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What Does It Take To Be a Great Mentor?

Good mentoring relationships are richly rewarding not only for the person being mentored, but also for the mentor. Your role in the ASLA-NCC Mentorship Program is unique in that you are both learning and teaching. A few guidelines can help you rise to the challenge of helping others achieve their potential — and achieve your own along the way.

• Set good goals. Beginning your mentoring relationship with a clear understanding of what is expected will allow you to recognize success. Effective goal-setting may utilize the "S.M.A.R.T." criteria: objectives are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Defined. You can learn more about this method here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SMART_criteria
• Take time to make a personal connection. Even if the topic at hand is all business, business ultimately is driven by personal relationships, and developing interpersonal skills is one benefit of mentoring. From the outset, make an effort to get to know your mentoring colleagues personally, and allow them to know you. 

• Be present. During your time together, give your team your full attention. Put phone calls, texts and emails on hold so you can listen and attend to each person's emotion and energy without distraction. This also will help keep each meeting focused and efficient.

• Provide constructive feedback. The most helpful advice you can offer will be specific, descriptive, actionable, nonjudgmental, and encouraging. If you need to make a criticism, balance it with a suggestion. Adopting a "yes, and…" position can be very helpful: affirm that the other person's opinion, idea or problem is valid, and build on it (don't negate it) with your own ideas. 

• Acknowledge achievements. As helpful as constructive criticism may be, it's equally important to celebrate successes to build confidence and create inspiration. As Kenneth Blanchard and Spencer Johnson advocate in "The One Minute Manager," catch people doing things right and give them immediate and specific positive feedback.

• Ask questions, don't give answers. Even though you can speak from a position of experience and authority, your larger goal is to help someone else learn to help themselves. Ask open-ended questions that will allow them to reflect on themselves, draw their own conclusions and, ultimately, chart their own course. Advise people what to think about, not what to think.

• Listen without judgment. Strive for deep listening that comes from your own curiosity. Paraphrase or repeat what you're hearing, to confirm that your understanding is accurate. Suspend your judgments of the other person, even if you need to step outside of your problem-solving role to do so. 

• Honor your commitments. At some point you undoubtedly will offer to review a résumé, provide the title of a book, make a referral, or some other small kindness. Treat each gesture as a promise and follow through. 

• Fiercely protect confidentiality. By keeping your conversations private, you will earn your team's trust; they, in turn, will allow you to excel as a mentor. Share team information with outside sources only as necessary, and always anonymously unless your teammates give you explicit permission otherwise.

• Stay playful and creative. Treat your time as a mentor as an opportunity for fearless creativity. Exploring problems and pushing on sticking points can be hard work, but approaching even serious issues with optimism and a positive spirit can improve your chances for success. 

• Close the communication loop. Provide ongoing feedback to each other about how the mentoring relationship itself is going. If you need something different than what you're getting, make that clear; and stay receptive to feedback about your style and offerings as well. 
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