
Mentoring as an approach 
to supporting women’s 
developmental leadership
Mentoring is an integral part of many 
leadership development programs 
in the corporate world, as well as in 
professions such as teaching, higher 
education, nursing and medicine. 
For women leaders in particular, 
mentoring is often seen as a way 
of addressing the gender gap in 
leadership, by providing women 
with access to advice, opportunities 
and networks to support their career 
development.1 

In the academic literature, mentoring 
is often understood as having two 
main functions: professional support 
and personal support. Mentors use 
their position to provide mentees 
with exposure, visibility and access 
to career opportunities, as well as 
sharing their knowledge and skills. 

They also provide personal support 
in the form of guidance, advice, 
counselling, and role modelling.2  
Traditional models of mentoring 
often involve a formal relationship 
between a more experienced mentor 
and a less experienced mentee who 
work together over a number of 
months or years. However, there are 
a range of other mentoring models, 
including peer mentoring, reverse 
mentoring and feminist mentoring 
– which try to break down the 
traditional hierarchical mentoring 
relationship – as well as group-based 
approaches and models which are 
more short-term or focused on 
specific personal or professional 
development needs.3  
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Key Points
•	 Mentors can provide leaders with 

knowledge and advice that can 
help them lead and influence 
developmental change. 

•	 WLI has adapted its approach 
to mentoring in response to 
participant feedback and lessons 
learned through implementing its 
mentoring program.

•	 WLI’s mentoring offering is flexible 
and tailored to the specific needs 
identified by WLI participants.

•	 Mentoring complements other 
support provided through the 
program, including ontological 
coaching, individual counselling, 
funding for small projects, and 
platforms to connect with other 
alumni for professional and 
personal support, guidance and 
advice.
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In international development, formal 
and informal mentoring is part of the 
‘capacity building’ toolbox.4  In the 
Pacific, mentoring has been used as 
part of professional development 
programs for civil servants, lawyers, 
medical professionals, journalists and 
other professions as well as to develop 
the skills of women parliamentarians. 

As a development modality, 
mentoring is not without its 
challenges. In particular, transferring 
corporate mentoring models into a 
Pacific context – particularly when 
it involves international experts 
mentoring those from the Pacific 
– can reinforce unequal power 
dynamics.5  On the other hand, 
research on approaches to supporting 
developmental leadership suggest 
that technical assistance, mentoring 
and coaching can be used in positive 
ways to provide leaders with technical 
knowledge to support the change 
they want to pursue or advice on 
how to navigate the process of 
change.6  Mentors have also been 
shown to be important in developing 
emerging leaders within movements 
for social change, including in the 
anti-Apartheid movement in South 
Africa and Indonesia’s disability rights 
movement.7   

Mentoring on WLI
In WLI’s pilot phase (2018-2022), 
mentoring was a key part of the 18 
month ‘Leadership and Mentoring’ 
program. In line with the initial design 
of the program, mentoring was 
intended as a way of strengthening 
relationships between Pacific 
and Australian women as well as 
providing participants with access 
to knowledge, skills and networks. 
All participants were paired with an 
influential Australian woman mentor 
identified by WLI in consultation 
with participants, with pairs matched 
based on common professional and/ 
or other interests. Mentoring took 
place through both face to face and 
remote meetings as well through 

emails. While some pairs met regularly 
and developed close relationships, 
others only met once or twice. 

In their feedback to the program, 
WLI participants were positive about 
the opportunities that mentoring 
provided to access Australian 
expertise and experience. Both 
mentors and WLI participants said 
that they valued the connections they 
developed through the mentoring 
program. Mentors also played an 
important role in helping to scope and 
host workplace internships, providing 
valuable professional development 
experiences for many participants.8  

The Independent Strategic Review 
of the WLI pilot identified several 
ways to adapt and strengthen the 
program’s mentoring offering, which 
were then reflected in the design for 
the second phase. This included the 
need to be clearer about the purpose 
of mentoring and provide participants 
with greater choice about when they 
engaged a mentor (while in Australia 
or on their return home) and who 
the mentors were (an Australian or 
Pacific expert; woman or man). The 
Review also suggested that mentoring 
be framed more consistently around 
participants’ goals and aspirations 
for developmental change, including 
supporting participants to identify 
strategies for navigating the structural 
barriers to achieving change.9  

Consultations early in the second 
phase to inform WLI’s mentoring 
offering reinforced many of these 
points, including the importance of 
enabling participants to define the 
support they wanted from a mentor, 
allowing time for relationships to 
develop, and taking power dynamics 
and cultural differences into account 
in mentoring relationships. The 
consultations also identified a 
desire among alumni for ongoing 
connections to fellow alumni as 
‘peer mentors’ as a way of accessing 
emotional and psychosocial support 
and to foster collective action. 10

In response to these lessons, the focus 
of mentoring in the second phase 
of WLI shifted. Mentoring is now 
one of a suite of offerings available 
to participants and alumni of the 
18-month Women’s Developmental 
Leadership Program11. Mentors can 
be requested while participants 
are in Australia and at any stage on 
their return home. The mentoring 
relationship is less formal and 
structured, with the frequency of 
meetings and the length of time 
that the mentoring relationship lasts 
decided by the pair themselves. 
Mentors can be Australian or Pacific, 
and of any gender. 

This more flexible approach is 
designed to ensure that mentoring 
relationships are tailored to the 
specific needs of participants and are 
self-directed and goal oriented, in line 
with adult learning principles.

WLI’s experience in the second phase 
is that participants most often seek 
a mentor for advice and support on 
specific technical issues or aspects 
of their career. In the last few years, 
participants have used mentors to 
provide them with advice in areas 
such as conducting organisational 
audits, developing urban masterplans, 
and scoping methods of land 
reclamation. They have also sought 
advice on how to establish a 
consultancy or small business as well 
as more general advice on career 
trajectories in their sector or support 
to fine-tune their ideas for research or 
further study. 

Most participants are open to whether 
the mentor is in the Pacific or Australia, 
but often request that the mentor 
understand the Pacific context. Some 
participants are specifically interested 
in understanding Australian practice, 
with a view to adapting this to their 
own context on return. Others seek a 
Pacific mentor to help them transition 
back into their home context.
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Mentoring as a leadership 
tool
WLI’s mentoring offering 
complements other tools, resources 
and support provided through 
the program. This includes 
ontological leadership coaching, 
which provides participants with 
individual guidance as they work 
through leadership issues in their 
workplace or community, and 
professional counselling. Coaching 
and counselling are available to both 
participants and alumni who have 
returned home at any stage. 

Other assistance available includes: 
access to workplace internship 

and professional development 
opportunities; the Leadership Fund, 
which provides a small amount of 
funding to enable alumni to put their 
ideas for developmental leadership 
into practice; and the Leadership 
Lab, an intensive program which 
supports select alumni to navigate 
their own real-life leadership 
challenges.

To strengthen the peer support 
provided through the WLI alumni 
network, WLI has also increased 
its focus on in country activities, 
including establishing Alumni 
Representatives in many countries, 
holding refresher training and 
other events for alumni, and 

providing an online networking 
platform, the Leaders Hub. Recent 
research conducted by the program 
demonstrates that the WLI alumni 
network provides a valuable resource 
for those who have returned home, 
including technical and career advice 
as well as social and emotional 
support.12  
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How does WLI make mentoring matches?
WLI’s tailored approach to mentoring starts with understanding what the participant wants from the 
relationship. Participants complete a short expression of interest, outlining their initial ideas on what 
support they are looking for. WLI’s Program Manager then arranges a phone call to talk through this 
in more detail. This call aims to clarify participants’ needs and expectations of mentoring, what kind 
of mentor they are looking for, and how long they would like to engage with them. At this stage the 
Program Manager also asks the participant if they have a particular individual / potential mentor in 
mind that they wish to work with.

The Program Manager then uses this information to search through the program’s existing mentor 
community as well as using LinkedIn and the personal and professional networks of members of the 
WLI team to identify candidates who may be a good fit. This process often involves some back and forth 
between the Program Manager and the participant to help narrow down the list of potential mentors. 

Once a potential mentor has been identified, WLI’s Program Manager will reach out to them to provide 
information about the participant and see if they are interested in being a mentor. In cases where the 
participant has identified a potential mentor themselves, an approach will be made by the Program 
Manager (and in some cases by the participant themselves, with Program Manager support) to that 
individual. Having WLI’s Program Manger make initial contact is useful for several reasons. It provides 
some organisational ‘weight’ for the request (rather than having the participant reach out as an 
individual). It also helps overcome the fear of rejection that can prevent many women – including 
women from the Pacific – from seeking out a mentor. 

If the mentor agrees, the WLI Program Manager will facilitate an introduction via email. This includes 
some brief ‘onboarding’ materials and mentoring tools/ resources, including a mentoring journal 
template and a mentoring agreement template. The mentoring agreement template provides a 
framework to support the pair to discuss how they will work together and what they want to get out of 
the relationship. While not compulsory, these resources can be provide a useful starting point for the 
participant and mentor to articulate and agree the terms of the mentoring relationship.

The Program Manager follows up with the participant and the mentor after 2 months to check how 
the relationship is going and whether they need any further support from the program. WLI also sends 
participants and mentors a short survey every 6-12 months for monitoring and evaluation purposes. 
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Interested?  
Want to know more? 

To learn more about WLI,  
please contact us:  

info@wliprogram.org         
www.wliprogram.org
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