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Business Mentoring Scotland: A Review

Executive Summary

Since its launch in April 2000 Business Mentoring Scotland (BMS) has successfully introduced an innovative programme that offers a type of business assistance that is not readily found in the commercial market. BMS has established a nationwide programme attracting the goodwill support of some 100 experienced business people providing mentoring services to over 100 companies of varying age and activity. The development stage is now complete and the current review will inform decisions on the way forward.

The review examined four aspects of the programme: the mentoring process; mentoring relationships; role of events, and; outputs. The review focused on the nature of the programme and how programme processes relate to the achievement of an ‘effective mentoring service for the selection, matching, training and support of participants’. Specifically, the review examined the quality and nature of the relationship that has developed between mentor and mentee and the degree to which there is networking beyond the immediate relationship. Issues relating to industry sector, location and age of mentee company were also explored. 

In general, discussions with mentors and mentees revealed a high level of satisfaction with the programme’s delivery and its effectiveness in addressing the needs of mentees while fulfilling certain aspirations of the mentors

For the most part the relationships are fruitful and appear to be providing the mentees with a type and range of assistance to which they otherwise would not easily have access. This is a major aspect of the BMS programme and indicates success in addressing market failure in information.

Of particular note is the quality of mentor. Many are business people of vast experience across a range of industry sectors and currently running major companies. Engaging with such people represents a major coup for the programme.

The nature of mentor assistance appears to be of a generic nature rather than geared to specific sectoral difficulties. Established and new-start companies found the services of BMS of value. This suggests that the programme appears to be addressing market failure-type issues across the range of company type and highlights the value of the programme to mentees of having access to an experienced and independent confidant.

A major attraction for mentor and mentee is the programme’s lack of formality, flexibility and freedom for relationships to develop naturally within a set of fairly wide parameters. This freedom has resulted in two broad categories of take-up of BMS provision: a matchmaking service and a development programme.

Overall there is a high level of satisfaction among mentors and mentees with respect to the programme. The general feeling of those interviewed is that the programme is a good idea that fits the market place and is pitched at about the right level of formality. The potential for further development has been recognised. There were negative comments and this should be of no surprise given the substantial developmental effort involved in establishing the BMS programme. The next stage does however require more time to be devoted to refining and sharpening elements of the programme, from the appraisal and matching process to deepening the aftercare.

The programme has completed its developmental stage and progression to the next stage requires issues of strategy to be addressed. This review lays the foundation for exploring the future direction of BMS.

1.
Introduction

1.1
The Business Mentoring Scotland programme is a combined Scottish Enterprise and Scottish Executive initiative. The Programme is charged with increasing “the survival and growth rates of innovative Scottish businesses by assisting individual entrepreneurs develop the knowledge, ability and confidence to build stronger, high growth, more sustainable businesses”. (Source: BMS)

1.2
To this end the following set of objectives were identified:

· Provide a minimum 100 mentoring relationships over the coming year 

· Create a national mentoring network 

· Establish an effective mentoring service for the selection, matching, training and support of participants on the Programme, including provision of development workshops

1.4
Discussions with BMS staff indicate that the first two objectives have largely been reached; by 31/3/01 there were some 95 companies on the Programme and that nation-wide coverage is provided.

1.3 To establish the effectiveness of the Programme at this time, SE felt that a review rather than a full-scale evaluation was more appropriate. This was for the following reasons: 

· The Programme has been running only since April 2000 and has involved a major development effort alongside Programme administration

· The exigencies of attracting the required number of appropriate interested parties means that the length of most mentor/mentee relationships is in the region of six months 

Therefore a review, focusing on a range of ‘soft’ indicators would be more appropriate at this stage of the Programme’s life. 

1.5
The review will focus on the nature of the Programme and how actual processes relate to the achievement of an ‘effective mentoring service for the selection, matching, training and support of participants’. Specifically, the review will examine the quality and nature of the networking relationships that have developed between mentor and mentee and the degree of networking beyond the immediate relationship.

1.6 Thus the review presents evidence on:

· Mentoring processes 

· Mentoring relationships

· Mentoring events, information and networking

· Programme benefits and outcomes

1.7
BMS has successfully introduced, on a nationwide basis, an innovative programme that offers a type of business assistance that is not readily found in the commercial market. BMS, in a short period of time, has established itself as a nationwide programme attracting the goodwill support of some 100 experienced business people. The development stage is now complete and the Programme now looks towards the future.

2
Methodology

2.1
Evidence for the review is based on primary research comprising face-to-face interview, telephone interview and discussion with SE staff.

2.2
A number of issues helped shape the survey in terms of approach and type of question asked. These include: 

· The relative value of the Programme with respect to new-start and established company. 

· The possibility of sectoral differences with respect to assistance required or benefits gained

· The possibility of their being locational factors affecting Programme delivery

Other issues were identified and are explored in the body of the report.

2.3
 Face-to-face interviews were scheduled, although due to difficulty in contacting one mentor only nineteen actually took place. The interviews comprised ten matched pairs (mentors and mentee). Five pairs represented new-start companies and the other five represented established companies. (A new-start company is that which has been trading for less than three years.)

2.4
A programme of telephone interviews comprising mentors and mentees on a non-matched-pair basis were also undertaken. Interviewees were chosen at random. 
2.5
The report draws upon the interviews to present a balanced picture of the effectiveness of the Programme for those involved. Each of the areas identified in 1.6 above will be addressed A series of short case-studies relating to the face-to-face interviews is also included to give a fuller perspective of the nature of the developing relationships.

3
Findings of the Report

3.1
The Programme

3.1.1
Discussions with mentors and mentees revealed a high level of satisfaction with the Programme’s delivery and its effectiveness in addressing the needs of mentees while fulfilling certain aspirations of the mentors. There are some mentees who do not share this view but these are in the minority and the main complaint is one of communication, either between BMS and mentee or Mentor and mentee. For the most part mentors and mentees were clear of their respective roles and were very happy with the state of play so far. 

3.1.2
The catalytic role of BMS is appreciated by mentor and mentee alike. There is a general recognition that a lot of effort has been involved in designing and delivering the Programme and that it has produced worthwhile results.

3.1.3
Of particular note is the quality of mentor. Many are business people of vast experience across a range of industry sectors and currently running major companies. Not one of this group felt the Programme lacked purpose or potential. All were happy to continue their involvement with the Programme and some expressed a desire to take on more than one mentee. This is a major coup for the Programme.

3.1.4
For the most part the relationships are fruitful and appear to be providing the mentees with a type and range of assistance to which they otherwise would not easily have access. This is a major aspect of the BMS programme and indicates success in addressing market failure in information. It highlights the difficulties that firms face with respect to acquiring information and guidance, even if they have the resources to pay for it.

3.1.5
As expected, given the relatively short lifespan of the relationships explored (approximately six months), there is as yet little ‘hard’ evidence of Programme impact (although in one case there is evidence that efficiency levels in the mentee’s company have begun to improve). However, a range of ‘soft’ indicators is evident and are recorded later in the report.

3.1.6
For the most part, the nature of mentor assistance appears to be of a generic nature rather than geared to specific sectoral difficulties. This may be a function of the desire by BMS to segregate mentor background and mentee industry sector in order to avoid potential conflict of interest or problems of confidentiality. However, there is no evidence that this is indeed the driver for the focus being on generic rather than specific assistance. 

3.1.7
A major attraction for mentor and mentee is the Programme’s lack of formality and the freedom for relationships to develop naturally within a set of fairly wide parameters. This relaxed flexibility has resulted in a broad interpretation of ‘mentoring’ with assistance ranging from informal chats to examination of company accounts. Where the assistance has deepened it has been at the mentee’s request and reflects the general tenor of relationships in that mentees determine the depth of the relationship.

3.1.8
Established and new-start companies found the services of BMS of value. This suggests that the Programme appears to be addressing market failure-type issues across the range of company type and highlights the value of the Programme to mentees of having access to an experienced and independent confidant. 

3.1.9
The informal nature of the Programme, whereby mentors and mentees decide how to shape their relationship and to what elements of the events programme to attend, has resulted in two broad categories of take-up of BMS provision: 

· a matchmaking service

· a development programme

In the former once the match is made the pair are quite happy to forego further contact with BMS events, while in the latter value is gained by attending events of a generalist nature.

3.1.10
A matchmaking service does not preclude any further Network involvement. What it does suggest is that there is an opportunity for BMS, when considering a marketing strategy, to target specific segments with bespoke events. Thus, those in a purely matchmaking mode may be attracted to specific Network events e.g. an individual mentor attending a Network seminar/meeting on export assistance. 

3.1.11
The programme appears to have satisfied its original aims and objectives. It has, with relatively few staff (3), and over a short period of time (12 months) attracted the services of around 100 mentors and recruited a similar number of mentees. This is an achievement.

3.1.12
Where negative comments have been found they relate to a relative lack of aftercare. This should be of no surprise given the substantial developmental effort involved in establishing the BMS Programme. The next stage requires more time to be devoted to refining the aftercare element of the Programme, and the new Programme target of 130 should not detract from efforts at aftercare development. The target will be met.

3.2
The mentoring process

3.2.1
There is a high level of satisfaction among mentors and mentees with respect to the delivery of the Programme from first contact through to matchmaking. The venues at which meetings and events are held are seen as high quality as are the BMS speakers The level of satisfaction is tempered with the following:

· The need for improved aftercare”

· There is very little networking 

· The need to target events more effectively
3.2.2
The general feeling of those interviewed is of a professionally done job by SE and BMS with the Programme pitched at about the right level of formality. All interviewees had completed a ‘psychometric assessment form’ to assist with the matchmaking process, although some scepticism was raised by a few as to the efficacy of such a process with respect to their particular partnership.

3.2.3 When asked, a number of interviewees reported a lack of telephone contact with BMS staff, although this was not seen as a problem as most stated that they could always instigate contact if necessary. However, this may be a problem of mentee perception as BMS staff confirmed (later) that all mentees receive a courtesy up call every 8 weeks. Mentees are so busy tackling day-to-day matters that such contact is often forgotten. Certainly it was the case with the majority of mentees that they had difficulty remembering even the date that they joined the Programme, let alone a brief telephone call two months ago.

3.2.4
While conducting the face-to-face survey one relationship ended by mutual consent after some five months. It appears that the relationship had run its course without formally ending and that the interview process had acted as a spur for the mentee to bring things to a formal end. Although it is covered in the BMS mentor/mentee handbook, and also during the Introductory Evening, few interviewees had actually read the documentation or thought about the process by which their relationship will come to an end.
3.2.5
Ending of the relationship is an important issue. As mentees develop, and as their company matures, the nature of the relationship is bound to change in light of the mentee’s changed circumstance. Not all relationships will be able to last the putative 12 months and prolonging the issue may lead to some disaffection with the Programme. A new phase in the mentee’s life may need the skills of a new mentor and this provides BMS with an opportunity to grow with the mentee through the provision of a dynamic service. There is scope for ensuring that mentee and mentor ‘evaluate’ their relationship after an appropriate time period to assess the remaining relationship value and the scope for ‘moving on’. This applies equally to the mentor, who would be able to move on to another challenge.

3.2.6
A related issue is that of mentee expectations. In the two cases form the face-to-face survey were mentees expressed disappointment with their mentor, it was evident that mentee expectations with respect to what the mentor should be able to provide were high. In one case the company was seeking a major strategic change requiring resources well beyond the scope of a mentoring programme.

3.2.7
Inevitably, given the flexibility of the Programme, some mentees have sought to deepen the relationship with their mentor and there has been in some instances a drift towards seeking business advice. There needs to be a recognition of the potential for such a drift towards a business advisory role for some relationships, although none expressed concern when asked about such a possibility. BMS staff confirmed that the Programme has appropriate liability insurance and that there is no concern from that quarter with regard to the consequences of such drift.

3.2.8
Although designed as a stand-alone programme, it became evident that BMS has potential to act as a conduit for other SE programmes and assistance. This is a major opportunity given the quality of many of the mentee companies and the potential for SE to have a ‘critical impact’ at key stages of company development. A number of interviewees admitted difficulty in approaching the Network or knowing where to turn to for help and were pleasantly surprised at their experience at the hands of BMS and made them more amenable to engaging more fully with the Network. There are lessons here for the Network in how to effectively engage with an important customer group and how to streamline processes to deliver against customer requirements.
3.3
Mentoring relationships

3.3.1
There is a spectrum of relationship strength between mentor and mentee. At one extreme there is genuine friendship and a strong likelihood that the relationship will continue far beyond involvement with BMS. At the other extreme there is a tenuous relationship, which in one case ended.

3.3.2
A similar spectrum emerges with type of assistance. At one extreme the mentor is engaged with the mentee on a weekly basis, while at the other extreme is a meeting between mentor and mentee for a chat over coffee. 

3.3.3
The above is a sign of the flexibility inherent in the Programme and the dynamics which drive relationships. This flexibility is a Programme -strength and illustrates how relationships evolve to meet specific needs. It is important for the Programme to facilitate the dynamic nature of mentor/mentee relationships, and to be prepared to respond to changing needs of both mentor and mentee. (This is linked to 3.2.5 above.)

3.3.4
The needs of mentees will reflect particular stages in their company’s development and a Programme which is able to accommodate this changing need is a valuable tool in economic development. The tool would be more effective if it were able to integrate the full Network suite of assistance into its framework. Being able to provide focused assistance at a critical point in a mentee’s development would have a major impact on the company involved. There is a need to monitor the impact of the relationship over time and to develop an appropriate range of indicators.

3.3.5
The survey identified three categories of mentor/mentee relationship. 

· Personal development of the mentee

· Development of the company

· A combination of the above


Given that in most cases the mentee is effectively the company, it is to be expected that there will be a difficulty in demarcating mentor contribution with respect to mentee and mentee-company, particularly with the Programme’s aim being assisting individual entrepreneurs develop the knowledge, ability and confidence to build stronger, high growth, more sustainable businesses. This illustrates a paradox that the Programme needs to consider: the wisdom of using business indicators to assess the personal development of the mentee. 

3.3.6
There is little evidence of mentees making use of mentor networks. This is a surprising finding, as it would have been expected that a key feature of mentor involvement would be a ready mentee access to a more sophisticated and wider network. However, this may a function of the nature of the assistance i.e. generic and may change over time as mentors assist with more sector-specific problems. This is something that needs to be monitored over time.

3.3.7
There is little evidence of inter-mentor contact. Apart from meeting other mentors at the Introduction Evening or at an event, there is no evidence that mentors communicate. The lack of networking among mentors is represents an untapped resource that could add an enormous amount to the Programme’s potential. The difficulty is that most mentors are too busy to attend a series of meetings and, as they do not get any reward other than that associated with helping another, it would be too much to expect that they commit even more time. BMS may wish to consider the idea of a mentor club with a bi-annual dinner. The Programme has attracted some very high quality mentors and there is scope for an ‘executive mentor’ club where the Programme potential of such mentors can be discussed.

3.3.8
A related issue is the reluctance of mentor and mentee to use the Programme’s website and chat-room as a means of facilitating networking. The website contains a profile of each mentor and mentee. However, this reluctance is not unique to the Programme and reflects a wider cultural hurdle that is evident in other areas of Network provision and is an issue that needs to be addressed in the light of forthcoming developments with respect to Business Transformation.

3.3.9
The motives of the mentors for engaging with the Programme fall into four main categories:

· Towards the end of working life and seeking to “put something back”

· Testing the waters for eventual late career in non-executive directorships

· Seeking potential investment opportunities

· Consultants seeking to promote their services

The Programme expressly rules out the latter two categories and potential mentor are screened for such motives. However, some mentors may actually be using the programme as a vehicle for identifying potential investment opportunities. Exploring the potential scope for integrating the Programme more fully into the rest of Network activity, it may be worth considering the possibility of one aspect of BMS being a vehicle for potential investors to get to know potential investments. 

3.3.10
None of the mentors saw objections to categories two and three, provided that such motives are made explicit. Indeed, it may be an added bonus of the Programme to act as a conduit for such activity. This is in contrast to traditional public policy views on potential conflict of interest with programme initiatives; these are often not important issues to SMEs where the nature of the motive is revealed and understood by both parties. Mentees want a good and productive relationship that adds confidence in the short term and is likely to produce hard returns in the longer term.
3.4
Events, information & networking

3.4.1
With one or two exceptions, events are seen as professionally managed. The efforts of BMS are appreciated and the difficulty of accommodating a wide range of interests is recognised. BMS is seen generally as ”keeping in touch”.

3.4.2
What does emerge is that not all relationships need the assistance that events may offer. As mentioned previously, some mentees are looking for a simple matchmaking service and then are happy to go their own way. There is scope for BMS to tailor events in a more focused manner that reflects particular needs at particular stages of mentee/company development. 

3.4.3
The timing of events posed a problem. Some participants are too busy to attend daytime sessions, others evenings. A few interviewees stated that they had very little notice of events. This may have been a function of their joining the Programme at a late stage or a reflection of a difficulty for BMS to contact all members. Again this reveals a lack of website use to keep up to date with regards events and general contact. A programme of events is published on the site.

3.4.4
The content of events received a mixed reception. While the event represented a chance for some to acquire knowledge, for others it proved a waste of time as they have expertise in the areas concerned. The difficulty here is balancing courtesy (by inviting all to attend) with targeting the event to particular needs. As the Programme develops and as it integrates with other Network initiatives, there will be the opportunity to target events, e.g. introduce high-level events that would appeal to the more developed mentor and mentee.

3.4.5
The previous comments regarding networking are repeated here. There is little evidence of networking taking place nor of the Programme’s website being used. This may require a more pro-active approach by BMS to stimulate activity in this area, e.g. automatic e-mail generation of forthcoming events, issue etc. This is an aftercare issue which until now has had to take second place to developing the Programme.

3.4.6
A number of comments were made on the benefits of holding smaller specific group events. This could see a mentors’s evening or a mentees’s evening for certain types/age of enterprises. This would allow greater networking and discussion opportunities to be of more immediate business benefit as well as a good evening socially. This would allow discussion of approaches, learning, practical lessons and experiences, new ideas and contact making. BMS has a role to play in creating the conditions and context for these events, and importantly to act as a conduit for making participants aware of wider network initiatives.

4
Programme benefits and outcomes

4.1
There is evidence that the Programme does address a market failure with respect to an information gap. The majority of mentees appreciates the Programme’s efforts to fill the gap in the market for the provision of high quality assistance at a level below that of non-executive director. Many mentors stated that, as far as they were aware, the type of help that they are providing is not available commercially. Some of the mentors are very close to acting in the role of non-executive director, but without the added legal burden that that position entails. This suggests that, for many mentees, there is a gap between non-executive director and business advisor (e.g. accountant) that is currently being filled by BMS.

4.2
For most mentees the knowledge that they have someone with whom to talk is invaluable, particularly for the owner-manager. This was a consistent theme. The provision of a “sounding board” has a value that is very difficult to measure, but may mean the difference between survival and failure for the company. Survival should be one of the indicators of a future evaluation of the Programme with vulnerable companies identified and monitored now to identify points of ‘critical mentor intervention’, nature of intervention and outcome.

4.3
The quality of some of the mentors represents a coup for the Programme and serves to enhance its status. Such mentors need to be nurtured and drawn fully into the Programme with the prospect of attracting others of such calibre. Quality mentors are the core of the Programme and their potential role needs to be understood and nurtured.

4.4
The Programme provides a vehicle for mentor and mentee to derive mutual benefit from the relationship and with the prospect of helping the wider community. Whatever the motive of the mentor (excluding consultants) the Programme is a framework upon which provides a useful outlet.

4.5
While the Programme is still in its early stages and the relationships explored are some six months old, there is evidence of Programme contribution:

· Providing a “sounding board”

· Providing “a different perspective”

· Adding weight to the business

· Appraising business plans

· Specific assistance resulting in improved company efficiency

4.6
The Programme has benefited new-start and established companies alike. Even mentees whose companies have a multi-million pound sales turnover were able to benefit from the Programme and supports the contention that there is a gap in the market for such assistance.

4.7
Interviewees were asked their view on the impact of BMS charging for the services of the Programme. Very few dismissed the suggestion out of hand. The main concern appeared to surround potential mentees’s ability to judge the value of the service in advance of the help on offer and that new-start companies may be put off. Encouragingly, many said that they would pay in the light of the Programme’s value to themselves. While the introduction of charges would have a number of implications for the Programme, not least the ensuring performance, the willingness to pay principle suggests that the Programme is providing a valuable service.

5
Learning and Related Issues

5.1
Assessment and Matching process is of vital importance.

· Relationship chemistry is the critical factor that determines the success of the Programme. It is not clear that psychometric testing is the best way forward in capturing potential chemistry.

· Matching is not obvious nor expertise based; related more to size and stage of company development rather than type of company or industry.

5.2
Contact availability is important. 

· Retired mentors have more time, interest and commitment; mentors still in active business have more time pressures and potential conflicts;

· Mentors and mentees in similar business areas have same pressures of being busy at the same time (business cycle) and both lose benefits; 

· Mentees are often involved with a number of business advisors at any one time depending on their stage of development. There needs to be a method by which the Programme’s value is isolated.

5.3
Relationship understanding to be established.

· Mentors should not be the “captain of the ship” or white knight; nor should they give instructions; should be discussive and development of options around a mutual respect.

· Mentees often want instructions to act upon; others do not want advice at all but a confidant or friend in a lonely time; it is a strategy for coping and making own decisions in stressful or uncertain situations.

· Some mentees want regular contact, others want hardly any but knowledge that it is a phone call away.

5.4
Mentoring is worthwhile

· Programme is a good idea; needs refinement and segmenting for better performance relationships

· Need to allow for early exit, clarity and honesty; re-appraisal with re-placement.

· Follow up on aftercare and emergent development issues with measurable performance indicators; ensure other options are available.

5.5
Learning and way ahead

· Recognise the stages of mentee progress and the changing requirements over time. This may involve more or less contact between the mentor and mentee.

· BMS must monitor relationships and follow up more closely; share learning from experiences; understand people chemistry and segmentation possibilities; consistent process lessons to be learned

· Events, PR and communications should be targeted; focus for specific segments (mentor and mentees) to learn as appropriate; scope for more fun elements.

· Increase networking; develop connections to share knowledge of potential helpful sources, private and public sector, and how to get the most out of these sources, such as banks and LECs.

· Mentees may require more than one mentor. Mentee requirements will evolve over time

6
Recommendations

· The Programme needs to be more explicit with respect to whom it is providing a mentoring service: the individual or the business. While in practice the distinction may appear to be a moot point, it allows the current situation to exist whereby there is the anomalous situation of personal mentee development being judged by a set of business-type indicators (build stronger, high growth, more sustainable businesses). Clarity on this point will help identify performance indicators for future evaluation.

· Pathways to Network provision need to be developed. BMS is a vehicle with much potential and capable of playing a full part in introducing BMS clients the suite of Network provision. At the same time the role of partnership organisations, in the future development of the Programme has to be explored. Such developments will give the Programme 3600 vision in terms of its position in the market and Network provision.
· The very wide range of business status needs to be addressed. At one extreme are pre-start-up companies and at the other extreme there are mature multi-million pound enterprises. The sophistication of the needs of the latter is of a different order to the needs of the former. A ‘one-size-fits-all’ programme will produce anomalies for the likes of event organisers. More segmentation is required and range of business status is one method of doing so.

· A distinction is emerging between those who want to engage with a matchmaking service and those who wish to engage with a service that provides developmental assistance. There is scope to make this distinction an explicit part of BMS’s overall strategy, and to design respective marketing strategies.

· Ways to further engage the Programme’s coterie of high quality mentors need to be explored. This is a valuable resource and needs to be nurtured to prevent inappropriate matches or over-long mentee engagement. A bi-annual dinner for specific mentor groups would be one avenue to explore e.g. an executive group of high-level business people. 

· A strategic review of the potential of BMS needs to be undertaken. This should be done immediately to fully exploit the momentum that the Programme has generated in its first year. The current BMS set up has less than eight months to go and there is no time to lose. There is much potential in this programme and it needs to be unlocked.

· Mentees are looking for specific expertise in certain business areas such as technology or sources of finance as well as a “good uncle” relationship. This opens the way for BMS to introduce mentees, and indeed mentors, to the full suite of Network assistance: BMS would therefore act as a portal to the Network. It is clear that there is still confusion among mentees with regard to the Network. For many mentees, the network is seen as monolithic whose intricacies are difficult to understand. BMS is an opportunity to engage a significant bloc of companies throughout Scotland in a very convenient way.
Note
There are important people issues in the approach that are difficult to capture and scale up unless we consider an appropriate model. We must be sensitive to the most appropriate response for client groups – it is not a one-size-fits-all traditional programme solution. This requires recognition of the value of mentoring and the potential to create a self-generating momentum with beneficiaries returning the favour for the benefit of future businesses.
Appendix: 

Case Studies from Face-to-face Interviews and telephone interviews

Business Mentoring Scotland: Review Matched Pairs Case Studies

Case Study One:

Mentee:
Patrick McTurk

Company:
Organic Waste Limited

Address:
Strathclyde Business Cebntre

120 Carstairs Street

Glasgow G40 4JD

Mentor
:
Gordon Smith

Address:
19 Torn Road

Glasgow G61 4BS

Introduction

This is a case that demonstrates the potential of the BMS programme to have a real impact on the life of the mentee. The relationship between mentor and mentee is more intense than that which the Programme would normally engender and the pair are now firm friends. There is a strong level of trust and mutual respect and this has been of significant benefit to the company.

The Programme has brought to the company a level of assistance that would be difficult for the mentee to find, even on a commercial basis. The value of this assistance is witnessed by the mentee’s willingness to pay for the services of BMS now that the programme’s worth is evident.

This case illustrates the Programme’s ability to attract high-quality mentors. It is also an example of a company which had previously viewed the Network as “a quagmire” with respect of gaining support, being very impressed by the quality of service.

While the Programme is too young to have impacted on traditional indicators, there is evidence that the relationship has improved company morale and improved company focus.

The Case

Organic Waste Limited was formed by Patrick McTurk and a fellow director in April 1999 and started trading in October 1999. In a very short time the company has established a strong reputation in three main sectors of the waste disposal industry: used water treatment; toxin control and bacterial management. With a turnover of some £400k and healthy margins, Mr. McTurk recognises that the company is now entering Phase Two of its business life and has to diversify and broaden its client base if it is to achieve the organic growth that the directors seek. 

The company’s strength is its ability to offer a better solution, using combinations of existing materials in a novel way, to client needs. Increasingly Mr. McTurk spends more time meeting clients and less on developing the strategic vision and new-products which is required if the company is to move ahead. This is where BMS has helped.

The company was contacted by BMS and Mr. McTurk admits to being at first sceptical and doubting the motives of the mentors. However, he is now at pains to dispel any skepticism and is very impressed after the initial introduction. Within a very short period of time Mr. McTurk and his mentor have built a strong relationship that is likely to last beyond the original mentoring period.

Originally offered the choice between tow mentors, Mr. McTurk chose Mr. Smith as someone who would be more likely to have the skills which Organic Waste Limited did not possess: financial and people skills. 

The company is seeking to grow organically and faces certain managerial constraints in its attempt to develop its client base. The mentor “sees the bigger picture” has helped with the company’s business plan, has helped negotiate with suppliers and is helping with efforts to secure second round funding. The mentor is also seen as a very good sounding board and to possess high-level diplomatic skills, which have helped to give the company increased depth beyond that which a company of its size and youth would not normally have.

Mr. Mcturk has no hesitation in highlighting the contribution that the BMS mentor has made to his company. The mentor is seen as providing a very important counterbalance to the respective positions of the co-directors and has given the company increased stability. It is recognised that the mentor is in essence acting along the lines of chief executive. Before the mentor’s arrival the company was “not focused”. The mentor has taken a great “weight off the shoulders” of the mentee and has improved his morale. 

Mr. McTurk stated that the BMS programme “exceeded expectations” and that he was “very surprised”. Mr. McTurk attended the Perth meeting and found the pep talk “very interesting”, he also attended a workshop at the introduction stage. 

Mr. Smith, who has a background in banking, heard about the BMS programme from a friend and although he had recently taken early retirement, he say the programme as an opportunity to “put something back” into the community.

Mr. Smith does not view the relationship as mentoring, rather one akin to that of director and non-executive director. Mr. Smith is in contact with the company on average two to three times per week and sees his role as that of a mediator between the directors, who have very different personalities. The use of Mr. Smith’s wider business contacts has not been an important feature of the relationship to date, however, this is a situation that could change rapidly.

Mr. Smith is also fulsome in his praise for the BMS team’s management of the Programme: “the team is very good”. The matching process is seen as “a success” and conversations with others Mr. Smith think that this is a view that is held generally. The facilitator at the introduction session was as good but the material was seen as inappropriate. 

Mr. Smith thinks that the initial mentee/mentor meeting would is better suited to a one-to-one meeting and would therefore not need any artificial activity to help break down barriers. He agreed that the the Programme paperwork does mention the need for mentors and mentees to evaluate their relationship on a regular basis, but that no one is aware of this. There is a need to improve notification of workshops but that the website should not be relied on; he cannot get into the site.

Mr. Smith is keen to “handle another mentee” and thinks that the relationship should last no longer tan 15 months.

Case Study Two:

Mentee:
Roderick Wilkie

Company:
Cadogan Consultants

Address:
Corruna House

39 Cadogan Street

Glasgow G2 7AB

Mentor
:
Tony Kent

Address:
135 Sinclair Street

Helensburgh G84 9AS

Introduction

This is a case where the BMS programme is able to address the needs of mentee who is the managing director of a long established civil engineering company with offices in London and with 25% of its sales overseas employing a staff of around 65 people. It shows the versatility of the Programme’s model that it is able to assist the managing director of a company occupying a median position in an international-wide industry.

The respective mentor is another example of the Programme attracting a high-quality individual who is prepared to contribute valuable time and advice for the benefit of the wider economy. The mentor has experience running “significant companies” and is bringing this experience to bear for BMS.

It is also another case where the mentee has been able to gain access to a valuable resource which otherwise would be difficult to source, even on a commercial basis. 

There is evidence that the mentor has had an impact on the mentee’s company by helping the mentee address specific staff related issues and that the efficiency level of has improved as a result.

The Case

Cadogan Consultants is an established company that has recently undergone major changes at senior management level after a management buy-out. Mr. Wilkie has recently been appointed managing director and found himself facing a new set of business-related issue which he has to address. It was the need for personal development to help cope with the challenges that his new position entailed, that Mr. Wilkie approached BMS. Mr. Wilkie heard about the Programme by e-mail from a colleague. The company has ad Network support in the past through a number of initiatives such as Profit Through Placement scheme, assistance with Investors in People, STI assistance through the International Project Fund.

Mr. Wilkie has found the BMS experience “very fruitful” and he thinks that it is pitched at about the “right level”. His view is that the administration of the Programme is “well run” and that the matching process “was good” and the analysis via the questionnaire “worked like magic”. However, this is a mentee who is not seeking help or advice through the medium of a workshop although he the “quality good”. 

Mr. Wilkie feels that in a way the Programme, as far as he is concerned, is mis-sold in that the Programme “operates too co-operatively” rather than on a purely one-to one basis. This view is a function of the mentee seeking a purely match-making facility rather than a fully-fledged development assistance programme. Interestingly, Mr. Wilkie thinks that BMS is “working too hard”.

Mr. Wilkie meets with the mentor every 4 to 6 weeks on an informal basis where the agenda is kept fairly loose. However, the mentor ensures that key issues are not forgotten. The mentor acts as “a sounding board” and as a source of advice. It is recognized that the mentor is an experienced businessman who has managed a number of significant businesses and therefore is someone to listen to.

The mentor has encouraged some activity such as monitoring and measuring business development activity within the company which have led to improvements in company performance.

Mr. Wilkie would consider paying for the services that BMS have provided.

Mr. Kent is currently the managing director of a Swedish owned Scottish branch plant that makes high quality navigation instruments. He brings a breadth and depth of business experience that makes him a suitable mentor for any mentee running a large company. Mr. Kent heard of the BMS through a contact in Scottish Enterprise Glasgow and meets his mentee approximately every five weeks.

Mr. Kent thinks that he and his mentee are well matched.

The key thrust of Mr. Kent’s mentoring is the theme: people problems; and that most business problems are in essence reducible to this. The mentee’s problem was reduced to that of being a new managing director and to “facing a wall of professional pomposity”. Mr. Kent did not know where Mr. Wilkie, in the absence of the Programme, would get the kind of assistance that he is currently receiving.

Mr. Kent called his assistance “cheap consultancy” but was at pains to point out that he dealt with real issues in real time and id not get caught up in the bureaucracy of report writing. The Programme allows help to flow immediately to the mentee. This is a key feature which will be lost if the Programme becomes too formal.

BMS staff were very highly praised, with the Programme manager being singled out as being “great” and who should “get an award” for the effort devoted to making the Programme work. This is very high praise indeed from a mentor of considerable experience.

The introduction meeting was seen as fun, although with respect to other events, Mr. Kent suggested that mentors of any worth should be too busy to attend. Mr. Kent stated that the Programme’s terms of reference were clearly set out. He asks his mentee at the end of each meeting if there is a need to continue the relationship. “There needs to be a material value to keep the relationship.”

Mr. Kent is clear that mentors should not get paid, as payment would attract consultants. Mentors should be altruistic. Mr. Kent suspected the motives of some of his fellow mentors whom he has met.

There is value to be had in a database of mentor people-skills and that there may be a case for a charge being levied on mentees as a charge implies a “value” transaction.

Case Study Three:

Mentee:
Andy Scott

Company:
Scott Associates

Address:
Unit 1 Glasgow Media Park

24 Craigmont Street

Glasgow GG20 9BT

Mentor
:
Len Shaw

Address:
9 Regent Street 

Bothwell

Galsgow G71 8QU

Introduction

This is an unusual company in the sense that it is a commercially viable sculpture and design company. Established some three years ago it has two directors (Andy Scott and another) and employs a total of six people and has a sales turnover of £500k. The company recently underwent a major restructuring with the departure of a number of other directors. It is now more commercially focused and has returned to profitability after having business advice from a consultant sponsored by Scottish Enterprise Glasgow. The company currently exhibits in the Showcase Scotland Design exhibition in Brussels. This company shows the universality of the BMS mentoring concept and is part of the Creative Industries Cluster.

The Case

The company joined the BMS programme late 2000. Although the company has two non-executive directors still it finds the assistance of the mentor very worthwhile. The first non-executive director was retained after a recent consultancy contract and the second is someone Mr. Scott met on a series of business seminars at Business Ventures.

Mr. Scott stated that the process as managed by BMS was “very successful” and that the aims and targets of the Programme were set out at the initial meeting at the Corinthian Restaurant, in Glasgow. Mr. Scott also attended the Peth meeting.

There is an open arrangement with the mentor and there have been around 7 meetings to date. The mentor is very easy to contact. There is no desire for the structure of the mentoring to be more formal.

Interestingly, although the relationship with the mentor is described as providing a “sounding board”, Mr. Scott stated that he does not undertake any real change within the company without first contacting his mentor. 

The generic nature of the assistance is evident as the mentor is from an engineering background and has no contact with the artistic world.

Mr. Shaw has extensive business experience having been involved in a management buy-out and subsequent sale of his company. He is acts as a non-executive director for a number of other companies, chairs the export committee of the FEI, led trade missions and has commitments to the voluntary sector. Mr. Shaw is a major asset for BMS.

As he approaches early retirement, Mr. Shaw wants to “put something back in” to the community. There was little delay from his application and being allocated a mentee. Mr. Shaw attended the Perth workshop with Mr. Scott and every other workshop except one.. The view is that the workshops are “reasonably valuable” and present opportunities for mentees to meet others away from the one-to-one mentoring sessions. It is also a good chance to meet with fellow mentors.

Mr. Shaw agreed that the mentee/mentor relationship is informal and that the meetings can be fairly wide-ranging. It did take time for the level of trust to build up to the extent that Mr. Scott felt able to show Mr. Shaw a copy of the company’s accounts.

Help normally takes the form of giving the mentee a wider perspective on specific issues. It also took the form of advising on the size and shape of the company’s business plan for second-round funding as well as advice on different classes of shareholding and the dangers of signing over important classes to new investors in the company.

Mr. Shaw advised against BMS taking a sectoral approach; “diversity is better” and provides the mentee with a wider range of experience. With respect to establishing mentor teams, the only concern was the possibility of time constraints.

The BMS team received praise as being helpful and supportive, with the administration being “good”.

Confidential cases from the telephone survey

Note

The respondents were assured of confidentiality and to be as open and frank as they wished. The comments below are reproduced in line with the understanding of confidentiality and should be read as honest opinions reflecting the experiences of a typical mentor or mentor.

Mentor A

“Well, it’s early days yet and I don’t really have enough time as my business has hit a purple patch. I have a very open agreement with my mentee…he knows where I am if he wants me. In any case, I don’t think a mentor’s role is to be “the captain steering the ship”. I can offer support but I shouldn’t be setting out objectives for him. After all, if he is in business and he is going to make anythiing of it, he should bloody well be able to get on with it…”

Mentor B

“As a busy director of a company which has flourished during the last 10 years, I entered this programme to lend assistance to a similar, younger company. The company witth which I was matched however are in the very early stages of their development and as a result are often unavailable due to their stretching commitments. I feel that I will be of more use to them in future years when they are more established but at the moment will continue to help to advise them to aim as high as they can. Like many new companies, they also undevalue the importance of basic first impressions and the need for good self marketing, advertising, business cards, logos etc. While I have some qualms in sending them off in the direction of my competitors, I realise that their link to me will be of benefit to both our companies in the future.”

Mentee A

“My experience of the mentoring programme has been very frustrating as I have great product which is in demand but I don’t have the experience to market it to its full potential. My mentor was inappropriate from the start. He is over committed with his own business and mentors another company who were positively hostile to me when they realised that I’d be “stealing” some of the little time they had with him for them. I’d love to continue with the programme and feel that it would be really beneficial to my company if I could be matched to a suitable mentor. I actually thought the programme had collapsed as I have had no recent information to the contrary.”

Mentee B

“Having been a mentor myself a few years ago and had the good experience of helping to guide a young company towards a successful re-launch, I hoped that I could be matched to someone who could help my company to develop. However, after a rather negative experience last year with a Company  Growth Scheme, I realised that the success of the mentoring programme hinged on the relationship between mentor and mentee. If the “chemistry” is not correct, then the programmes flounders. Fortunately my mentor, who is retired, has been wonderful and has been the ideal person for me to bounce ideas off…its lonely at the top and its good to have an experienced advisor to turn to. As a result of his guidance I have raised my sights and have moved in a new, more positive direction. I have a lot more tenders and much bigger clients now and as a result of new contracts have employed three more people”
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