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What evidence is there that mentoring works to retain and promote employees, especially diverse 
employees, within a single company? 

Mentoring programs are increasingly prevalent in corporate America.  Research has shown that 70% 
of Fortune 500 companies have some form of mentoring program.1  While mentoring programs can 
have a variety of objectives – such as promoting and improving diversity, helping new hires adjust to 
new roles, or developing high potential employees – it is not always clear that mentoring programs 
achieve their objectives, particularly those related to promotion and retention.2  In reviewing relevant 
research and company initiatives, we can see that mentorship programs – when properly 
implemented – do offer benefits for diverse populations.3   

Key success factors for diversity-focused mentoring programs include (1) the seniority of the mentor, 
(2) whether the mentor and protégé match in certain key personality attributes and (3) whether a 
mentee’s direct supervisor is involved in the program. 

Benefits of Mentoring for Diversity 

Research since the 1980s has shown that mentoring continues to be a successful approach to 
retaining and promoting employees, including diverse employees, within an organization.4  Specific 
benefits that have been shown include: 

Mentoring is more effective than other diversity initiatives.  Large companies implement a variety of 
diversity initiatives, including voluntary training, targeted recruitment, cross-training as well as 
mentorship.  Mentorship programs can boost the representation of black, Hispanic, and Asian-
American women, and Hispanic and Asian-American men at manager levels by 9% to 24%, as 
compared to the other initiatives which have lower results ranging from -2% to 18% (Appendix 1).5 

Mentoring improves both promotion and retention of diverse groups.  In fact, they help increase 
promotion and retention rates of minority men and women by 15%-38% compared to non-mentored 
minorities.6 It has been inferred that this is due to innate biases that influence people to help those 
who are similar to themselves; therefore, the lower number of minorities in upper management 
means that those who do not have a mentor, either organic or assigned, will not benefit due to a lack 
of access.  

Other Benefits of Mentorship Programs 

Mentoring programs not specifically focused on diversity have demonstrated other positive 
outcomes.  For example, mentees that reported a high number of promotions also reported higher 
intentions to remain with that company. One longitudinal study of a law firm that sought to discover 
the benefits mentoring had on lawyers showed positive returns on investment, measured through 
higher reported intentions to stay with that firm.7 
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Limitations and Negative Outcomes 

While mentoring programs have positive outcomes for diversity, mentoring programs do not benefit 
all diverse populations equally, have other drawbacks.  For example: 

Men benefit more.  Often through the efforts of “sponsors” – special mentors who go beyond 
providing the traditional feedback and advice-giving to the mentee- who use his or her influence to 
actively advocate for the mentee.8 

High performers and white women benefit least.  Data from a Sun Microsystems case indicates that 
high performers benefit least from mentorship programs, which suggests that mentorship resources 
are better spent on improving low performers.9  Several studies also show that white women don’t 
benefit from mentoring programs as much as other minority groups in terms of promotion and 
retention.10 

Ineffective mentors may do more harm than good.  Several studies found that mentees can suffer 
from disillusionment and stifled careers if ineffectively mentored. Furthermore, feelings of isolation 
due to extreme dependence on the mentor was another negative side effect associated with 
mentorships with poor matches.11 

To successfully implement a mentoring program targeted at diversity, companies should consider the 
following best practices: 

Engage senior mentors.  Female mentees who had more senior level mentors experienced higher 
promotion and retention rates than those with more junior mentors. For example, after experiencing 
issues with promoting women to senior levels, Goldman Sachs launched an initiative that assigned 
each of its senior-most members to mentor groups of five women. Within five years, 70% of those 
women had advanced to managing director roles.12 

Assess for shared values and personalities.  Several studies not specifically focused on diversity have 
shown that where the mentor and mentee genuinely value the relationship with each other, and where 
they are similar along two key “Big Five” personality traits – conscientiousness and openness to 
experience – they experienced average promotion rates 25% higher as compared to a control.13 

Involve direct managers.  Mentorship programs that do not involve mentee supervisors 
communicates that diversity is an “HR problem” that does not require manager support.  To combat 
this, Deutsche Bank involved supervisors in a comprehensive diversity initiative that included 
leadership evaluations, external coaching, and leadership workshops – all closely coordinated with a 
mentorship program – which resulted in promotion rates of 33% after one year.14  

Mentoring has been proven to be more successful at promoting workplace diversity than diversity 
training programs alone. One key challenge is structuring the program so that it benefits all diverse 
groups. Mentorship programs are most likely to improve promotion and retention of diverse groups if 
senior level executives act as mentors, if potential mentors and mentees are assessed and matched on 
Big Five personality traits, and if direct managers of mentees are engaged and involved with the 
mentorship program.  

Conclusion

Best Practices 
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