Mentors, Therapists and Counselors: Leveraging Exceptional Expertise via Emerging Virtualization Technologies

Continuing needs for advisory support functions still rank high in unit dissatisfaction, but new capabilities can offer accessible motivating engagement to Naval personnel
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The emerging technologies that enable virtual conversations can be invoked to provide the Naval Services with a new set of tools to address otherwise ostensibly immutable and endless challenges, e.g. inaccessibility of mentors, unavailability of substance abuse therapists and scarcity of suicide prevention counselors.  All of these shortcomings vex both the wardroom and the CPO mess and they are threats to both readiness and retention.  They are all exacerbated by the geographical dispersion, under-staffing and hectic operations tempos that characterize service in the Department of the Navy.  A consistent drum-beat of communications indentifying the need for and the paucity of these inter-personnel assets are found in many professional publication and discussions on duty.  Current research supports the thesis that many of these needs could be met by increasingly sophisticated virtual-conversational counselors that are engaging, charismatic, sensitive, globally accessible and available "twenty-four by three sixty-five" anywhere there is an internet connection or a fully populated compute facility.  The following analysis focuses largely on virtual conversational mentoring, but therapy and counseling are within the Navy's reach and grasp as well.


Current

Taking mentoring as an example of an area that could benefit from additional buttressing, let us consider where that assistance would be most effective.  There is a general agreement among service personnel that mentoring is a vital factor at virtually all levels.  During World War II, Gen. Dwight Eisenhower was carefully and effectively mentored by Gen. George C. Marshall[endnoteRef:1]. Studies have shown that the only group of military officers reporting that they received adequate and useful mentoring was the alumni of the DoD service academies. [endnoteRef:2] That means the four fifths of the commissioned officers report insufficient mentoring.  There are several characteristics of this situation; they include: [1:  Butcher, H. C. (1946). My Three Years with Eisenhower: The Personal Diary of Captain Harry C. Butcher, USNR, Naval Aide to General Eisenhower, 1942 to 1945. New York: Simon and Schuster.]  [2:   Study on how ring knockers get good mentoring.] 

· Insufficient time for sessions with mentor
· Poor matches between mentors and mentees
· Lack of ability or time to identify or select mentor
· Operational/geographical hurdles to good mentoring
· Command imprimatur implies "ticket punch" imperative

Those reporting a good mentoring relationship tend to focus on a mentee's recognizing the need for a mentor, their willingness to engage in a mentoring process, their willingness to discuss problems and weaknesses with a senior person, particularly if they are unsure that such a mentor is not now or in the future in a position where knowledge of any failings may adversely impact career, advancement or retention.  Another, more abstract reason for ineffective mentoring is the mentees inability to have insightful understanding of the obstacles to their own future.  One study found that young people often do not have the life-experience to see where there need support.[endnoteRef:3]  This results in another feature of a good mentoring relationship: the ability of the mentor to insightfully initiate and steer the session to areas of concern outside of ken of the mentee. Many "live" mentors are not facile at this sort of caring probes into the needs of the mentee.  Good relationship are often characterized by the mentor asking probing questions and then reacting to the responses in a non-judgmental, but constructive way. This conundrum is common to Client-Centered Therapy as well:[endnoteRef:4] How does one make critical judgments about the subject, without alienating the subject by showing any hint of being judgmental about them? These are difficult issues. [3:  Davis, D. M., Predovich, K.B., Stassi, F.J., Spaulding, H., Shaw, K & Nye, B.D. (2018). Enhancing Menteeship: Improving Career Selection for Potential DoD Personnel. In the Proceedings of the SISO Fall Simulation Innovation Workshop. Orlando, Florida:SISO - Awarded Best Paper presentation in the System Lifecycle and Technologies Track]  [4:  Lafferty, P., Beutler, L. E., & Crago, M. (1989). Differences between more and less effective psychotherapists: A study of select therapist variables. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 57(1), 76.
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