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Previous research suggests that mentor relationships are fa­
cilitative of career success, career satisfaction, and retention
in organizations. Yet, little research has been done to explore
the prevalence or function of mentor relationships in military
populations. In this study, preliminary data were collected
regarding the prevalence of mentor relationship experiences
among 576 third year midshipmen at the U.S. NavalAcademy.
Only 40% of respondents had ever experienced a mentor rela­
tionship. Most mentors were senior military personnel, and
87% were male. Most relationships were mutually initiated,
and they tended to last for several years. Although both career
and psychosocial mentor functions were present in these re­
lationships, psychosocial functions were most notable and
most highly correlated with positive appraisals of mentor re­
lationships. Midshipmen viewed mentoring as extremely im­
portant and rated their own mentor relationships as extremely
positive. Implications for further research on mentoring are
discussed.

Introduction

T he u.s. service academies celebrate a traditionofproducing
effective leaders. Theconcept ofleadership and the determi­

nation of significant components that contribute to leadership
development are long-term research interests. Leadership has
beendefined as an interaction between two or more groupmem­
bers that results in the restructuring of expectations, motiva­
tions' or competencies ofthe group. 1 Leadership involves artic­
ulating a vision to followers, illuminating the path to goals,
enhancing confidence in followers' ability to achieve goals," and
persuading followers to forego individual goals in favor ofgroup
objectives." Historically, the predominant research endeavor
has been investigation of personality characteristics predictive
of effective leadership; however, empirical findings have been
equivocal.' More recently, the impactofmentoring relationships
on the military leadership development of junior officers has
been of interest.v? However, the specific contribution of this
salientdevelopmental relationship to the transmission and cul­
tivation ofjunior officers' leadership potential is unknown.

Theconcept ofmentoring has an enduringtraditionoriginat­
ingin Greek mythology. Current interest in the concept ofmen­
toring was rekindled afterthe publication ofSeasons ofa Man's
Life by Levinson and colleagues." They described the mentoras
a significant transitionalfigure who representsskill, knowledge,
and accomplishment while serving as a guide, teacher, and
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sponsorto the protege. Kram? further developed the mentoring
concept throughan investigation ofmentorrelationships among
seniorand junior managersin the field ofbusiness. Kram con­
cluded that mentor relationships were defined by two sets of
functions that enhanced personalgrowth and career advance­
ment. Careerfunctions were identified as occurring within the
organizational structure and included "those aspects of the re­
lationship that enhance learning the ropes and preparing for
advancement in an organization" (p. 22). Careerfunctions en­
compassed sponsorship, coaching, exposure and visibility, pro­
tection, and challenging assignments. Psychosocial functions
were defined as "those aspects ofa relationship that enhancea
sense of competence, clarity of identity, and effectiveness in a
professional role"(p. 23). Psychosocial functions were interper­
sonal in nature and involved role modeling, acceptance and
confirmation, counseling, and friendship.

Research concerning the functions of mentors has been ex­
tensive in the fields ofbusiness and academia. Burke" investi­
gated the functions of mentors in business organizations. He
found five common mentoring functions: serving as a role mod­
el; building self-confidence; advocating forproteges; performing
as a teacher, coach, and trainer; and usingjob assignments to
develop proteges' skills. When Burke factor analyzed all of the
functions performed byorganizational mentors, threebroadfac­
tors emerged: careerdevelopment functions, psychosocial func­
tions, and role model functions. The significance of the role
modeling function in the transmission of complex information
or behaviors to proteges was also emphasized by Bolton."
Wright and Wnght" found that organizational mentors facili­
tated careeradvancement, increased proteges' professional net­
works, cultivated professional development, and stimulated
personalidentity formation. Furthermore, .Jacobl" determined
that mentors showgreater experience, influence, and achieve­
ment compared with proteges.

Research regarding the significance of mentor relationships
has clearly demonstrated the benefits of the relationship for
proteges. Cronan-Hillix et al." found a significant positive rela­
tionship between having a graduateschool mentorand satisfac­
tion with the graduate program, and recent graduates of psy­
chology doctoral programs who were mentored were
significantly more satisfied with their graduate school careers
than thosewhohad nomentor. 15Inan investigation reported by
Roche" oftopexecutives listedin the Wall Street Journal, nearly
two-thirds reported having a mentorduringtheir careers. Men­
tored executives reported higher salaries at a younger age and
were more likely to achieve planned career objectives. Similar
investigations in the field ofbusiness revealed that, compared
with nonmentored individuals, proteges who are mentored
have higher income levels.F:" higher promotion rates, 17-19

greater career success and satisfactton." greater career mo-
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billty." moresatisfactionwith pay and benefits,17 and greater
organizational policy influenceand resource power within the
organization.22

Research in the area ofmentor relationships in the U.S. mil­
itary is sparse. Two previous studies evaluated the effect of
mentorrelationships on military personnel. Yoder.' in an inves­
tigation ofmentorrelationships among Army nurses, found that
83% ofrespondents had oneor morementorrelationships dur­
ing their military careers. A majority of respondents indicated
that the relationship had a significant influence on their profes­
sional lives. Although officer promotion rates were not attrib­
uted to the mentor relationship, mentored officers reported
greater satisfaction with career progress than nonmentored of­
ficers. Similarly, Schwerin and Bourne" explored the mentor
relationships ofofficers commissioned in the U.S. Navy Medical
Corps. Compared with those who had no mentor, mentored
officers had higher ratings ofjob satisfaction and greater self­
report of intent to remain commissioned in the Navy. These
findings suggest that mentor relationships have a significant
impact on the career satisfaction, and presumably the career
performance, ofU.S. military personnel.

Historically, senior officers' intentional investment in the
leadership development of service academy students has been
foundational for the cultivation and ultimate succession of a
future generation ofmilitary leaders. Onesalientaspectoflead­
ership development provided to students at U.S. service acade­
mies is exposure to military mentors and role models." The
significance of senior officers' role modeling of specific leader­
ship tasks and decision-making strategies cannotbeoverstated.

Thehypothesized connection between mentoring and military
leadership development wasarticulatedbyRosenbach": "Strong
leadership that motivates followers to perform beyond expecta­
tions is built upon personal identification with the leader, a
shared vision of the future, and subordination of self-inter­
ests.... A culture of transformational leadership stimulates
mentoring. Proteges are encouraged to believe in themselves
and to achieve their leadership potential. Their success will
ensure the continued influence, power, respect, and competitive
advantage of the organization. Mentors affirm their self-confi­
dence and view leader development as a part of their job....
With a supportive environment and the right attitude, mentor­
ingcan be a powerful force in leadership development" (p. 146).

Despite this impressive endorsement ofmentorrelationships
as a Significant component ofmilitary leadership development,
no study has investigated the mentorexperiences ofstudents at
U.S. service academies. In fact, the onlyempirical investigation
ofmentoring during officer trainingwas conducted in Israel. A
formal trainingprogram forthe Israeli Defence Forces integrated
role modeling into leadership development by requiring cadets
to identify, analyze, and model themselves after superiorswho
possessedexceptional leadership qualitles." During an evalua­
tion of the program, nearly all cadets emphasized the signifi­
canceofa transformational orcharismatic military rolemodel in
assisting them to crystallize their own roles as commanders.
These results illuminate the powerful influence of senior role
models in the leadership development offuture officers.

In spite ofthe dearth ofempirical studies ofmentoring in the
service academies, there havebeena number ofimportantnar­
rative accounts of the marked impact made by academy men-
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tors on the personaland professional development ofrenowned
flag-rank officers." Most recently, presidential candidate John
McCain described the importantcontribution ofthe Naval Acad­
emyand relationships with seniormilitary mentors to his suc­
cess as a leader.26

This study was designed to obtain preliminary and explor­
atorydata regarding mentorrelationships experienced by mid­
shipmenat the U.S. Naval Academy. Theintent ofthis studywas
to determine the prevalence, nature, duration, and overall eval­
uation ofmentorrelationships that mayhavebeen experienced
by Naval Academy midshipmen.

Methods

Participants
Nine hundredthirty-two midshipmen in the thirdyear Uunior)

class at the Naval Academy were asked to participate in a re­
search project involving completion ofa briefquestionnaire on
the topic of mentoring. Five hundred seventy-six midshipmen
completed the questionnaire (620/0 of the class). The mean age
forparticipantswas21years.Eighty-five percentweremen,and
the majority were white (83°16). Others were Asian American
(5%), African American (5%), and Hispanic (40/0). These demo­
graphic data suggestthat the samplewas largely representative
of the Naval Academy's population of third year students, in
whichthe meanageis 21years and 850/0 are male. Also, 80% of
the class is white, 7°16 is Hispanic, 6°16 is African American, and
5°16 is Asian American.

Instrument

All participants were asked to complete the Mentor Experi­
ence Survey (MES) , a two-sided questionnaire created by the
authors to assess the prevalence, formation, duration,and eval­
uation of mentor relationships experienced by midshipmen at
the Naval Academy. TheMES beganwith the following instruc­
tions and a definition of mentoring that has been used in pre­
vioussurveyresearch on mentorrelatlonships":

''The following questionspertain to your experience ofhaving
been mentored. Mentoring is a personalrelationship in whicha
more experienced (usually older) individual acts as a guide, role
model, and teacherofa lessexperienced (often younger) protege.
Mentors provide proteges with knowledge, advice, challenge,
counseland support in their pursuit ofbecoming full members
ofa particular profession. In light of this definition, please an­
swerthe following questions."

The MES asked whether the respondents had ever had a
mentor. Those who had experienced some mentor relationship
in the past were requested to complete the questionnaire. Those
whohad been mentored at some pointin the past were queried
about the number ofmentorsthey had and were then asked to
complete the remaining items with a focus on their "mostsig­
nificant mentor." Respondents were queried about the mentor's
gender, military status, and age. It was requested that respon­
dents estimatethe agedifference between themselves and their
mentor, the duration of the mentoring relationship, and who
initiated the relationship. They were asked about the extent to
which the mentor relationship included various "mentor func­
tions" as delineated in Kram's mentoring research." Each of 15
mentor functions was rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 =
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strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). In addition, midshipmen
were asked to provide an overall evaluation of their primary
mentor relationship (1 = extremely negative, 5 = extremely
positive) and an evaluation ofthe importance ofmentorrelation­
ships in general.

Results

Two hundred thirty-one midshipmen (40% of the sample)
reported having hadat leastonesignificant mentorrelationship.
Among those mentored, 74% were men.Although women mid­
shipmen madeup only 15% ofthe sample, women accounted for
260/0 of midshipmen who were mentored. This would indicate
that women at the Naval Academy are at least as likely, if not
more likely, than their male counterparts to be mentored. Of
thosewho were mentored, the average number ofmentorrela­
tionships reported was2.79 (SD =2.27,range= 1-16), indicat­
ing that having several mentors was not uncommon. Among
these multiple mentors, an average of 1.41 (SD = 1.40) were
military personnel. When asked about their most significant
mentor, the vast majority of respondents reported that their
mentors were male (87%), and nearly all were older than the
respondent (930/0) versus the same age (70/0) as the respondent.
None ofthe mentors were identified as younger than the respon­
dent.Among thosementors who were older, the meandifference
in agebetween respondent and mentorwas 16.89years (SD =
11.12). Themajority ofmentors were military personnel (600/0).
In terms ofgender matching in protege-mentor pairs, 810/0 re­
ported having a mentorofthe samesex, 16% were female mid­
shipmen with male mentors, and 3% were male midshipmen
withfemale mentors.

Respondents were asked about who initiated the mentorre­
lationship. The majority (650/0) indicated that the mentor rela­
tionship had been initiated mutually, 27% reported that the
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mentor had initiated the relationship, and only 8% indicated
that theyhad been the primary initiators. In terms ofrelation­
ship duration, 13% lastedless than 1year, 36% lastedbetween
1 and 2 years, 20% lasted between 3 and 4 years, and 31%
lasted more than 4 years. When asked if the relationship with
their most significant mentor was difficult to terminate, only
23%indicated that it had been.

Based on the mentor functions hypothesized by Kram," all
respondents were asked to rate their extent ofagreement (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) that several mentorfunc­
tionswere present in their primary mentorrelationship. Table I
lists the meansand standard deviations for eachofthesesalient
mentor functions. The functions are grouped into career and
psychosocial clusters. As a group, the psychosocial functions
(provision of support/encouragement, self-esteem enhance­
ment,and emotional support/counseling) received highermean
ratingsthan the careermentorfunctions. Themidshipmen who
had beenmentored gave allmentorfunctions greaterthan neu­
tral evaluations. However, the more relational and emotional
qualities ofmentoring were mostlikely tobe presentand appre­
ciated in theserelationships. Among the careerfunctions, direct
training, advocacy, and development of values (both personal
and career) were most likely to define these relationships.

When asked to provide an overall rating of their primary
mentorrelationship, midshipmen in our sample were uniformly
positive, offering a mean evaluation of 4.76 (SD = 0.54) on a
five-point Likert scale (5 = extremely positive). Table I shows
correlations between ratingsofthe presence ofmentorfunctions
and respondents' overall assessmentofthe mentorrelationship.
These results are striking and indicate that the three psychos­
ocial functions are each highly correlated with the extent to
which the mentorrelationship is perceived as positive. Although
7 of the 12 career mentoring functions are also significantly
correlated withthe overall rating, the size and statisticalsignif-

TABLEI

MEANS ANDSTANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR MENTOR FUNCTIONS (N = 231)

Careerjfunctions
Provided direct training and instruction 4.28
Advocated on my behalf 4.16
Developed my personal ethics and professional values 4.11
Enhanced my military career development 4.03
Increased my visibility/exposure in the organization 3.95
Served to protect me 3.92
Enhanced my creativity and problem-solving skills 3.88
Provided opportunities (e.g., "choice" assignments) 3.73
Developed my military skills 3.65
Assisted in establishing professional networks 3.63
Developed my academic skills 3.46
Helped me bypass bureaucracy 3.41

Psychosocial functions
Offered me acceptance, support, and encouragement 4.60
Increased my self-esteem 4.38
Provided emotional support/counseling 4.18

Function Mean
Correlation with

SD Overall Rating"

1.05 0.08
1.04 0.22b

1.07 0.19 c

1.08 0.16d

1.13 0.12
1.11 0.14d

1.10 0.16d

1.18 0.16d

1.20 0.16d

1.24 0.07
1.15 0.09
1.20 0.03

0.75 0.42b

0.84 0.4g b

1.02 0.26b

-Overall rating of mentor relationship based on a five-point Likert scale (5 = extremely positive).
bp < 0.001.
'v < 0.01.
dp < 0.05.
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icance ofthe correlations between overall assessmentand psy­
chosocial functions suggestthat these more personal relation­
ship factors may be the strongest predictors of subsequent
positive evaluation ofmentoring.

Similarly, when asked about the importance ofmentor rela­
tionships more generally, our respondents rated them as ex­
tremely important (mean = 4.56, SD = 0.69). Student's t test
analyses revealed nosignificant differences in overall evaluation
of the mentor relationship or assessment of the importance of
mentor relationships based on the gender of the respondent.
Male and female midshipmen were equally positive about their
experiences. Finally, there were no differences in overall evalu­
ation of the relationship or assessment of relationship impor­
tance based on same or mixed gender pairing of mentor and
protege. Midshipmen with opposite gender mentors were just as
positive in their overall evaluations of the mentor relationship
(mean = 4.83) as those with samegender mentors (mean = 4.75).

Discussion

Thiswas the first study to offer a preliminary assessment of
the experience of mentor relationships among students at a
service academy. Ofthe 576junioryearmidshipmen at the U.S.
Naval Academy who completed the MES, only 40% reported
having had a significant mentor relationship at some point in
the past. Thefact that 60% ofthese respondents had not had a
mentor relationship by the end of their third year is both sur­
prising and a matter ofconcern. In addition, a substantial pro­
portion of identified mentors were probably not affiliated with
the Naval Academy, meaning that theymayhavebeen parents,
olderfamily members, or high school teachers. Thus, the per­
centage ofrespondents mentored while at the Naval Academy is
probably somewhat lower than 40%. Unfortunately, thereareno
comparative data from equivalent undergraduate institutions.
Ratesofmentorrelationships in graduateeducation tend to be
considerably higher. 14,15

The fact that most midshipmen do not view themselves as
having been mentored (regardless of the sourceof the mentor­
ing) is a concern for several reasons. First, literature from a
number ofprofessions suggests that individuals who are men­
toredexperience a rangeofpersonal and careerbenefits such as
higherpay, more rapid promotion, greatercareermobility, and
more satisfaction withboth life and career. 10-13,16-22 In addition,
military personnel havereported that exposure to military men­
tors who mayserve as role models is exceptionally important,23

and military personnel in trainingreportmarkedly positive out­
comes from intentionally modeling themselves after respected
seniorsupervisors." Ofcourse, it is possible that a majority of
mentoring or indoctrination into the military officer profession
occurs in the operational environment, Le., after graduation
from a service academy. In fact, a recent survey of all retired
Navy flag-rank officers found that 67% had beenmentored dur­
ingtheir navalcareers. Many ofthese admirals notedthat their
mostimportantmentorhad beentheir commanding officer dur­
ingan earlycareerassignment.27 Although mentoring is impor­
tant forcareersuccessand satisfaction throughoutone'scareer,
it appears tobe especially significant earlyon.Mentorships that
develop during an academy education and during the junior
officer tours mayhavethe most impact.

The current results indicate that both the career (training,
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advocacy, provision of opportunity and visibility, and skill de­
velopment) and psychosocial (acceptance, support,and encour­
agement, self-esteem enhancement, and emotional support)
functions of mentor relationships" are important to midship­
men. In fact, the three psychosocial functions were most likely
to be present in mentorrelationships and to be correlated with
positive evaluations of the mentor relationship. Thus, in the
view ofNavy midshipmen, whenacceptance, support, and affir­
mationare present in a mentorrelationship, the relationship is
more highly valued. Thisfinding serves to remind us that men­
toring involves a relationship first and foremost. Male and fe­
male midshipmen were equally likely to be mentored and were
equally likely to view their primary mentorrelationship as pos­
itive and mentor relationships in general as important. These
findings were true regardless ofwhetherthe mentorwas ofthe
samegender as the protege

Although this studyprovides a preliminary assessmentofthe
prevalence ofmentorrelationships among service academy stu­
dents, there are several limitations to the current design. First,
the MES was not designed to assess outcome variables such
that thosewho had beenmentored and thosewho had not could
be compared. Subsequentresearch should address this short­
coming by collecting meaningful outcome data such as aca­
demic performance, military performance, and satisfaction with
the service academy for both mentored and nonmentored re­
spondents. A second shortcoming is the lack of data available
regarding the identity ofmentors. Subsequentresearchshould
evaluate the prevalence ofmentoring by academy faculty, com­
panyofficers, seniorpeers, parents, and othermentors external
to the academy. Future researchshouldevaluate the impactof
mentorrelationships that occurin the educational environment
versus those that occur in the fleet. It is possible that mentor
relationships that develop duringan officer's earlycareerin the
field may be the most meaningful and important. Finally, we
recommend continued research regarding the relationship be­
tween mentoring and leadership development among military
personnel.
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