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How to build a successful 
mentorship relationship
Do we need training on mentorship? What is a mentor? What is the importance of mentorship? What is 

a mentorship relationship? Who benefits from successful mentorship relationships? What are the tips, 

techniques, and tools for a successful mentorship relationship? What is the role of a mentor in a 

mentorship relationship? What mentorship skills a mentor should have? What mentorship techniques 

should a mentor use? What is the impact of a successful mentorship relationships?What are the 

common barriers to successful mentorship relationship?

Purpose of the Presentation
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Sources of presentation - lived experiences and homegrown knowledge 
for and contextual relevance ïexamples and testimonials

Mentee - beneficiary of 
the generosity of 

research mentorship, 
which produced the 

research leader she has 
become

Mentor - cohorts of 
mentees for almost two 

decades

Mentor - DHET Future 
Professors Programme 
(FPP) Phase II) Mentor

Mentor - Organization for 
women in science in 
developing countries 

Director - working at a 
level where the research 
journeys of emerging and 
bourgeoning researchers 

begin and where real 
impact happens

Author ïresearch 
mentorship books, 
drawing from lived 

experiences  
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Will draw from my books and comparable literature: 

Mentorship is a labourof love Mentorship is catalyst for career successMentorship aids in Navigating Academia 
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15/22 Chapters on Research Mentorship in Vision Never Dies Book 
showing that mentorship is a true labor of love

Opened new possibilities

Built self-confidence

Enhanced  career growth and direction

Broadened horizon

Created positive work environment 

inspired excellence

Catalyst for career success 

Served as a research career lifeline

Changed career forever 

Used their influence & authority to smoothen my path
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The book features 13 mentees including postgraduate students, early 
career academics, and supervisors across institutions - 15/22 
chapters on mentorship





The book has 22 chapters showing the critical role of mentorship in career advancement 
https://doi.org/10.36615/9781776444632

Grant writing

Execution of projects

Professional development

Collaborations

Networks

Personal development  

Co-authorships 

Postgraduate studies

Early Career Struggles

Nominations

Gender stereotypes

Track record

Professional Visibility

Recognitions 

https://doi.org/10.36615/9781776444632
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The book features 33 Mentees including postgraduate students, early career 

academics, and supervisors across disciplines, institutions, and geographies
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Lower Salaries

Unwelcoming work environments

Integrity Attacks

Dehumanizing Experiences

Work-life challenges

Stalled Promotions 

Navigating Academia - The book demonstrates how mentorship aid women in addressing 

challenges they face in racialized and gendered academic work environments 

Looked down upon

Implicit Biases

Gender Stereotypes

Patriarchal Tendencies

Harmful gender norms 

Racism & Sexism

Competing priorities

Rejection

Undue criticisms

Isolation
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The book features 16 mentees/women leaders from six African 

countries, across different career stages
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What is the secret of your career success?

One young black woman asked me a series of questions. Please, tell me: 

ñHow did you navigate your career journey from early-career research struggles 

to research leadership? 

How did you finish your PhD at the relatively young age of 29? 

How did you transition all the way from being a research assistant to being a 

research director?

An extraordinary research professor? 

Deputy Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation? 

National science award winner? 

Sophisticated science networker? 

Socially- engaged scientist? 

Queen Mother of research?ò(Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023)
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The simple and probably unexpected response

ñAlone,I could never have made it; it was through the unparalleled

support given by remarkable mentors of virtue, stature, and influence

that I made it. I was developed, transformed, shaped, and

sustained in my science career progression through Research

Mentorship. Through mentorship, I was elevated to bigger

assignments, spaces, places, and platforms. Having such a support

system has been pivotal in not only guiding and directing my career

path but also in creating a sense of belonging, cohesion, and

solidarity that kept me in the pipeline against all odds. It induced

motivation to pursue a research career and ignited my passion for

scienceò(Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023)
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I came from humble beginnings where 
Science Access and Science Success 
seemed delusional

ñIfsomeone had told me when I was a young girl growing

up in my rural village in Limpopo that I would one day

become an award-winning scientist, I never would have

believed them. The prospects of becoming a daring

scientist, or pursuing any prestigious science career,

seemed delusional due to lack of a science-stimulating

environment, facilities, and activities. Such is the case for 

many women who identify with me or see themselves in 

me. But through mentorship I made it ò Phaswana-Mafuya, 

2021
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What worked? Ongoing mentorship at early, mid, and advanced career 
stages sustains mentees in the pipeline. It helps mentees understand the 
world around them, prevailing imperatives, priorities, and realities

ñI prevailed on the shoulders of my mentors at every turn and every stage of my research career towards 

self-actualization. I moved from learning curve to learning curve, sometimes not even realizing how useful 

each learning curve would become in the future. I believe that it is the learning curves that separate an 

outstanding career journey from a  mediocre career Journeyò (Phaswana-Mafuya, 2021)



Mentorship 
is the key to 
career 
success
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Mentors are in demand given their importance in career 
advancement
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I Pay It Forward not only through being mentor, writing books on mentorship but through 

mentorship activism - webinars, panels, and discussions on mentorship (June-Sep 2023)
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Disclaimer -There is no algorithm on 
building successful mentorship 
relationships but there are lessons 
learned to share

I believe that my learning curves, my menteesô learning curves, and our joint learning curves 
may serve as homegrown tips, techniques, and tools for building successful mentorship 
relationships irrespective of discipline, career stage or socio-demographic characteristics
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Although learning is a life-long process and there is always a room for improvement, mentorship is not so much a learned 

activity. It often happens naturally!! Mentorship is about passion to shape lives, change lives, and impact lives ïbuilding the 

next generation. This is what an award-winning mentor had to say: 

ñBut mentoring, as we've heard, is often learned on the job. And this learning continues throughout your career, you can 

always improve. I'm sure that my mentoring can also be improved. And if you care about it, it will come naturally. And usually 

we all sit in departments and faculty and there are people that we know that would mentor or so we can always ask them 

advice and get feedback and we can only improve. We just need to care. I think that the critical aspect is to care.ò 

Tal Pupko, award winning mentor 

However, there is a need for networking with others, have conversations, exchange experiences and approaches on how to 

build successful mentorship relationships; share ideas, and resources

We need discuss actionable tips and techniques for ensuring effective mentorship relationships

Do we need training on mentorship? Not really, mentorship is a 
labour of love that often comes naturally!!!
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ÅEmerging academics, postgraduate students and supervisors cannot be left to their own self-help devices in 

advancing their careers; they need to be supported holistically by someone experienced (Phaswana-Mafuya, 

2021, 2023) 

ÅMentorôs role in different mentorship relationships, formal or informal relationships, is constant

ÅMentorôs role in different mentorship approaches is constant - peer to peer mentoring, group mentoring,  

reverse mentoring, and speed mentoring

ÅA mentor is not a dictator ïis an encourager, an advocate, a coach, a sponsor, a listening ear, a guide, a 

counselor, and much more. 

ÅMentees find a place to open-up, vent, discuss, brainstorm, innovate, create and problem-solve in a mentor

Letôs first understand - What is the role of a mentor in a mentorship 
relationship? The mentor should know his or her place in a 
mentorship relationship irrespective of the type pf mentorship
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What award-winning mentors 
say about the role of a mentor
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Being a mentor is a natural phenomenon

Hannah Margalit, a bioinformatician and computational biologist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, a mentor 
to many researchers over the years, was awarded the Lifetime Achievement Award for mentoring in 2020. She was 
recommended by some of her mentees for this award. And when asked why she mentors, she said: 

ñI never really thought about it. Itôsso much built in me that I that I think this is one of the main tasks of a PI in the

university. We are doing the research together with the students and we have a common aim, and one is more

experienced than the other. So I make sure that they will get all the qualifications that they need in order to

become independent researchers.ò

ñWhen my sister sees potential, she cannot help it, she nourishes it. She has supported and challenged me

throughout my academic life from undergraduate degree to my doctorate. I dare say that it felt like she was

pushing me too much at the time, but her efforts resulted in my passing some of my courses with distinctions. I

must say she never doubted my abilities; she had confidence that I would excel with the various opportunities

presented to me. I will forever be grateful for the role she played in my career journey.òDr Motlatso Mlambo
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What I tell my students when they come to do a PhD in my lab is that they start as my students, but I want them 

to graduate as my peers because I want to be able to mentor them and provide them with these tools that can 

make them more successful. It's more than just how to plan an experiment, how to phrase a hypothesis. These 

are all obvious things that you need to learn to be a scientist. But there's so much more than that, that a good 

mentor should be able to give the people that they are mentoringò Netta Erez, Award-Winning Mentor

ñWhen you take on the role of being a group leader, or supervisor or PI, or any position where you have 

researchers working in your group, your focus should be on developing the people. Mentorship is your way to 

provide means for your research students to grow up, both in science and at the personal level, so that they 

become better persons, better scientists, and better everything. So, you donôt care so much about the science, 

because in science you care about them. You want them to become better scientists, you want them to become 

a better person, to think more critically about things, about improving their computational scale, writing skills, or 

their soft set of skills, and to enjoy it along the way. It's also super important that you want to see the spark in 

their eyes when they do science, and when they talk about science and to understand how science is done.ò Tal 

Pupko, Award-winning mentor, Tel Aviv University

What other award-winning mentors say about the role of a mentor
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What mentees 
say about the 
role of a 
mentor
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ñIt humbles me beyond words that when 
I first saw Prof, I knew she was my 
destiny helper. It was a moment of 
confirmation and affirmation that I too 
can make it.ò (Phaswana-Mafuya, 2021)

ñI am grateful to have an advisor, 
nurturer, groomer, and enabler who 
supports me holistically for my growth, 
development, and career advancement 
as a black woman in science and 
research.ò (Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023)

A mentor is a Destiny Helper and more who shares her knowledge, expertise, 
and experience with their mentees - Dr Edith Phalane,BSc; BSc hons; MSc; PhD
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A mentor is a forerunner, Dr Motlatso
Phaswana-Mlambo, PhD, Director of 
Institutional Research, DeptInstitutional
Intelligence, UNISA and Hon Senior 
Researcher, School of Clinical Medicine, 
Dept of Family Medicine, Wits University

ñMy noblest dreams came to fruition because of the amazing support 

and guidance of my sister who has been my mentor. My educational 

journey and career path followed in her footprints and her successes 

made me aspire to be successful in life, just like her.  It is through her 

incredible successes that my journey of footprints began.ò
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A mentor is a role model - Ms
Ncumisa Msolo holds a BSc, MPH, 
Research coordinator, UCT, Groote 
Schuur Hospital in Phaswana-Mafuya, 
2021

At first, I did not know what I wanted to do 

but as I watched my mentor it became 

clearer that I wanted to do what she was 

doing. I took my time to observe the studies 

done and I learnt lot of interesting things 

about Public Health researchers and what 

one can possibly become. I therefore 

enrolled and completed my MPH utilizing the 

knowledge I had gained from our research 

studies. 
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A mentor is a role model, guide, and sponsor -
Kagiso Phaswana, BSS, BSS Hons, MSW, 
Managerial Specialist, ICAS in Phaswana-
Mafuya, 2021

ñAmong all of us as siblings, my sister has been a 

role model for all of us to follow in advancing 

research careers. Throughout my masterôs degree I 

contacted my sister anytime, any day whenever I felt 

stuck, and she would make valuable input. She  

guided and supported me throughout my studies 

where I excelled in my performance; she has been 

my source of inspiration and role model; paved my 

path; encouraged me to pursue postgraduate 

studies; linked and alerted me to opportunities; and 

new developments.ò
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A mentor is a 
catalyst, Ms Zinhle 
Sokhela, Research 
Project Manager, 
Wits Reproductive 
Health Unit  in 
Phaswana-Mafuya, 
2021

ñMy mentor, has been a catalyst for my career 

success; she motivated, enabled, supported and 

facilitated my personal and professional 

development.ò
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ñAlack of mentors, occasionally overt discrimination,

and the academyôspoor work-life balance are well-

documented reasons for womenôslack of career

progressionò

Foreword by Prof Glenda Gray, CEO & President of the SAMRC in

Research Mentorship Book (Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023)

Mentors are critical for career success in Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023

The lack of mentorship has been cited as a key reason

for limited career advancement, especially among black

women (Beckwith, Carter & Peters, 2016; Bynum, 2015

cited in Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023)
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Mentors should be recognized, celebrated and supported for the 
significant role they play in advancing careers of others

ñScientists spend many hours doing science. But many, many hours are spent on something else, something 

rewarding, fulfilling, and ultimately, for some, a lot more important. This something is called mentoring. And 

unfortunately, given the amount of time people spend on this, it is not as widely recognized as the scientific 

work. It's almost as if we talk about mentorship in the abstract, that of course we expect academics, lab heads, 

PIs, lecturers to be mentors.  But in this abstract sense we don't necessarily talk to individuals about how to 

support mentors in that way when they face their own challenges. We all know that mentorship is important.  

And yet, we don't seem to value it appropriately. And indeed recognize individuals who devote time and energy 

and passion to mentoring.ò 

Magdalena Skipper, Award-winning mentor
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Mentors, we appreciate you for the great work you do everyday !!!

labsas | iStock | Getty Images

This expression is more common among 

individuals who are not mentored. Those who are 

mentored may say it but they will not quit!

Mentorship is about nation-building, social justice, 

diversity, and inclusivity

Thank You!!
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Who benefits from a 
mentorship relationship?
Mentorship is a  win-win solution for mentors, mentees, and organizations ï

mutual interests, mutual benefits and mutual learning
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The Monkey Workplace Happiness Survey conducted by SurveyMonkey from June 21ï30, 2019 involving  

8,000 working adults in the U.S.

Å90% of people with a workplace mentor said itôs valuable.

Å89% of those who have been mentored will also go on to mentor others.

Å25% of employees who enrolled in a mentoring program had a salary grade change, compared to only 5% of 

workers who did not participate.

Å67% of businesses reported an increase in productivity due to mentoring.

Å40% of workers who donôt have a mentor say theyôve considered quitting their job in the past 3 months ï

because they felt underpaid, undervalued and lacked opportunities for professional growth and promotion.

Å50% of workers have a mentor at work, and those who do are significantly more likely to be happy with their 

jobs,

ÅSimilar benefits have been highlighted in Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023

The benefits of mentorship for organizations

Laura Wronski, senior research scientist, SurveyMonkey, and Jon Cohen, chief research officer, SurveyMonkey, 2019

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/07/16/nine-in-10-workers-who-have-a-mentor-say-they-are-happy-in-their-jobs.html
https://mccarthymentoring.com/why-mentoring-what-the-stats-say/
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CƛƎǳǊŜ мΥ tƻǘŜƴǝŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ

{ƳƻƻǘƘŜƴ {ƳƻƻǘƘŜƴ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎΩ ǇŀǘƘ ƛƴƴƻƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜǿƻǊƪ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ

[ƛƴƪ [ƛƴƪ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǝŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ

LƴǾƻƭǾŜ LƴǾƻƭǾŜ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǝŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ

/ƻƴƴŜŎǘ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƻ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊǎ

!ƛŘ !ƛŘ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǿƛǘƘǿƻǊƪ ƭƛŦŜōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ

/ƘŜŜǊ /ƘŜŜǊ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ ƎŜǘǎ ǘƻǳƎƘ

DǳƛŘŜ DǳƛŘŜ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǊŜŀǎ

LƴƛǝŀǘŜ LƴƛǝŀǘŜ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ƛƴ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǝƻƴǎ

LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŎƛŜƴǝŬŎ ǿǊƛǝƴƎ

9ȄǇƻǎŜ 9ȄǇƻǎŜ ƳŜƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ

The benefits of mentorship for mentees in

Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023

People with mentors perform better, advance in their careers faster, and even experience more work-life 
satisfaction.Mentees benefit from the teaching, guidance, feedback, coaching, counseling, advice, 

support, prospective opportunities of mentors toward their career goals and aspirations 
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Enables deeper reflection on the subject matter

Affords knowledge and skill sharing

Keeps mentorsô skills up to date

Offers the opportunity to connect meaningfully with mentees in pursuit of their career aspirations

Builds influence and reputation as a leader who grooms talent

Enhances creativity, increases awareness and sharpens leadership skills 

Gives a sense of purpose, 

Provides personal satisfaction, and fulfillment

Mentees are a support system to the mentor

Mentor can learn from mentees - ñTo teach is to learn twice.ò

The benefits of mentorship for mentors in Phaswana-Mafuya 2023
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What is a mentor-
mentee relationship?
A sustainable mentorship relationship or rapport is built on a foundation of 

passion, courage, hard work, social justice, a sense of purpose and 
responsibility It is also built on respect, trust, openness, integrity, sincerity, and 

values (Phaswana-Mafuya 2023). 
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A mentor-mentee relationship described 

ÅAn effective relationship between the Mentor 
and the Mentee is where the rubber meets the 
road, without it, mentorship will never be 
successful

ÅIt takes both the mentor and mentee to have a 
successful mentorship relationship; each party 
has a role to play ïIt is up to the mentor and 
mentee to develop a good rapport.

ÅThe mentee is responsible for driving the 
mentorship relationship; leaving the 
mentorship relationship in the hands of a 
mentor is a huge risk

ÅMentorship is voluntary, it can never be made 
a forced choice to the mentor or mentee

ÅEveryone needs mentoring but not everyone 
can be in a mentorship relationship ïit 
requires certain qualities, skills, and attitudes

ÅBuilding a mentorship is not a herculean event 
ïit is a process, it requires time, energy and 
effort

ñWhat I found most valuable from mentorship 
was the time, resources and motivation invested 
in me to make sure I am the women I am 
today.òMsBoitshepo Gopane
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A mentor-mentee 
relationship is not a 
teacher-student or a 

boss-subordinate 
relationship

A mentor listens carefully, 
empathises, validates, 

collaborates, challenges, 
and finds ways to develop 

a mentee towards 
becoming an independent

A mentee responds, 
appreciates, learns, and 
grows from the teachings 
given to advance his or 

her career

As in all relationships, the relationship between a mentor and a 
mentee is a two-way process in Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023
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A mentor-mentee relationship 
is like a parent-child 
relationship, Boitshepo Gopane
in Phaswana-Mafuya, 2021

ñI have experienced the mentor-mentee 

relationship to be more like a ñmother-

daughter relationshipò as it provided an 

opportunity for discussion about 

everything, academically, personally and 

socially. 
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What is a successful 
mentorship 

relationship?
It addresses vulnerabilities to produce positive career outcomes 

and long-term career impacts (Ohaswana-Mafuya, 2023)



Successful mentorship relationships have positive career outcomes 

and long-term impacts

Career Vulnerabilities

Lack of skills to develop 

research networks; 

Lack of  profile to attract 

external funding; 

Lack of collaborators; 

Lack of academic writing skills

Lack of awareness of  

professional and career 

development opportunities

Lack of insights in the field

Self-concept issues ïself-doubt

Lack of grant funding profile 

Lonesome road

Negativism

Despondency

Career Outcomes 

Promotions 

Recognitions

Networks 

Collaborations 

Performance rewards

Excellence Awards

Assistantships

Nominations 

Fellowships

Memberships

Scholarships

Higher academic qualifications

Awareness of new 

developments

Secured grants   

Better salaries

Linkage to growth 

opportunities

Long-term Career  

Impacts 

Better Scientists 

Better Academics

Credibility

Reputation

Competitiveness

Influence

job satisfaction

Sense of belonging 

Personal development 

Well-being

Professional Development

Socially engaged scientist

Sophisticated networker

Acceptance by peers, 

Improved work environment

Retention in the pipeline

More role models

Phaswana-Mafuya, 2023
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What skills, attributes, or 
qualities a mentor should 

have for a successful 
mentorship relationship?

ñMentorship is universal as a concept. There are fundamental values and 
principles that guide mentor-mentee relationships, which remain constant 

across cultures, institutions, individuals, geographies and contextsò Magdalena 
Skipper, an award-winning mentor, paraphrased
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Some of the foundational skills a mentor should have

ÅKnow your role ïit is a skill

ÅExpertise - Experience and knowledge in the area that you are mentoring in

ÅPositivity ïoptimism, enthusiasm, positivity, supportive, motivational and 
inspirational 

ÅPassion about own work - Fulfilled by own work

ÅHave willingness to learn ïflexibility, open mindedness

ÅEmotional intelligence  - ability to handle tough conversations

ÅStrong communication skills ïeffective communication to transfer own skills

ÅPassion for helping others ïkeen to transfer knowledge, experience and skills 
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Mentorsô attributes that keep the mentorship relationship effective in 

Phaswana-Mafuya, 2021,2023

Approachable Accessible Enthusiastic Inspirational Perceptive

Receptive Attentive
Action-
oriented

Supportive Appreciative

Non-
judgmental 

Self-
controlled 

Dependable Focused Sincere
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Describing some of the 
attributes of a mentor, Ms
Zinhle Sokhela, Research 
Project Manager, Wits 
Reproductive Health Unit in 
Phaswana-Mafuya, 2021

ñI have been so fortunate to have such a 

passionate, knowledgeable, approachable 

and accessible mentor who is available to 

provide much-needed support. Each day my 

mentor was inspiring and gave me the 

energy to keep pushing and to be the best 

that I can beò Zinhle Sokhela, Mentee
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Describing some of the attributes of a 
mentor, Lebogang Ramalepe Newton 
Study Research Coordinator, PhD 
candidate, UJ, NRF Bursary Holder, 
U21Scholarship


