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The concept of a mentor relationship is largely dependent on the people entering it, and boundaries 
established in the beginning. For some people, a ‘classic mentoring’ model, may be more 
appropriate than an intergenerational relationship in the context of a ‘modern mentoring’ approach. 
Establishment of the relationship and clarification of the model or approach is key to a successful 
and meaningful mentoring partnership.

Modern mentoring encompasses many different 
types of relationships between professionals. The 
type of relationship is influenced by what each party 
is seeking, and what they have to contribute to the 
partnership. Intergenerational relationships have 
emerged as an ideal platform for professionals to 
seek support.

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
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WHAT IS MENTORING? 
According to the Cambridge Dictionary, 
a mentoring relationship exists when a 
person gives help and advice over a 
period of time1. However, this definition 
does not capture that mentoring 
relationships take many forms. For 
example, differing levels of expertise 
and experience contribute to the role of 
mentor or mentee.

Given the importance of both the mentor and 
mentee role compatibility between participants 
is crucial; a good mentor for one person 
may be a poor mentor for another2. Prior 
to commencing a mentor relationship, time 
should be spent clarifying expectations and 
addressing what each participant expects to 
contribute and derive from it.

What Is Classical  
(Traditional) Mentoring?
Many people conceptualize mentoring as the 
classical model, a unidirectional relationship 
where the younger mentee acquires new 

skills and knowledge from the older and wiser 
mentor. In his article ‘Reproducing Leaders 
through Mentoring’ Ian Payne states that this 
classical model “overemphasises hierarchy by 
encouraging a superior attitude in the teacher, 
authoritarian domination of the learner....and is 
satisfied with passive learning”3.

Other Mentoring Models
New mentoring models have begun to emerge 
that challenge the traditional unidirectional 
relationship between mentors and mentees. 
‘Reciprocal-mentoring’ describes the growing 
concept of two-way mentoring relationships 
involving a mutual transfer of knowledge, skills, 
and insight between participants. Unlike an 
intergenerational relationship, this model is peer to 
peer. As the highly acclaimed author Lois Zachary 
writes within ‘The Mentees Guide to Mentoring’ 
“reciprocity represents one of the seven elements 
of a successful modern mentoring relationship 
with shared responsibility, equal engagement 
and bilateral involvement between mentor and 
mentee”4. This model acknowledges that both 
participants have an active role to play whilst 
having something to gain.

WHAT IS MODERN  
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FIGURE 1. 
INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS UNITE THE IDEAS 

IN CLASSIC AND RECIPROCAL MENTORING MODELS
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Intergenerational relationships in the 
context of mentoring, is a modern 
approach that retains the traditional age 
difference between the older mentor 
and younger mentee, and emphasises 
the importance of both participants 
contributing information and adding value 
to the relationship. Participation in an 
intergenerational relationship provides 
the mentor with opportunities to learn 
from the mentee and visa versa. This 
provides both parties with growth and 
development opportunities through a 
partnership that is mutually beneficial.  

One example of an intergenerational mentoring 
relationship is ‘reverse mentoring’ championed 
by General Electric CEO Jack Welch in the late 
1990s7. Realising the need for his company to 
become more tech-savvy, Mr Welch assigned 
younger employees to mentor senior workers 
in becoming more ‘tech-literate’, completely 
disregarding the notion that mentors need 
to be older than mentees within a mentoring 
relationship for it to be effective7. This type of 
mentoring has been adopted at a corporate 
level and implemented successfully in 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers Atlanta8 and in 
Australia by Telstra9. Both of these organisations 
have been recognised for this initiative as 
it has helped increase staff retention, build 
relationships and understanding between 
corporate governance and customer relations, 
and further develop staff capacity8&9. Reverse 
mentoring recognises that young people have 
certain skills, knowledge and characteristics 
that are valuable to older generations and that 
the mentor does not need to be senior within a 
successful mentoring association.

INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
A MODERN APPROACH	
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There are a number of different  
generations contributing to the workforce. 
These generations are described as:

■	 TRADITIONALISTS
■	 BABY BOOMERS
■	 GENERATION X

Intergenerational relationships rely upon attributes, 
values and characteristics of each generation 
complimenting each other to form a mutually 
beneficial experience. For example Generation 
Y is tech savvy; Traditionalists are technologically 
challenged. A person from Generation Y 
could introduce the concept of technology to 
a Traditionalist and demonstrate how this can 
assist this generation to remain connected thus 
reducing isolation. This relationship could be just 
as valuable to a Generation Y individual where they 
can learn of Traditionalist values for example loyalty 
and how this is so essential in today’s society.

Differences in perceptions, values, and attributes 
of Generation X, Generation Y and Baby Boomers 
add value to the Intergenerational Relationship. 
For example: it can be said that Generation X 
see themselves as marketable commodities, 
free agents, comfortable with authority but not 
impressed by titles. Generation X individuals are 
seen as technically competent; valuing flexible 
working hours and job sharing, embracing 
work life balance and working to live rather than  
living to work.

With increased educational and financial 
opportunities than previous generations, Baby 
Boomers are seen as achievement-oriented, 
dedicated and career-focused. They welcome 
exciting, challenging projects and strive to make 
a difference. Since they sacrificed a great deal to 
get where they are in their career, this workaholic 
generation believes that Generation X and 
Generation Y should pay their dues and conform 
to a culture of overwork.  

An intergenerational relationship where Baby 
Boomers can develop an understanding of the 
drivers that motivate and influence Generation 
X is invaluable to organisational culture 
and cohesion improving relationships and 
productivity in the work place and in life. 

Baby boomers who are well established in their 
careers, hold positions of power and authority 
have a wealth of experience on which to draw 
when supporting up and coming Generation X 
individuals. It is through the development of mutual 
respect and understanding of the motivating factors 
of Generation X, Generation Y, Baby Boomers and 
Traditionalists that meaningful Intergenerational 
Mentoring Relationships are fostered.

These examples highlight that sharing information 
and acceptance of diversity is critical to the creation 
of positive experiences for each generation. 
With the right attitude and understanding, 
intergenerational relationships will add value, 
enrich and be meaningful to the lives of individuals 
looking to engage in one.

■	 GENERATION Y
■	 GENERATION Z

GENERATIONAL 
TRAITS
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HOW TO BUILD A SUCCESSFUL  
MENTORING RELATIONSHIP

Mentors 10

■	 CHALLENGE
■	 LISTEN
■	 STIMULATE 
■	 PATIENCE
■	 TEACH AND LEAD 

BY EXAMPLE
■	 SHOW COMMITMENT

Mentees 10

■	 SHOW COMMITMENT
■	 OPEN MINDED
■	 WILLING TO CHANGE
■	 COME PROACTIVELY 

PREPARED WITH 
QUESTIONS AND  
DEFINED PURPOSE

Both Parties
In addition, both parties  
need to have a relationship 
with the other which has 11

■	 DEFINED RULES  
AND BOUNDARIES

■	 ARTICULATED AND  
AGREED EXPECTATIONS 
FROM BOTH PARTIES 2

■	 WILLINGNESS TO  
LEARN & ENGAGE

■	 TRUST
■	 TRANSPARENCY

We already know that entering into a mentoring relationship can be beneficial for both 
parties, regardless of the mentoring model if committed to the objective. However, as with 
any relationship there are traits and characteristics that each party must bring to the table to 
ensure that the match is successful:

In an intergenerational relationship, each person 
takes on different aspects of mentor and mentee 
characteristics at different times. This allows the 
partnership to strengthen and each person is able 
to learn and contribute equally.

How to find an ideal mentor relationship? Based 
on the traits that are required for a successful 
relationship, there is no single answer. Corporate 
structured and formal relationships within a work 
place or a networking agency may suit some but 
miss the mark for others. Many people satisfy 
their needs by meeting their mentor at networking 
events and creating a long or short-term 
relationship. Regardless of how the opportunity 
arises, it is important that the person initiating 
the relationship (often the mentee) knows what 
personality type and kind of expertise they are 
looking for 2 in their ‘mentor’.
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INTERGENERATIONAL  
RELATIONSHIPS

	

"Through my own IGR, I have  
seen the power of how two people 
can support each other at different 
and sometimes difficult times, how 
to stay true to your own self-worth, 

your vision and aspirations” 

“If a workplace wants to  
encourage professional IGR’s, 

 perhaps they need to make time 
available for people. And it is  

important not to force them onto 
people – that will never work. Rather  

provide opportunities for them to  
come about “organically”

“Every relationship has its  
challenges. Realising this from the 
outset helps. My challenges have 

been to let go of my ego and listen as 
I have never listened to anyone. It’s 

the challenges that make relationships 
worthwhile even although at the  

time you don't think so”

“I believe both parties in a 
professional IGR need to 

be open minded to learning 
opportunities and innovation 

they also need to be respectful, 
collaborative, courageous  

and act from humility”

Rowan Morrison 
ALCOA

Alicia Curtis   
ALICIA CURTIS LEADERSHIP

Alicia Curtis   
ALICIA CURTIS LEADERSHIP

Les Baradeen   
WA MUSEUM

Dr Nicky Howe 
SOUTHCARE INC. 

“For me the idea of a professional 
IGR is the definition of what good  

mentoring has always been. This is  
a developmental two-way relationship 

primarily built on trust. This trust 
fosters the ability of mentor and 

mentee to challenge each other both 
professionally and personally”

Allan Adams  
BEYOND IQ

“ An intergenerational relationship 
is when two people from different 

generations engage in a peer 
mentoring relationship, but it’s also 
more than this too, I believe it’s a 
partnership between like minded 

individuals who are working 
towards a shared vision too”
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There are many reasons why young people 
want to engage in modern mentoring 
relationships. For young leaders who have 
identified that they would like to gain a  board 
position in the aged care or community 
sectors, the benefits are significant.
Experienced leaders & potential participants 
in an intergenerational relationship have a 
wealth of knowledge and skills that young 
aspiring board members can learn from.

When exploring motivating factors for wanting to 
sit on a board, there are many things that come 
to mind. For a young person, the prospect of 
becoming a board member may seem both 
exciting and challenging, but there is much 
more to it than just that. The 2014 participants 
of the Young Leaders Program were surveyed 
to identify the motivations for wanting to gain 
a board position. The most popular response 
was: the chance to make a difference, followed 
closely by opportunity for leadership and 
opportunity for furthering experiences.

So, what does this have to do with modern 
mentoring? Becoming a board member does 
not come easy, particularly for young people. 
Across Australia, people aged under 40 make 
up approximately 12% of board members12.

As mentoring relationships enhance networks, 
it can be seen that opportunities for board 
positions will increase as a result. If modern 
mentoring increases the representation of 
young people on boards, then it is certainly 
a positive outcome. Given that the average 
age of board members in Australia is 5312, 
succession planning is vital for the continued 
operation of the aged care and community 
sectors. Enhancing the age diversity on 
boards is another benefit; young people have 
characteristics to offer that would broaden the 
perspective of a board.
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