Mentors Improve Leadership Potential

By Ernie Post, Executive Director of the Kutztown SBDC  

John C. Maxwell, in his new book “The Right to Lead” tells of several great leaders of today. One of those stories illustrates the value of having a mentor relationship to help us grow as leaders.

In 1918 Rolihlahla “Nelson” Mandela was born into a farming family in South Africa and this humble family expected Nelson to go on to be a cattle herder. But Nelson became the ward of Chief David Dalindyebo at the age of twelve following his father’s unexpected death. Tribal Chief David served as a mentor to the young Mandela. Nelson was able to watch his guardian preside over tribal meetings of their village where he witnessed his guardian display the skills of leadership. Skills such as consensus building, communicating vision, and relationship building where modeled to Nelson during these impressionable years.

Nelson’s story illustrates the importance of having mentors and community elders to learn leadership. The autobiography of Nelson tells how his interest in politics was first aroused when he listened to his elders speak of the good old days before the arrival of the White man. The elders of the village would tell us about the liberation and how it was fought by our ancestors in defense of our country, as well as the acts of valour performed by generals and soldiers during those epic days. I hoped and vowed then, that amongst the pleasures that life might offer me would be an opportunity to serve my people and make my own humble contribution to their struggle for freedom. http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/mandela/auto.html
The influence that these elders had on Nelson at an early age instilled a desire in Nelson that would help sustain him through the numerous years of his imprisonment following his sentence for treason in 1956. He dedicated his life to improving the lot of the African people. Nelson’s devotion to this mission even came at the expense of being imprisoned for many years for his attempts to lead his people against the government that installed Apartheid. 

Yet, his faithfulness to his mission paid off on May 10, 1994 when Nelson Mandela was inaugurated as the president of South Africa, fulfilling the vision his elders had instilled in him more than 65 years earlier.

Although most of us will never be called to lead an apartheid nation to a peaceful, democratically run government, there are valuable lessons that we can learn from Nelson Mandela’s life story. Nelson’s vision for leadership was shaped by his mentor and the elders of his tribal community.

 If you are a leader of an organization, or your own business, you can use a mentor to improve your leadership potential just as Mandela used his mentors for helping to prepare him to lead a nation. As an entrepreneur you should consider the benefits of developing a mentoring relationship with someone to discuss issues on a regular basis. Entrepreneurs often ask me five questions when discussing the mentoring relationship; what should they expect from a mentor, when should they obtain a mentor, how should they use a mentor, who should they seek out as a mentor and where can they find a mentor?

First, I’ll discuss what to expect from a mentor. Before approaching a potential mentor it is important to define what you would like from the mentor. How often do you want to meet? What issues do you seek their counsel, and what role would you like them to play? Do you expect the relationship to be an accountability relationship or simply a sounding board? Once you define what you want out of the mentor relationship then your next step is in finding someone who can fit the role you desire.

We all need someone to hold us accountable for various aspects of our life. Sometimes our significant other can fulfill part of this roll. But in business we need someone with knowledge, and who has applied his or her business acumen as an entrepreneur. 

Ideally, the mentor will have experience in your industry sector. For example, if you are starting a technology business, you will benefit much more form someone who was in the tech sector and who understands the issues of product life cycles in the tech business rather than someone from the retail or service sector. 

A business professional with knowledge in the related industry that you are operating can also serve as a valuable mentor. Alternatively, someone who was in a similar business but who is now retired will often serve as an advisor at a nominal cost. A word of caution is in order regarding the use of financial investors as mentors. Generally, these relationships are not ideal leadership mentors because the investor often is faced with a conflict of interest between their financial interest in your business and the potential that sometimes investors need to recommend new management for the survival of the firm.

The next question of when to obtain a mentor is really dependent on the stage of your entrepreneurial development. You will gain more from having a mentor early in your start-up when your learning curve is at its peak. You would not believe how many times I hear people say I wish I had known your program was around when I started. A mentor can share the hard knock lessons they learned and show you how to avoid the costly avoidable mistakes.

Who should you seek as a mentor is a more difficult question.  

Naturally, you want to find someone who has the time and who is willing to mentor you. But most important is to have a mentor you can trust. If you select someone as a mentor who you do not trust or whom you think may have other motives, then dissolve the mentor relationship because you will only be wasting your time and theirs.

Many established entrepreneurs are willing to give by giving back some of their time to help another person with their business endeavor. Don’t hesitate to ask a well-respected business leader to serve as a mentor, because if you don’t, you could be depriving them of a chance to enjoy the opportunity of giving something back. Most mentors are willing to sign a confidentiality agreement with you as a sign of trust and dedication to the relationship. Additionally, the signed agreement should specify the expectations of the mentor and protégé, and detail any compensatory arrangements.

Although you can find a volunteer mentor, the paid mentor offers some advantages. They are in a better position to hold you accountable and professional mentors usually go through some formal training to be a mentor.

The investment for a mentor is well worth the cost because leadership at the top is what caps the potential of any organization. This is why a corporation, professional ball club, or organization will replace the leader or coach, not the entire team, when the goals are not being met in the organization.

As an entrepreneur, you can find a mentor that fits your budget and needs if you are persistent. Unfortunately, people who might be willing to volunteer their service to you as a mentor don’t often advertise their willingness to serve as a mentor. You have to seek out mentors through networking and getting ideas for potential mentor candidates from other communities and business leaders.

 Several for-profit businesses offer yearly contractual services for mentors and some of these have a great track record. Trade associations can usually provide a list of seasoned entrepreneurs outside of your competitive market area who provide mentoring services for a fee. These mentors usually prove most valuable during the start-up phase of a business because they can share specific information about the business you are running.

Now that you know the benefits of a mentor it is time to turn our attention to where you can go to find a good one. Locally, you can check with your SCORE Chapter, Trade Association, Chamber, or SBDC Professional Consultant to see if they can give you some potential mentors to approach. Many of these organizations have seasoned executives or retired business entrepreneurs who can mentor you, or they can refer you to someone who will. There are a number of organizations that charge a monthly fee to have access to a professional mentor each month. Check the references on these individuals, because while many are a great resource, there are some who are not worth the cost. 

Most of us will not be called upon to lead a nation out of the aftermath of Apartheid and to establish a country that could live in peace under democratic rule like Nelson Mandela was at the age of 75. But as one sociologist pointed out, the average person influences over 10,000 people in their lifetime. Don’t we owe it then to those we may influence to strive to be the very best leader we are capable of being for our enterprise by taking time to develop a mentoring relationship that can hold us accountable and help us grow as a leader. Remember, improving your leadership ability is a life long journey and not something you will accomplish simply by reading a contemporary book on leadership. Although, reading and studying about leaders are a very valuable exercise in your quest to become a better leader.

For additional information on mentors and referral information you can email me at post@kutztown.edu or call our toll free number at 877-4pa-sbdc.

Your talk talks and your walk talks, but your walk talks louder than your talk talks. John C. Maxwell
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