learning. 

· Self-perception and awareness - The relationship can be an invaluable source of self-knowledge if the right climate of openness, honesty, and trust is created. 

· Commitment - A successful partnership takes time and effort and requires the full commitment of both parties. The two-way nature of this shared commitment often results in increased self-esteem and satisfaction on the part of both partners. 

· Time – Maintaining the mentoring bond must be viewed as an important task that should be scheduled so it is not overwhelmed by other urgent—but not always important—daily tasks.  Some helpful suggestions are: 

· Set meeting times and don’t change them unless absolutely necessary 

· Determine mutually convenient times to meet or call when there won’t be interruptions 

· Plan activities to participate in together: meetings, brown bag lunches, etc. 

· Consider pursuing common interests that may provide a setting for meetings off the job. 
· "Check in” as frequently as possible.  
Best Practices for a Good Mentoring Relationship 
Below are some best practices for establishing and maintaining an ideal mentoring relationship. 
Listen Actively
Active listening is a fundamental communication skill. It involves listening carefully to the words and feelings expressed and responding in such a way that the speaker knows he or she has been understood. Active listening takes energy. This means, “listening to” rather than just hearing. Concentration is vital. Open body language plays an important role. Our nonverbal language is also very important for effective communication and successful relationships. Show an interest in the speaker and what he or she is saying by having eye contact and an “open” face.  Active listening attempts to identify the emotion underlying the words to better understand what the other person is really experiencing or actually saying.  Active listening requires that the listener reflect back the feeling heard. The listener suspends judgment and prejudice and focuses on the feeling underlying the message. By responding in this way, the listener shows that they genuinely care about the speaker.
Active listening includes the following techniques:

· Paraphrasing The listener, in his or her own words, states an understanding of what has been heard and asks the speaker to verify or correct this interpretation. Paraphrasing everything is impractical, but it should be practiced when the listener has an uncertainty. Paraphrasing may employ such phrases as: “Do I hear you saying…?”, “I believe you mean…right?”, “Sounds like…”

· Door Opening The listener invites the speaker to elaborate. The listener shows interest and does not allow personal viewpoints or judgments to contaminate the invitation. Examples of door openers are: “Give me an example”, “Please tell me more about it”, “I’d like to hear more about this”, “I’m not sure I understand…”

· Probing The listener raises a topic that is related to the speaker’s statement and asks the speaker to elaborate on that topic. For example: Mentee: “I feel uncomfortable presenting at public meetings.” Mentor: “What part of presenting makes you feel uncomfortable?”

· Perception Checking The listener also pays attention to what is not being said and then checks the accuracy of possible insights with the speaker. Body language, eye contact, topics systematically avoided, and the feelings that lie beneath the words are some of the things worth noticing. “Every time you’ve mentioned your team leader today, you’ve clenched your fists and gritted your teeth. I sense a lot of anger. Are you upset with her?”

Use “I” Statements

The way we talk to others can either contribute to destroying or to building their confidence and self-esteem. For many mentees, self-esteem is virtually nonexistent or is easily destroyed. How we talk to our mentees is an important factor in reinforcing how they feel about themselves. A good way to think about the difference between ineffective and effective communication is to think of sending either “You” messages or “I” messages.

“You” messages are belittling and blaming. They put the responsibility for your feelings on the other person. “You make me so mad.” “You disappoint me.”

“I” statements are more effective. They let you express your feelings and thoughts directly, honestly, and clearly. They are especially helpful in expressing feelings without blaming, accusing, or labeling. They allow the listener to assume responsibility for his or her own behavior. They set an example for effective communication. An “I” message states how you feel about a specific behavior, the effect of the behavior on you, and/or what you want. “I feel disappointed that you didn’t tell me you could not meet on Monday.” “I feel frustrated when…” “I feel concern when you don’t call to cancel …”

Use Open-Ended Questions

Asking questions can demonstrate that you care about your mentees and what is important to them. Questions that require more than a “yes” or “no” answer are helpful in drawing out your mentees... For example: “What did you learn from your meeting with …...” or “How do you feel action plan is working out for you?” are more facilitating than questions like, “How are you?” or “How is it going?”
Apply Active Listening Skills

1. Physically position yourself to face your mentee (during in person meetings).

2. Keep your posture open; avoid crossing your arms or legs.

3. Maintain good eye contact.

4. Lean slightly towards your mentee; show involvement in what he/she is saying.

5. Stay relaxed; show you are comfortable with the situation.

6. Be aware of the mentee and your own body language.

7. Don’t interrupt the mentee.

8. Avoid saying, “Yes, but….” as if you have already made up your mind.

9. Avoid asking too many questions about details; this can interrupt the mentee’s train of thought.

10. Listen for feeling as well as content; read “between the lines.”

11. Avoid confusing content and delivery; assume the mentee has something to say even if he/she is having trouble saying it.

12. Cultivate empathy with the mentee; try to put yourself in his/her place.

13. Don’t try to top the mentee’s story, saying “That’s nothing; let me tell you about when I.”

14. Avoid distractions; choose a comfortable and quiet place for your meeting.

15. Give the mentee the full time you have scheduled.

16. Don’t jump into the conversation too soon; let the mentee finish what he/she is saying.

17. Pause a few seconds before giving feedback; you both need time to think.

18. Give the mentee time to correct a mistake; this shows respect.

19. Use simple gestures or phrases to show you are listening.

20. Ask questions beginning with “What” or “How”; avoid questions with Yes or No answers.

21. Repeat specific things a mentee says that you’d like to discuss further.

Avoid Conversation Stoppers
“You cannot truly listen to anyone and do anything else at the same time.” M. Scott Peck

Conversation stoppers, as indicated below, should be avoided at all costs!

1. Tell the speaker that the way he or she feels is wrong. “It’s silly to feel that way.”

2. Don’t look at the person who is speaking to you.

3. Sit slouched over, look distracted, drum your fingers on the table, or use some other body language to signal to the speaker that you’re not really interested.

4. While the person is speaking, think about what you’re going to say in reply. It’s not possible to be forming your own words and concentrating on the speaker’s at the same time—so the response you’re planning is unlikely to be very useful.

5. Be judgmental and challenging. Ask questions that put your mentee on the spot. “You shouldn’t have said that to her.” “How could you possibly think that?”

6. Interrupt the person who is talking. Finish his or her sentences.

Below are some additional things which should be avoided so that you don’t inadvertently kill the conversation on the telephone:

1. Be totally silent for minutes at a time while your mentee is talking. Don’t say, “I see,” or “okay,” or ask any questions. That way, your mentee will wonder if you’re even there.

2. Do something else while the conversation is taking place: work at your computer, read your e-mail, do dishes, fold laundry, pay bills.

3. Put someone on hold while you check your “call waiting feature” and not return to the conversation quickly.
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