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FINDING a mentor is not the solution to an executive’s 

career advancement, professional development, or satisfaction 

in contemporary work settings; nor is assigning formal men-

tors to high potential employees the solution to building a high 

performance, learning organization. With today’s fast-changing 

technology, increasingly global, multi-cultural, and team-based 

work environments, no one mentor can possibly provide the 

guidance, exposure, and opportunities that are so essential to 

effectively manage current job challenges or prepare for future 

leadership roles. So, what is the alternative? 

Creating and cultivating a Developmental Network1 is a far 

better approach to insuring ongoing learning and growth—

that group of individuals who have a genuine interest in your 

development and who are uniquely qualified to assist you in a 

critical aspect of your learning and development. The individu-

als who make up your developmental network may or may not 

know one another, and they may span several departments, or-

ganizations, and geographies. Importantly, we are not referring 

here to your entire network; this is not about everyone and 

anyone who helps you in your career. Rather, a developmental 

network is that sub-network of people–a small group, generally 

about five people in size—who you turn to for mentoring sup-

port in your everyday life at work, a group you might think of 

as your personal board of directors. The point here is that these 

individuals have been enlisted by you to provide the mentoring 

functions that will enable you to take the next step forward, 

whatever that next step may be. Once you have learned the 

value of building and maintaining a rich developmental net-

work for yourself, you will then be able to model and facilitate 

this for your employees as well.

The purpose of this article is to propose an alternative to 

the search for the one best mentor. Reflecting this core idea 

that individuals can no longer rely upon one “mentor” in to-

day’s work environment, we will use the term “developmental 

relationship” throughout this article. We illustrate why building 

an effective developmental network is a far better approach 

than finding one mentor who can provide all the necessary 

knowledge, guidance, and opportunities. In today’s complex, 

fast-paced, and global context, people’s work is dependent 

upon many, not a single person and further, no one person can 

determine your destiny or fulfill every development need. 

Research shows that networks provide information, access, and 

emotional support all of which or some of which may be im-

portant to you2. Recognizing that a network made up of 

developmental relationships—high quality relationships that 

are characterized by mutual learning and mutual trust—are es-

sential not only doing one’s current job but to preparing for 

future opportunities—is the first step. And, it is necessary, but 

not sufficient. The important next step is to consider whom to 

enlist, and how to build a developmental network that can 

meet your own career goals and is appropriate for your career 

context. If you are in a position to develop others, you can then 

build a culture that fosters developmental relationships and 

networks for individuals at every career stage.

Real-world Implications of A New Mindset on 
Mentoring

This new mindset on mentoring has a wide range of im-

plications for both individuals and organizations. For 

individuals just launching careers, it means looking more 

widely for support and guidance beyond an immediate boss or 

assigned mentor. For individuals at mid-career, it means look-

ing to peers, other senior managers, and individuals outside the 

immediate organization for the help and guidance to continue 

to learn and perform well in today’s rapidly changing work 

context. For senior managers and leaders, it means seeking 

coaching and mentoring from peers (inside and outside the or-

ganization), family members, and from those juniors who may 

have expertise, such as technological knowledge, that they lack, 

and/or are closer to core business markets. It also means creat-

ing a culture where developmental networks become a part of 
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the fabric of the organization through HR practices that enable 

individuals to enlist others in their ongoing development.

Changes in the career context and in contemporary orga-

nizations have transformed the nature of mentoring and 

developmental relationships more generally3. 

The fundamental nature of mentoring has been trans-

formed from one-to-one stable, hierarchical relationships to a 

are important. Similarly, with an increasingly diverse and 

global workforce, the ability to work across cultural boundaries 

has become an essential competence. And, given the increasing 

number of technological choices regarding if, how, and when 

to communicate with others, individuals need to be particu-

larly attuned to the implications of their own leadership style 

and how they communicate with others. Thus, opportunities 

to develop these “soft” skills are more essential than ever. 

Fortunately, these opportunities are more prevalent in organi-

zations today—through leadership development programs, 360 

degree feedback, and executive coaching.

It is not sufficient, however, to have these emotional com-

petencies. Individuals must also understand the value of 

creating and maintaining a developmental network—that is, 

actively enlisting a small group of interested developers who 

are responsive to the individual’s current developmental needs. 

We know from new research, that the structure and the com-

position of one’s developmental network will significantly 

influence its value to the individual6. For example, a small low-

diversity or homogeneous network may bring about loyalty, 

good performance, and promotion within some organizations, 

whereas a more diverse network may bring about movement 

from one organization to another, or one particular industry to 

another. The appropriate developmental network, from an in-

dividual’s point of view should be grounded in what the 

individual is seeking as well as his or her work context. 

Finally, with this more complex view of mentoring, and 

the contemporary organizational context characterized by fast-

paced technological change and a highly competitive global 

market, organizations must be more creative in their efforts to 

foster a mentoring culture. It is not sufficient to assign formal 

mentors to newcomers or to junior managers who have been 

identified as high potential7. Rather, it is in everyone’s best in-

terests to create multiple opportunities for individuals to come 

together with their peers, juniors, and seniors to coach one an-

other on similar job-related and career-related challenges, and 

for senior leaders to be engaged with less experienced leaders 

for the purpose of mutual learning. One-to-one exclusive men-

toring will no longer be sufficient to support the scope and 

complexities of today’s strategic business challenges. 

Organizations that fail to attend to this relatively under-recog-

nized need for relational learning will be at a distinct 

disadvantage. 

A number of organizations in both the private and public 

sectors are now using peer coaching, mentoring circles, and 

learning partners that provide good opportunities for individu-

als to build their own developmental networks. In one 

pharmaceutical company, product development team leaders 

come together in groups of 10-12 once a month to coach one 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF MENTORING 

MENTORING MODEL OF MENTORING

Individuals Mentor as expert Mentor as co-learner

Relationships One-to-one
Hierarchical, stable
Within the organization

Developmental Network
Hierarchical, Peer, Group, 
changing
Inside and Outside the Or-
ganization 

Individual 
Outcomes

Enhanced performance, 
career accomplishments, 
satisfaction 
Career advancement

Enhanced Performance, 
learning, self-awareness, 
social skills and leadership 
capability

wide variety of developmental relationships with peers, seniors, 

juniors, family members, and friends. Recent research has clari-

fied that the fundamental nature of relationships that provide 

critical developmental functions tend to be less stable than tra-

ditional mentoring relationships due to regular restructuring,  

downsizing, and strategic repositioning that is now so com-

mon. In addition, given the steep learning curves that 

characterize most global markets, individuals must constantly 

acquire new knowledge and skills. Even those who are experi-

enced and have served as traditional mentors find themselves 

in need of learning from those who have the latest technologi-

cal knowledge and skills. Thus, juniors and seniors are often 

co-learners. Perhaps more so than ever before, peers can learn 

from one another in one-on-one and group settings where 

complementary knowledge and skills, as well as shared chal-

lenges can be a source of learning and problem-solving for all 

present4. A small group of these relationships that are consid-

ered to be most important comprise an individual’s 

developmental network. 

From recent research, we know that effective developmen-

tal relationships (traditional mentoring as well as peer 

relationships or relationships that transcend organizational 

boundaries) require considerable self-awareness and social 

skills5. Individuals who lack these relational skills are going to 

be at a significant disadvantage in today’s tumultuous organi-

zations in which both continuous learning and performance 

MIT SLOAN MANAGEMENT REVIEW  2



another on how to address critical dilemmas that they face in 

this role. With training in coaching and group process skills, 

they have become important resources to one another, and, 

eventually, members of each others’ developmental networks. 

In a Consumer Products company, groups of junior executives 

have been meeting with a senior executive on a regular basis to 

discuss challenges they face as they seek positions of greater ex-

ecutive responsibility. Here, these junior executives have 

opportunities to enlist one or more peers and a senior execu-

tive in to their developmental networks. And, in a major urban 

school district, informal mentoring circles have been initiated 

for principals, which similarly provide opportunities for culti-

vating peer developmental relationships. 

These initiatives are beginning to show results in critical 

measures such enhanced employee engagement and satisfac-

tion, faster cycle times in new product development, customer 

satisfaction, and/or employee retention. The quality of develop-

mental relationships is, indeed, a real source of competitive 

advantage. And, as current research shows, developmental rela-

tionships flourish in contexts that are characterized by a culture 

that encourages learning, collaboration and reflection8. While 

there is no sector or business context in which developmental 

networks are irrelevant, evidence today suggests that some con-

texts may be more conducive to such networks than others. For 

example, in high-technology firms, and particularly start-up 

firms, the necessity to create learning relationships among 

peers is much greater, which increases the probability of collab-

oration and the cultivation of meaningful developmental 

relationships. In the financial services industry, and Investment 

Banking in particular, mentoring can be exclusively reserved for 

the very top performers, and is likely to be of a short term and 

instrumental nature. In this latter context, the emphasis on 

bottom line results and the pressures to meet ambitious, short 

term financial goals can undermine individuals’ capacities and 

willingness to build relationships that can provide substantive 

and lasting developmental support. 

In addition, developmental networks can be extremely 

valuable in the context of global and multicultural business en-

vironments. For example, the challenges that ex-patriots face as 

they move abroad, and then again when they return to their 

home country, can be met most effectively when the expat has 

a strong developmental network and the necessary relational 

skills to enlist others at various points during major career 

transitions. In these instances strong developmental networks 

can result in greater productivity, adaptability, and loyalty to 

the firm. Similarly, diverse developmental networks (in terms 

of the gender, racial and/or ethnic composition of the group of 

developers) can enable individuals to learn how to create posi-

tive work relationships with individuals of vastly different 

cultural backgrounds.

Building a Developmental Network

What we propose here is a more intentional approach to 

building developmental relationships at work. Interestingly, de-

spite the widely held belief that successful businesspeople are 

assertive, strategic, and eager to ask for help, our research sug-

gests the opposite. That is, actively soliciting advice from others 

is not common practice among most professionals. Why not? 

Seeking out help places one in a vulnerable position, which is 

uncomfortable and also uncommon for those who are accus-

tomed to having the right answer. Further, people often expect 

that others will already know what we need or should in fact 

know what we need9. Of course, we now know that ongoing 

learning and development is not a solo activity. Professional 

learning is dependent upon the career and personal support of 

others. Yet, oftentimes, we fail to engage others in the improve-

ment of our own practice; we fail to cultivate mentoring 

relationships. Following, we offer several steps toward building 

an effective developmental network.

The First Step:  Know Thyself

It is critical for each individual to know him or herself 

well. Although this tip may sound cliché, it is also the case that 

when individuals do seek out help, they generally are not as 

well-prepared as they could be. Knowing oneself well, which 

includes one’s personal goals, strengths and weaknesses, as well 

as relational skills, can be tremendously useful to others who 

are trying to help you. Only with this self-awareness, will you 

be able to figure out who to turn to for developmental support 

in order to further your own personal and professional journey 

and only then, will you be able to appropriately respond to and 

engage in the developer’s suggestions effectively. Of course, as 

one’s career and life unfold, re-assessment will be necessary—

as one grows and circumstances change, the developmental 

network of choice a few years ago will no longer be responsive. 

For example, after working in a large software company 

for twelve years, a young executive began to feel that he had 

outgrown the opportunities available to him. He had been pro-

moted several times, and he had developed a strong 

developmental network that consisted of his boss, the Vice 

President of Marketing, several of his immediate subordinates 

in his own group, and one of his peers. This developmental 

network had served him well, enabling him to be a consistently 

high performer, and in turn, promoted several times. As he 

began to sense a poor fit between his career goals and what 

might be available at his firm, he had no one that he felt he 

could talk with about his new sense of being stuck.  In time, he 
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began to talk with his wife who became part of his develop-

mental network as she listened and encouraged him to look 

outside the firm.  Fortunately, this young executive had the wis-

dom to seek counsel and advice from others in the industry at 

other firms.

He also chose to consult with an executive search firm that 

offered counseling services as well. While meeting with a career 

professional he began to see that he had not fully considered 

how his career goals may have evolved over time, and the full 

range of skills and experience that he had accumulated over the 

years. He realized that he had more work to do before develop-

ing a plan for moving forward. For some, it might not be 

necessary to go outside their organization to find opportunities 

to advance one’s career, but it is still critical to know yourself at 

this point in time, in terms of your preferences, talents, and 

personal vision for the future. Only then are you in a position 

to enlist appropriate others in to your developmental network 

who can truly help you realize your intentions. Fortunately, 

many organizations offer a range of activities designed to help 

an individual complete a thorough self-inquiry including lead-

ership development programs, 360 degree feedback processes, 

coaching, and a variety of career assessment tools.

While you may be very clear about what you want to 

achieve, you may also discover that your self-reliance to this 

point leaves you without the relational skills and relational 

savvy necessary to build a developmental network that is re-

sponsive to your current needs10. So, part of your 

self-knowledge should include an assessment of your relational 

skills–such as your propensity to reach out for  help,  your abil-

ity to identify potential developers, your capacity to initiate 

conversation with individuals who do not know you,  and your 

openness to sharing your own experiences, inviting feedback, 

and to establishing a connection of mutual trust and respect 

with another. If you need to strengthen any of your relational 

skills and/or your self-confidence, consider what you can do to 

develop this foundation of self-knowledge and emotional com-

petence as you begin developing your developmental network. 

Sometimes, current developers can be sources of insight and 

support as you hone these critical relationship building skills. 

The Second Step:  Know Your Career Context

It is also critical to think through the context in which you 

are currently working and, if you are planning a career change, 

where you’d like to go. That is, it makes little sense to build a 

developmental network that is inappropriate for the work you 

want to do. As the chemist in a biotechnology firm, for exam-

ple, it makes sense, if your goal is advancement, to understand 

how the promotion process works and, importantly, who, 

among the potential sponsors in your organization, might be 

open and keen on coaching you. In the case of the sector-

switcher, it would be useful to understand how hiring is done 

in this new sector as well as the kinds of information and 

sources you would need to tap into in order to assess if and 

when to make a career change. Then, if such a move makes 

sense, as a sector-switcher you would need to develop relation-

ships with individuals who will be able and willing to introduce 

you to people already working in the area that you aspire to 

join.

One way to think of this is as an opportunity audit. 

Knowing yourself is one half of the equation. The other is 

knowing the opportunity structure for where you want to go. 

Whether it’s balance, promotion, or change that you seek in 

your career, there are different kinds of advice and coaching 

that you will want to seek out. Further, there are different ways 

in which you can go about that. The more prepared you are 

about who and what you need help on, the more thoughtful 

and potentially rewarding the developmental network you 

build is likely to be.

Individuals who want to change firms, or change indus-

tries, run the risk that they do not have an accurate 

understanding of the context and job characteristics of their 

newly articulated aspirations. Without the benefit of connec-

tions with one or more individuals who are already working in 

the new job, organization, or industry, it is quite likely that 

your assumptions about what it will be like to make the move 

may be faulty or at best incomplete. This is true even for indi-

viduals who want to stay in their current organization but who 

seek to broaden or dramatically change the focus of their work. 

Research on career transitions indicates that the best way to 

obtain an accurate understanding of the unknown context and 

its potential fit with your personal values and goals is to de-

velop a clear picture of the “possible selves” that you might 

become11.

The Third Step: Enlist Potential Developers 

Here the primary task is to actively enlist individuals in 

your developmental network who have the potential to provide 

the critical help that you need to advance your personal goals. 

If you are a product manager in a large technology firm and as-

pire to reach a higher position, then you will want to develop 

alliances with individuals at more senior levels who can spon-

sor and promote you, coach you, and serve as a role model of 

what it takes to prepare for their level of responsibility.  This, 

however, is not sufficient. What about peers in your immediate 

area and outside your area who can help you learn to navigate 
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the politics, and who can share information about those at 

more senior levels? What can you offer to these peers? And, are 

there individuals outside of your employing organization who 

can support your continuing learning? From graduate school? 

In professional organizations? In your family? The young man-

ager who focuses entirely on the senior mentor who can create  

challenging opportunities within the current organization, is 

limited in the kind of developmental support s/he is likely to 

receive.

The director of business development in a high-technol-

ogy firm who similarly seeks promotion is likely to need a 

developmental network of a different sort, given the boundary-

spanning nature of the work he does —one that includes peers 

and seniors both inside and outside the firm. For others, seek-

ing out extraorganizational developmental relationships may 

be just the kind of help she needs to make a career change. 

Indeed, the greater the diversity of the network, the more cog-

nitively flexible or open-minded she is likely to become during 

the process12. And, if she senses that opportunities are limited 

for senior women who are high achievers in the field she’d like 

to move to, then she will also benefit from enlisting other 

women in her developmental network—to reality test her per-

ceptions of the playing field, and to enrich her strategies for 

continued growth and advancement.

The CEO/founder who now seeks greater life balance is 

likely to benefit from stronger connections that provide psy-

chosocial support. These may come from within the place of 

employment giving him that support during the day (e.g., for 

lunch or a workout) or they may come from a professional net-

work, people he can easily turn to outside his company. It may 

also be that enlisting junior colleagues will provide a new vehi-

cle for personal growth and satisfaction as he mentors them 

and passes along his accumulated wisdom and experience.

Finally, the executive who has been asked to take an expa-

triate assignment for a two to three year period will want to 

enlist people at home and abroad who can help educate him 

about what he is likely to encounter in the new role and new 

cultural context. These early additions to his developmental 

network may then give way to other relationships that become 

relevant to his success in the expat assignment once he has set-

tled into his new context. And, if he is bringing his family 

along, he may want to enlist other expats in the host country to 

help the family transition as well. Since such an assignment is 

of limited duration, it will be important to maintain and/or re-

engage particular relationships that dominated his 

developmental network prior to being chosen for the expat 

assignment.

So, what does it mean to proactively build and modify 

your developmental network? Can you create the specific op-

portunities to enlist new developers in to your network?  Here 

is where an appreciation for the potential mutuality in relation-

ships with developers is critical. By this we mean that you 

should approach prospective developers with a sense of how 

they might benefit from an active association with you. What 

might they learn from you—new skills?  Might they develop 

insight in to how people in your job or position see the world 

and prioritize what is important? Might it be an opportunity 

for a developer to hone his or her coaching skills, or to develop 

confidence in mentoring others? Having a clear sense of these 

possibilities will make it easier for you to empathize, ask rele-

vant questions, and disclose information about yourself as you 

ask for guidance that will facilitate meaningful connections 

and, in turn, mutual learning and development. 

The Fourth Step: Regularly Reassess Your Develop-
mental Network 

As we compare networks of successful executives, it is clear 

that as one’s career unfolds, the ideal developmental network 

changes as well. The executive who decides that  her current 

employer is not a good fit with her professional aspirations will 

be best served by enlisting individuals in other settings who can 

open doors to different career possibilities. Relying on the de-

velopmental network that was created to help her change jobs 

is a network that can provide advice and support for and dur-

ing transition. But this is unlikely to be the kind of 

developmental network she needs to become socialized into the 

new work environment. Over time, then, her developmental 

network will need to change13.

At some point, for example, a new executive is no longer a 

novice in his or her role and so, may need to look elsewhere for 

support to continue learning. If she is to continue to advance, 

she will need to consider who else to enlist in his developmen-

tal network. For example, if future leaders of the firm are 

expected to coach newcomers and to develop talent for the or-

ganization, it may be time to bring one or more junior 

colleagues in to one’s developmental network so that opportu-

nities to grow in to the coaching role are readily available. 

Similarly, if there are technical areas that are still unfamiliar 

and a pre-requisite for moving in to a position of broader 

scope, this would be the time to seek relationships with peers 

and projects that require learning more about new areas of the 

business. And, if the executive is of a different cultural back-

ground than the white majority, or female in a male-dominated 

organization, it will be beneficial to enlist developers of a simi-

lar background or identity group (either peers or seniors) who 

can help in strategizing for success.

For the CEO/founder, a number of possibilities may have 

become apparent through a broader developmental network 
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that brought him in to activities in the community, with one’s 

family, or with new business opportunities. What are the next 

steps for moving towards new options that promise a new sort 

of balance? Who are the individuals who can guide movement 

in to these new domains? How can family members and mem-

bers of his community become important sources of 

developmental support?  Alternatively, the CEO/founder may 

see a need to enhance leadership diversity in his or her top 

team;  an important strategy for achieving more diversity in ex-

ecutive positions is to build developmental relationships with 

individuals of diverse backgrounds who can help you under-

stand how the organization can foster development for a more 

diverse group of potential leaders.

We are not suggesting that as one’s career unfolds that 

prior developers are no longer relevant, but rather that your 

focus and your relationship-building efforts may need to shift 

if your developmental network is to continue to support your 

learning and growth. While this may sound calculating and 

borderline manipulative,  our research indicates that individu-

als who invest  their time and energy wisely and consistently,  

in ways that serve their personal goals as well as the goals of 

their organizations,  attain greater satisfaction and performance 

levels. Relationships with prior developers transform in to 

friendships, or more distant alliances, and are now valued in a 

different way. Just as one needs to create a personal vision in 

order to prioritize actions in a resource constrained reality, so 

does one need to create a vision for one’s developmental net-

work  to insure that actions taken to support one’s growth and 

development are maximized. It’s a matter of being more inten-

tional when it comes to seeking out advice, and this is relevant 

for everyone, at every career stage, not just–as the myth often 

perpetuates–for those just starting out in their career.

Develop Others and Your Organization as You 
Develop Yourself

When considering how to build your own developmental 

network, it is important to underscore the point that what you 

are seeking is high quality mentoring, in contrast to average or 

marginal mentoring, which is more akin to superficial “net-

working” than to creating meaningful developmental 

relationships at work). High-quality mentoring is characterized 

by mutual learning, wherein both partners to a relationship ex-

perience increased sense of work, new knowledge, a sense of 

empowerment, increased zest, and a desire for more 

connection.

So, as you go about enlisting others in your developmental 

network, consider how a particular connection will benefit the 

other’s learning as well. As you enlist more senior colleagues, 

you will be providing those individuals with opportunities to 

gain new knowledge from you, to hone coaching skills, and to 

experience a new connection that, at its best, results in in-

creased learning and enthusiasm at work. Similarly, as you 

enlist a junior colleague in your developmental network to 

hone your coaching skills, you are creating an opportunity for 

this particular individual to bring you in to her developmental 

network. Exploring these complementary personal goals can 

solidify the relationship and lead to positive outcomes for both 

of you, and in turn, for the organization.

In essence, we are urging you to consider your develop-

mental network as a critical tool for developing others, your 

organization, as well as yourself. This is a fundamental shift in 

perspective from a traditional expert model of mentoring to a 

developmental network model of mentoring in which both indi-

viduals are co-learners. This new frame is relevant to both you 

as an individual and to your organization. Your intentional ef-

forts to sustain a rich and responsive developmental network 

will serve your colleagues’ development as well. The potential 

for synergy is great—enlisting others in your development 

leads to developmental opportunities for those individuals as 

well. As high quality developmental relationships proliferate in 

your organization, there will be ample opportunities for others 

to enhance their own learning and performance as well. 

Thus, there are many ways to foster developmental net-

works in your organization. Certainly, wherever you sit, your 

behavior serves as a role model for others—your peers, subor-

dinates and seniors. Second, if you are in a position to 

encourage peer coaching and mentoring among those that you 

manage (via department meetings, task forces, performance 

appraisal processes and rewards, etc.) you can create opportu-

nities for peers to enlist one another in their developmental 

networks. Finally,  there are leadership development pro-

grams—public offerings and tailored within—that help 

individuals to develop the essential relational skills and self-

awareness to actively and effectively enlist new developers in to 

their networks. In the context of such programs, there are op-

portunities for peer coaching and mentoring, which, once 

initiated, may then be cultivated and sustained back on the job.

The Bottom Line

If you are discerning about the value of your current de-

velopmental network and take action to strengthen its value to 

you, you will, at the same time create opportunities for those 

who you enlist to enhance their own developmental networks. 

Ultimately, these developmental networks can be leveraged to 

serve organizational performance and development as well. It 

is, in essence, a win-win proposition for you and for your 

organization.
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