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Prof. David Clutterbuck in his excellent
book Everyone Needs a Mentor argues 
that a simple cause of failure is often 
caused by a mismatch between both 
parties. 

Mentoring relationships can also fail 
when the mentee expects or demands 
too much. When they realise that 
the mentor is unable to transform his 
business, the mentee may feel resentful 
and betrayed. Therefore, mentees need 
to be realistic from the beginning, and 
not expect the relationship to meet every 
need or continue indefinitely. 

At the other extreme, some mentors can 
dominate the relationship, leaving little 
space for the mentee’s own thoughts. 
Most mentees are able to ignore this kind 
of pressure but it can be a problem for 
those who are not strong-willed or who 
start with a low level of self-confidence. 

This is where the role of the mentoring 
coordinator, who works for the YBI 
Network member that is supporting 
the entrepreneur, comes into its own.

In all these situations it is important 
that the mentor coordinator has full 
knowledge of potential problems as soon 
as possible. The relationship between all 
three parties is critical to the ongoing 
success of the programme and the 
coordinator’s role is to seek a resolution 
by bringing both parties together.

This requires the skills of mediation to 
address the potential conflict. One model 
for understanding conflict, developed by 
Kenneth Thomas and Ralph Kilmann, 
helps us to identify and understand 
different responses others give when 
faced with a conflict situation. 

The model characterises conflict 
along two dimensions: assertiveness 
– the extent to which an individual 
attempts to satisfy his own concerns; 

and cooperativeness – the extent 
to which the individual attempts to 
satisfy the other persons concerns.

As such, coordinators may find 
themselves adopting one of the following 
approaches when dealing with conflict:

1. Accommodate: low concern for 
your own interests combined with 
a high concern for the interest of 
others. This is likely to create a 
“lose/win” outcome and is generally 
used when the issue is more 
important to others than to you.

2. Compete: a high regard for your own 
needs with less concern for those of 
others. The outcome is “win/lose”. The 
consequences are that the conflict 
can escalate and ‘losers’ may try to 
retaliate, sabotage or not cooperate.

3. Avoid: low concern for your own 
interests coupled with a low concern 
with the interests of others. The 
outcome is “lose/lose” and is often 
seen when confrontations have 
a high potential for damage.

4. Compromise: to persuade all parties 
to give something up in return for 
finding some expedient, mutually 
acceptable solution. It falls on a 
middle ground between competing 
and accommodating. Compromising 
might mean splitting the difference, 
exchanging concessions, or seeking 
a quick middle-ground position.

5. Collaborative: high regard for your 
own and other parties’ interests. 
The outcome is “win/win” and the 
approach helps build commitment 
and reduce bad feelings. The 
drawbacks – it takes time and energy!

Tips for win/win outcomes

When the mentoring coordinator needs 
to step in and mediate, it is important to:

•	 Remain	neutral	–	don’t	take	sides
•	 Be	firm	–	assertiveness	is	the	

key using open, honest and 
direct communication

•	 Keep	control	of	the	situation	
– emotions may run high

•	 Ensure	both	parties	contribute	equally	
– ensure both parties don’t interrupt 
each other and respect the speaker

•	 Keep	the	focus	on	resolving	the	conflict	
– do not let both parties get into an 
argument. Collaboration is the goal!

It is unrealistic to expect all mentoring 
relationships to achieve 100% successful 
outcomes. However, where problems 
do exist the response needs to be swift 
and direct. To achieve this, both parties 
must want to reach a favourable win/
win outcome and that’s where the 
coordinator does their best work!

If you would like to comment on 
John’s article, you can contact him 
on johncull@wowmatters.com 

Youth Business International has
developed a customised online 
Mentoring Toolkit which is available 
only for members of the network at 
www.ybinetwork.org – contact anyone 
at YBI if you require log-in details.
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Members of our 
network can access the 

Mentoring Toolkit at 
www.ybinetwork.org

Guest column: What happens 
when mentoring relationships 
turn sour?

Building a successful mentoring relationship is 
far from easy, says YBI’s mentoring consultant 
John Cull. But how can mentoring coordinators 
deal with conflicts that may arise?


