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E-mentoring offers an alternative way to connect individuals with mentors. In my work
here, management students were paired with working professionals for a semester to ask
questions about the relevance of course content, learn how topics are applied in practice,
and develop rapport. Results indicate that when students and mentors perceived they
were similar to each other, students received more vocational and psychosocial support
and mentors provided more support. More frequent interaction was also associated with
more support and mentors’ satisfaction. Relationships in which students received more
support were associated with higher levels of career planning, satisfaction with mentors,
and intentions to continue the relationship. Similarly, relationships in which mentors
provided more support were associated with higher intentions to continue the
relationship. Blended mentoring, e-mail plus talking on the phone or meeting face-to-
face, increased positive outcomes for both students and mentors. Participation in this
experience significantly increased students’ propensity to initiate developmental
relationships, a critical skill for career development.
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In the past 2 decades, professional careers have
shifted from linear and stable to boundaryless and
unpredictable (Arthur, Inkson, & Pringle, 1999; Ar-
thur & Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 2002). Technology is
also affecting individuals’ careers, with the rapid
pace of change requiring workers to have the flex-
ibility to adapt and learn quickly (Kram & Hall,
1996). In this environment, negotiating transitions
is an essential career skill, and workers must cre-
ate certainty for themselves (Savickas, 2007). Rela-
tionships are one of the most valuable resources
for career development (Hall, 2002; Kram & Hall,
1996), and mentors are a key source of stability in
assisting individuals to successfully adapt to ca-

reer challenges. This is reflected in research on
mentoring, which consistently demonstrates that
protégés have higher salaries, are promoted faster,
and are more satisfied with their careers (Allen,
Eby, Poteet, Lentz, & Lima, 2004).

Relationships with mentors may be especially
crucial in the turbulent, changing career environ-
ment of the 21st century (Allen et al., 2004; Kram,
1996). As electronic media are increasingly used in
both personal (e.g., Facebook) and professional
(e.g., Linked-In) contexts, students can greatly ben-
efit from knowing how to develop rapport on-line.
E-mentoring, also known as virtual mentoring, is
defined as the process of using electronic means
as the primary channel of communication between
mentors and protégés (Hamilton & Scandura, 2003).
The potential of e-mentoring has received some
attention in the literature (Ensher, Heun, &
Blanchard, 2003; Hamilton & Scandura, 2003). To
date, however, few empirical studies of e-mentor-
ing in the management field have been under-
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taken (for exceptions see de Janasz, Ensher, &
Heun, 2008; Smith-Jentsch, Scielzo, Yarbrough, &
Rosopa, 2008).

My work here explores e-mentoring in the con-
text of student development as a tool for increasing
protégés’ propensity to initiate developmental re-
lationships. The mentoring literature suggests that
developmental relationships benefit both the pro-
tégé and the mentor (Eby & Lockwood, 2005; Kram,
1985); therefore, I explore individual and relation-
ship characteristics as antecedents to support re-
ceived by protégés and provided by mentors, as
well as outcomes for protégés and mentors. Given
the tumultuous career environment awaiting stu-
dents at least for the next few years and likely
beyond, having positive experiences with mentors
should be important in encouraging students to
actively think about their careers and begin build-
ing their developmental networks.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Mentoring has theoretical roots in research on
adult development (Kram, 1983, 1985; Levinson,
Darrow, Levinson, & McKee, 1978). For young adult
protégés, mentors facilitate work on tasks concern-
ing self, career, and family (Kram, 1985). Kram
(1983: 609) connects the need for mentoring with
Erikson’s (1963, 1968) theory that the primary tasks
of young adulthood are “role identity versus role
confusion” and “intimacy versus isolation.” Proté-
gés seek mentors to help resolve these dilemmas
by clarifying their professional identity and their
relationship to work organizations. Thus, mentors
help in setting occupational goals as well as in
forming a dream and in encouraging its pursuit
(Levinson et al., 1978; Levinson & Levinson, 1996). In
contrast, participating in a mentoring relationship
may enable the mentor to address the develop-
mental task of “generativity versus stagnation”
(Kram, 1983). Mentors are thus motivated to foster
future generations and share their accumulated
knowledge and wisdom (Levinson et al., 1978).

Due to its focus on dyadic relationships, mentor-
ing has also been linked to social exchange theory
and, by extension, to leadership–member ex-
change (LMX) theory (Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy,
2001; Noe, Greenberger, & Wang, 2002; Olian, Car-
roll, & Giannantonio, 1993; Raabe & Beehr, 2003;
Scandura & Schrieshreim, 1994). At its core, social
exchange involves interdependent interactions
that generate obligations (Blau, 1964; Gouldner,
1960). Thus, individuals participate in mentoring
relationships based on the perception that the ben-
efits outweigh any costs (Ensher et al., 2001; Olian
et al., 1993). Allen (2007) suggests that both mentors

and protégés do a cost–benefit analysis before
initiating a mentoring relationship. In formal men-
toring relationships between student protégés and
professional mentors, students are required to par-
ticipate, whereas mentors who volunteer are likely
to consider costs and benefits. For mentors, poten-
tial benefits include a rewarding experience, rec-
ognition by others, generativity (Ragins & Scan-
dura, 1999), and positive feelings about giving
back to the university. Costs may include energy
drain and a relationship that is more trouble than
it is worth or that becomes dysfunctional (Allen,
2007; Ragins & Scandura, 1999).

Social exchanges are characterized by rules and
norms (i.e., reciprocity or quid pro quo), resources
exchanged, and the relationship that may emerge
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Resources ex-
changed may have economic (e.g., information,
money) or symbolic (e.g., love, status) value (Cro-
panzano & Mitchell, 2005; Foa & Foa, 1980). Corre-
spondingly, mentoring relationships are based on
reciprocity (Kram, 1985), and the resources ex-
changed may depend on any number of character-
istics, such as whether the relationship is formal or
informal (Ensher et al., 2001; Lankau & Scandura,
2002; Wanberg, Welsh, & Hezlett, 2003), the power
difference between parties (Gouldner, 1960; Ra-
gins, 1997a,b), and the diversity of the parties in-
volved (Blake-Beard, Murrell, & Thomas, 2007; Mc-
Keen & Bujaki, 2007). A majority of empirical work
on mentoring aligns with the two social exchange
categories, finding that mentors provide voca-
tional (i.e., instrumental/economic) and psychoso-
cial (i.e., symbolic) support functions to protégés
(Allen et al., 2004; Wanberg et al., 2003). In turn,
participation in a mentoring relationship and the
receipt of mentoring support is associated with
higher salaries, faster promotions, and higher lev-
els of career satisfaction for protégés (Allen et
al., 2004).

Finally, leader–member exchange theory is
based on the idea that leaders differentiate among
subordinates in terms of the type and quality of
their exchange relationship (Sparrowe & Liden,
1997; Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997). LMX relation-
ships include respect, trust, and obligation, which
are all characteristics that deepen and grow over
time “as career-oriented social exchanges blossom
into a partnership” (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995: 237).
According to Sparrowe and Liden (2005), in high-
quality LMX relationships, leaders exchange such
resources as strategic advice, social support, and
feedback with members who reciprocate with com-
mitment and cooperation. However, LMX is typi-
cally measured as an economic exchange relation-
ship that facilitates short-term outcomes, such as
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performance ratings, and therefore, mentoring
may be necessary to augment LMX for long-term
outcomes, such as salary growth and promotion
(Scandura & Schrieshreim, 1994). Unlike mentoring
relationships that occur with leaders in the work-
place, however, in an educational context mentors
are not responsible for or directly affected by stu-
dents’ performance. Likewise, students are not as-
sessed by mentors, do not work for mentors, and
are not obligated to continue the relationship due
to shared organizational affiliation. Therefore,
adult development and social exchange theory
may be more useful than LMX for understanding
student protégé and professional mentor pairs.

Integrating these perspectives is the idea that
form and function matter for mentoring relation-
ships. Therefore, characteristics of the relation-
ship, such as combined demographics or how often
the parties interact, and the resources exchanged
are both essential elements to understanding out-
comes of the mentoring process.

MENTORING IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Research on mentoring in the field of management
has been concentrated in the area of careers. Ca-
reers have been defined as a person’s emerging set
of work experiences over time (Arthur, Hall, & Law-
rence, 1989). In the past decade, theories of careers
have shifted from that of “organizational man,” a
traditional linear job path within one organization,
to that of the boundaryless and protean career
models, which emphasize personal growth and de-
velopment across multiple positions (Arthur &
Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 1996, 2002). Career models
have shifted as organizations have changed to
flatter structures with more team-based and inde-
pendent work, where the potential to advance up
status hierarchies may not exist and individuals
no longer expect to have a lifelong career in one
organization (Sullivan, 1999). In these new careers,
a focus on the self-directed career managed by the
person has replaced traditional formulas for suc-
cess. Careers are now highly relational and often
driven by personal interest and work challenges
(Arthur et al., 1999; Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Hall,
1996). Even within traditional careers, the pairing
of individual and relational components is critical
because a person’s growth and advancement is
attributed to both individual competencies and the
skill of accessing others (Eby, 1997; Hall, 2002;
Kram, 1985).

As career theory has evolved, the conceptualiza-
tion of mentoring relationships has simultane-
ously changed. Traditionally, the definition of a
mentor–protégé relationship is that of a junior per-

son paired with a senior, more experienced col-
league within the same organization (Kram, 1985).
Mentors provide both vocational support, includ-
ing coaching and providing feedback, and psycho-
social support, including serving as a role model,
counseling, and friendship (Kram, 1985; Noe, 1988).
Many studies have demonstrated the benefits of
mentoring for protégés, such as increased promo-
tions, compensation, job satisfaction, self-esteem,
and reduced stress, among others (Dougherty &
Dreher, 2007). However, with the changing nature
of careers, it may no longer be feasible or even
desirable to have only one mentor. Consequently,
research on mentoring has shifted from the focus
on one-on-one relationships toward multiple men-
tors, that is, a developmental network approach
(Higgins & Kram, 2001).

A developmental network typically consists of
multiple relationships that individuals enlist to
provide assistance in their careers. Developers
may be within or across organizations and may
include senior colleagues as well as supervisors
and peers (Higgins & Kram, 2001). Research shows
that individuals with larger developmental net-
works are more satisfied with their careers (Hig-
gins, 2000). The content of these relationships is
also important, as individuals who receive more
career support from their network report greater
career-related self-efficacy and career success
(Higgins, Dobrow, & Chandler, 2008). In addition,
receiving support from nonwork relationships, in-
cluding senior colleagues in other organizations,
family, friends, neighbors, and community mem-
bers, is related to greater career satisfaction and
well-being (Murphy, 2007; Murphy & Kram, 2010).
Thus, scholars have recognized that alternative
developmental network relationships exist, and in-
dividuals may receive support from a range of
sources, including e-mentors.

Given the changing career context, it is impor-
tant for students to learn how to manage their own
developmental relationships early in their profes-
sional careers. As individuals and employers in-
creasingly use on-line tools, such as Linked-In,
Twitter, and Facebook (Zeidler, 2009), it is also in-
creasingly important that students learn how to
initiate and develop professional relationships
through electronic mediums. I argue that e-mentor-
ing is one tool that may raise students’ awareness
of the importance of mentoring relationships and
begin to develop the skills necessary to build and
sustain their developmental networks.

Research has shown that e-mentoring leads to
enhanced academic performance and job opportu-
nities for students (de Janasz et al., 2008). This
study contributes to the understanding of e-
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mentoring relationships by examining anteced-
ents and consequences of support received by pro-
tégés and support provided by mentors. Beyond
e-mail communication, however, protégés and
mentors were permitted, but not required, to talk
on the phone or meet face-to-face. Thus, while e-
mail was the primary channel of communication,
many relationships were more accurately charac-
terized as blended mentoring relationships due to
the use of other media. From the protégés’ perspec-
tive, I explore whether e-mentoring support posi-
tively affects career planning, satisfaction with
mentors, and intention to continue the relation-
ship. Participation in a formal e-mentoring pro-
gram may also increase protégés’ propensity to
initiate new developmental relationships. Each of
these is an important outcome for facilitating suc-
cessful early career development. This is the first
study to explore the mentors’ perspective and per-
ceptions of support provided, as well as how these
may affect satisfaction with protégés and inten-
tions of continuing the relationship. Research on
traditional mentoring relationships shows that ex-
perienced mentors are more willing to mentor
again and are more likely to gain a sense of sat-
isfaction and fulfillment from the relationship (Ra-
gins & Scandura, 1999); therefore, it is important for
mentors to have a positive experience to ensure
that such e-mentoring programs will continue to
attract volunteers. All proposed relationships
among variables are illustrated in Figure 1.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES

Protégé Characteristics and Support

The mentoring literature suggests that individual
differences may influence the quality of support
received by protégés in developmental relation-
ships (Fagenson, 1989; Turban & Lee, 2007). This is
because the personality characteristics that proté-
gés bring into a relationship affect the extent and
quality of interactions with their mentors (Wan-
berg, Kammeyer-Mueller, & Marchese, 2006). In this

study, core self-evaluations and optimism were
included as indicators of personality. Core self-
evaluations are defined as basic conclusions that
individuals hold about themselves (Judge, Locke, &
Durham, 1997). These include four affective traits:
self-esteem, locus of control, emotional stability (or
neuroticism), and generalized self-efficacy. Two of
these traits, high internal locus of control and high
emotional stability, have been linked to the receipt
of mentoring support in a traditional relationship
context (Turban & Dougherty, 1994). Research has
shown that core self-evaluations influence suc-
cessful goal pursuit as well as levels of job and life
satisfaction (Judge & Bono, 2001; Judge, Bono, Erez,
& Locke, 2005; Judge, Locke, Durham, & Kluger,
1998). Students who have more positive self-
evaluations are expected to be more likely to pres-
ent themselves in a positive way and to have pos-
itive interactions with mentors.

Optimism relates to an individual’s general ex-
pectancy judgment, with the presumption that de-
sirable outcomes will generally occur (Lee, Ash-
ford, & Jamieson, 1993). Optimists believe things
will tend to go their way and that good things will
happen to them. Thus, optimism was important to
include as an individual difference because this
was a student population who tended to be skep-
tical that professionals really wanted to engage in
correspondence and develop one-on-one relation-
ships. Therefore:
Hypothesis 1a: Protégés’ core self-evaluations will

positively affect support received
from mentors.

Hypothesis 1b: Protégés’ optimism will positively af-
fect support received from mentors.

Relationship Characteristics and Support

Several characteristics of the mentor–protégé rela-
tionship may affect the support received by proté-
gés and the support provided by mentors. In par-
ticular, the degree to which similarities exist
between the mentor and protégé (i.e., the similari-

FIGURE 1
Proposed Model
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ty-attraction hypothesis, see Allen, 2007) as well as
the frequency of interaction and communication
should increase levels of support (Scandura & Wil-
liams, 2001; Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008; Turban,
Dougherty, & Lee, 2002; Wanberg et al., 2006). Re-
searchers generally distinguish between deep-
level diversity, which includes values and atti-
tudes, and surface-level similarity, which refers to
demographics such as age, race, or gender (Harri-
son, Price, & Bell, 1998). In an e-mentoring study by
de Janasz and colleagues (2008), demographic sim-
ilarity was not related to effective e-mentoring,
while perceived similarity, the perception that the
mentor–protégé pair shared similar attitudes and
values, was related. This finding may occur be-
cause electronic communication decreases the im-
portance of surface-level characteristics. In con-
trast, studies of face-to-face mentoring show that
satisfaction with mentors is higher when protégés
perceive that they are more similar and actually
are more similar (matched race or gender) to their
mentors (Ensher, Grant-Vallone, & Marelich, 2002;
Ensher & Murphy, 1997; Turban et al., 2002). In the
same way, Allen and Eby (2003) found that mentors
who perceived that their protégés were more sim-
ilar to themselves reported relationships of higher
quality. In particular, same-gender relationships
tend to offer more opportunities for social engage-
ment and role modeling (Ragins & McFarlin, 1990).

Studies show that the duration of the relation-
ship moderates the relationship between similar-
ity and support (Turban et al., 2002), with similarity
being more important for shorter term relation-
ships (Allen, 2007). Since the duration of the e-
mentoring relationships in this study is one semes-
ter, both dimensions of similarity (perceived and
actual) may be important. Finally, more frequent
interactions, likely to be characterized by ongoing
comments contingent on the previous dialogue
(Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008), and blended communi-
cation, supplementing e-mail with talking on the
phone or meeting in-person (DeRouin, Fritzsche, &
Salas, 2005; Ensher et al., 2003), are hypothesized to
enhance the experience for both protégés and
mentors. Thus:
Hypothesis 2: Perceived similarity and actual sim-

ilarity (gender matched) will be pos-
itively associated with support re-
ceived by protégés and with support
provided by mentors.

Hypothesis 3: Interaction frequency, talking on the
phone, and meeting face-to-face will
be positively associated with sup-
port received by protégés and with
support provided by mentors.

Support and Protégé Outcomes

Mentoring relationships may provide protégés
with both vocational support and psychosocial
support (e.g., Kram, 1985; Allen et al., 2004). Voca-
tional support enhances learning and provides
assistance in career advancement, while psycho-
social support enhances protégés’ sense of compe-
tence, clarity of identity, and effectiveness in a
professional role (Kram, 1985; Noe, 1988). In Kram’s
(1985) seminal study, vocational functions included
sponsorship, exposure or visibility, coaching, pro-
tection, and challenging assignments. Psychoso-
cial functions included role modeling, acceptance
or confirmation, counseling, and friendship. In this
study, the focus is on support that is relevant for
student protégés, that is, primarily the vocational
function of coaching. Coaching was originally de-
fined by Kram (1985: 28) as the developmental func-
tion that “enhances the junior person’s knowledge
and understanding of how to navigate effectively
in the corporate world.” The other vocational func-
tions are focused on mentors providing support to
protégés working in the same organization. In con-
trast, receiving the full range of psychosocial func-
tions is possible for student protégés.

Support from a mentor has been shown to posi-
tively affect both objective and subjective career
success (Allen et al., 2004); however, these are ben-
efits that accrue in the workplace. Prior to entering
the workforce, career planning is expected to be a
particularly salient variable. Career planning has
been related to career satisfaction (Wayne, Liden,
Kraimer, & Graf, 1999) as well as salary and career
involvement (Gould, 1979). According to Hall and
Foster (1977), career plans are a type of goal setting
that leads to positive career outcomes (see also
Wayne et al., 1999). For students about to enter the
professional world, higher levels of career plan-
ning should enable them to capitalize on early
opportunities to form developmental relationships
and increase their professional network. In addi-
tion, research on traditional mentoring relation-
ships shows that students who receive more sup-
port will be more satisfied with their mentor
(Ensher & Murphy, 1997), which may lead to better
academic performance and job opportunities (de
Janasz et al., 2008) as well as positive career atti-
tudes (Ragins, Cotton, & Miller, 2000). Last, stu-
dents who receive more support will be more likely
to continue the relationships with their mentors
beyond the course requirements, potentially add-
ing their mentor to their developmental networks.
Thus, I expect that:
Hypothesis 4a: Vocational support will be posi-

tively associated with protégés’ ca-
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reer planning, satisfaction with
their mentor, and intention to con-
tinue the relationship.

Hypothesis 4b: Psychosocial support will be posi-
tively associated with protégés’ ca-
reer planning, satisfaction with
their mentor, and intention to con-
tinue the relationship.

Support and Mentor Outcomes

A positive mentoring relationship should enhance
both individuals’ growth and advancement (Kram,
1985). Research shows that the amount of support
that mentors provide to protégés is positively as-
sociated with the mentor’s objective and subjective
career success (Bozionelos, 2004). Mentors may
gain satisfaction from fostering the development of
a younger adult (Ragins & Scandura, 1999) and find
additional meaning in their work by passing on
their accumulated knowledge and wisdom (Kram,
1983, 1985). This study focuses on coaching as the
most relevant subfunction of vocational support
that mentors provide for student protégés (see
above). According to Noe (1988), coaching includes
sharing ideas, providing feedback, and suggesting
strategies for accomplishing work objectives.
Given that the mentors in this study volunteered
for their roles, they likely have a high desire to
provide support. The more support that mentors
provide to protégés, the stronger the relationship
(Kram, 1985) and the more likely that the relation-
ship might continue beyond the semester assign-
ment. Therefore, I expect that higher levels of vo-
cational support and psychosocial support
provided by mentors will be associated with satis-
faction with protégés and their intention to con-
tinue the relationship. Thus:
Hypothesis 5a: Vocational support will be posi-

tively associated with mentors’ sat-
isfaction with their protégés and
intention to continue the relation-
ship.

Hypothesis 5b: Psychosocial support will be posi-
tively associated with mentors’ sat-
isfaction with their protégés and
intention to continue the relation-
ship.

Last, I expect that the more mentors are satisfied
and fulfilled from the relationship (Ragins & Scan-
dura, 1999), also indicated by their intention to
continue the relationship, the more likely they will
be to participate in e-mentoring (or blended men-
toring) relationships with students in the future.
Hypothesis 6: Mentors’ satisfaction with their pro-

tégés and intention to continue the

relationship will be positively asso-
ciated with their willingness to par-
ticipate as mentors in the future.

Enhancing Developmental Initiation

Developmental initiation is defined as “develop-
ment-seeking behaviors undertaken by a focal in-
dividual that are intended to enhance his or her
skills, knowledge, task performance, or personal
learning” (Higgins, Chandler, & Kram, 2007: 354).
The construct of developmental initiation is
broader than mentor initiation and distinct from
networking, although certain networking behav-
iors may facilitate developmental initiation. Men-
tor initiation focuses on the degree to which poten-
tial protégés seek relationships with higher level
managers in their work organization (Turban &
Dougherty, 1994). In contrast, developmental initi-
ation includes the pursuit of relationships within
or across organizations and may include peers and
supervisors as well as senior colleagues. Network-
ing is characterized as developing relationships
that are instrumental in helping with one’s career,
for example, by providing information about new
job opportunities (Granovetter, 1973; Hwang, Kes-
sler, & Francesco, 2004; Wanberg, Kanfer, & Banas,
2000). According to Forret and Dougherty (2001),
networking behaviors include maintaining con-
tacts, socializing, engaging in professional activi-
ties (e.g., seminars or workshops), participating in
church and community, and increasing internal
visibility (e.g., on committees at work or stopping
by others’ offices to say hello). Research has shown
that the receipt of mentoring is associated with
networking ability (Blass, Brouer, Perrewe, & Fer-
ris, 2007), and networking skills may certainly en-
hance the success of developmental initiation. The
distinction is that developmental initiation in-
volves seeking mutually beneficial relationships
that are intended to enhance one’s career through
assistance, help, advice, and feedback (Higgins et
al., 2007), and may include both instrumental and
psychosocial functions.

Higgins and colleagues (2007) suggest that an
individual’s level of developmental initiation will
influence whether developmental relationships
are formed. Similarly, research on mentoring initi-
ation shows that initiating mentor relationships
results in more mentoring received (Turban &
Dougherty, 1994). Furthermore, protégés’ positive
experiences in traditional mentoring relationships
are associated with obtaining a mentor in the fu-
ture (Ragins & Cotton, 1991). I expect that positive
attitudes and experiences as a result of their e-
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mentoring relationship will encourage students to
initiate future developmental relationships.
Hypothesis 7a: Protégés career planning, satisfac-

tion with mentor, and intention to
continue the relationship will be
positively related to developmen-
tal initiation.

More generally, I expect that students’ propen-
sity to engage in developmental initiation behav-
iors should increase compared to their levels of
developmental initiation before participating in an
e-mentoring relationship. Thus,
Hypothesis 7b: Protégés’ level of developmental

initiation will increase after partic-
ipating in an e-mentoring relation-
ship (from Time 1 to Time 2).

METHOD

Sample

Participants in this study included 206 students
enrolled in management courses at a large mid-
western university in 2009 and 2010, including 134
undergraduate students and 72 master’s of accoun-
tancy (MAS) students. Undergraduate students
were juniors or seniors and MAS students were
primarily 5th-year students. Participants mean age
was 22.3 yrs. and gender composition was 72.8%
male and 27.2% female. Ethnic distribution was
72.1% Caucasian/White, 14.0% Hispanic/Latino,
8.8% Asian, 2.9% Black, 0.7% Native American; and
1.5% did not report ethnicity. Almost half the stu-
dents had a part-time job (48.5%), working an av-
erage of 18.2 hours per week. Students did not
receive credit for participating in the research;
however, they earned credit toward 10% of their
grade for a reflection paper based on their e-men-
toring experiences.

Mentors were alumni and friends of the univer-
sity who volunteered to participate, and who had a
minimum of 10 years of professional experience
ranging from middle-level managers to vice-
presidents and CEOs. Of the 206 mentors who par-
ticipated in the program, 148 responded to the sur-
vey for a 72% response rate. For the e-mentoring
assignment, students were required to compose an
introductory e-mail and then correspond about
course topics they were interested in learning
more about from their mentors during the semester
(see Whiting & de Janasz, 2004, for further details
about the assignment and requirements). Sample
topics include motivation, leadership, and career
management, although noncourse interests were
also discussed. Students were encouraged to build
rapport with their mentors by framing questions

with explanations about their understanding of
course content (including definitions for terms that
might be unfamiliar) and explaining why they
were interested in learning more, as well as by
treating the exercise as an ongoing conversation.

Procedures

Time 1 student data were collected at the begin-
ning of the semester and Time 2 data were col-
lected 15 weeks later, at the end of the semester. In
the first survey, participants provided demo-
graphic information and responded to measures of
core self-evaluations, optimism, and developmen-
tal initiation. In the second survey, participants
responded to measures of vocational and psycho-
social support, perceived similarity, interaction
frequency, blended communication (i.e., talking on
the phone or meeting face-to-face), developmental
initiation, career planning, satisfaction with men-
tor, and intention to continue the relationship with
their mentor. Mentors participated in a shorter ver-
sion of the survey at the end of the semester and
responded to measures of vocational and psycho-
social support, perceived similarity, satisfaction
with protégé, and intention to continue the rela-
tionship with their protégé. All variables were as-
sessed using established measures from the liter-
ature with known psychometric properties except
developmental initiation, which was created for
this study.

Measures

Support Perceived by Protégés and Provided
by Mentors

Sixteen items, eight for each function, from Noe’s
(1988) widely used scale were modified for students
to assess vocational support (� � .93) and psycho-
social support (� � .91). The item responses were
on a 7-point Likert scale from “not at all” to “to a
great extent.” Principal components analysis with
Varimax rotation revealed all 16 items loading to
the two factors that explained 66.3% of the vari-
ance. Sample items include, “My mentor suggested
specific strategies for achieving my career goals,”
(vocational support) and “My mentor has conveyed
empathy about for the concerns and feelings I have
discussed with him/her,” (psychosocial support).

Ten items from Noe’s (1988) scale were modified
for mentors, six items to assess vocational support
(� � .80), and four items for psychosocial support
(� � .76). The item responses were on a 7-point
Likert scale from “not at all” to “to a great extent.”
Principal components analysis with Varimax rota-

612 DecemberAcademy of Management Learning & Education



tion revealed nine items loading to two factors that
explained 62.5% of the variance; one item loaded to
both factors and was dropped. Sample items in-
clude “I gave my protégé feedback on his/her cur-
rent performance,” (vocational support) and “I
shared my personal experiences in depth to offer
perspective on questions/topics,” (psychosocial
support).

E-Mentoring Outcomes

Career planning was assessed with six items de-
veloped by Gould (1979) and adapted by Wayne
and colleagues (1999). Sample items include, “I
have a strategy for achieving my career goals” and
“My career objectives are not clear” (reverse-
scored). Responses were on a 7-point Likert scale
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The
six items were averaged to form a composite
(� � .93).

Satisfaction with mentor/protégé was measured
with the 3-item scale from Ensher and Murphy
(1997) with responses on a 7-point Likert scale from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Items were
averaged to form a composite, with reliabilities
� � .95 for students and � � .94 for mentors. A
sample item is “I felt satisfied with my mentor
(protégé).’’

The intention of continuing the relationship be-
yond the semester assignment was measured with
an item from Ensher and Murphy (1997), “How
likely do you think is it that you will stay in contact
with your mentor/protégé after the program is
over?” on a 7-point Likert scale from “very un-
likely” to “very likely.” Mentors’ willingness to par-
ticipate again was measured with a yes-or-no re-
sponse to, “Would you be willing to participate as
an e-Mentor again in the future?”

Finally, to assess protégés’ developmental initi-
ation, the new measure was pretested with 52 mas-
ter’s-level and MBA students who participated in
the e-mentoring program and completed a ques-
tionnaire in the fall of 2008. Seven items were de-

veloped around the themes of information seeking,
help seeking, feedback seeking, and initiating be-
haviors suggested by Higgins and colleagues
(2007), and that were relevant for a student popu-
lation. Responses were on a 7-point Likert scale
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Prin-
cipal components analysis with Varimax rotation
revealed all seven items loading to one factor that
explained 71.3% of the variance and had � � .93
(see Table 1). In the current study, all items also
loaded to one factor with scale reliabilities of
� � .94 at Time 1 and � � .93 at Time 2.

Predictors of E-Mentoring Support

Two aspects of protégés’ personality, core self-
evaluations and optimism, were assessed as pre-
dictors. Core self-evaluations were measured with
Judge, Bono, and Thoresen’s (2003) 12-item scale
with a coefficient � � .81 for this study. Responses
were on a 7-point Likert scale from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree.” A sample item is “When
I try, I generally succeed.” Optimism was mea-
sured with Lee and colleagues’ (1993) 4-item scale
with a coefficient � � .74 for this study. Responses
were on a 7-point Likert scale from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree.” A sample item is “If
something can go wrong for me, it will” (reverse-
scored).

Characteristics of the mentor–protégé relation-
ship included perceived similarity, actual similar-
ity, interaction frequency, and blended communi-
cation (e-mail plus talking on the phone or meeting
face-to-face). The 3-item scale from Ensher and
Murphy (1997) was used to assess perceived simi-
larity. A sample item is “My mentor/protégé and I
see things in much the same way.” Item responses
were on a 7-point Likert scale from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree,” with reliabilities � � .82
for students and � � .92 for mentors. Actual simi-
larity was assessed as matched gender pairings,
dummy coded 0 if the mentor and protégé were of
different genders and one if mentor and protégé

TABLE 1
Developmental Initiation Scale Items and Factor Loadings

Developmental Initiation Scale Items Item Factor Loadings

(1) I seek information about developing my future career from people I consider important. .89
(2) I seek help from individuals that have the skills I need to develop. .85
(3) I look for feedback on my performance from people at school/work. .84
(4) I keep in regular contact with people that are important for my personal and professional development. .83
(5) I try to develop relationships with people that I can learn from. .90
(6) I try to help others when I have the opportunity. .86
(7) I seek out senior students, alumni, or professors to discuss my career development. .72
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were the same gender. Interaction frequency was
assessed with the item, “On average, how often
have you had contact with your mentor since the
first time you corresponded with him or her (each
of you communicated back-and-forth)?” on a
4-point Likert scale, with possible response cate-
gories of “less than once a month, once a month,
twice a month, and more than twice a month.”
Protégés also indicated whether (yes or no) they
had talked with their mentors over the phone or
met them face-to-face.

Controls

Age and employment status of protégés were as-
sessed as control variables. Age may account for
differences in experience and maturity that influ-
ence how the student approaches the e-mentoring
relationship. Employment status was included to
account for students’ potential availability to de-
vote more time or effort to this assignment. Men-
tors’ occupational level was assessed in three cat-
egories including middle management, senior
management (director, division head, senior/exec-
utive vice-president), or top management (CEO,
CFO, partner, president), as traditional mentoring
research findings indicate that higher level con-
tacts provide more vocational support (Noe et
al., 2002).

RESULTS

Complete data were available for 184 students,
indicating a drop-out rate of 11% from Time 1 to
Time 2. Path analysis was conducted on separate
models for the protégés (N � 184) and mentors (N �
148), respectively. Neither age nor employment sta-
tus was significantly related to support or outcome
variables for protégés. In addition, mentors’ occu-
pational level was not significantly related to sup-
port or outcome variables for mentors or protégés.
Means, standard deviations, and correlations for
all modeled variables are presented in Table 2.

Results for the best fitting structural model for
protégés are presented in Figure 2, and for mentors
in Figure 3. Overall, each modified model demon-
strates good fit compared to alternatives, as con-
firmed by several indices (Kline, 2005); Figure 2
(�2 � 55.97 n.s., CFI � .97, IFI � .97, TLI � .95,
SRMR � .06, RMSEA � .06) and Figure 3 (�2 � 15.78
n.s., CFI � .98, IFI � .99, TLI � .98, SRMR � .05,
RMSEA � .04).

Hypothesis 1a addressed protégé characteris-
tics; specifically, that protégés’ core self-evalua-
tions would positively affect vocational and psy-
chosocial support received. Hypothesis 1a was not

supported. Hypothesis 1b specified that protégés’
optimism would positively affect vocational and
psychosocial support received. Hypothesis 1b was
not supported. However both core self-evaluations
(� � .25, p � .01) and optimism (� � .16, p � .05)
were directly associated with protégés’ career
planning (see Figure 2).

Hypotheses 2 and 3 address the association be-
tween mentor–protégé relationship characteristics
and support received by protégés as well as sup-
port provided by mentors. Specifically, Hypothe-
sis 2 suggests that actual and perceived similarity
will be positively related to vocational and psycho-
social support received by protégés and provided
by mentors. Perceived similarity was significantly
associated with vocational support (� � .58, p �
.001) and psychosocial support (� � .64, p � .001)
received by protégés (see Figure 2). In addition,
perceived similarity was significantly associated
with vocational support (� � .29, p � .001) and
psychosocial support (� � .32, p � .001) provided by
mentors (see Figure 3). Actual similarity, assessed
as a matched gender mentor–protégé pair, was not
significantly associated with support for either
protégés or mentors. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was par-
tially supported.

Hypothesis 3 specified a positive relationship
between mentor–protégé interaction frequency
and blended communication, e-mail supple-
mented by talking on the phone or meeting face-
to-face, with support received by protégés and pro-
vided by mentors. Hypothesis 3 was partially
supported. Interaction frequency was significantly
associated with vocational support (� � .19, p �
.01) and psychosocial support (� � .22, p � .001)
received by protégés (see Figure 2); however, it
was not associated with support provided by men-
tors, rather interaction frequency (� � .17, p � .001)
was directly associated with mentors’ satisfaction
with protégés (see Figure 3). Talking on the phone
(� � .14, p � .01) was significantly associated with
perceived vocational support for protégés, while
meeting face-to-face was directly associated with
career planning (� � .14, p � .05; see Figure 2).
Talking on the phone (� � .15, p � .05) and meeting
face-to-face (� � .21, p � .01) were both signifi-
cantly associated with vocational support pro-
vided by mentors (see Figure 3).

Hypothesis 4 addresses the relationship be-
tween vocational and psychosocial support per-
ceived by the protégé and protégé outcomes (see
Figure 2); specifically, that vocational support (4a)
and psychosocial support (4b) are positively re-
lated to career planning, satisfaction with mentor,
and intention to continue the relationship. Hypoth-
esis 4a was supported. Vocational support per-
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ceived by protégés was significantly associated
with protégés’ career planning (� � .12, p � .05),
satisfaction with mentors (� � .23, p � .001), and
intention to continue the relationship (� � .41, p �
.001). Hypothesis 4b was partially supported. Psy-
chosocial support was significantly associated
with protégés’ satisfaction with mentors (� � .61,
p � .001) and intention to continue the relationship
(� � .22, p � .05).

Hypothesis 5 addresses the relationship be-
tween vocational and psychosocial support pro-
vided by the mentor and mentor outcomes (see
Figure 3); specifically, that vocational support (5a)
and psychosocial support (5b) provided is posi-
tively related to satisfaction with protégé and in-
tention to continue the relationship. Hypotheses 5a
and 5b were both partially supported. Both voca-
tional support (� � .16, p � .01) and psychosocial
support (� � .15, p � .01) provided were signifi-
cantly associated with mentors’ intention to con-
tinue their relationships. However neither type of
support was significantly associated with mentors’
satisfaction with protégés. Hypothesis 6 was not
modeled due to a lack of variance in mentors’ will-
ingness to participate again; 90.6% of mentors in-
dicated that they would be willing to participate in
the program again, and those that declined wrote
alternative explanations, such as extensive
travel plans.

Hypothesis 7a specifies that protégés’ career
planning, satisfaction with mentor, and intention

to continue the relationship will be positively as-
sociated with developmental initiation (see Fig-
ure 2). Hypothesis 7a was partially supported. Pro-
tégés career planning (� � .65, p � .001) and
protégés’ intention to continue the relationship
(� � .16, p � .01) were each positively related to
developmental initiation. Finally, a paired-samples t
test was used to test Hypothesis 7b, which pre-
dicted an increase in protégés’ level of develop-
mental initiation from Time 1 to Time 2. Results
indicate a significant difference in protégés’ devel-
opmental initiation, with Time 1 (M � 4.69) and
Time 2 (M � 5.31), t(183) � 7.83, p � .001. Examina-
tion of the means and t statistic shows that this
difference reflects a significant increase from Time
1 to Time 2. Thus, hypothesis 7b was supported.

DISCUSSION

My work here contributes generally to the litera-
ture on developmental relationships and specifi-
cally to the new area of e-mentoring in several
ways. First, it provides empirical evidence that
characteristics of the mentor–protégé relationship,
specifically, perceived similarity and interaction
frequency, are associated with both support re-
ceived by the protégé and support provided by the
mentor in an e-mentoring relationship. Second,
findings indicate that both vocational and psycho-
social support received by protégés are positively
associated with satisfaction with mentors and in-

FIGURE 2
Best Fitting Model for Protégés. N � 184 student protégés; Standardized coefficients; * p � .05. ** p � .01.

***p � .001.
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tention to continue the relationship, while only vo-
cational support is associated with career plan-
ning. In addition, the amount of support provided
by mentors is associated with their intention to
continue the relationship. Last, this study develops
and tests a developmental initiation scale demon-
strating that the e-mentoring experience may en-
hance the propensity for students to seek develop-
mental relationships, a critical skill in the 21st
century careers landscape.

My research answers the calls in the literature
for empirical study of e-mentoring in the manage-
ment field (Ensher et al., 2003; Ensher & Murphy,
2007; Hamilton & Scandura, 2003) and provides fur-
ther evidence that e-mentoring provides benefits to
students involved in the experience (de Janasz et
al. 2008). Overall, characteristics of the e-mentor-
ing relationship were more important than individ-
ual protégés’ personality. In this study, perceived
similarity was a better predictor of support for both
students and mentors than actual similarity
(matched gender pairings), supporting results re-
ported by de Janasz and colleagues (2008) for stu-
dent protégés and Allen and Eby (2003) for mentors.
Because the foundation of the mentor–protégé
relationship rests on virtual communication, e-
mentoring may remove cross-gender barriers to
receiving mentoring support (Hamilton & Scan-
dura, 2003) and promote social equity by connect-

ing women and minorities, who might otherwise
be left out of important informal networks, to men-
tors (Single & Single, 2005). In addition, Allen and
Eby (2003) assessed mentorship quality with two of
the three items included in the satisfaction with
mentor–protégé scale used in this study, which
replicates their findings that perceived similarity
is directly related to mentorship quality from the
perspective of the mentor. Since perceived rather
than actual similarity is clearly important for both
parties, if the instructor or program administrator
has some knowledge of protégés’ and mentors’ val-
ues and attitudes, respectively, then this may fa-
cilitate the matching process to create more effec-
tive mentor–protégé pairs.

For both mentors and protégés, higher levels of
career and psychosocial support were associated
with greater intention to continue the relationship,
a key indication of a successful social exchange
relationship between students and professionals.
Few studies of traditional mentoring with student
populations or working professionals include both
mentor and protégé perspectives within a single
study (Johnson, Rose, & Schlosser, 2007; Scandura
& Pelligrini, 2007). Noteworthy is that psychosocial
support provided by mentors was significantly cor-
related with vocational support perceived by pro-
tégés (see Table 2). Findings in the literature on
formal workplace mentoring relationships are

FIGURE 3
Best Fitting Model for Mentors. N � 148 professional mentors; Standardized coefficients; * p � .05. ** p �

.01. ***p � .001.
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mixed. Raabe and Beehr (2003) found no significant
correlations between support received by protégés
and support provided by mentors; however, Wan-
berg and colleagues (2006) report significant cor-
relations ranging from .24 to .44. Thus, including
data from both the mentor and protégé perspec-
tives is important for assessing the dynamics of
the relationship and how it affects outcomes for
each party.

The frequency of interaction among mentoring
pairs was important for protégés’ perceptions of
support and mentors’ satisfaction with the rela-
tionship. Qualitative reports from protégés indi-
cated that those whose mentors responded
promptly to e-mail messages felt more comfortable
seeking more interaction. Blended mentoring,
those relationships that combined e-mail corre-
spondence with talking on the phone or meeting
face to face, was associated with vocational sup-
port for both mentors and protégés. Also of interest,
meeting face-to-face was directly related to proté-
gés’ career planning. For students with uncertainty
about their futures, career planning may be more
affected through alternative media, since feedback
is immediate and they may feel more comfortable
asking a broader array of questions. For mentors,
the use of alternative media allows a more per-
sonal, informal exchange and a deeper level of
involvement that may feel more effective. These
are interesting avenues to explore in future
research.

Over 90% of mentors indicated that they would
be willing to participate in the e-mentoring pro-
gram again, regardless of their experiences with
their protégés. Since participation in the program
is voluntary for mentors, it is likely that they have
high levels of organizational identification with
the university to be willing to commit to the e-
mentoring process (see Mael & Ashforth, 1992). If
this is the case, then the dyadic exchange relation-
ship with a particular student may be less impor-
tant than the mentor’s desire to contribute to the
university, enabling them to disassociate a nega-
tive experience with an assigned student as rep-
resentative of the university. Alternatively, in ful-
filling their needs for “generativity” (Erikson, 1963),
mentors may be motivated to continue to foster
developmental relationships in hopes that future
high-quality connections (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003)
with protégés will enable them to pass on their
knowledge and wisdom. For mentors with a posi-
tive experience, a high-quality relationship should
allow co-construction of identities or relational
identification, which may also reinforce organiza-
tional identification (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) and

increase organizational commitment (Wanberg et
al., 2003).

Last, the creation and validation of a develop-
mental initiation scale is useful for future research
on developmental relationships (Higgins et al.,
2007) and as a tool for the evaluation of mentoring
or interpersonal skills training programs. An in-
crease in developmental initiation from the begin-
ning to the end of the semester may indicate the
effectiveness of the e-mentoring assignment, but it
may also reflect growth and learning on the part of
the students. In this study, developmental initia-
tion is significantly associated with career plan-
ning and protégés’ satisfaction with mentors. That
students consider developmental relationships
as a crucial component of their career planning
process is important. Research shows that devel-
opmental network size is related to career satis-
faction (Higgins, 2000), and support from a devel-
opmental network is related to career success
(Murphy, 2007; Murphy & Kram, 2010). Protégés’ in-
tention to continue the relationship with their men-
tors is an expansion of their developmental net-
works, a key goal of the e-mentoring exercise and
of improving their propensity to seek developmen-
tal relationships.

Practical Implications

E-mentoring expands the opportunities for proté-
gés to develop relationships with mentors who are
geographically dispersed and enables both par-
ties to choose when to interact. This flexibility ac-
commodates busy executives who want to develop
and foster such mentoring relationships, but who
need to do so across time zones, travel schedules,
and with limited time commitments. Electronic
communication is already a reality for the per-
sonal relationship maintenance of more than 500
million users of Facebook (Fletcher, 2010; Pepitone,
2010), and recent figures show record traffic for
social networking sites including Twitter, Linked-
In, and MySpace (Romans, 2009). Also important to
note is that results from this study indicate the
addition of talking on the phone or meeting face-
to-face was associated with important outcomes
for both protégés and mentors. Studies show that
individuals create and maintain on-line social re-
lationships in which social support and informa-
tion exchange takes place, although these rela-
tionships may not be as close as face-to-face
relationships (Mesch & Talmud, 2006). Blended
communication, the combination of e-mail or so-
cial networking with telephone conversations and
face-to-face meetings, may be an ideal and realis-
tic way for individuals to create and sustain their
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developmental networks in the wired 21st-cen-
tury world.

In this study, it is important to note that mentors
were not taking the place of instructors in teaching
course content; rather, their responsibility was to
help students understand how topics are applied
in practice through stories and examples from
their own experience. This process functions to
legitimize the course content by illustrating its rel-
evance in the “real world” of practitioners. In ad-
dition, students bring these ideas back to the
classroom and share with the class to enrich dis-
cussions. The process of asking questions and get-
ting these examples teaches students how to en-
gage a mentor in conversation and develop
rapport in the mentoring relationship, which often
includes discussion beyond course content.

The pairing of students with working profession-
als provides a forum through which colleges and
universities may engage alumni and community
leaders. Through the process of e-mentoring, men-
tors found value in building a one-on-one relation-
ship and reported feeling more connected to the
university. For example, one mentor wrote:

Great program—keeps us out here grounded
and I would like to see many more programs
like this one. It is critical that academia and
business worlds collaborate—bring values,
positivity, and purpose together and raises
career satisfaction, sustainable results. This
communications approach also is where we
are going—so a good idea to use in the cur-
riculum. Perhaps requiring a conference call
now and then would be good—since that’s
part of virtual careers too.

Mentors were anxious to provide support beyond
the classroom content and engage in conversa-
tions about career paths, job searching, and work–
life balance. In this way, students gain a better
understanding of the current career context and
the importance of cultivating a network of devel-
opmental support. As students become alumni,
there is the potential for a virtuous cycle of men-
toring from past participants. The e-mentoring ex-
perience should enhance students’ preparation as
future managers and encourage lifetime learning
beyond the classroom.

Study Limitations and Future Research

This study includes some analyses that rely on
cross-sectional data and self-report data, which
limits the ability to draw causal inferences and
raises concerns about common methods variance.

In addition, the generalizability of the study to the
workplace and to other higher education settings
is limited due to the single university context from
which protégés were drawn. Despite these con-
cerns, the evidence here suggests that virtual re-
lationships offer another opportunity for career
development beyond traditional, face-to-face men-
toring experiences and have the potential to assist
students as they learn to build their own develop-
mental networks.

Future studies might explore e-mentoring as an
alternative to traditional mentoring in a range of
contexts. This format may be especially conducive
to connecting people within large, multinational
corporations as well as across small entrepreneur-
ial firms. Quasi-experiments comparing the im-
pact of e-mentoring, blended mentoring, and tradi-
tional mentoring relationships on important
outcome variables, including career-related self-
efficacy, career success, personal learning, and
organizational commitment, would add value to
practitioners designing formal programs. In addi-
tion, there may be several costs to e-mentoring,
including limitations of the electronic medium for
relationship development and challenges around
technology and communication (Hamilton & Scan-
dura, 2003). Longitudinal research would further
our collective understanding of the costs and ben-
efits of e-mentoring relationships. Researchers
might also consider both quantitative and qualita-
tive methodologies that would explore the phases
of e-mentoring relationships, including how or
why these phases differ from traditional mentoring
relationships (see Kram, 1985).

CONCLUSION

The results of this study demonstrate the benefits
of e-mentoring and blended mentoring for both
mentors and protégés. E-mentoring holds promise
for helping to connect people across geographic
and time barriers, increasing the pool of available
mentors, and enhancing opportunities for develop-
mental support among diverse students and pro-
fessionals. This study adds to a growing body of
literature on alternative mentoring relationships
and suggests further exploration of this new me-
dium for mentoring research and practice.
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