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Abstract 

Despite the increased numbers of women in the New Zealand labour market, gendered 

segregation of the workforce, pay inequality and a lack of women in leadership roles are 

still gendered issues facing women in employment today. 

 

Mentoring is a widely accepted strategy to improve women’s employment issues and 

career opportunities. While the promise of mentoring seems to offer women many 

rewards at work, this study reveals mentoring for women is complex, with gender 

implicated in the complexities.  

 

This study is informed by feminist poststructuralist theory. The basis for analysis is a 

Foucauldian Discourse framework. Unstructured, conversational interviews with nine 

New Zealand, mid-career, professional women were used to gather mentoring narratives 

at work. The women discursively drew on various constructions of a ‘connection’. 

Connectedness talk with mentors was constrained and/or enabled through two key 

elements of mentoring: institutionalised relationships and positioning.  

 

Institutional mentoring with managers and partners as mentors and the resulting power 

relations, constrain the women’s ability to make meaningful connections with mentors. 

Importantly, women actively position themselves and their women mentors through 

feminine discourse. This takes into account the psycho-social and emotional qualities of 

women at work and their various work-mothering responsibilities. A ‘feminine 

gendered connection’ enables the women to positively transform how they view 

themselves and their professional identity at work.  
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Chapter I Introduction 

Women’s employment rights, paid and unpaid work and the gendering of women in 

masculine and feminine work environments have been a central focus for feminism and 

feminist research for several decades (Lahiri-Dutt, 2012; Ramos, 2012; Vyas, 

Mbwambo, & Heise, 2015). Women’s issues in employment continue today and the 

relevance of gendering as women is a key feminist issue explored in the present study. 

The purpose of this introduction is to set the scene of specific gendered issues that New 

Zealand women face at work, in organisations and within specific professional sectors. 

These issues include gender segregation within the workforce, pay inequity and the lack 

of women as leaders. Mentoring is discussed as a fruitful way to address these gendered 

issues. At the end of this introduction, I engage in reflections about my interest in 

mentoring with women at work through the conversations I had within an early career 

woman. 

Gendered issues of women at work 

Gender segregation at work 

Despite more than 40 years of women’s legislated equality in the workforce, there is 

contemporary evidence that New Zealand does not achieve proportional representation 

of women in employment or in particular professions that women occupy in comparison 

to men (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). The New Zealand government has 

acknowledged a phenomena termed ‘occupational gender segregation’, which describes 

the historical status of gendered work environments in New Zealand and women’s 

issues that are relevant to this present study. It is a particular gendered problem that 

women face in the employment sector and the labour market. In reporting the findings 

of the 2013 census in relation to women at work, occupational gender segregation 

referred to the gendered representation of workers and professionals in particular 

sectors, workplaces or industries. For instance, women are overrepresented in service 

and sales, clerical and administrative roles, while they are significantly 

underrepresented in trades (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). Analysis of the top 5 

occupations from the 20 most common for women and men, shows that women are 
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more likely to work in stereotypically feminine roles in service, caring and nurturing 

occupations, while men are more likely to work in stereotypically masculine roles in 

management, manual and technical occupations (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). Women 

are also disproportionately underrepresented in occupations typically dominated by 

men, such as law enforcement. Women police officers contribute to less than half of the 

current New Zealand police force and are severely underrepresented in senior roles such 

as constables, sergeants, inspectors and superintendents (Butler, Winfree, & Newbold, 

2003; New Zealand Police, 2016). 

The issue of pay and leadership are gendered problems for women in employment that 

arise from gender segregation and are discussed in the following sections. 

Pay inequality between genders 

Despite the enactment of the Equal Pay Act over 40 years ago, which legislated the 

policy of fair and equal distribution of pay, gender segregation in the workforce still 

prevents women from attaining the same or higher pay to men, overall. Pay inequity is 

still a contentious issue nationally and internationally and is a sticking point for many 

feminist scholars (Dobele, Rundle-Thiele, & Kopanidis, 2014; Gutek, 2001; Parker & 

Arrowsmith, 2012). Women are earning comparatively less than men across the board 

in the New Zealand labour market. This is the case even within some gender segregated 

fields: for example, in nursing, which is a profession dominated by women, men are still 

earning comparatively more (Statistics New Zealand, 2015).  

A specific example of pay inequity and the gendering of an employment sector as a 

whole are aged care workers. It is a service role that is highly gendered, where the 

majority of the workers in the New Zealand and Australian context are women aged 45 

years and above (Kaine & Ravenswood, 2014; Parker & Arrowsmith, 2012). In most 

instances a carer is seen as someone in a typically feminine role. It is connected to the 

idea of women’s unpaid role within the home environment as mothers, wives and carers 

for family members. The role of a carer is interpreted as a selfless act done for the good 

of others rather than for pay (Palmer & Eveline, 2012). Age care work is undervalued 

and underappreciated as a profession (Ravenswood & Harris, 2016). In the New 

Zealand and Australian context, age care workers only receive the minimum wage and 

women employees earn less than men (Kaine & Ravenswood, 2014; Statistics New 

Zealand, 2015).  
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Women in leadership 

While more women are graduating with University degrees, entering the workforce and 

participating in the labour market, women are still underrepresented as leaders in the 

workplace. The progression of women into more senior roles is relatively slower than 

for men (Statistics New Zealand, 2015; Still, 2006). For instance, a significant gendered 

gap exists in the legal profession in New Zealand, where 60 percent of law graduates 

admitted to the bar are women. However, less than a quarter of the total proportion of 

partners and directors in New Zealand firms are women (New Zealand Law Society, 

2016). 

When looking at the representation of women as leaders, there appears to be a particular 

gendering effect in certain sectors and workplaces. For instance, the majority of women 

as managers are found in the education, health and service sectors. These occupations 

are predominately clustered by women workers and are sectors which are characteristic 

of caring and nurturing roles, which is typical of feminine work (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2015).  

The scarcity of women as leaders and the progression for women in senior roles is due 

to particular gendered issues facing women in employment. Motherhood is a critical 

contributor to women’s career progression in the workplace (McIntosh, McQuaid, 

Munro, & Dabir-Alai, 2012; Socratous, Galloway, & Kamenou-Aigbekaen, 2016). 

Women’s careers are in direct conflict with the intermediary stage of becoming 

mothers, raising children and looking after dependent children. Women are more likely 

to take a break in their career to go on maternity leave for a set period of time or for an 

unspecified time frame; to look after and care for their children. The issue then becomes 

that while women have been away on maternity leave, men are able to further advance 

their careers more quickly than women because they have not taken a significant 

amount of time away from work to fulfil their roles as fathers (McIntosh et al., 2012).  

The decision to return back to work depends on whether there are suitable working 

arrangements, like flexible working hours and working from home for mothers   

(Woolnough & Redshaw, 2016). Even if women make the decision to return to work, 

the readjustment period back into the work environment can be a tumultuous time for 

women. Women have to re-negotiate how to manage the work environment and 

responsibilities at work with their role as mothers. Some working mothers may feel 
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guilty about being away from their children and missing out on time with their family 

(Alstveit, Severinsson, & Karlsen, 2011; Parcsi & Curtin, 2013).  

The issue of working mothers is further complicated by the conflict between women’s 

personal values and needs as mothers and work responsibilities to the organisation. For 

instance, there is an inherent professional expectation for nurses and lawyers 

progressing to leadership roles/partnership to work full-time, be available to clients, be 

on call and in reach in case of emergencies, and working additional hours to meet 

deadlines (McIntosh, McQuaid, & Munro, 2015; Pinnington & Sandberg, 2013). 

Women’s roles as mothers and the decision to start a family are not harmonious with the 

perception and taken for granted view of professionalism (Pinnington & Sandberg, 

2013).  

For these reasons women’s career progress and rate of upward mobility is significantly 

slower than for men, and overall women are less likely to achieve leadership positions 

in the workplace.   

Promise for a brighter future 

The New Zealand Ministry for Women advocates mentoring as a workplace strategy 

and tool for women to address some of the gendered issues facing women in 

employment (Ministry for Women, 2016). Advocates of mentoring claim that it is 

especially important for women to feel like they have a supportive and encouraging 

work environment with people, who believe in their abilities as professional women. 

Mentoring assists women to become more confident in the workplace and to believe in 

their competencies, discuss career related topics with another person and develop 

strategies that help them succeed in the workplace as women leaders (BarHava-

Monteith, 2016; Marsh, 2016).   

Mentoring can help more women in the workforce to be exposed to career opportunities 

that they otherwise might not have been able to access; to be visible to others, show off 

work competencies and have the confidence to go for a work promotion (Bhatta & 

Washington, 2003; Tharanou, 2005; Wilen-Daugenti, Vien, & Molina-Ray, 2013). 

Mentoring enables women to achieve higher status in the workplace and to attain 
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leadership positions. For instance, mentoring has been shown to help women of colour 

with career advancement in academia (Tran, 2014). 

Mentoring is useful for women leaders who are also working mothers, because it helps 

women to negotiate the demands of work with family responsibilities, and to understand 

how to become more effective with their time in the workplace. Mentors who are 

mothers themselves are more suitable for women leaders, as they are receptive to the 

time demands and challenges placed on women (Perrakis & Martinez, 2012; Strong et 

al., 2013). 

Overall, the usefulness of mentoring and the promise to address gendered problems for 

women at work looks bright. It would therefore be worthwhile to investigate the 

promise of mentoring for New Zealand professional women and whether or not it holds 

any value for constructing a professional identity at work.  

My interest with mentoring and women 

While the promise of mentoring attempts to solve some of the gendered issues discussed 

above, the conversations I have had with an early career woman whom I know well1, 

reveals some of the more intricate and delicate issues of mentoring for women at work. 

More specifically, issues surrounding the mentoring context, the gendering of 

mentoring and the satisfaction with the mentor. 

The woman spoke with me about two mentoring scenarios she had experienced at work: 

a formal mentoring relationship with a woman mentor and an informal mentoring 

relationship with a man. The two mentoring scenarios are discussed below.  

Mentoring scenario one: Formal mentoring 

The mentoring arrangement was during her first year of full-time paid employment. The 

organisation arranged a formal mentoring scheme with a woman mentor to acclimatise 

her as a young professional into the work environment. The woman mentor was on the 

senior management team and had extensive knowledge about the inner workings of the 

organisation. The woman reported to her mentor on a monthly basis during work lunch 

breaks. The conversations would start with the mentor asking about the work day, how 

                                                
1 I am being vague about the nature of our close relationship for the purpose of maintaining anonymity 



6 
 

everything was going, asking about any challenging work cases the woman came across 

and giving advice on how to get ahead in the profession as a woman. The conversations 

and formal structure of the mentoring felt like an obligatory task that her mentor needed 

to complete, in order to fulfil her role as someone on the senior executives’ board within 

the organisation. 

Discussions about forming a professional identity as a woman were tied up with the 

current work context and duties associated with work. It was impossible to discuss any 

other topic areas outside of work or that did not fit within the prescribed nature of work. 

The woman chose not to disclose other areas of her life to her mentor.  

The woman couldn’t relate to her mentor in the way her mentor professed her 

professional identity. The mentor performed her identity in a masculine and 

domineering way. She articulated herself as strong and independent; a woman who had 

fought to move up the career ladder and had to keep fighting to stay on top. 

The mentor was also from an older generation, whose identity of becoming a senior 

executive was tied up with either having children and being a full time mother or 

working full-time. In order to get ahead in the profession, she had to choose between the 

two. The differences between the women in terms of how they saw themselves as 

professionals and the dynamic in the relationship, overall created a dysfunctional 

mentoring relationship that did not continue past the yearlong requirement of the formal 

arrangement.  

Mentoring scenario two: Informal mentoring 

The woman was also informally mentored by a man, whom she met at a work social 

function. The mentor was not directly employed with the company but was brought in 

as an external consultant. The two gradually formed a friendship, as their work interests 

and perspectives were aligned with each other. Their shared connection, values and 

understanding for one another as professional people, meant that the woman could 

relate her professional identity in line with her mentor. Consequently, it developed into 

a high trust/high quality mentoring relationship.  

Unlike the formal mentoring which felt like it was a compulsory role for the mentor to 

fulfil, the woman never felt like she was a ‘burden’ on her mentor’s time. He was 

genuinely interested in wanting to help her further her career in any way possible. The 
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conversations were not strictly tied to work and evolved around topics that naturally 

came up in conversations with a friend. Mentoring was more a matter of connecting 

with another person.  

The mentor respected how the woman articulated her professional identity and gender 

as a woman. The two were able to have honest and frank discussions about femininity 

and being a woman in the profession, challenging the status quo of women in leadership 

and endeavouring to try new things. Through this, the woman was enabled to really 

develop her own unique professional identity, her competence, and sense of being 

successful in her career as a woman. 

What I realised after my discussions with this woman and the stories she told me, was 

that the meaning of mentoring for women at work is complex and multifaceted. The 

contextual elements that surround mentoring (formal/informal mentoring, the work 

context, issues of gender and mentee/mentor dynamics) are all contributing factors for 

understanding how women develop their professional identity and should therefore be 

further explored. The promise of mentoring for enhancing women’s career progression 

is not straightforward.  

The present study explores the concept of mentoring for women at work as a widely 

used and accepted workplace strategy for women. I address mentoring in the way it 

promises to influence women’s professional development and the way women negotiate 

themselves as professional women. I also address the surrounding context in which to 

view mentoring, and whether it has an effect on the interpretation of mentoring and 

women’s mentoring relationships. A poststructuralist discursive analysis is used to 

gather the accounts of women’s mentoring experiences and how mentoring has 

influenced their professional identity. In the following two chapters I review the 

mainstream and feminist literature on mentoring, and then explain the research 

methodology that I engaged in for this project. The analysis is then presented in 

chapters IV and V, and the final chapter draws the project to a conclusion.
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Chapter II Literature review 

This chapter explores the historical development of feminist epistemologies and the 

progression and evolution of ideas about gendered research and women’s experiences in 

the context of research on mentoring at work.  

During the 1960’s and 1970’s, women were fighting for equal employment rights and 

the same access to work opportunities as men, arguing that women were marginalised 

as a minority in employment (Maroney, 1986). The feminist movement argues that 

women as a minority, have largely been ignored from conventional research agendas, 

which favour knowledge from a androcentric view (Eagly & Riger, 2014; Hesse-Biber, 

2007). Women’s rights and gendered research are a central focus for feminism and 

contemporary feminist epistemologies. The general consensus among feminists is that 

women have a particular way of experiencing the world and generating meaning. 

Therefore, women’s research is justified (Hesse-Biber, 2007). Feminist epistemologies, 

including feminist empiricism, standpoint and poststructuralism, each offers an 

alternative approach to gendered research and the different meanings associated with 

women’s experience. 

The chapter begins with a discussion of mainstream approaches to mentoring, to set the 

scene for considering feminist research in the field. The principles within each feminist 

epistemology are then discussed and examples from feminist empirical, standpoint and 

poststructuralist approaches to mentoring research are provided. By using the mentoring 

literature as examples, I attempt to showcase the practical and added value of feminist 

epistemologies for gendered research.   

In the final section of this chapter, I present a paper by Devos (2004), as a key article to 

provide a focused approach and background for the present study. The article is guided 

by feminist poststructuralism and Foucauldian Discourse Analysis. It offers up a critical 

argument for the importance of mentoring context, and its implications for the process 

of identity formation for women at work: more specifically, the shifting and 

contradictory nature of mentoring in the process of forming a woman’s academic 

identity. I therefore use the article to lay the groundwork and justification for the present 

study.  
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Mentoring as we know it 

Kathy Kram is a leading author in the field of workplace mentoring. She is instrumental 

to the history of mentoring and is frequently cited by many authors in today’s mentoring 

literature. For this reason I am including her work as part of an introduction to 

mentoring and mainstream mentoring research. 

Kram (1988) advocates a more inclusive concept to the traditional definition of 

‘mentor’, viewed as an intense one-on-one relationship with a sponsor during adult life, 

to instead refer to ‘developmental relationships’. ‘Developmental relationships’ is a 

broader interpretation of mentoring, as an array of meaningful relationships with others 

in modern work settings and organisations and includes relationships with collegial 

peers as alternative mentors and work supporters (Kram, 1988; Kram & Isabella, 1985).  

Kram’s mentoring research is critical for understanding workplace relationships, 

especially how meaningful relationships with mentors and managers impact individuals’ 

employment and career decisions; their psychosocial benefits; and how mentoring 

occurs at early, mid and late career stages (Kram, 1988). Kram’s insights into workplace 

relationships reveal that mentoring dyads progress along a continuum of four stages: 

initiation, cultivation, separation and redefinition, showing that a mentoring relationship 

is defined by distinct turning points and evolves over time (Kram, 1983). 

Mentoring is now widely implemented in many contemporary work settings and 

institutional environments as workplace strategies for staff development, professional 

learning, employment decisions and staff engagement. For example, mentoring has been 

implemented at an institutional level in the rail industry and in the health care 

profession (Mills, Francis, & Bonner, 2008; Naweed & Ambrosetti, 2015). 

Formal and informal mentoring are two distinct approaches to mentoring at work in 

their characteristics, nature and structure. The two mentoring arrangements are now 

common in contemporary workplaces and are researched in mainstream literature.   

Formal mentoring is an institutionalised mentoring arrangement implemented by the 

organisation or workplace, where a more senior individual is assigned to mentor and 

guide a less experienced junior individual for a specific length of time (Allen & Eby, 

2007). For example, a 12 month formal mentorship program assigned newly qualified 
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nurses with nurse mentors. The formal mentoring was to aid nurse students’ transition 

into the profession and to enhance their work based knowledge. Each member had a 

specific role in the mentoring dyad and understands their role in the context of the 

institution (McCloughen & O’Brien, 2005). 

Formal mentoring relationships are established by a contractual obligation where 

individuals recognise the need to be involved in mentoring, for the good of developing 

work based competencies and learning (Tourigny & Pulich, 2005). The transfer of 

knowledge operates in a top-down hierarchical fashion between members of a 

mentoring dyad, and is usually bound to a work domain and linked with work and 

career based development. The mentee learns what is expected of them in their work 

role and how to behave within institutional norms and standards set by the workplace 

(Tourigny & Pulich, 2005).   

Informal mentoring is a more organically formed mentoring relationship, where a 

relationship is initiated on the basis of mutual liking or sharing common interests 

between members of a mentoring dyad (Allen & Eby, 2007). Informal mentoring is 

more subtle than formalised mentoring arrangements with a designated mentor. 

Individuals may identify the everyday interactions and conversations with work 

colleagues and peers as informal mentoring, which is less agreed upon than formalised 

mentoring (Chao, 2009; Welsh, Bhave, & Kim, 2012). It is less structured than formal 

mentoring and there are no specific timelines for ending the mentoring relationship 

(Tourigny & Pulich, 2005).  

Mainstream research agendas compare the differences between the two mentoring 

contexts in terms of mentoring outcomes, such as career development and psychosocial 

functions. Informal mentoring with mentoring dyads is shown to facilitate more career 

related functions and psychosocial benefits than formalised mentoring arrangements 

(Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992; Ragins & Cotton, 1999; Viator, 2001).  

The spontaneous nature in which informal mentoring relationships are established, the 

level of intensity and reciprocity, means that a mentoring dyad is more akin to a high 

quality relationship. Informal mentoring more effectively serves as a transfer of 

knowledge and learning for the individual (Lewis & Fagenson, 1995; Tourigny & 

Pulich, 2005). Informal mentoring arrangements are more likely than formal 

relationships to expand and evolve across more than one domain – such as work, 
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personal and social spheres, as individuals are mutually committed to each other and the 

relationship, rather than the expected length of time involved (Chao, 2009).  

In theory 

Three theoretical approaches to mentoring have been influential in the mainstream 

literature: Social Learning Theory; Social Exchange Theory; and the Theory of 

Transformational Leadership. Each of these is briefly introduced, below. 

Social Learning Theory considers mentoring as a component of workplace learning 

(Swap, Leonard, Shields, & Abrams, 2001). Individuals involved in a mentoring dyad 

learn from each other and role model each other’s behaviour through the process of 

sharing work knowledge and information. Experience gained and information acquired 

from mentoring can be directly applied to the work environment (Emelo, 2011; Swap et 

al., 2001). Mentoring as a learning device also assists the socialisation process of new 

employees entering into an organisation and work environment (Son, 2016). The role of 

the mentor as a guide, allows an individual to become acclimatised to the work 

environment and to understand how the organisation operates. For instance, mentoring 

has supported new police officers to successfully transition into the work force and 

become familiar with the institutional setting and their work role (Farnese, Bellò, Livi, 

Barbieri, & Gubbiotti, 2016). 

Social Exchange Theory considers mentoring interactions as social transactions and the 

exchanges of ideas, professional expertise and social networks between mentoring 

dyads (Rutti, Helms, & Rose, 2013). In the case of the mentoring dyad, each member 

barters mentoring commodities, in order to optimise the level of social and career 

resources gained. For instance, trying to balance the support received and access to 

work opportunities/work experience with the level of costs invested in the relationship 

such as time (Rutti et al., 2013). The anticipated type of mentoring and level of support 

received, impact the quality and outcome of mentoring (Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy, 

2001). For example, successful mentoring relationships between supervisors and 

counselors exist, when each member perceives mentoring benefits outweighing any 

potential costs or risks associated with the relationship (Laschober, Eby, & Kinkade, 

2013). Mentoring becomes dysfunctional and detrimental, when individuals act on the 

basis of different value sets or disagree on what are appropriate mentoring exchanges to 
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share and trade as resources (Rutti et al., 2013). Social Exchange Theory is valuable in 

mainstream mentoring studies. It provides a framework for assessing the mentoring 

process in terms of how it is established and maintained.  

The Theory of Transformational Leadership differs from the more traditional reward 

focused transactional leadership model. In relation to transformational leadership, 

mentoring moves away from the concept of social exchange for mutual benefit, towards 

a theoretical approach, involving the mentor’s ability to persuade and empower the 

mentees’ actions through inspirational leadership (Scandura & Williams, 2004). 

Transformation leadership involves a style of mentoring, where the mentor’s shared 

vision and inspirational guidance with the mentee, helps the mentee believe in their 

current knowledge set (Huang, Weng, & Chen, 2016). In addition, individuals who are 

supported at work by transformational mentors, are less affected by stress and work 

related pressures (Sosik & Godshalk, 2000).  

Transformational leadership research looks at addressing differences in leadership styles 

between women and men leaders. For example, women leaders display more 

transformational qualities, while men’s approach to leadership is more transactional and 

laissez-faire (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & Van Engen, 2003).  

While each of these theories has contributed significantly to the mainstream literature 

on mentoring over several decades, they don’t specifically deal with gender or gendered 

experiences between women and men as mentees and mentors (Ehrich & Kimber, 

2016). Where they consider sex differences, they assume that there is an essential 

difference between women and men based on biological differences. In feminist terms, 

the mainstream literature has reproduced androcentric approaches to mentoring, that 

devalue women’s experience and knowledge and fail to take into account the specific 

issues facing women in employment and their career development. In the following 

sections, feminist approaches to mentoring are discussed.  The feminist approaches  

have significantly contributed  to gendered perspectives in the literature on mentoring.
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Feminist empiricism  

The purpose of feminist empiricism is to explain and describe existing ‘real-life’ 

experiences and behaviour from groups of people and the realities of social phenomena 

(Letherby, 2003). Feminist empiricism argues that deductive reasoning and methods 

used from traditional research methods, are credible ways of exploring the experience of 

people (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). The approach makes no attempt to change the 

process of long standing empirical research or to challenge hegemonic and normalised 

assumptions that underpin this type of research (Hesse-Biber, 2007). Feminist 

empiricism fundamentally aligns itself with traditional and mainstream research, which 

looks to investigate hypotheses, using the processes of experimentation and 

standardisation, in order to quantify statistical findings. The end result of feminist 

empirical research are general statements about the ‘real’ world that people inhabit 

(Hesse-Biber, 2007).  

A woman’s place 

While feminist empiricism does not make any attempt to change the scientific research 

process, it does make minor alterations and deviates slightly from traditional research. 

Feminist empiricism attends to the theme of gender, by taking account of the way 

traditional research benefits masculine and androcentric forms of understanding (Eagly 

& Riger, 2014).  

Feminist empiricism attempts to safeguard the legitimacy of women’s experiences, by 

focusing on making science and the publication of studies less sexist (Eagly & Riger, 

2014). Feminist empiricism aims to eliminate sexist and gendered assumptions about 

women and their experiences in science. For example, feminist empiricism attends to 

how the majority of participants within research studies are men and boys and the 

publication of findings, which report men and boys first and women and girls second 

(Eagly & Riger, 2014). All such practices bias men and masculine knowledge, while 

knowledge pertaining to women’s feminine experiences and knowledge about being a 

woman are ignored (Stone, 2007). 
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Contribution of feminist empiricism to mentoring 

Feminist empiricist research looks at gender as a contributing factor to mentoring 

outcomes. For instance, women mentors assist mentees, by providing a supportive and 

encouraging environment. Conversely, men traditionally provide career and work 

related outcomes, such as work promotions, job opportunities and access to career 

resources (Allen & Eby, 2004). In this example, the effectiveness of mentoring is 

compared with the gender of the mentors. It makes a gendered assumption that feminine 

mentoring is not related to career progression and it only provides emotional and social 

support, while men as mentors directly influence an employee’s career development and 

assist with developing workplace competencies. It suggests that men are more suitable 

as workplace mentors than women, as men offer the types of advice and guidance 

needed in the institutional work context. Therefore, creating a biased impression of the 

types of support women and men can provide for others at work.  

This gendered impression and stereotype of mentoring that privileges masculine career 

related outcomes, influences how women employees should behave at work. For 

example, the gendering of masculinity influenced the level of mentoring that women 

police officers received from their mentors in an American police organisation (Barratt, 

Bergman, & Thompson, 2014). Women police officers, who behaved in more masculine 

ways at work and identified themselves as heterosexual, received more career related 

mentoring and support at work, than women officers who exhibited feminine features in 

the workplace (Barratt et al., 2014). While the study reports masculine women receive 

more workplace mentoring, it doesn’t go far enough to explain how women police 

officers ‘do’ masculinity within the police force, how masculinity is understood as a 

taken for granted dominant position and the ways in which masculinity is interpreted in 

its subtle and explicit forms in a profession dominated by men. 

Feminist empiricism aims to remove gender bias in mainstream research yet doesn’t go 

further than identifying gender and the importance of gender as a fact of workforce 

realities.  While the mentoring literature thus attends to gender, women’s experiences of 

gendered workplaces and gendered performances at work are not closely investigated.  
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Feminist standpoint 

Feminist standpoint disrupts the claims argued by feminist empiricism about objectivity 

and gender as a fact of reality (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). Feminist standpoint argues 

that feminist empiricists attempt to mitigate gendered assumptions about women, and 

that the publication and presentation of empirical studies adds little value to feminist 

epistemologies (Harding, 1993). Feminist standpoint offers an alternative approach, and 

instead investigates women’s ‘lived’ experiences as a way of bringing together 

gendered knowledge about women (Hesse-Biber, 2007; Letherby, 2003).  

Feminist standpoint theory asserts that women have a distinctive and unique viewpoint 

of the social world they inhabit, that is different from men, and therefore the 

experiences of women should be studied independently to those of men (Ramazanoglu 

& Holland, 2002; Saul, 2003). It argues that the formation of gendered identities and the 

understanding of gender are social experiences, that all women as an oppressed minority 

group, share in common (Elliott, 2011).  

A critique of feminist standpoint is that is assumes that the categorisation of gender and 

the experiences associated with it, will be understood universally by all women (Hesse-

Biber, 2007). It does not take into account contextual surroundings on the construction 

of forming a gendered identity, or the multiple and contrasting interpretations of gender. 

However, feminist work on intersectionality has gone some way to disrupt a unified 

gendered identity for women. Intersectionality is fruitful for feminist research and the 

psychological research field, as it takes into account the differences among women and 

the intricacies of human life on the experiences of women (Cole, 2009; Rosenthal, 

2016).  

Intersectionality is a term that signifies multiple social dimensions of an individual 

(such as gender, identity, sexuality, age, ethnicity and race), which intersect at various 

levels (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013). The term suggests that the categories to which an 

individual belongs, are so intertwined with one another that they cannot be entirely 

separate or made to be distinct. The social relations of women can provide a rich textual 

background, in which the understanding of being a woman and the differences between 

women can be explored (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013). The influence of power as a 

mediating force on social categories, also complicates the discussion of intersectionality 
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and how it is applied to feminist research (Davis, 2008). Intersectionality should be an 

inclusive principle throughout feminist research (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013). For 

example, while feminist epistemological positions appear to be different in their aims, 

principles and approaches, the idea of intersectionality should be a central theme 

throughout.  

Through the looking glass 

Harding (1991) argues that the gendering of identity and the experiences of women are 

“socially situated” (p. 119). The social context of the world which individuals, groups 

and communities inhabit, influences, moulds, creates and reinforces the experiences of 

human life (McLaughlin, 2003; Naples, 2003). The social hierarchy and strata women 

are located within, varies across groups/communities, geographical locations, cultures 

and ethnicities. It positions women’s gendered experiences of their identities in specific 

ways. The reality of experience is not legitimised from only one perspective, but can be 

justified from the array of social, political and economic locations that people inhabit 

(Harding, 1991).  

The social position of people will determine the types of knowledge about gender, 

experience and identity that can be produced (Harding, 1993). Each person is 

knowledgeable of their own lived experiences; however, their social position influences 

what kinds of knowledge are legitimised over others, and who has access to legitimate 

knowledge. Some positions in social hierarchies do not have access to processes for 

legitimating knowledge.  

Women in a significantly lower strata and social location gain an alternative 

epistemological position from other women located in a higher strata (Harding, 1991). 

Arguably, women in lower social, economic and political standings, have to be 

consciously aware of, not only their subordinate position and the experiences they have 

in the world, but also to engage with the experiences and opinions of people in the 

‘masters’ position. Women in these positions are subjected to multiple life experiences 

of the social world around them and therefore gain a more comprehensive view 

(Campbell & Wasco, 2000).  

Overall, feminist standpoint aims to provide a platform for all the ‘missing voices’ of 

women to be heard. Therefore, the main aim of analysis is to recognise gendered issues 
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and the ‘lived’ experiences of women in oppressed groups, women who are 

disadvantaged and women from minority groups (Hesse-Biber, 2007).  

Contribution of feminist standpoint to mentoring 

Intense, formal, one-on-one mentoring pathways may not be ideal for minority women 

and groups of underrepresented women. The transfer of knowledge and context of 

mentoring situates workplace mentoring around work, but doesn’t allow for other 

realms of women’s lives to be addressed. The social contexts that diverse women 

inhabit, will inform their experiences with mentoring and the formation of identity as 

professional women (San Miguel & Kim, 2015).  

For instance, women managers from Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom 

conceptualise mentoring differently from each other (Abalkhail & Allan, 2015). The 

geographical position and cultural influences of the women’s lives, informed how they 

interpreted mentoring, and how it made sense for them in their professional lives as 

managers. For Saudi Arabian women, the cultural and customary traditions determined 

by gender, influenced the women’s experience with mentoring and how it was 

interpreted in their social position. Cultural practices surrounding work and life 

privileged masculine authority. Here, men in the family home were guides and 

supporters for the women’s career. On the other hand, women from the United 

Kingdom interpreted mentoring as a common workplace practice, that was connected 

with work and professional development (Abalkhail & Allan, 2015).  

In Western contexts, where second wave feminism has been influential in promoting 

gender equality at work, feminist co-mentoring is one alternative mentoring model for 

women (McGuire & Reger, 2003). Rather than having a distinct hierarchical power 

difference between the mentee and mentor, feminist co-mentoring enables women to 

mentor and be mentored by other women. Women in similar occupations can form 

informal peer-like relationships with each other, so that the transfer of knowledge is 

uni-directional (Kram & Isabella, 1985; McGuire & Reger, 2003). It also enables an 

expansive network of mentoring relationships for women, which can occur at different 

points throughout their career (Maack & Passet, 1993). For instance, informal 

mentoring between nurses aided the learning process among nursing peers. Nurses 

modeled the actions of their peers, and the knowledge sharing process between nurses 
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helped women to develop professional competencies in the workplace (Kensington, 

2006; Ryan, Goldberg, & Evans, 2010).  

The feminist co-mentoring model is premised on values of collaboration, mutual 

exchange and the sharing of common professional goals between women. Feminist co-

mentoring enables women to form gendered relationships with each other, where 

discussions of work, life, spiritual and personal dimensions of their lives can overlap in 

the mentoring conversations (McGuire & Reger, 2003).  

For women of colour and from diverse ethnicities, traditional mentors may be difficult 

to find in the workplace. The dominance of Western ideologies and organisational 

practices around mentoring exacerbates the issue. A multicultural feminist model of 

mentoring for women, which incorporates an understanding of power dynamics 

between individuals, enables marginalised women to form mentoring relationships, out 

of respect and equality in acknowledging all experiences as worthy (Benishek, 

Bieschke, Park, & Slattery, 2004).  

These two mentoring models empower marginalised groups of women, enabling them 

to see that they do not need to align their professional identities with Westernised 

ideologies and norms of traditional mentoring (Chesney-Lind, Okamoto, & Irwin, 

2006). For example, informal peer mentoring helps to reposition women’s academic 

identity, from being ‘outsiders’, who occupy minimal space within the academic 

landscape, to being ‘insiders’. The informal interactions with women helped the women 

to broaden their support networks, gain confidence around publication and have other 

women who understood the experience in academia (De Four-Babb, Pegg, & Beck, 

2015). It appears that the quality of informal mentoring and mentoring networks for 

women can help address the lack of women in leadership positions, by increasing 

appropriate gendered mentoring.  

Feminist standpoint is useful for identifying the social worlds and environments, in 

which marginalised and diverse women live. It provides a textual background to 

understand how context guides and shapes women’s ‘lived’ experiences and 

interpretations of gender. However, it still does not delve deep enough into the power 

relations that exist within the social environment, and how power intersects with gender 

to produce certain kinds of knowledge and understanding about professional identity. 
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Feminist poststructuralism 

Feminist poststructuralism offers an alternative view of gender and the production of 

gendered knowledge (Weedon, 1997). Feminist poststructuralism seeks to disrupt 

fundamental and pervasive assumptions about gendered identity and women’s 

experience offered by feminist standpoint epistemology. Feminist poststructuralism 

challenges the construction of masculine/feminine and men/women binaries as an 

experience, but rather instead asserts that gendered identity is a societal effect of 

discursive power relations (Davies & Gannon, 2005; Weedon, 1997, 1999).  

Key principles 

Weedon (1997) articulates a need to study language and the associated power structures 

of knowledge production. The question of power is crucial for understanding the 

relationship between language, subjectivity and the production of discourse (Gavey, 

1989; Weedon, 1999). Poststructuralism construes language as being active in creating 

ways of understanding social reality, generating social meanings and legitimating 

different kinds of knowledge produced in society (Weedon, 1997). Language is 

productive, in so far as saying that when labels and categories are assigned to people, 

such as ‘mother/father’ and ‘lesbian/straight’, specific meanings are attached to how 

people orientate themselves in society through the categories to which they belong.  

Feminist poststructuralism considers language as never being separate from context, and 

is constantly embedded in various space and time dimensions (Weedon, 1997). It is 

important to take into account the influence of context on the production of language 

and knowledge, as it has some bearing on the multiplicity of meaning (Hesse-Biber, 

2007). Each person understands a version of reality differently from the next person. 

The different versions of events present alternative, contradictory and competing ideas 

of gendered phenomena (Gavey, 1989; Weedon, 1997). Feminist poststructuralism does 

not look for accurate accounts, but explores divergent ways of producing knowledge 

and understanding the world around us (Hesse-Biber, 2007). 

An association can be made between the threads of language and concepts of 

subjectivity. Weedon (1997) stresses that like language, subjectivity is continuously 

shaped by the historical and contextual surroundings of the world that people inhabit. 
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Subjectivity is a social process, whereby the understanding and sense of the identity, 

individual thought, personal experience and belief are sculpted through situational 

factors (Weedon, 1997, 1999). The concept of subjectivity is further extended to suggest 

that variance exists within and between individuals (Weedon, 1997). For example, at a 

particular time point or in a specific context, an individual can occupy a particular 

subject position such as ‘friend’, whilst simultaneously rejecting and/or contradicting 

this subject position in favour of another subject position such as ‘colleague’.  

 

Additionally, subjectivity suggests that, in order for the significance of language within 

contextual settings to have an effect on the production of knowledge, it is important to 

consider the ‘process of subjectification’ (Weedon, 1997). The interest of feminist 

poststructuralism is not to suggest that an individual is a unified subject that is viewed 

as stable and coherent, but rather to contextualise how the individual becomes an active 

subject within social, historical and political landscapes (Gavey, 1989). 

 

The interest of feminist poststructuralism is then to realise how power is interlaced in 

the making of an individual. Namely, to what extent power influences the construction 

of an active subject and how the actions and behaviours of an individual are 

constrained/enabled, reinforced and manipulated by power in some way (O'Farrell, 

2005). More importantly, feminist poststructuralism is concerned with whether an 

individual actively resists or takes up the actions and behaviours offered to them and 

what subject positions become available for them  (O'Farrell, 2005). 

 

Language, subjectivity and issues of power are realised in discourse. Weedon (1997) 

uses the Foucauldian approach to discourse, as a principle for addressing the ways in 

which knowledge and the underlying assumptions about gender, social roles and work 

roles are constituted through discourse. Discourse plays close attention to the 

functionality of a group of statements, assembled to form a meaningful object and the 

surrounding context in which to imply meaning. Discourse influences the social conduct 

of people, their thoughts, their environment and the way in which people work 

(Weedon, 1997). 
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The question of power and the gendered subject 

Feminist poststructuralism argues that power operates as an invisible and overarching 

force, contributing to the maintenance of hegemonic gendered language and knowledge 

(Weedon, 1997). Power is always operating within spaces of society, to re-establish old 

meanings and to generate new meanings about gendered knowledge and individual 

subjectivity (Stone, 2007). As a mechanism, power relations act to simultaneously 

establish and discredit what can be taken to be legitimate forms of gendered truth within 

society. Individuals are simultaneously enabled and constrained by power, and as agents 

can take up alternative subject positions within hegemonic, masculine discourse (Stone, 

2007). As a result, individuals are constantly moving through different constructions 

and redefining the meaning of gender in relation to themselves.  

Additionally, intersectionality is taken into account through multiple social, personal 

and cultural positioning of women in the production of a gendered ‘identity’ through 

various spatial and temporal contexts. The formation of a gendered subject is never 

finalised, therefore making it possible for individuals to construct diverse interpretations 

of the ‘self’ (Davies et al., 2006; Elliott, 2011; McLaren, 2002).   

Feminist poststructuralism opens up a space for women to enquire into the limits and 

boundaries of agency. Analysis of agency offers women the opportunity to view how 

different discourses and the underlying assumptions of society construct gendered 

identities (Davies, 1991; Hesse-Biber, 2007). In attending to agency, feminist 

poststructuralism reveals inconsistencies in the construction of discourse and women’s 

accounts of gender (Davies, 1991).  

Overall, feminist poststructuralist epistemology is valuable, as it does not assume that 

all women have the same experiences, but rather takes into account that plurality, 

shifting and contradictory experiences of women are constituted through discourse. In 

doing so, it tackles the complexities and intricacies of power, that are interlaced through 

and between the folds of producing a gendered subject and the formation of identity.  
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Contribution of feminist poststructuralism to mentoring  

Feminist poststructuralism provides insights into identity construction for women at 

work (Peters, 2010). The importance of understanding context, in regards to the 

formation of identity, is crucial for a poststructuralist lens. The socio-political context of 

mentoring, mentoring relationships and the surrounding workplace, contribute 

significantly to the formation of a gendered identity for women. More so, women’s 

identity is inconsistent when competing and alternative work settings and mentoring 

contexts disrupt how women see themselves at work. For instance, a student teacher 

encountered two contrasting mentoring contexts and competing teacher discourses 

within her teaching environments. The woman was conflicted by which teacher 

discourse to take up and how to perform her role as a teacher within two mentoring 

relationships and with women mentors (Jackson, 2001).  

The first mentoring context was conducive to learning and getting to know what worked 

and what didn’t work for the mentee, rather than following in the footsteps of the 

supervisor/mentor. The supervisor was open to different teaching styles, which meant 

that the woman had the freedom to individually teach classes without scrutiny or 

pressure from her supervisor. In this mentoring context, a ‘what you want to be’ teacher 

discourse granted the woman the opportunity to develop her own unique style and flair 

for teaching (Jackson, 2001). In the second mentoring context, the teaching style and 

learning environment were very different. The supervising teacher/mentor followed a 

prescribed educational book for teachers, and micromanaged every aspect of the student 

teacher’s involvement in the class (Jackson, 2001). A ‘follow me’ teacher discourse 

conflicted with the discourse of the first mentoring context and constrained how the 

woman should behave and teach within the classroom (Jackson, 2001).   

The woman’s experience with the instability in the two discourses was implicated in the 

way she understood her teacher identity. The first context enabled her to weave and 

construct multiple interpretations of being a teacher identity and what it meant to her, 

throughout the school day depending on the kinds of discursive resources available to 

her at the time (Jackson, 2001). This meant that her professional identity was always in 

a state of flux, that was dynamic and changing to the socio-political teaching 

environment. While in the second mentoring context, she felt disciplined and governed 

to occupy one particular teacher identity that was in line with her mentor. She felt rigid 
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in her attempts to occupy multiple and diverse teacher identities in this context, for fear 

of punishment for disobeying a normative and institutionalised teacher discourse 

(Jackson, 2001). From a feminist poststructuralist lens, the experience in forming an 

identity and how women perform a professional identity at work is less uniform and 

stable, because of the conflicting discourses immediately available to the context.  

In another example of feminist poststructuralist interest in socio-political context 

influencing identity formation, it addresses how women’s identity is formed in and 

around highly institutional contexts and gendered professions. For instance, women of 

colour, who have experienced mentoring and working in a highly masculine and 

gendered profession, engage in two competing and contradictory subject positions, to 

construct their identity within academia (Buzzanell, Long, Anderson, Kokini, & Batra, 

2015). The women engage in institutionalised subject positions, governed by formal 

workplace relationships and a work context. It privileges a grand narrative of being 

focused at work, publishing papers and lecturing. The women align their academic 

identity with what is normalised as ‘successful’ within the work context (Buzzanell et 

al., 2015). However, the women simultaneously resist institutional norms and engage in 

a cultural and religious mentoring discourse. The women consider alternative forms of 

activities outside of work such as church and informal mentoring arrangements with 

work colleagues.  

From a feminist poststructuralist framework, while the context may be an influencing 

factor, it depends on the kinds of discourses that are available to women, which are 

situated in context and what subject positions they occupy (Buzzanell et al., 2015). 

Women of colour may have alternative discourses to reflect on, such as cultural and 

religious resources, which mean that they can disrupt the traditional view of mentoring 

and escape formalised mentoring. 

A further example illustrating the appropriateness of feminist poststructuralism for the 

mentoring literature, addresses the question of power. For example, university students 

involved in a mentoring dyad with mentors, and supervisory-supervisee relationships, 

illustrate the issue of power operating within hierarchical mentoring arrangements 

(Christie, 2014; Markham & Chiu, 2011). The boundaries as mentor-mentee and 

supervisor-supervisee create an imbalance in power, where the individual in the more 

senior role has control and authority over the individual in the lesser position, and this 
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affects how the mentoring relationship is structured. The dynamics of power mean that 

the mentee does not feel like they can overstep their role as someone in a less senior and 

experienced position. The mentee questions whether their knowledge is appropriate to 

the context such as discussing professional issues with a mentor (Markham & Chiu, 

2011).  

The articles offer a worthwhile discussion on the importance of addressing context, in 

relation to poststructuralism and identity. This is especially in regard to asking the 

question of how power is exercised within different socio-political, economic and 

cultural contexts in relation to mentoring and identity formation.  

Summary  

In summary, feminist poststructuralism asks different questions of gender to empiricist 

and standpoint approaches. The main question in poststructuralism addresses the 

societal influence of discourse and power in the construction of gender. By 

understanding the contextual surroundings of discourse, the important question of how 

women ‘do’ gender can be explored. For example, how a discourse of femininity is 

constructed in different workplaces and institutional contexts and how these 

surroundings position and shape how femininity is understood by women. In this 

regard, feminist poststructuralism addresses the subtle and intricate forms of accounting 

of gender, whilst at the same time considering the taken-for-granted dominant 

assumptions of gender.  

Setting the scene 

Devos (2004), reports a qualitative study that I reflexively found interesting and has 

ultimately influenced the design and formulation of the research questions in the present 

study. The article focused on analysis of one particular woman – Karen – and how 

mentoring experiences with others in an Australian University workplace constructed an 

academic ‘self’. Devos (2004), reflects on the ‘self’, by arguing that workplace 

mentoring operates to control and discipline the actions of individuals by exercising 

power relations. Karen’s construction of her ‘self’ was reformulated by direct 

observation and monitoring from mentors, internalising the mentor’s advice and 
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disciplining her own actions at work. Mentoring positioned Karen in different ways and 

the very nature of being involved in workplace mentoring relationships with a woman 

mentor and her partner informed how she saw herself within academia. 

In the present study, I am drawing on the key message of this concept of mentoring and 

how it influences women’s actions and how they see themselves at work. I am 

interpreting Devos (2004) concept of ‘selves’ in a poststructuralist sense as identities. 

Viewed from a humanist perspective, the self is associated with a more stable, ongoing 

sense of who we are as persons, while identity is a term with more flexibility and 

fragmentation in regard to different contexts (Davies, 1991). In regard to this study, I 

am interested in how New Zealand women negotiate their professional identity within 

different mentoring landscapes and how identity is constructed within different 

workplaces.  

Devos (2004) uses mentoring as a concept in its broadest sense, to include any 

experiences with mentors and instances with workplace mentoring. She mentions that 

Karen has been formally involved in an institutional mentoring scheme with a woman 

mentor, along with an informal mentoring at the University. In the analysis, the author 

does not identify different socio-political mentoring contexts as key determinants to 

how Karen’s ‘self’ is disciplined and constructed at work. The author is not really 

interested in how different mentoring contexts may exercise power relations to 

influence the construction of the ‘self’. The topic of mentoring per se as a disciplinary 

force is the focus of the article. 

For this reason I am focusing on formal and informal mentoring as two different 

workplace mentoring approaches. I am interested in how New Zealand professional 

women make sense of these two mentoring contexts, and how the different mentoring 

arrangements with mentors operate to constrain and/or enable women’s professional 

identity. More specifically, as argued by feminist poststructuralism and Foucault, I am 

interested in addressing the question of power as a key reference to mentoring and 

mentoring arrangements for women within the workplace. 

Most of the construction of the ‘self’ in Devos (2004) is based on the mentoring 

experiences with a woman mentor. Halfway through the analysis, the author introduces 

mentoring experiences with an informal mentor, who is Karen’s husband and work 

supervisor. She mentions this particular mentoring relationship is complex, by asserting 
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that the dual role as mentor and partner complicate the relationship. But to a large 

extent, the fact that the mentor is also the husband is glossed over and does not explain 

how the exercise of power complicates the mentoring relationship. This particular type 

of mentoring has some implications for the gendering of the relationship, as Karen 

prioritises her personal relationship as husband and wife and that of wanting to impress 

her husband. It also seriously affects how Karen experiences informal mentoring and 

overall, affects her judgment of the construction of her ‘self’ at work. For this reason, I 

am addressing the significance of socio-political contexts surrounding formal and 

informal mentoring and how this is implicated in gender relations for professional 

women at work.  

Reflexivity 

When I came across this article, I was really intrigued by the complexity of mentoring 

in the way Karen positioned her professional identity. I have worked part time on and 

off, mostly as a member of the weekend staff, but wouldn’t consider that I have 

experienced mentoring in the workplace to understand the depth and complexity 

involved, especially for women. The interactions and conversations with managers were 

mostly around achieving performance targets, set by the organization, or when work 

duties needed to be completed for the day. For me, I felt like the conversations were 

more to do with making sure everyone was on target, and was limited to times when we 

needed to perform as an organisation. So I considered the interactions with others to be 

performance based, rather than managers trying to figure out who I was and really care 

about my development as an individual in the organization.  

So for me, this article helped to fill in some gaps about workplace mentoring for 

women. Karen seemingly took on the advice of her mentor, without questioning her 

mentor’s intentions and sought to perform her professional identity and take account of 

her actions at work differently. I was really drawn to the unexpected intricacies of 

mentoring that complicated the woman’s narrative of how she made sense of herself at 

work. For example, the contrast of a mothering discourse with an institutional norm of 

success, performing an academic identity that fits in with the institution, gender issues 

and being mentored by her partner. It revealed to me, that mentoring isn’t as 

straightforward as previously thought. There are several factors happening 
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simultaneously that constrain and/or enable how mentoring is understood at work and 

its implication of professional identity. 

Aims of the study 

The aim of this study is to identify how New Zealand professional women make sense 

of mentoring in relation to different mentoring landscapes, and how the issue of power 

is implicated in the construction of a professional identity. The main research question I 

will be addressing is: how do professional women understand mentoring in the context 

of work and how do they use discourse to narrate their mentoring experiences? 

Amongst the women recounting a mentoring story and their experiences with mentors, I 

wish to identify the discursive resources the women engaged with, to position 

themselves and their mentors in a particular way. As a result, I address the question: 

how do social power relations influence the actions of the women and their mentors and 

consequently influence how women make sense of their professional identity? 
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Chapter III Research Methodology 

This chapter focuses on the theory, processes and procedures I used, to carry out a 

feminist poststructuralist project. The aim was to identify how mentoring is discursively 

constructed in the narratives of nine New Zealand professional women from various 

employment areas, and its implication on professional development. The meaning of 

mentoring through the use of discourse, guided my interpretative stance in relation to 

how the discourses emerged for me and my responses to them. In order for the reader to 

evaluate my interpretations, I have endeavoured to remain reflexive regarding the 

processes involved in being a researcher, an interviewer and a tertiary student. I have 

illustrated my thoughts, assumptions, personal insights, and any problems that may have 

arisen throughout the project with reflexive commentary. 

The previous chapter introduces feminist poststructuralism (Weedon, 1997) as a 

particular lens, that informs the research questions and the contextual setting of the 

study. A discussion of the key principles is extended in this chapter, to fully explain the 

concepts that I engaged with theoretically to inform my project. Michel Foucault has 

contributed significantly to feminist research, in the way people interpret and draw 

meaning of the world around them through discourse (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983). 

More importantly, he addressed power relations and its influence on social meaning 

(Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983).  I will address his contribution involving the key principles 

in relation to the present study.  

Power/knowledge 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) describes a noticeable shift over the previous 

200 years, in the way punishment is understood within the penal system in England and 

France. The sentencing of punishment was previously understood as a form of torture, 

where people from the community were invited to watch human body parts being 

dismembered (Smart, 2002). From here, the interpretation shifted to the appearance of 

criminals and the understanding of particular institutions housing individuals (Foucault, 

1977). Today, the meaning of punishment is constructed by the sentencing of 
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individuals to time in prison. By looking at the transition of the concept of punishment, 

Foucault suggests that power is intertwined in the generation of meaning:  

power produces knowledge ... that power and knowledge directly imply one another; that 

there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor 

any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 27)  

The complexity of power informs the types of knowledge that can be generated, by 

whom and what forms of meaning are legitimised over others (McHoul & Grace, 1997; 

Smart, 2002). The significance of power is addressed below. 

Significance of power  

Foucault acknowledged the need to address the context of power in relation to various 

historical and socio-political environments. More importantly, Foucault revolutionised 

the concept of power, by understanding the significance of power as a relational force 

on the actions of individuals, communities and institutions (Taylor & Vintges, 2004). 

Foucault conceptualised power, by addressing the question of “How,” not in the sense 

of “How does it manifest itself?”but “By what means it is exercised?” and “What 

happens when individuals exert ...  power over others”(Foucault, 1983, p. 217). In 

articulating power and following on from the discussions of Devos (2004), I 

conceptualise mentoring as a practical device of power. Power has a direct implication 

on the construction of women’s professional identity. It forms a particular type of 

knowledge for women at work, including an understanding of success, professional 

development, how to be a successful woman and the importance of workplace 

relationships (Devos, 2004).  

The question of power is also important when taking into account the theme of the 

subject in Foucault’s work: 

This form of power that applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the 

individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a 

law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It is 

a form of power which makes individuals subjects. There are two meanings of the word 

subject: subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by 

conscience or self-knowledge (Foucault, 1983, p. 212).  
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The ‘subject’ is relevant for this study, as individuals in a mentoring dyad, are 

influenced by the actions of its members and are controlled to behave in a normative 

way, within workplace environments. It is a way to classify individuals and to designate 

a way of being and identifying at work, which has been fashioned between the mentee 

and mentor. There may be a level of dependence and reliance attributed to being 

involved in a mentoring relationship, which becomes intertwined with a mentee’s 

understanding of their own identity. 

Disciplinary power 

Disciplinary power is a mode of observation and surveillance, that operates within 

various institutional settings, workplaces and organisations. It has a direct implication 

on the actions of an individual, where, for instance, soldiers become ‘docile bodies’, 

giving the impression of control on the actions and behaviours of an individual 

(Foucault, 1977; Rabinow, 1991). Soldiers are monitored and observed in their daily 

actions by others, such as performing routine drills and the use of hand movements 

(Rabinow, 1991). Over time, these rehearsed movements are reinforced by others, that 

they become so automatic and natural to the soldier (Rabinow, 1991). 

Foucault does not account for gender, in the way that the body is disciplined between 

women and men. Bartky (1988) takes up Foucault’s concept of ‘docile bodies’, to offer 

three ways that disciplinary power can be seen to effect the interpretation of a feminine 

body, and what it means for women to be feminine in the context of others. Bartky 

(1988) argues that women are performing femininity and doing femininity in certain 

ways, because women perceive men to be looking at and ‘gazing’ at them. Therefore, in 

order to appear desirable and attractive to men, women attempt to portray feminine 

characteristics and traits.   

In the first instance, women are disciplined by healthy eating and lifestyle magazines, 

newspapers and media advertisements, which endorse dieting and the maintenance of an 

‘ideal’ feminine figure. Media calls women to take action and be scrupulous with 

exercise and to constantly watch what they eat, in order to remain slender and desirable 

to men at all times (Bartky, 1988). Women are also disciplined by what are appropriate 

physical spaces and boundaries that women should occupy (Bartky, 1988). For 

example, a wide stance when walking and having your legs apart when sitting, are 
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inappropriate for women and should only be taken up by men (Bartky, 1988). 

Additionally, women are disciplined through the use of cosmetics, skincare products, 

clothing and appropriate hairstyles. These are daily routines which are coordinated and 

timely activities imposed on the women’s schedules, to remain desirable to men 

(Bartky, 1988). 

While the Bartky (1988) article is useful, to suggest that women and men are disciplined 

differently from each other and the experiences of performing femininity are different 

between women, the modes of disciplinary power in this article are outdated. In today’s 

context, the advancement of technology, the proliferation of internet, social media and 

the cosmetic industry are constantly changing and adapting the meaning of femininity. 

For instance, the marketing of ‘girly’ clothing fashion trends with child-star celebrities 

impacts pre-teen girls understanding of femininity and the decision to wear a particular 

dress and or style (Jackson, Vares, & Gill, 2012).   

From a postfeminist lens, this means that women and girls are more than ever exposed 

to various avenues of disciplining power, and is not just through media, as suggested in 

Bartky (1988). Various technologies of power constantly remind women and girls on a 

day-to-day basis how to ‘do’ femininity and what are appropriate forms of femininity 

within the current market of what is seen as trendy and cool forms of doing femininity. 

The technologies of discipline have proliferated to such an extent, that the information 

on femininity and the imaginary ‘gaze’ of doing femininity correctly, isn’t just 

associated with men. Women are disciplining themselves as well as each other.  

For instance, women are consciously and socially aware of how they are judged and 

‘looked’ at in the presence of other women (Riley, Evans, & Mackiewicz, 2016). 

Women pass judgement and critical ‘looks’ on the appearance of other women and how 

they are doing femininity, questioning whether women are doing it well enough, 

comparing each other’s femininity in social circumstances, and whether it is appropriate 

to the context (Riley et al., 2016). The ‘looking’ from other women is a constant 

reminder to women, to monitor and exercise surveillance over their own actions, 

behaviours and bodies in a feminine way.   

In relation to this study, mentoring can also be thought of as a technique of disciplinary 

power for women at work. Following on from Devos (2004), the mentoring sessions, 

conversations with the mentor and constant questioning can be argued as discrete ways 
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in which the mentor observes and monitors the actions and thought processes of the 

mentee. Through these disciplining actions, the mentee is repeatedly reminded of the 

correct method of going about things, and how to be a ‘good’ employee in the context 

of work. The mentee sets about to change their actions to role model the actions of the 

mentor. In the long term, the mentee’s actions are affirmed and reinforced by the mentor 

and gradually become ingrained as normalised behaviours.  

In considering mentoring as a device of disciplinary power, it is important to recognise 

the contextual parameters and boundaries in which mentoring operates, and the ways in 

which power governs women’s actions and the actions of others within the mentoring 

relationship. In this sense, mentoring is seen to operate within the public domain of 

work, as an institutionalised and formalised environment. Mentoring at work is 

therefore visible for all of its members. Individuals respond to this by self-disciplining 

their actions and behaviours, in accordance to what is expected of them within the 

domain of work.  

The idea of governmentality is therefore relevant for this study as it would consider how 

women are governed within institutional work spaces, sectors and professions. 

Importantly, it would consider the context of mentoring as a technique to control the 

actions, attitudes and behaviours of women at work. 

Governmentality 

Foucault drew attention to the problems that arise when defining “how to be governed, 

by whom, to what extent, to what ends, and by what methods” (Senellart, 2007, p. 89) as 

an ‘art of government’. For Foucault, this definition relied too heavily on the specific 

political nature and influence of the government on individual behaviour (Senellart, 

2007). Foucault realised that power can occur within any context, including the home 

environment, among peer groups and across various institutions. In recognising the 

problems of conceptualising government, Foucault used the term ‘governmentality’ to 

convey the broadest possible way power relations within a domain operate on individual 

behavior (Macleod & Durrheim, 2002; McNay, 1994). Foucault used the example of 

psychiatric institution as a physical space where power relations operate, which govern 

individual behaviour (Senellart, 2007). Governmentality conveys the need to consider 

the exercise of power that operates at different levels and to consider the function that 
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power has on the actions of individuals. In doing so, governmentality takes into account 

the contextual limitations and restrictions of power.  

Discourse 

In the Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault argued that discourse is a way to draw 

relevance and meaning from language (Foucault, 1989; McHoul & Grace, 1997). 

Discourse, as a group of statements, allows sentences and phrases to hold a complex set 

of information about the social environment and everyday activities within society 

(Foucault, 1989; Parker, 1990). Discourse takes place in different spatial and contextual 

environments, so that no two discourses mean the same thing, allowing for multiple and 

contrasting discourses. Over time, discourses become normalised and so ingrained as 

part of everyday practice, that particular discourses are privileged and made to be 

legitimate forms of truth. In doing so, the legitimacy of other discourses is marginalised 

and negated (Foucault, 1989). 

A feature of discourse is that what is explicitly said in written and spoken material can 

be addressed, while at the same time silences or the instances when things are implied 

can be explored (Gill, 1997) In this context, understanding the details in which 

individuals remain oppressed, subordinated as a minority, or when individuals resist 

hegemonic discourse to take up alternative interpretations, can be identified (Burman, 

1991).  

The concept of discourse is useful for this study. It takes into account the multiplicity in 

the meaning and interpretation of mentoring, and the alternative discourses available to 

women in the context of work and constructing a professional identity. Analysis of 

discourse provides a contextually sensitive practice to identify mentoring discourses.  

Summary 

The theoretical framework of Foucault grounded by feminist poststructuralism, offers a 

unique point of view on the interrelationship between power/knowledge and discourse, 

in the way mentoring and identity are studied. It grants the women participants and I the 

opportunity to explore multiple and conflicting interpretations of mentoring, as a way of 

constructing identity. More specifically, the theoretical perspective enables me to delve 
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deeper into the complexity of mentoring and mentoring relationships through power 

relations. It also suggests that women are simultaneously constrained and/or enabled by 

the subject positions available to them in discourse. Overall, it does not just investigate 

the concept of mentoring, but realises the interweaving social-political and historical 

contexts in the way mentoring and identity are understood.  

Research design and method 

A Foucauldian Discourse Analysis is an appropriate theory to address the principles of 

Foucault. The purpose of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis is to highlight excerpts in 

textual material where discourse is used, and to explore its material effect on individuals 

actions and behaviours (Gill, 1997). In addressing the connections with power, 

knowledge and language, I am able to understand how particular discourses become 

available to women within various institutional settings and professions. In these 

contexts, I am able to explore how power reaffirms what is considered legitimate 

knowledge.  

Mentoring is the focus of this study. It provides a link between the conceptual work and 

the key principles of Foucault, discussed above, with a practical application for 

addressing discourse/knowledge and power relations. The concept of mentoring allows 

me to identify all the possible ways mentoring discourses are conveyed by women 

participants, including diverse experiences with formal and informal mentoring, 

understandings of being a mentee/mentor and alternative definitions of mentoring for 

women.   

The understanding of mentoring discourses is best captured through the narratives of 

professional women – as a homogenous group of New Zealand women. Professional 

women, with a minimum of at least two years working experience, are more likely to 

have experienced mentoring within their career and/or to have come across mentoring 

within the work domain. Professional women are also more likely to have a clear 

understanding and sense of who they are at work. Therefore, the accounts from 

professional women would generate multiple understandings of mentoring for women at 

work and its implication on professional identity. 
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I am interested in identifying the discursive strategies the women engage in, to account 

for their mentoring experiences and the various positions women take up to situate 

themselves in relation to mentoring. To address my research questions, I conducted 

individual face-to-face interviews with professional women to serve the basis for 

analysis. In the following sections, I describe how participants were recruited, the 

interviews, the transcription process, and analysis. 

Participant recruitment 

A screening questionnaire was completed to determine which approval processes the 

study required (see Appendix A). Following discussions with my supervisor and a peer 

review of the project’s ethics protocol by a senior researcher in the School of 

Psychology at Massey University, the study was determined to be low risk. I received a 

low risk notification from the Massey University Human Ethics Committee (see 

Appendix B). 

Women participants were recruited using a technique called ‘snowballing’, with the 

assistance of contact people. It was a purposeful and convenient technique to locate a 

homogenous subset of women - professional women - who had experienced mentoring 

at work. I approached three contact people, including mutual acquaintances, family 

members and friends, who acted as the first point of contact for the study. The contact 

people approached women, who they thought would be ideal to participate in the study, 

and provided them with information about participating.  

Potential participants were invited to be interviewed if they were professional women, 

with at least two years working experience in their profession, 18 years and above, 

proficient in English, had experienced formal/informal mentoring at work and had an 

understanding of their professional identity.  

I left it up to the contact people’s discretion as to how they would approach and 

communicate with interested women: email, phone, private social media messages and 

work forums. To maintain confidentiality of the women, the contact people did not 

inform me of the women they had approached, and I did not inform them of the women 

who agreed to participate in the study. This protected the privacy of the women being 

interviewed. At the same time, it ensured that they had direct contact with me, and 

invitations from contact people did not coerce the women to participate in any way.  
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Through snowballing, nine women were recruited to the study. Each of them personally 

contacted me via email and confirmed their interest and willingness to participate in the 

study. I asked the women to briefly explain their professional careers, the length of time 

the women had been working within the profession, their educational background and 

their experience with mentoring (formal/informal or both). Through these initial 

conversations, I established whether or not the participants would be appropriate for the 

study. No women were declined to participate from the study.   

The women were provided with an information sheet (see Appendix C), containing the 

details of the study and my contact details, and they were advised that if they wished to 

be part of the study they should get in touch with me directly. The women signed a 

consent form (see Appendix D), agreeing to be interviewed and part of the study.  

Reflexivity 

Snowballing was a particularly useful strategy for me for the research, because I have 

been a tertiary student for the past six years, and during this time have occasionally 

worked part time in retail as a sales assistant. Given my limited professional experience, 

snowballing was a way for me to locate women through suitable contact people, who 

had more experience in the corporate world, among professional women, than me.  

Even so, snowballing was actually a challenge, as I had to reflect and question myself 

and my current position as a student: who would I personally know, who had been 

working for a period of time themselves, and would be able connect with a wide scope 

of people or would be able to put me in touch with suitable participants? 

Simultaneously, the contact people needed to be individuals who I could trust, and who 

would have the time available to fulfil this role.  

The ‘snowballing’ effect didn’t arise from the women directly connecting with other 

women whom they knew, but was rather an influence of the contact people connecting 

with a wide audience of women in the first place. The contact people did an initial 

selection process, firstly of the women whom they thought would have experienced 

mentoring at work and would be interested, before approaching and inviting them to be 

part of the study. The contact people acknowledged that they had approached potential 

women in stages, where two to three women were initially contacted and then a further 
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group of women were approached and so on. Overall, the initial recruitment took place 

in a stop-go-sequence which was beyond my control. Trust was vital in this sense.  

The women who were approached, depended on being the kinds of women who would 

be comfortable enough in the first place to ask. Potentially, the process was also limited, 

resulting in recruiting women who were more socially comfortable in being 

interviewed, to discuss their personal experiences at work with another person.  

Overall, the recruitment stage was challenging as it required patience, trust in the 

contact people, reassurance to the women, and accepting the limitations.  

Participants 

The conversations I had with the women were crucial to my thesis. I cannot over-

emphasise the value of the women’s participation, through allowing me to interview 

them, and enabling me to analyse the multiple understandings of mentoring and 

professional identity that their accounts provided. The following introductions to the 

participants provide some very brief contextual information about them and their 

mentoring experiences. More extensive introductions, while they would provide more 

detailed context, would not allow me the same confidence about safeguarding their 

confidentiality.  

Clara is an English woman in her early thirties. She is a lawyer, who has been formally 

mentored for a year through a professional association, organised by the law firm which 

employs her. She is informally mentored by her employer at work. Clara mentors the 

junior lawyers in the firm. She is also a mother. 

Fiona is a woman in her mid-forties. She was born in the South Island. Fiona is a school 

manager and has been informally mentored by the head of school. She also was 

involved in a formal, paid mentoring arrangement with someone.  

Megan is originally from China and is in her early forties. She has had industry 

experience in China and currently works in academia. She is informally mentored by a 

woman. Megan is also a mother and wife.  

 Erica is a New Zealand woman in her late forties. She has had twenty years 

professional experience in Human Resources. She asked for mentoring, which resulted 
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in her employer paying for mentoring with an external consultant. She also considers 

her husband and a woman work colleague to be informal mentors.  

Joanne is in her mid-forties and originally from the United Kingdom. She is an 

academic but also has had industry experience as a chartered quantity surveyor. She had 

a woman mentor whilst completing her PhD. She is an informal mentor for a woman 

colleague. Joanne is also a mother. 

Olivia is in her fifties and originally from England. Olivia has had more than twenty 

years professional experience. She is an academic member. She has been informally 

mentored by two women managers and is formally mentored by a woman coach who is 

also a member of staff.  

Ana is in her mid-thirties and was born in a regional centre in New Zealand. She is a 

registered psychologist. She has been informally mentored by women and men 

throughout her career, including from her managers and peer mentoring from a group of 

women friends, as part of her registration process. 

Kelly is in her mid-fifties and was born in a rural town in New Zealand. She is 

employed in event management. She has experienced mentoring from women and men 

at various times throughout her career. She considers her husband and mother as 

informal mentors. 

Heather is in her early fifties and is Japanese and Pākehā. She works in leadership 

development. She has been informally mentored by men, who were her managers, and 

currently has a network of women peers, who she seeks out for specific advice.  

In summary, nine professional women volunteered to participate in a 60-90 minute 

unstructured conversational interview. The group of women had a minimum of eight 

years working experience, both in New Zealand and overseas, and are considered to be 

mid-career. A few of the women had more than one professional career. The women 

worked in various professions from small, medium and large scale work environments. 

The professions include law, education, management, engineering, human resources, 

quantity surveying, psychology, event management, and leadership development.  
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The women were formally/informally mentored by both women and men mentors. A 

few of the women considered themselves to be a mentor, or provided mentorship for 

their work colleagues.  

Interviews 

I conducted in-depth, unstructured conversational interviews with the women. The 

unstructured nature of the interviews allowed me to further delve into topic areas that 

interested the women. I was able to more fully grasp how the women discursively 

constructed mentoring through their personal narratives and retrospective accounts of 

being mentored at work (Seidman, 2013).  

Structured interviews were inappropriate for this kind of study, because I didn’t want 

the women to rigidly adhere to an interview schedule, where they had to follow a pre-

arranged set of questions or be overly concerned with presenting an accurate version of 

their mentoring experience and professional identity (Parker, 2005).  

I acknowledged the need to respect Māori cultural practices and consulted with Pa 

Nephi Skipwith, the Kaumātua for the School of Psychology at Massey University, 

Albany. I discussed the potential involvement of Māori women in the study and the 

need to be culturally sensitive to Māori protocol. Following the advice of Pa Nephi 

Skipwith, I acknowledged that Māori participants may wish to have an initial face-to-

face contact visit with me personally, prior to setting up an actual interview time (Pa N. 

Skipwith, personal communication, August 20, 2015).   

Seidman (2013) indicates that an initial face-to-face contact before the interview, 

expresses mutual respect for all participants and acknowledges the participants’ time 

and value in the study. The researcher is also able to become familiar with the location 

of the interviews. I therefore considered it necessary to conduct initial face-to-face 

contact visits with all the participants, regardless of culture. However, all nine women 

indicated to me that this would not be necessary or possible. Some women said that 

scheduling an initial visit would be inconvenient for their work schedules, location and 

would also not fit within other commitments. With respect for their preferences, I could 

not proceed with conducting initial contact visits face-to-face. The participants 

expressed their interest to participate via personal email and phone conversations.  
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The interview times and locations were arranged with the women. The women had busy 

lives as full-time professionals, with heavy work schedules and a few were working 

mothers. I arranged the interviews during times that were convenient and appropriate 

for each woman. I met the women at various locations across the Auckland region, 

including office rooms, conference rooms, cafes and at their homes. The locations were 

chosen by the women, as physical spaces where they felt most comfortable, and to be 

able to freely discuss the context of mentoring, work roles and challenges with mentors. 

The locations were also poetic spaces for the focus of the study, as conversations about 

mentoring were centred around workplaces or areas associated with work.  

I prepared a list of four open-ended questions (see Appendix E) to focus on mentoring, 

which included a list of potential prompts. The prompts were used sparingly, when I felt 

it would be helpful to encourage the women participants to go into more depth in their 

narratives and for further clarifying what the women discussed.  

The interviews with the women ranged between 36 and 75 minutes. I approached the 

interview as if it were part of everyday social phenomena as a two-way interaction and 

conversation between two people. I presented myself in a manner which was 

appropriate to the informality of the conversation including dress, body language and 

tone of speech.  

As an appreciation for the women’s contribution to the study and as a thank you gesture 

for being interviewed, I gifted the women with a $20 MTA travel voucher.  

Reflexivity 

After conducting the first interview I considered whether the first question “How did 

you come to be involved in mentoring?” was framed in such a way as to allow the first 

woman to fully engage in a mentoring discussion with me. I realised that the woman 

responded to me in a limited way, which portrayed mentoring in a matter-of-fact and a 

cut to the point kind of manner, with no further explanations. Her mentoring narrative 

eluded any personal accounts or references to specific mentors and mentoring scenarios. 

The language she used did not ‘hint at’, give away or highlight topic areas that I could 

internally reflect on and reference back to her, for her to further clarify to me by what 

she meant. I also felt a bit disheartened at the short length of the interview; as it showed 

that I had not truly captured her mentoring experiences in the interview.  
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I then reflected on a passage from Parker (2005) about the challenges of interviewing: 

The way these questions are framed will govern how far it is possible to develop 

rapport with interviewees, the freedom they will have to develop a narrative about 

their experiences and the security they feel in speaking about these things to you as a 

researcher (p. 58). 

For the second interview with the next woman, I reframed the question to: “How has 

your mentoring experience as a mentee, a mentor or both been like for you?” In framing 

the question as how has mentoring “been like for you” I realised that I had provided the 

woman space to personally narrate a story of mentoring that was meaningful for her. 

Her story was narrated through a personal account of a gendered mentoring, the 

challenges she faced as a woman at work and issues of institutional power. The rich and 

descriptive discourse that she used, meant that I was able to reference key principles 

that were important for a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis, framed by feminist 

poststructuralism. I then proceeded with this line of questioning for the rest of the 

women participants. 

Afterward each interview, I asked the women how my questioning was for them. The 

women mentioned that I was a good listener and that I was really interested in what the 

women had to say, as I had asked questions in an open and calm way and had allowed 

them enough time to answer. For example, one woman constructed mentoring as 

‘brutal’ to narrate a challenging mentoring scenario and the expectations placed on her 

as a mentee. I was really intrigued as to why she used ‘brutal’ to narrate her mentoring 

experiences. It gave me the impression of a negative mentoring experience, that was in 

some way harmful or negatively affected her confidence. I later followed up with her in 

what sense the mentoring was ‘brutal’ for her, and why she had used such an evocative 

word to define her mentoring experience. In her response, she further elaborated to say 

that the brutality was the way the mentor worked and the mentoring conversations were 

straight to the point. Her elaboration allowed me to better understand her mentoring 

experience.   

Transcription 

I made myself familiar with each recording by replaying the entire audio file from 

beginning to end. The continued exposure meant that I was able to become fully 
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immersed with the material and able to remind myself of the overall picture of each 

mentoring experience.  I transcribed each recording verbatim into textual material, onto 

separate electronic Microsoft Office Word 2007 documents. The word documents were 

located in a password protected file on my personal computer.  

Each new turn of talk, made either by me or the women participants, began on a new 

line. I included pauses, laughs, any stutters in speech and any breaks in conversation. 

Hmm’, ‘yeah’, ‘ah’, ‘umm’, ‘okay’ and ‘coz’ were included as part of everyday 

language and causal forms of communication between myself and the women. 

Pseudonyms were used to protect the privacy of the women participants. All personal 

information and any details that could be traced back to the women were removed, for 

example, the organisation or company name, the names of mentors and any friends of 

family names. 

The women were sent an electronic copy of their interview transcript for review. Those 

women, who requested their audio file as part of their original signed consent form, 

received their audio file at the same time as the interview transcript. The audio files that 

did not need to be returned to the participants, were deleted from the recorder.  

Four women requested minor changes to be made to their transcripts. Two women did 

not like the casualness in the way the transcript presented their speech and asked me to 

remove the ums, yeahs and hms. Another woman requested that phone interruptions, 

pauses and stutters be removed, while another wished for a sentence to be removed 

from the transcript.  

It appears that the women wanted the transcript to reflect formal spoken language and 

the way they saw themselves as professional women at work, even though the 

conversations were outside the work context. The women might have felt that the 

transcripts reflected the ‘messiness’ and informality in their language, which is in 

juxtaposition to how they might want to be viewed by the public. Therefore, this created 

a disconnect between spoken conversation and dialogue on paper.   

Eight of the women signed the authority of release form (see Appendix F); allowing me 

permission to use extracts from their interviews for the purposes of this thesis and 

potential journal publications.   
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Analysis 

Analysis was not a separate stage of the study, but began during the interviewing stage 

and continued throughout the transcription phase. The overlap between data collection, 

transcription and analysis occurs, because the first stage of the analysis involves 

becoming fully immersed in the material. I focused on reading and re-reading the 

transcripts, in order to get a clear sense of how the women were accounting for their 

mentoring experiences (Gill, 1997). I was also assessing which sections of transcript 

were irrelevant, for example when the women went off topic, so that I was able to 

clearly distinguish which areas would be most useful for analysis (Gill, 1997). 

The first research question: how professional women narrate a mentoring discourse and 

how mentoring is understood in the context of work informed the initial coding stage. I 

was interested in all the possible ways mentoring was captured in the conversations I 

had with the women in the context of work (Gill, 1997). I selected out all instances in 

the transcript, where the women were implicitly and explicitly communicating ideas 

around mentoring for women at work, the women’s own definition and interpretation of 

mentoring and any mentoring scenarios experienced by the women (I. Parker, 1990). 

From there, the excerpts with mentoring were deduced to codes, which represented the 

overall and bigger picture of mentoring. For example, codes included mentoring 

philosophy, gendered mentoring, mentoring for career progression and 

barriers/challenges.   

Following the advice of Parker (2005) of moving beyond mentoring themes, I identified 

the various ways that mentoring was discursively narrated by the women and the 

variability of mentoring. For instance, (see figure 1 below) illustrates the initial coding 

of various ways that the nine women discursively constructed their mentoring 

experience and the associated images to mentoring.  
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Figure 1: Initial coding of mentoring experiences (Haemmerle, 2016) 

A construction of ‘connection’ was highlighted by the women as a significant 

component to mentoring and was connected to the idea of success at work, successful 

mentoring relationships and beneficial for professional development. I focus on the 

construction of ‘connection’ as my own interpretative stance, as a second coding phase. 

Other readers may identify alternative discourses and interpret a construction of subject 

positions differently to me. For this reason, I have endeavored to remain reflexive, so 

that readers can understand how my interpretations of a connection emerged through the 

analysis.  

More specifically, I was interested in how the women used ‘connection’ and 

connectedness talk to position themselves and their relationships, with reference to their 

mentors at work. Following Davies and Harré (1990) theory of discursive positioning, I 

selected extracts in the women’s transcripts, where it was possible to differentiate how 

the women positioned themselves as professional women and their sense of being 

women in relation to others. I was looking for the discursive language used by the 
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women to show their underlying expectations, beliefs and assumptions about mentoring 

and experiences with mentors. As a result, highlighting how women locate and 

negotiate themselves in mentoring. 

I was also interested in the functionality of positioning with reference to mentoring as a 

connection. For example, how the women used positioning to frame their experiences 

with mentors and the social actions available to them. In doing so what social rights, 

duties and obligations were the women constrained/enabled to do within the context of 

mentoring and in what sense, if at all, did the women resist, challenge and or negotiate 

the subject positions available to them? (Davies & Harré, 1990; Harré & Moghaddam, 

2003). 

The second coding phase, involving the construction of ‘connection’ and how the 

women positioned a ‘connection’, revealed several contributing factors that were 

implicated in the process of forming a meaningful relationship with mentors (see figure 

2 below). The factors are discussed in the following analysis chapters. 

Mentoring 
as a 

‘connection’

Work 
context/ 

institutional

Type of 
mentoring 
interaction

Mentors for 
different 
reasons

Dynamic 
between 

mentee and 
mentor

Gender

 

Figure 2: Second coding phase of mentoring as a ‘connection’ (Haemmerle, 2016) 
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Reflexivity of connection 

I realised that the women used different variations of connectedness talk to narrate 

mentoring and experiences with mentors. What I noticed, is that a ‘connection’ is not as 

straightforward and uniform as first thought. Each woman expressed a ‘connection’ 

differently, depending on their current work context. At its most basic level, the women 

narrated ‘connection’ as an interpersonal relationship and the sharing of common 

interests with another person. At the most complex and multifaceted level, constructions 

of ‘connections’ were contextualised within different historical, socio-political and 

institutional settings. Additionally, power relations between the women and their 

mentors complicated the process of understanding mentoring experience as a 

‘connection’. For example, some women articulated a ‘connection’ as sharing a 

gendered viewpoint with their mentors and having similar home and family 

circumstances. 

The unique and multiple interpretations of connections, granted me the ability to 

uncover the complexity of ‘connection’ and compare and contrast between the women. 

For example, were the mentoring accounts similar or being contradicted/resisted to 

across the group of women? Were the accounts similar of different within the same 

professional environment/institution? Or were there any discourses that were being 

rejected by the women?  

Summary  

This chapter addresses the theoretical perspective of Foucault and key principles that are 

integral to feminist poststructuralism in this current study. I then describe the various 

components covered in the method, including participant recruitment, women 

participants, interviews, transcription and analysis. Having realised the significance and 

complexity of ‘connection’, it resulted in two in-depth analysis chapters which 

comprise: institutionalised relationships and positioning. The women’s extracts will be 

used to showcase the two key areas in relation to discursive constructions of 

‘connection’.  
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Chapter IV Analysis of institutionalised relationships 

Institutional contexts are geographical and physical spaces, which produce particular 

workplace landscapes and understanding of work, which is familiar to all of its 

members (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). They involve a hierarchical and organised system of 

working, where the tone, value system and patterns of behaviour are set by a group, 

who determine how the organisation and individuals within the landscape are to 

function (Schein, 1990).  

From a Foucauldian viewpoint, the focus of institutional contexts and its effect on 

mentoring, address the question of power and how power operates within different 

contexts (Foucault, 1983). The question of power takes into account mentoring dyads 

and how they become formalised around the understanding of work positions, the 

structure of work and within particular institutions. Moreover, identifying how power 

relations govern what is possible for women to do in mentoring dyads and what is 

appropriate mentoring conduct within institutional contexts. For instance, looking at the 

difference in position between individuals, as when one is in a dominant more senior 

role and the other in a inexperienced junior role, addresses whether or not mentoring is 

successful for those involved (Topal, 2015).  

Institutionalised relationships are then specific types of workplace relationships, 

governed by the institution itself and/or the organisational culture. Workplace practices 

and interactions between the women participants are enforced by the institutional 

context. The women’s interactions and conversations with mentors become so deeply 

enmeshed as daily habits and normalised ways of interacting with other people at work. 

Work interactions are then taken-for-granted dominant ways of producing work 

knowledge (Foucault, 1977; Rabinow, 1991). As a result, the institutional context and 

the relationships within them, have a particular effect on the women’s construction of 

‘connection’ and how they make sense of ‘connectedness’ talk with their mentors at 

work.  

The following sections are organised around institutionalised settings as mentoring 

contexts. I address how the context of work shapes the different kinds of ‘connections’ 



48 
 

available to the women and influences how the women participants make ‘connection’ 

meaningful at work.   

Socio-political work context 

Heather2 understands mentoring in a broad sense of institutional context. Heather spoke 

about how the economic and socio-political instability of the recession and restructuring 

of the industry deeply affected women employees. Women felt a particular vulnerability 

when the recession hit. It affected women’s sense of job security, income and 

opportunity to develop leadership skills. Women were stressed about the work context 

and where they would go next. Heather storied her narrative of becoming a role model 

and mentor for other women around the recession and her role as a senior woman on a 

panel of advisors. Heather’s narration of her leadership position constructs a ‘protective 

connection’ towards other women. She has a responsibility to help safeguard and care 

for women during the financial crisis.  

A ‘protective connection’ is articulated in the sense of offering advice and support to 

various women. For example, Heather’s advice is constructed as safeguarding women 

from financial, emotional and social harm through facilitating mentoring conversations 

with women. Heather helps the women become resilient, self-reliant and to develop 

their skills as women leaders. Heather is the most experienced mentor in the group of 

women participants. She realised the need to comfort and support women during times 

of stress and therefore became a trained mentor and coach for women.  

Mentors with direct line of responsibility 

A particular institutionalised relationship some women participants have experienced, is 

mentoring relationships with managers, employers and partners. The nature of work and 

working in close contact with managers on a frequent basis meant that managers were 

primary mentors. Managers provided direct supervisory advice about work and took 

responsibility for the women’s professional development. The mentor’s management 

position in the institutionalised social hierarchy, their level of seniority and expertise, 

                                                
2 While Heather did not withdraw from the study, she did not release her transcript so I have not been able 
to use extracts from her interview in my report.  
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governs the women in particular ways. It informs the type of relationships that can be 

formed with mentors at work.  

Work context 

Like many mentoring relationships at work, Clara, Ana and Olivia articulate that they 

have been mentored by work managers (Collins-Camargo & Kelly, 2007). The 

managers are directly responsible for developing the women as professional individuals, 

to become competent and skilled in the organisation and to assist the women with future 

career opportunities. Clara recognises that the “partners of this firm would be my 

mentors, so my employers basically”. The women’s mentoring stories are narrated with 

several women and men managers at various time points throughout their careers and 

for specific work purposes. Mentoring relationships with women and men managers are 

governed and formalised by the specificity of work and daily interactions with 

managers. The nature of working in close contact on “everyday work... client work as 

well as meeting other people and becoming involved in the profession” with managers 

as indicated by Clara, infers that mentoring is seen part of everyday work. It is 

associated with professional conversations with managers.  

Ana tells me that she met with her manager for mentoring conversations “every month 

or every two months when he was in Auckland.” They discussed work related topics 

and engaged in how she could handle work situations or problems that she was facing at 

work differently. The aim of mentoring is to develop her skills to become “better 

professionally”. Workplace mentoring is linked in this way to an ‘ideal worker’ 

discourse. It reinforces the taken-for-granted views of being professional, which 

privilege work discussions, being visible at work, seeking work opportunities and being 

totally committed to the work context (Brumley, 2014). 

However, Olivia and Ana point out, that because of regular work interactions with 

managers, the role to mentor a less experienced individual within the organisation, is 

inherently connected and aligned with the formalised workplace role as manager. Olivia 

remarks “they were managing me, so it wasn’t that I sought that relationship out...that 

was just the nature of the working relationships that there were meetings”. Ana’s 

narrative is similar to Olivia as she tells me “I guess your manager it’s their job to 

mentor and guide you anyway”. The women understand the mentoring role, being 
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inherently linked with the role as manager, rather than a spontaneous relationship that 

naturally evolved.  

Unlike Heather, who felt a commitment towards other women, the managers take up the 

role as mentor, not necessarily because that are personally invested in the individual or 

want to mentor someone of their own accord; but are making sure they are properly 

following institutional regulation, in accordance with performing managerial duties. 

Mentoring from the manager’s side is therefore perceived as a necessary work task. 

Also, as a result of the manager’s status as mentor and the hierarchical manager-

employee dynamic, the women feel obliged to be involved in mentoring relationships 

with their managers. Mentoring is therefore considered a part of a contractual work 

agreement made between the two (Haggard & Turban, 2012; Scandura, 1998).  

Dynamic between managers and women 

The context of hierarchical manager-employee relationships has a particular effect on 

the mentoring dyad. For instance, differences in working style, an authoritarian 

management style and managers being critical of employees’ work can lead to 

dysfunctional mentoring.  An imbalance in power relations between the manager and 

employee is detrimental to the quality of the mentoring relationship. The manager holds 

the control and authority of employment/termination decisions and overtly uses their 

position and status to negatively undermine the employees action (Beech & Brockbank, 

1999; Scandura, 1998).  

For instance, the ability for the women participants to freely discuss concerns with 

managers when something has gone wrong at work, is limited by fear of being wrong or 

being positioned as not knowing enough as an employee and mentee (Markham & Chiu, 

2011). As Clara comments “I can find that hard to raise with partners that I think I’ve 

done something wrong”. In the extract, Clara is uncomfortable to go to her partner, for 

fear of being judged by her mistakes as a junior employee and the partner misjudging 

her ability to perform her role competently at work.   

The ability to give feedback to managers about their work role and how managers 

perform the role as mentor, is constrained by the exercise of power that governs the 

mentoring relationship (Christie, 2014). Managers have an enormous influence on the 

women’s career and their ability to move up in the organisation. Therefore, the women 
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feel uncomfortable that their mentors are their managers. It limits what the women can 

and cannot say to managers. Olivia mentions “I felt that I might want to say to them that 

I don’t think that they are doing something that, you know that actually give feedback 

on what they’re doing... you know feedback if it’s somebody whose say above you in 

the hierarchy it’s difficult... so there’s a whole power structure that goes on”. The 

feedback communication between Olivia and her managers becomes something that is 

one-sided and reserved for her mentor. Managers offer the advice, and women 

employees are expected to willingly receive the advice from their mentors. This 

however, limits the women’s agency to give feedback and offer advice in a two-way 

fashion between each other.   

Similarly, Ana describes how the level of power of having managers constrains what 

she can and cannot say to them. She talks about having to consider “with the manager 

you’re always sort of thinking in the back of your mind what’s the best response, what’s 

the best thing to say... you don’t want to say something that’s going to be career 

limiting”. As a result, the women are regularly self-monitoring their communication 

style and feedback that comes across to their managers and employers. The women 

“don’t want to seem like an idiot”, as indicated by Ana. Mentoring with managers 

therefore governs the women’s interactions and conversations, limiting how women 

make sense of connection with mentors. 

Forming a meaningful ‘connection’ 

As a result, within institutionalised relationships involving workplace managers, 

partners and employers as mentors, the women construct their ‘connection’ with their 

managers as limited in specific ways. This is evidenced in an extract from Clara who 

says: 

“I’d say we’re friends, as far as you can be with your boss [laugh]”  

Clara quantifies the limitations of the mentoring relationship as a friendship, which has 

developed through sharing similar interests. By saying, “as far as you can be” Clara 

recognises the limit to the friendship which is specified by the type of relationship 

allowed at work. There is a certain type of conversation and interaction with her 

employer that is ‘inhibited’, instead, disclosures more common in friendships, are not 

permitted with her mentor. Clara recognises that while she may consider the 
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relationship a friendship, she still has to remain professional at work. The boundaries of 

the institutional work context limit how far Clara can engage in a friendship discourse. 

Clara therefore acts towards her partner in accordance with the immediacies of work 

and the work context. This is kept more separate from more personal dimensions of 

Clara’s life.   

Having a mentor, who the women have to report to on a daily basis, limits the type of 

interactions and conversations the women can have, to being very work specific. There 

is a clear division of boundaries, work responsibilities and a system of working. It does 

not allow for the fluidity in the relationship to change and evolve over time as the 

mentor’s and mentee’s identities are shaped by the work context (Beech & Brockbank, 

1999). The ‘connection’ is therefore inhibited by institutionalised relationships that are 

formed within the current work context. A ‘connection’ is a work necessity rather than a 

spontaneous sense of bonding with another person. Clara has to monitor herself to 

remain on her mentor’s good side at all times. She has to keep in mind a ‘disconnect’ 

between her and her mentor could negatively impact her success at work. 

Reflexivity 

Reflecting on the quote from Clara, I was drawn to the function of her laugh and how 

this displayed her immediate ‘gut reaction’ to her mentoring relationship with her 

employer. There have been a few occasions throughout Clara’s interview, where she 

laughed. The position of her laugh, in relation to this comment, seemed almost an 

afterthought or a realisation of the challenges of having a mentor who is her partner and 

is also a friend. Clara’s laugh was an indication of how the position of both the 

partner/employer and mentor, governed the type of mentoring relationship Clara could 

have. For me, the laugh functions as a nervous laugh, showing that Clara is 

uncomfortable with the relationship. She has to be conscious about her career and 

professional development, while still being aware that her boss plays a dual role as 

mentor and employer. She has to be mindful of the things she says, and to what extent 

her personal life is divulged to her partner, whilst still remaining professional.  

Clara’s laugh appears that she is conscious of the possibility of the friendship turning 

sour and negatively impacting on how the small law firm operates, as there are only 

three partners and nine employees working in the organisation. Because of this, Clara 
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has to be quite guarded in her approach and monitors herself in relation to how she 

handles mentoring, the friendship and the working relationship with her partner.  

Institutionalised employment relations 

Joanne’s example of an institutionalised relationship is slightly different from Clara’s, 

Olivia’s and Ana’s, who all had work managers as mentors. Joanne performs a 

mentoring role for a woman colleague, who is transitioning into a more permanent role 

within the institution. The mentoring relationship is governed by Joanne’s boss, who 

“asked me to do it”, and act as a mentor for the woman colleague. The governance of 

mentoring is also inherently tied up to the work context and the necessity of  “working 

in a small team when there are new team members then the more experienced members 

have got a responsibility to be a mentor”. Joanne articulates the responsibility she feels 

to mentor the woman colleague as part of the institutional work context, her 

responsibility as course leader “of how things pan out” and “what gets reported”, team 

teaching and working alongside the woman colleague. Joanne’s position within the 

institutional setting and her employer both hold her to account. She is made accountable 

to the mentoring relationship, as it is beneficial for the functioning of the small team 

work environment and making sure that the woman colleague transitions smoothly into 

her permanent role.  

However, the ability to form a meaningful ‘connection’ with the woman colleague is 

limited and constrained by the institutional work role as course leader and the obligation 

involved in being asked to mentor someone by her employer. Joanne says “the 

mentoring role still needs to be, ah its difficult ... you can mentor someone you don’t 

need to be on a personal level... I think at work... you still need to be professional in 

terms of this is the mentoring role”. The decision to mentor is not a personal choice or 

freedom to decide whom to mentor, but a consequence of the hierarchical governance of 

the institution. As a result, Joanne constructs a ‘professional connection’ with the 

woman colleague that is characterised by distance and making clear distinctions 

between professional boundaries at work and the role as mentor in the work context. 

Similarly, creating clear professional boundaries as a form of constructing an ‘esteemed 

connection’ for women and men nurse leaders, implies a workplace ‘connection’, which 

is built on professional respect, but doesn’t include social and personal dimensions as 
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friends (McCloughen, O’Brien, & Jackson, 2009). Respect is however, different from 

mutual trust, as argued in Gibson (2004), which implies providing a safe and trusting 

environment for open conversations with mentors. In another sense, respect is different 

to a ‘connection’ viewed as ‘chemistry’, which is much more like a personal bond and 

attraction to one another (Jackson et al., 2003; Straus, Johnson, Marquez, & Feldman, 

2013).  

Erica’s and Fiona’s narratives of mentoring are interesting examples of women, who 

don’t have managers as mentors, but still find that employment relations with an 

employer/CEO and the institution, constrain the type of ‘connection’ the women can 

have with their mentors. Erica’s story, of how mentoring becomes available to her at 

work , centres around her having a particular work challenge and needing help with not 

“being too operational”. The CEO arranged and paid for the professional services of a 

mentor to offer new insights and help Erica “deliver at a more strategic level for the 

organisation”.  

Erica’s construction of mentoring is influenced by her CEO financing the mentoring 

time, as she tells me that “the organisation paid for that mentoring time umm so I’ve got 

I feel a sense of obligation to ensure that that is not fritted away”. The mentoring 

context makes her institutionally accountable to her employer and the investment he has 

made in her. She feels indebted to the CEO for making mentoring happen, and feels a 

sense of responsibility and duty as an employee to fulfil the expectations of mentoring. 

Erica understands that the CEO is making a commitment to her and her career in the 

organization, by paying for the mentoring time. As a result, Erica is disciplined to feel 

compelled and obliged to make sure the mentoring time is not wasted and take on the 

mentoring discussions with the mentor. 

The disciplining action of mentoring has a direct effect on the mentoring dynamic 

between her and the woman mentor and influences how the women construct 

connectedness talk. While Erica may be compelled to make the most of the mentoring 

opportunity for the sake of work and an “obligation” to her employer, the woman 

mentor still has a financial incentive to mentor and be involved in the year-long 

mentorship. As Erica comments “I’m not going to expect her to do that if I’m not going 

to make the most of it”.  
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In this situation, the kind of ‘connection’ is constrained, firstly by the employer paying 

for the mentoring time and secondly by the financial incentive for the mentor to be 

involved in the relationship. There is virtually ‘no connection’ between the women, as 

Erica comments “I mean really for the mentor’s view apart that she’s wasting her time, 

there’s no skin off her nose if I choose not to make the most of it her”. Erica goes on to 

further comment that “I never got the impression that she was agreeing or disagreeing 

with any of the things... if she had a view on whether that was a good or bad idea she 

didn’t share that or express that to me”. The women understand the mentoring 

relationship as a contractual arrangement. Erica and her mentor are effectively moving 

through the formal motions and procedures of mentoring, as a strategy for handling 

work challenges. Beyond that, there is an apparent lack of personal interest and 

‘connection’ towards each other. Having a ‘connection’ is irrelevant to the context and 

purpose of workplace mentoring for Erica and her mentor. 

In Fiona’s case, she was involved in a formal mentoring scheme organised by the 

institution where she was employed. She was assigned a mentor, who was “contracting 

to the University” as an external coach. Similar to Erica, there is some form of 

institutional obligation, for her to maintain the mentoring relationship and to take on the 

advice of the external coach. Fiona comments “it’s an external organisation that you’re 

obviously paying to go and see” and having to “go with a specific thing you wanted to 

talk about... you had to almost go with a suggestion that you almost go with an agenda”. 

The institutional obligation is both to the work environment and to the woman who is 

employed to perform a mentoring role. The sense of obligation to mentoring and the 

institutional context, constrains the type a ‘connection’ and connectedness talk she can 

have with the mentor, as she says to me that the mentoring “is a little bit more 

structured, more business”. The working styles of the two women differed, as she 

mentions that the external coach definitely came “with the mentor hat on”. 

Reflexivity  

What I noticed is that in both mentoring contexts with Erica and Fiona, there is some 

sort of financial incentive involved in mentoring. The mentor is either paid by the 

institution or by the woman herself. The financial reason for mentoring maintains an 

institutional obligation. It privileges the position of the mentor, where the women are 

powerless to extend the relationship beyond the work domains and see it as a 
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connection. For me, the accounts from the women reveal that they feel like they owe it 

to the organisation that employs them to maintain the relationship, regardless of whether 

there is a connection with the mentor or not. Mentoring, in this institutional sense, is 

understood as something the women have to do which is contractually bound to the 

institution and their work role. 

Summary 

In summary, the construction of ‘connection’ is governed by dimensions of power that 

circulate in and around the hierarchical relationship of the institutional work context. 

The employer/mentor maintains the authority to determine the level of support the 

mentee receives at work, the availability to work opportunity, the type of mentoring 

interaction, and how the two are to engage with each other at work. The ‘connection’ is 

constituted as a formalised interaction, where the actions of each person are sanctioned 

and regulated by the mentor’s status and authority at work, so that each person plays a 

particular workplace role that the mentoring relationship helps to maintain.  

Mentors without direct line responsibility 

In comparison to managers as mentors, some women have experienced collegial/staff 

mentor relationships with other women and peer mentoring with a group of women. The 

women do not directly report to their mentors and neither can the mentors directly 

influence their careers. The types of alternative mentoring arrangements do not 

constrain the women in the way managerial and institutional relationships do. The 

women are instead able to construct alternative meanings of ‘connections’ and 

connectedness talk with their mentors, which are different from work connections. 

Work context 

Professional mentors, peer mentoring and collegial mentoring with staff members serve 

as alternative mentoring relationships to managers. The mentoring relationships serve 

particular work purposes and are needed at specific times in their careers. Kelly tells me 

that she sought professional “independent advice on managing a situation” when she 

was “facing some quite challenging times... with some internal politics” in the 

workplace. Kelly mentions that she “employed a professional” to offer a “completely 
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unbiased perspective” about the work context and the issues she was facing. She 

effectively paid for the services of a mentor, and in some way I consider this to be 

institutional mentoring, where there is an expectation and obligation to make the most 

of mentoring because it is a paid service. While there may be some institutional power 

operating within the relationship, it does not influence the construction of a connection 

to the extent that managers, employers and partners do, as discussed in the previous 

section. This means that Kelly is able to construct an alternative interpretation of 

connection. Kelly shows this in her story to me when she tells me “so it ended up 

morphing from a professional relationship into you know... to us understanding that we 

could work really well together or we could progress and share a project together in 

common”. In this sense, Kelly helps me to recognise the fluidity in mentoring 

relationships that moves from professional conversations to sharing common interests.  

Similarly, Ana speaks about peer mentoring with a group of women being “probably 

more useful than the more experienced mentors” as managers in the workplace. In 

Ana’s narrative, she constructs peer mentoring around the context of becoming 

professional, as part of an institution “requirement for registered psychologists in New 

Zealand”. She tells me how, as part of the formal process, the group of individuals get 

together and “have to sort of keep a log of our peer mentoring process, and every five 

years we get audited. So we have to show that we have been keeping our meetings”.  

For me, while it is clear there is an institutional and professional obligation to 

mentoring, with a distinct review process and a system of becoming competent in the 

profession, the aspect of peer mentoring legitimises Ana’s sense of ‘connection’. She 

addresses how the group of peers “formed naturally because we studied together and 

have similar interests in the same industry”. In Ana telling me how peer mentoring with 

a “group of friends” evolved through sharing similar educational experiences as Master 

students, she is showing me that the institutional context of mentoring does not affect 

the sense of connectedness she feels towards her peers.  

The fact that the mentoring happens with peers and “friends” means that Ana is able to 

understand mentoring and interpret a connection in a different way than with managers. 

She understands the difference by constructing two competing narratives, with having 

to think “what’s the best response” and it almost being “like you’re in a job interview” 

with managers as mentors. Instead you are able to be “totally open, honest and almost 
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naive and you don’t have to think about what you’re saying because you’re just with 

your friends”. The construction of a ‘connection’ she feels with her peers, is conveyed 

through a sense of agency and freedom. In this sense, peer mentoring is not just limited 

to professional discussions about ethical dilemmas or experiences within the industry, 

but is able to extend beyond lines of professionalism and into personal and social 

dimensions. 

Peer mentoring with Māori women and men in academia, for instance, allows 

individuals the freedom to create a network of people who share similar cultural values, 

enables individuals to speak with others in their native language, and provides a 

platform to discuss professional issues (Kensington-Miller & Ratima, 2015).  Peer 

mentoring enables women academics to resist the hegemonic and institutional 

assumptions of traditional mentoring: having to be mentored one-on-one by someone 

within the same University as you and helps to transform feelings of isolation (Driscoll, 

Parkes, Tilley Lubbs, Brill, & Pitts Bannister, 2009). Alternative, informal peer 

mentoring disrupts the relations of power and governance imposed by a mentor and 

their mentee in a hierarchical formalised mentoring relationship, as each person has a 

responsibility to mentor and be mentored by each other (De Four-Babb et al., 2015).  

The principle of a ‘running bamboo’ is used as a metaphor for mentoring connections 

with women academics (Agosto et al., 2016). The women can connect with other 

women who are not necessarily within the same team, department or even physical 

location. This is quite a clear distinction of the implication of informal peer mentoring 

on marginalised groups of women (Agosto et al., 2016). ‘Running bamboo’ networks of 

peer mentoring enable women to feel a sense of agency in connecting with their mentor 

beyond the boundaries of work and to form voluntarily ‘connections’, rather than 

through obligation enforced by the institution (Agosto et al., 2016) 

Fiona and Megan speak about collegial mentoring relationships with women and the 

types of connections available to them. Fiona speaks about having a “head of school as 

my go-to-person, because I have to work very closely with heads of school.” Her 

relationship with another woman is integral to how she is able to perform her role as a 

woman leader. Having someone in a similar leadership position means Fiona is able to 

discuss the “complexities of things” with the head of school. 
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Megan articulates her mentoring relationship with a woman colleague around a 

“monkey see monkey do” metaphor, where she is able to role model ‘good’ lecturing 

skills from a woman mentor. For instance, she tells me the monkey do, monkey see 

metaphor is “soft skills” that she learns directly in the work environment, and things 

that are not taught from reading a book. This includes “dealing with students” and how 

to react to difficult students, when to be firm and hold her ground as a lecturer, marking 

assignments and “the administration part of the work”. 

For me, the narratives of mentoring reveal that the women are still being governed by 

workplace relationships and the conversations they have with mentors. Unlike 

institutional relationships, which govern the women’s actions through obligation and 

making them accountable to the institution, women with more peer-like/collegial 

relationships, discipline their actions through a more voluntary self-surveillance. It is 

not because the women are being held to account by institutional norms or their 

mentor’s position within the organisation, but in self-monitoring their own actions, they 

can see where they will end up in their careers if the follow their mentor’s advice.  

Dynamic between mentoring dyad 

Unlike managerial relationships, the relationships with work colleagues, professional 

mentors and peer mentoring are non-hierarchical. They are not strictly limited to rule 

governing behaviour, that are privileged work conversations and actions around work. 

By Megan articulating “if you have a mentor which you don’t really know and it’s a bit 

high level, you start to organise your words” she is inferring that informality outside the 

context of an institutionalised hierarchy with a mentor means there is less opportunity 

for her to be misunderstood or have to explain herself. The ‘connection’ within a 

mentoring relationship with a colleague means that the conversations become more 

reciprocal. Each member in the relationship is able to give feedback and can informally 

mentor each other. 

The women are able to negotiate meaningful ‘connections’, such as a ‘friendship 

connection’, which is referenced in Megan’s narrative, below, of her relationship with 

her woman mentor: 

Megan: I think we’re not only colleagues, we’re not only mentor and mentees I think 

we’re friends in a way as well. You know… something we can chat about, something 
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we talk about, you know in the school holiday we really should get four girls together so 

we can have a wine and just sit together and running around this kind of thing… and we 

have same things talking about girls and talking about their growth, these are the things 

we have more in common in topic. 

Megan uses an intimate friendship discourse to articulate her ‘connection’ with a 

woman mentor. She recognises being “friends” as a way to socially share similar 

gendered experiences, that may be areas of their lives that are personal and kept private 

from others they work with. In considering being “friends”, Megan has already gone 

through the initial stages of identifying and forming a relationship with someone. She is 

actively saying that she has mutual affection and emotional ties towards her mentor, 

making the ‘connection’ intimate in the way that it would be an affectionate 

relationship. In speaking of herself and her mentor as “friends”, Megan draws reference 

to them both as having rights and being entitled to engage socially with one another, as 

well as sharing private and personal information.   

In the process of sharing more personally with her mentor, Megan makes a gendered 

distinction in the way she describes her ‘connection’ as intimate “as something we can 

chat about”. Megan talks about the ‘sameness’ they share in being women and having 

an understanding of the responsibilities and duties of being a mother. For example, the 

school routine, co-ordinating school holiday activities, organising play dates with each 

other’s children and being responsible for taking care of their children. They also share 

an understanding of raising two girls of similar ages, their development and “growth” 

and what it means to have “girls” in the family.  

Alternative mentoring allows ‘connections’ between women, to become continuous and 

mobile throughout various disciplines of workplace environments and at various stages 

of women’s careers. It also allows women to break away from traditional workplace 

relationships or one-on-one relationships, which might not allow for connections to 

evolve and become dynamic in the workplace.   
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Summary 

In summary, this chapter addresses institutionalised relationships as specific workplace 

contexts, in which mentoring women takes place. By addressing institutional mentoring, 

I was able to examine the socio-political context of work. This includes how power 

relations in managerial work relationships govern the women in various ways. 

Mentoring relationships with managers, employers and partners are limited to work 

conversations. These are discussions inherently connected with work duties and 

developing professionally, which overall constrain the ability for women to make 

meaningful ‘connections’ as women and engage in connectedness talk with their 

mentors. Mentoring relationships with mentors who did not have line responsibility for 

the women participants, enabled the women to develop alternative mentoring 

arrangements, which were not restricted to the work domain.  In these situations they 

narrated alternative interpretations of ‘connections’ with their mentors.  

Following on from this chapter, I will focus on positioning as a key area for addressing 

the way in which different institutional mentoring contexts with workplace mentors and 

the women’s construction of ‘connection’, position the women participants in various 

ways. As a result of positioning, I will address the kinds of actions the women are 

enabled and constrained to do within their mentoring dyads and what this means for 

their professional identity. 
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Chapter V Analysis of positioning 

Positioning addresses the ways in which mentoring contexts enable the women’s 

mentoring narratives and their construction of themselves in relation to others at work 

(Davies & Harré, 1990). In the context of mentoring, what are the particular “patterns of 

beliefs” (Harré & Moghaddam, 2003, p. 4) about women at work, that position them in 

certain ways, and infer social meanings about the kinds of interactions and 

conversations women can occupy within mentoring relationships. Positioning engages 

in the various interpretations available for women at work and the kinds of mentoring 

activities and actions women are permitted to do or inhibited from doing at work (Harré 

& Langenhove, 1991). Positioning can also address the various ways women are 

simultaneously constrained and enabled within mentoring, mentoring contexts, 

connectedness and their implications on the construction of women’s professional 

identity. 

Positioning is therefore complex and multifaceted and is dependent on the various 

mentoring contexts that professional women are placed within. Part of the complexity of 

positioning comes about through the relationship between institutionalised mentoring 

arrangements and the gendering of women at work. The following sections are 

organised around how institutionalised mentoring contexts influence the gendering of 

women, and how women are positioned as mentee/mentors at work. In relation to 

gender, I explore the assumptions about being a woman at work and the influence they 

have for women to make meaningful ‘connections’ with others. I will also explore the 

various ways women actively position themselves and how their mentoring 

relationships are gendered, with implications for constructing a professional identity.  

Institutionalised positioning 

The positioning of women and their construction of ‘connections’ are complicated by 

institutionalised mentoring arrangements and the gendering of women at work.  

Formalised work environments govern the positioning of women as mentees and 

mentors, so that women feel obligated and expected to occupy these subject positions 

within the mentoring context and in mentoring dyads.  
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The institutional context in which mentoring takes place, positions Erica and Joanne in 

particular ways, so that they feel obligated to be involved in mentoring relationships. 

Erica positions herself, and is positioned by the mentor, and employer as being 

accountable for fulfilling her role as mentee. Her narration of her story is around the 

structure of mentoring and the formalised arrangement. Erica is made to feel like she is 

responsible “to be held to account, for me to hold myself to account”.  

The idea of Joanne being “asked to do it” by her employer implies an expected position 

as a mentor for a woman colleague. The mentoring role is linked to a compulsory 

requirement of Joanne’s workplace role, as a senior woman in engineering, paper leader 

and working alongside another colleague in a small team environment. Joanne is 

expected to conform to the institutionalised and social convention at work that governs 

hierarchical and formalised relationships between employer and employee. By taking up 

the role as mentor, Joanne positions herself, and is positioned by her employer, as a 

dutiful employee, who respects the decision of someone more senior to her in the work 

context.  

Joanne is also positioned as relatively powerless and lacking agency within the 

mentoring dyad. Although Joanne is expected to mentor a woman colleague, she 

actually does not know how to be a mentor, nor does she have an understanding of what 

being a mentor means in the context of work. This is shown by her sharing with me that 

she had to ask her employer “I’m like well how do you define mentoring? What do you 

see as a mentoring role? It’s like just be a mentor! ... It’s basically just go away and do 

it” The lack of formal support, training or guidance from her employer on how to 

mentor, challenges Joanne’s ability to mentor and how she positions herself as a mentor 

for the woman colleague. Yet she feels compelled to provide a mentoring role 

regardless.  

Gendering of women at work 

The mentoring narratives of the women are complicated by the way women are 

positioned in gendered discourses at work, and are positioned by gendered assumptions 

about what it means to be a mentor and a mentee. 

Ana recounts a story to me, about when she was a young professional woman working 

in leadership – an area dominated by experienced men as leaders and managers. Here, 
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the work environment and individuals within it, made negative gendered assumptions 

about her being a woman. This is shown in how she conveys to me how her physical 

appearance and her gender influenced how leaders treated her in the profession, as she 

says “people looked at me like ‘oh what does that young little girl know about this 

leadership development or this profession’”.  Men are positioned as the experts at work, 

who have “been leaders for twenty years”. Because men have been in the profession for 

so long, they are positioned as having extensive knowledge and a greater understanding 

about how to lead, what leaders look like and what leadership means in the context of 

work.  

Ana is depreciatively positioned by her gender and her “young looking face”, indicating 

that because she is a woman and is relatively new to the profession, she doesn’t have 

enough valuable knowledge about leadership to contribute to the profession. Because of 

the gendering of women at work she is unable to give direction to men as leaders, since 

they “don’t respect me and my opinion” and treat her as a lesser individual to them. 

Instead of Ana directly telling men how to lead or offer leadership advice, she “gets 

them to the same point by asking questions ... or sometimes showing a YouTube clip”. 

Ana questions if gender is playing a part in her not being treated equally to men at 

work, by her mentioning to me “I suspect if I were male I wouldn’t have to work so 

hard to do that”. 

For me, this quote really reflected the gendering of women at work. Ana is consciously 

aware of her gender influencing her work role. I feel that she is in positioned by her 

gender, and has to in some way compromise how she performs and understands her 

gender as a woman at work. It shows to me that she is performing her gender and her 

own intentions of how she wants to offer leadership advice, differently with men. She is 

also performing her gender in regard to how men want her to interact with them. By 

making this statement, it shows to me women are very aware of the implication of 

gender at work and how they may have to behave differently around men. 

The gendering of women also complicates the positions the women take up as mentor 

and mentee. The gendering of women at work contributes to the way that Joanne’s 

positioning as a mentor governs her interactions with the woman colleague. The lack of 

women in engineering “in a school where there only three women” positions Joanne as 

being expected to assume the role as a mentor, despite her lack of understanding of the 
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role. It is a “proactive step” to overcome gender segregation in a profession dominated 

by men, which helps more women in engineering transition to lecturing posts and to 

develop professionally. Interestingly, this ‘proactive’ obligation puts another burden of 

responsibility on Joanne, for which she feels ill-prepared. 

Joanne talks to me about the gendering at work in terms of the different expectations of 

men and women. For instance, she tells me that “we’ve got two new members of staff 

that are male, that have just turned up that are ex-researchers that have come into 

lecturing posts and I’m not aware that either of them have got a mentor ... I don’t know 

they’ve got a mentor, they may have a mentor, I may just not know that they’ve got a 

mentor, but it is a question of they don’t need a mentor because they are a man”. 

Similar to Ana, she reflects on the implication of gender, and questions if her gender 

plays a role in her being asked to be a mentor for another woman colleague. Joanne is 

clear that she is not fully aware of the circumstances of the new staff with regard to 

mentoring. She has an assumption that the newly appointed men are positioned as not 

needing mentors, because they are more experienced and already have enough research 

experience to be more capable of transitioning into lecturing posts than women are. The 

idea that men at work do not need a mentor positions women as less likely to succeed as 

lecturers without the support of a mentor. In order for women to flourish in academia 

and to develop professionally, they need to be involved in mentoring relationships with 

other women. 

A mentoring role is assumed for Joanne, because she is a senior woman in engineering 

and is aware of the lack of women in her profession. She is understood as automatically 

wanting to show solidarity towards other women and champion for the professional 

development of the woman colleague (Hurst, Leberman, & Edwards, 2016; Mavin, 

2006). The very nature of being a women and understanding the challenges for 

professional women assumes that mentoring is something all women want to do for the 

benefit of other women.  

Reflexivity  

When I spoke with Joanne, I sensed that her questioning whether men were mentors for 

other men, if they received mentoring and the lack of formal support to mentor, 

indicated that she was actually annoyed with being asked to mentor the woman 
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colleague. I felt that she was annoyed by her employer’s assumption based on gender, 

that she would voluntarily give up her time and resources to mentor another woman, for 

the sake of women sticking together as ‘sisters’ in engineering and helping each other 

out. I also felt she was annoyed that there was an expectation, that because they were 

women, they would more easily relate to one another and share commonalities. I 

realised that through the obligation to her employer and the work context, she created 

professional distance in the mentoring relationship. She was trying to resist a forced 

‘gendered connection’ as a woman imposed by the institution. The mentoring 

conversations were more along a professional discussion of how to develop as a 

lecturer, rather than connecting as women.  

For Erica and Joanne, the institutionalised mentoring relationships, as told through their 

narratives, limit the type of connection and sense of connectedness the women can have 

with their mentors. Mentoring is not so much about having a ‘connection’ with another 

person or the idea of understanding of each other as women at work. It is more to do 

with how they fulfil the professional expectation as mentee and mentor and how they 

perform their workplace roles as professional individuals. The ‘lack of connection’ is 

expressed in the way the women talk about mentoring and their professional identity. 

Erica views mentoring in a very pragmatic sense, where her mentor “couldn’t create 

experiences for me, all she could do was ask quite intuitive questions to make me 

reconsider with my existing skill set how could I utilise those in a slightly different 

way”. Erica understands the limits to what the mentor can offer her, and instead views 

mentoring as a process of inquiry for professional development. Mentoring is 

understood as being purely career focused, which helps Erica to provide critical insight 

into how she would handle different work situations. The questioning enables Erica to 

make informed and rational workplace decisions as a professional, but doesn’t 

contribute to how she sees herself at work.   

The gendering of women at work is also storied in the narratives of Heather. Heather 

explains to me that mentors can hold women back, especially when the mentee moves 

on or becomes more relevant at work due to their more contemporary understandings 

and skills.  She tells a particular story of one of her mentors, who wanted to keep her in 

a subservient position and did not accept any resistance to his advice. He was her 

manager, and her work lent him prestige, but rather than praise her, he denigrated her. 

She explains that the mentor took the credit for her work, in order to give the impression 
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and appearance to others that he was skilful and competent in the work he did. She was 

made to feel as if she constantly needed to get his approval and permission to complete 

work. This experience made her very cautious of potential father/daughter or 

mother/daughter relationships, where the mentee felt obliged to be obedient to their 

mentor. A cautionary tale, of how mother-daughter type mentoring relationships can 

disrupt a connection to a woman mentor at work, is evidenced by Parker and Kram 

(1993). A junior woman became disillusioned with her woman mentor, as the parent-

child inference disciplined her as an obedient child and she was expected to follow the 

mentor’s advice (Parker & Kram, 1993).  Heather’s story and the contribution of 

research suggest that mentoring is not as straightforward as expected, as differences in 

age, familial representations, such as affection for father and mother figures and gender, 

complicate the issue.  

Summary 

The institutions and workplaces that individuals inhabit make certain gendered 

assumptions about what it means to be a woman at work and gendered positions as 

mentee and mentor. The women have talked about explicit gendering within the work 

force. The women are viewed by others as lacking industry experience, knowledge and 

are somehow positioned as inferior to men in the work context. The gendering of 

women assumes that women need mentors to succeed at work as professional 

individuals, and expects women will automatically align themselves with other women 

colleagues. The assumption is that mentoring is a beneficial strategy for women in the 

workforce, and that women should support and mentor other women. However, the 

women have illustrated that this is not the case and that mentoring and the gendering of 

women at work and the ‘connection’ to other women is very complex and multifaceted. 

Institutional contexts and requirements can produce a ‘lack of connection’ that affects 

women’s professional development and how they position themselves as mentees and 

mentors. 

Gendered positioning 

In the previous section, the women were aware and recognised the limitations of 

institutionalised mentoring arrangements and the gendering of women at work, which 
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influenced the way the women understood a ‘connection’ with their mentors. The focus 

of institutionalised relationships was in terms of career opportunities for women, but 

limited the type of conversations that women could have. The women were not able to 

discuss family and home life in these mentoring contexts. This is in contrast to 

mentoring narratives and contexts with women mentors, where the women actively 

engaged in gendered positioning and understood their ‘connection’ to their mentors 

through a gendered feminine discourse of being women.  

Men are ‘different’ to women 

The women position themselves and their connection through a gendered discourse, as 

Olivia indicates “women have a different experience in the workforce”. She shares with 

me, that women have a unique understanding and interpretation of the work 

environment and the gendered challenges they face at work. The gendered position of 

women being somehow ‘different’ to men at work, is discussed in terms of the various 

dimensions of mentoring in relationships with men and women mentors. Clara infers 

that mentoring with men results in a “slightly different relationship”. Olivia says “if one 

was being mentored by a male, it definitely would ... they’d have to understand that and 

be able to empathise” suggesting that men would have to understand what it means to 

be a woman at work and the difficulties that women face. 

Although Olivia doesn’t explicitly define the challenges facing women, the biological 

and reproductive cycle of women could be inferred as a potential gendered challenge for 

professional women, who take time off work to be on maternity leave and look after and 

care for their children (Buzzanell & Liu, 2005). For instance, professional women are 

treated differently by their employers and others at work - before and after maternity 

leave - and some women are denied the opportunity for career progression after 

maternity leave (Buzzanell & Liu, 2005).  

The differences of being mentored by men are not simply because they are men. Rather, 

women are concerned whether mentors take into account the experience of a woman as 

a whole person and their professional identity at work. Heather and Clara mention that 

“you learn more, immediate, direct to the work that you’re working on” with men and 

Kelly tells me that men are “a little bit demanding and tough on the deeds, the tasks”. 

The gendered narrative of mentoring with men implies that men focus on providing the 

women with career support, advice about how to get ahead and what it means to be 
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successful in their careers. The men demand and expect a high level of commitment to 

work and that the women fulfil the “deeds” of the work tasks competently.  

However, the importance and immediacies of work and mentoring conversations with 

men partition women into components where work, home, and personal lives are 

separates from each other. This partitioning, does not allow women to incorporate a 

gendered account in the way they understand mentoring as a ‘connection’, or the way 

they understand themselves as women. 

Mentoring with men was more of a pragmatic understanding of the realities of work, of 

being an ‘ideal worker’, how to survive at work and how to become professional 

(Brumley, 2014). The responsibilities associated with work and the ability to perform 

work roles competently were valued as important outcomes of mentoring and reasons 

why women should engage in mentoring relationships at work.  

Reflexivity 

Men as mentors are depicted through masculine discourses, where Ana felt that her 

mentors were ‘savvy’, ‘business’, ‘arrogant’ and ‘unethical’. Kelly uses discourses of 

being ‘brutal’, having a ‘magic cut off’, ‘hardnosed’ and being a ‘chameleon’ to 

describe a mentoring experience she had with a mentor who had a business mentor ‘hat’ 

on. Both women experienced negative interactions with men as mentors. 

For me, the participants’ descriptions of men send quite a strong message about the type 

of interaction they experienced. They depict a masculinised, hostile work environment, 

where the mentor’s mentoring style was controlling, being very business focused and 

straight to the point. I feel that the reason the women chose to use such strong 

discourses was to show the distinct disconnect and mental, emotional and psychological 

barrier they felt towards men as mentors. In particular, Kelly used the metaphor of being 

a ‘chameleon’, to show that she had to adapt her communication style and use of 

language to her mentor’s style, which privileged a more masculine rational, logical and 

direct way of communicating. 

Constructions of a ‘feminine connection’ 

The women participants recognise limitations with men as mentors, where the various 

elements of the women’s lives are separate and made into distinct components of being 
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a professional woman. The women are, however, better enabled in mentoring 

relationships with women mentors, as Fiona tells me “you know we spoke the same 

language”. The women actively engage in gendered positioning as women, by 

incorporating a ‘feminine connection’ with their women mentors.  

A ‘feminine connection’ takes into account women as a whole person. This is shown in 

Fiona’s comment, when she references that there seemed to be “another layer” to 

mentoring, as the mentor really understood feminine gendered issues of women at work.  

Fiona tells me “I guess really understand all the extra responsibilities that they do”.  It 

allows the women to be involved in mentoring relationships that nurture the more 

‘feminine’ side of the women as mentees, and reveals more psycho-social and emotional 

qualities necessary for women at work. Heather mentions that she would previously 

seek the advice of men purely for work areas, but now specifically has a network of 

women mentors who help her nurture her more feminine side of being a woman and 

what that means for her at work. Women who identified in a feminine way, were more 

likely to experience typically feminine characteristics of mentoring such as receiving 

psycho-social support with their mentors (Ortiz-Walters, Eddleston, & Simione, 2010). 

The women use feminine discourses to narrate their mentoring stories and to depict 

feminine characteristics with women mentors. Feminine discourses are emotionally 

laden to meet the psycho-social and personal needs of the women. For instance, Ana 

uses feminine discourses of ‘trust’, ‘confidence’, ‘emotional connection’ and ‘feeling’ 

to depict nurturing and emotionally supportive interactions with her woman mentor, 

while Kelly uses discourses of being ‘wordy’, ‘relationship focused’ and ‘confidence’ 

as feminine qualities of the mentoring relationship.  

Women’s issues 

Kelly positions her feminine side with her mentor, where the woman mentor was able to 

understand and recognise “intrinsically female issues around umm sense of self umm, 

stumbling blocks to progressing and taking bold leaps and being brave about things”. 

The mentor was able to encapsulate how she felt as a woman and help her to work on 

specifically feminine struggles at work. Kelly mentions that because “she was a woman, 

there’s a real cut through... she went immediately into the psych, psychology of the 

female mind”. The ‘connection’ for Kelly was that her mentor understood exactly what 

her strengths and weaknesses were as a woman, and recognised that women internalise 
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negative thoughts and self-doubt about themselves as women. Her mentor was able to 

tap into a gendered issue of self-doubt and lack of confidence, and helped Kelly to 

realise the importance “around the power of language and how you think about yourself 

internally”. 

Ana’s ‘feminine connection’ with her mentor was also around understanding women’s 

lack of confidence as a gendered stumbling block. Ana mentions that her mentor “kept 

saying to me you’re a wise woman [Ana], you know you should just have the 

confidence that you know that you do have knowledge, you are the expert and I 

probably wouldn’t have I don’t know developed the same level of confidence if it had 

been a male”. The gendered position around a lack of confidence creates a ‘different 

sort of connection’ with her mentor, that is uniquely feminine and specific to the context 

in which mentoring took place. Ana tells me that she left an emotionally charged and 

politically laden work environment, where her manager and mentor made some poor 

financial decisions for the company. Ana was going through some emotional turmoil 

with letting work colleagues go. During this time she turned to a woman psychologist 

for emotional support, guidance and comfort. Ana and her mentor heavily drew on an 

‘emotional connection’ with each other, as this is seen in the way Ana narrates her 

mentoring story as being “a different sort of emotional connection there” that she might 

not have established with a man. 

Women of colour in academia experience an ‘emotional connection’ with women 

mentors, where there is an emotional attachment to the mentoring relationship. The 

mentor genuinely cares and is invested in the mentoring relationship. A ‘mentoring of 

the heart’ as a relational emotional quality of women of colour, might help to alleviate 

‘outsider’ perceptions, and help to re-position women as ‘insiders’ within the academic 

landscape (Buzzanell et al., 2015). A female connectedness of the ‘heart’ and soul as 

intimate and informal forms of mentoring through women-to-women mentoring 

relationships, nurtured and empowered the development of a young psychologist’s 

professional identity (Ruff, 2013).   

Megan and Clara articulate a feminine position and sense of connectedness with their 

mentors through a discourse of being mothers and having children. The women 

comment that they share a gendered understanding with their mentors as mothers and 

parents, where Clara has found “being a parent, it’s easier to relate to other parents” and 
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support each other as working mothers. Megan positions her ‘mothering connection’ to 

her mentor, as “it’s what I feel that it give us a special bond in a way... being female it 

makes our chat more relaxed in a relationship”. The women are more easily able to 

relate to their mentors, as there is a common point of interest: that of being mothers, 

raising children and the difficulties with balancing work-life dimensions. A ‘mothering 

connection’ enables women the freedom to be able to openly discuss personal issues 

and extend their mentoring conversations beyond the boundaries of work. The women 

are able to transform the intention and function of mentoring, so that it incorporates all 

aspects of their lives as professional working mothers and what that means for them as 

women. 

Transformative professional identity 

A more feminine gendered connection and a gendered relationship with mentors enables 

the women to transform, modify and alter their perception of themselves at work, in a 

way that is more fluid and organic than institutionalised and formalised mentoring 

arrangements. A ‘feminine gendered connection’ is transformative for the women, as it 

helps to position their professional identity and how they see themselves at work 

differently.  

The women narrate mentoring and the relationship between a gendered connection and 

their professional identity through a discourse of ‘retelling’ and ‘rethinking’. Olivia tells 

me that “what the coaching did for me was helped me rethink about, rethink myself and 

who I am at work and what I can do”. Megan also narrates a change in the way she 

views herself through a discourse of ‘rethinking’, where she mentions to me that 

mentoring “in a way makes me re-think whether I’m suitable for lecturing and I answer 

actually yes I’m suitable for it. I can do it”.  

The gendered relationship is transformative for Olivia, since she understands that “all 

women are very good at seeing their limitations. So I needed someone to make me turn 

around and see what my strengths were”.  A ‘gendered connection’ enables the women 

to change the way they see themselves, from looking at their inadequacies to 

acknowledging their successes. The women are then able to retell an alternative 

professional story, that includes Olivia saying to herself “I am successful” and Ana 

commenting that she realised “actually I am the expert”. In each retelling, the women 
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narrate and adopt an alternative version of themselves as women at work, their position 

at work and their sense of accomplishment as professionals.  

In the process of ‘retelling’ their professional identity, the women constantly shift back 

and forth along a continuum of identity formation. They are reviewing, amending and 

modifying their sense of themselves at work, so that professional identity constantly 

evolves through multiple retelling of their stories. In so doing, the women are 

suggesting that the meaning of mentoring and the formation of a professional identity 

are not uniform, stable or complete (Elliott, 2011). Professional identity does not have a 

final destination or a designated termination point, but rather the women move through 

a process of discovery and self-evaluation of who they are at work (Elliott, 2011). 

Overall, a more ‘feminine gendered connection’ with mentors is transformative for 

women, as it enables women to understand themselves professionally at work. It 

enables women to transform, modify and alter the definition of being professional and 

what that means for them as women in the context of work. Women are able to take up 

alternative versions of themselves throughout their career as professional women, and 

resist or accept the various interpretations of being professional that are available to 

them.   

Summary 

This chapter addressed the complexities of positioning in the way the women positioned 

themselves, and were positioned by their mentors in their mentoring narratives. By 

addressing positioning, I uncovered the relationship between institutional and gendered 

positioning in the way women were positioned as mentees and mentors, the gendering 

of women at work and their sense of connection with their mentors. The women 

recognised the limitations with institutional mentoring arrangements, which privileges 

mentoring discourses around expectation and obligation. Instead, participants positioned 

their mentoring relationships as gendered. A feminine gendered position and 

‘connection’ was constructed, as a way for women to uniquely understand their sense of 

themselves as professional women with their mentors and what it means in the context 

of their mentoring relationship. It enabled the women to transform the type of 

mentoring conversations, from focused work related mentoring and exclusively 

professional conversations with their mentor, to incorporating social and personal 
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components of being a woman that go beyond merely work dimensions. As a result of a 

feminine gendered connection, the women transformed their professional identity and 

their sense of belief in themselves as women at work. 
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Chapter VI Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I address my original focus of this study and review how I addressed the 

research questions. I also review what I have learnt, and draw attention to the 

contribution the study makes to the complexity of mentoring for women at work. 

Mentoring is advocated as a strategy and workplace incentive to address gender 

segregation, pay inequity and the lack of women in leadership. It is advocated as a 

useful way to develop women professionally in their careers. Women to women 

mentoring relationships are considered as important workplace relationship for women 

employees.  

The focus of the present study was to extend the work of Devos (2004), who examined 

mentoring and its influence on the formation of women academics’ professional ident ity 

at work. The Devos (2004) study has contributed to my understanding of power and its 

social effect on women academics performing their identity at work. To a certain extent, 

Devos (2004) ignored analysing informal and formal mentoring contexts and the 

material effect of power on professional identity. For this reason, I engaged in a 

poststructuralist discursive study, that focused on exploring mentoring from the two 

different socio-political contexts, informal and formal mentoring. I was interested in 

how New Zealand professional women made sense of themselves as professional 

individuals at work and as women in the workplace in relation to mentoring. 

I invited professional women to be involved in open-ended conversational interviews 

about their experiences with mentoring. Interviewing granted the women the freedom 

and physical space to personally narrate their own story, in a manner that was 

appropriate for them. It gave the women an opportunity to voice their journey in 

becoming professional women, their career development and their sense of themselves. 

This type of interviewing was also appropriate, because the women became ‘co-

researchers’, who were jointly involved in the creation of the interview with myself. 

The ability to socially create the ‘text’ – transcript, empowered the women to negotiate 

the nature of the questions, the agenda of topics that were to be discussed and the ability 

to refute claims or suggestions made in the interview (Hesse-Biber, 2007). 
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The women narrated mentoring experiences as mentees and mentors and particular 

mentoring scenarios with women and men mentors through discourse. I was interested 

in discourse and the discursive resources women used to narrate their mentoring 

accounts. This served the basis for analysis. 

The study contributes to the mentoring literature by shedding light on the complexity of 

mentoring. It suggests that mentoring is not a straightforward solution, as previously 

thought for resolving gendered issues for women at work. The complexity of mentoring 

lies in the ambiguous nature and definition of workplace mentoring for women. 

Professional women have multiple and contrasting ways of understanding mentoring 

and what it means for them at work. My study highlights that, in order to address the 

meaning of mentoring for women, the context in which mentoring takes places and the 

power relations exercised within hierarchical institutionalised mentoring relationships 

should be addressed. These issues confound how women interpret mentoring and affect 

the women’s professional identity at work. 

Similar to the Devos (2004) article, informal and formal mentoring was found to be less 

of an issue in the narratives of the women participants and had no relevance for how the 

women constructed their professional identity as women at work. The women were 

more concerned with mentoring as an interpersonal relationship with another person or 

group of people, who were committed to mentoring and forming a high-trust 

relationship with the women. The women discursively drew on mentoring as a 

‘connection’ to communicate the significance and value they placed on mentoring as a 

relationship, and its influence on how they saw themselves at work. A ‘connection’ was 

understood and interpreted by the women in multiple and diverse ways. 

The previous chapters discussed the complexity of mentoring as a ‘connection’. The 

women gave detailed accounts of the important influence of the institutional work 

environment in which mentoring takes place and the power relations exercised within 

interactions with work managers, partners and employers as mentors. The work context 

limits the type of conversations and interactions the women can have with their 

mentors. The women are governed in institutional contexts. The women are limited in 

forming a meaningful connection with their mentors and it greatly affected the women’s 

ability to connect with mentors outside of work dimensions. The influence of gender, 

gendered dynamics between women and men and how women perform their role as 
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mentee and mentor for other women within institutional settings, also add to the 

discussion of the complexity of mentoring for women at work. 

My study illustrates that a more ‘feminine gendered connection’ is appropriate for 

women in the workplace. Women are not constrained by the limits of institutional 

mentoring or conversations purely pertaining to work. Women are more easily able to 

relate to mentors who acknowledge and understand women, and the various 

components of women’s lives such as being working mothers and understanding 

feminine issues such as women’s lack of confidence and feelings of self-doubt in the 

workplace. A ‘feminine connection’ is transformative for women’s professional 

development and identity, as it enables women to redefine how they see themselves as 

work.   

It is possible that the multiple interpretations of mentoring as ‘connections’ and the 

complexity of mentoring are a consequence of the selection of the women participants. 

It is important to note that the women I interviewed were mid-career women, with a 

minimum of 8 years professional experience and were aged 32-55. 

The women narrated several mentoring experiences and scenarios with a wide range of 

mentoring with women and men mentors, at various time points throughout their career. 

Some women spoke about alternative mentoring relationships compared to traditional 

one-to-one mentoring relationships. For instance, the women spoke about peer 

mentoring with a group of women friends, having a network of women mentors and 

reverse mentoring with younger women. Two women also considered their husbands as 

mentors, who provided a different work perspective for the women, while one woman 

considered the advice she received from her mother as influential for how she saw 

herself at work. In this sense, mentoring ‘connections’ extended into personal 

relationships, and mentoring was not necessarily constrained to workplace relationships.  

The fact that the women were mid-career and had experienced several mentoring 

relationships, meant that the women could clearly articulate mentoring relationships that 

were of value to them, dysfunctional mentoring experiences, work contexts, the 

influence of gender and gendering of women at work, as key contributors to how they 

understood mentoring and themselves as professional women at work.  
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It was also evident to me that because the women were mid-career and had experienced 

various mentoring experiences beyond work relationships, they had a strong sense of 

who they were as women and how they defined themselves at work. This came through 

in the interviewing, when I would repeat a question back to the women, inquire into 

something or ask the women to clarify what they meant by a particular phrase. The 

women were very clear in their responses, and would even correct me when I referenced 

something back to them that was incorrect or was not quite right. 

Reflexivity 

Mid-career women were significantly more interested in taking part in the study than 

women in early career stages. A few of the women who approached me via email 

mentioned that they completely understood the difficulties with recruiting participants 

and knew what I was going through. Some of the women had themselves conducted 

research for a PhD and had gone through the necessary stages of research: recruitment, 

contacting potential participants, organising a time to meet or setting a schedule, 

gaining consent, and re-contacting the participants with a summary of findings. The 

women were very willing and happy to take part in the study, and freely offered their 

time to be interviewed. They were also very willing to discuss the topic and procedures 

with them over the phone. 

 I felt that the mid-career women were more interested in sharing their experiences of 

mentoring with me and were more open to discuss problematic mentoring experiences, 

gendered scenarios with mentors, mentoring scenarios and the types of knowledge they 

gained. This could possibly be because the women were more likely to have 

encountered a number of mentoring situations, have an understanding of what 

mentoring means for their professional development, and have become mentors 

themselves.   

A feminist poststructuralist approach to mentoring has opened up new ways of thinking 

about the complexities of mentoring for professional women at work and the 

implication on identity. This includes the significance of an institutional environment on 

mentoring relationships, the gendering of women at work, and the ability for women to 

form meaningful connections with others.  
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There are areas that would benefit from further study which build on the analysis of this 

project and the complexity of mentoring. My study reveals that a ‘connection’ and 

women’s construction of a meaningful connection with mentors, are paramount for the 

mentoring relationship. Further work exploring the different constructions of a 

‘connection’ and the gendered understandings of a mentoring ‘connection’ in the 

workplace would be worthwhile to investigate.  

Another possible area for future research would be to gather the mentoring narratives of 

men as mentors for women employees, and to explore whether men used similar or 

different discursive strategies to account for their mentoring experiences with women. It 

would be interesting to investigate how women and men interpret a ‘connection’ in the 

workplace. 

Lastly, research examining mentoring and the consequence on professional identity for 

Māori women would be crucial to gather the insights of New Zealand indigenous 

people. While I had initially envisioned the inclusion of Māori women as part of my 

study, my ethnicity as a European woman might have contributed to the recruitment 

process and the lack of Māori women in the study, or women of other cultures. The 

contact people that I knew and approached were themselves European, and the 

proportion of women they contacted were mostly New Zealand/ Pākehā and European. 

It would be fair to say that the women’s understandings of mentoring and professional 

identity were informed by the social practices and production of mentoring knowledge 

from a Western culture. Therefore a Western ideology and definition of mentoring 

might have been normalised into the social practices of women at work, workplace 

policy and organisational incentives.  

Pa Nephi Skipwith, the Kaumātua for the School of Psychology at Massey University, 

Albany, made it evident that Māori professional women would have a clear sense of 

their identity due to cultural heritage and ancestral Whakapapa (Māori genealogy) (Pa 

N. Skipwith, personal communication, August 20, 2015). It would be interesting to see 

whether the context of Māori culture would influence the understanding of mentoring, 

and how women make sense of mentoring on the outcome on professional identity. It 

would also be worthwhile to explore whether Māori women contextualised mentoring 

as a ‘connection’.  
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The construct of mentoring for Māori women would also be critical within the context 

of leadership and a discourse of Māori women leadership. For instance, Forster, Palmer, 

and Barnett (2015) argue a leadership discourse has been perpetrated by a long standing 

recognition of workplace and developmental leadership, which privileges a Western 

view of leadership. However, Māori people understand alternative interpretations of 

leadership which are framed around indigenous women figures (Forster et al., 2015). 

Therefore it would seem crucial to address Māori leadership discourse, as it appears that 

discourse about women, understanding about identity and the social roles Māori women 

occupy, are interlaced through discourse about cultural practices and indigenous beliefs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



81 
 

References 

Abalkhail, J. M., & Allan, B. (2015). Women’s career advancement: Mentoring and 
networking in Saudi Arabia and the UK. Human Resource Development 
International, 18(2), 153-168. doi:10.1080/13678868.2015.1026548 

Agosto, V., Karanxha, Z., Unterreiner, A., Cobb-Roberts, D., Esnard, T., Wu, K., & 
Beck, M. (2016). Running bamboo: A mentoring network of women intending 
to thrive in academia. NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education, 9(1), 
74-89. doi:10.1080/19407882.2015.1124785 

Allen, T. D., & Eby, L. T. (2004). Factors related to mentor reports of mentoring 
functions provided: Gender and relational characteristics. Sex Roles, 50(1-2), 
129-139.  

Allen, T. D., & Eby, L. T. (Eds.). (2007). The Blackwell handbook of mentoring: A 
multiple perspectives approach. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Alstveit, M., Severinsson, E., & Karlsen, B. (2011). Readjusting one’s life in the tension 
inherent in work and motherhood. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 67(10), 2151–
2160. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2648.2011.05660.x 

BarHava-Monteith, G. (2016). The emotional power of mentoring for women. 
Retrieved from http://professionelle.org.nz/emotional-power-mentoring-women/ 

Barley, S. R., & Tolbert, P. S. (1997). Institutionalization and structuration: Studying 
the links between action and institution. Organization Studies, 18(1), 93-117.  

Barratt, C. L., Bergman, M. E., & Thompson, R. J. (2014). Women in federal law 
enforcement: The role of gender role orientations and sexual orientation in 
mentoring. Sex Roles, 71, 21-32. doi:10.1007/s11199-014-0388-2 

Bartky, S. L. (1988). Foucault, femininity, and the moderisation of patriarchal power. In 
I. Diamond & L. Quinby (Eds.), Feminism & Foucault: Reflections on 
resistance (pp. 61-86). Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press. 

Beech, N., & Brockbank, A. (1999). Power/knowledge and psychosocial dynamics in 
mentoring. Management Learning, 30(1), 7-25.  

Benishek, L. A., Bieschke, K. J., Park, J., & Slattery, S. M. (2004). A multicultural 
feminist model of mentoring. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and 
Development, 32, 428-442.  

Bhatta, G., & Washington, S. (2003). 'Hands up': Mentoring in the New Zealand public 
service. Public Personnel Management, 32(2), 211-227.  

Brumley, K. M. (2014). The gendered ideal worker narrative: Professional women’s and 
men’s work experiences in the new economy at a Mexican company. Gender & 
Society, 28(6), 799-823. doi:10.1177/0891243214546935 

Burman, E. (1991). What discourse is not. Philosophical Psychology, 4(3), 325-342.  
Butler, E. K., Winfree, L. T., & Newbold, G. (2003). Policing and gender: Male and 

female perspectives among members of the New Zealand Police. Police 
Quarterly, 6(3), 298-329. doi:10.1177/1098611103254316 

Buzzanell, P. M., & Liu, M. (2005). Struggling with maternity leave policies and 
practices: A poststructuralist feminist analysis of gendered organizing. Journal 
of Applied Communication Research, 33(1), 1-25. 
doi:10.1080/0090988042000318495 

Buzzanell, P. M., Long, Z., Anderson, L. B., Kokini, K., & Batra, J. C. (2015). 
Mentoring in academe: A feminist poststructural lens on stories of women 
engineering faculty of color. Management Communication Quarterly, 29(3), 
440-457. doi:10.1177/0893318915574311 



82 
 

Campbell, R., & Wasco, S. M. (2000). Feminist approaches to social science: 
Epistemological and methodological tenets. American Journal of Community 
Psychology, 28(6), 773-791.  

Carbin, M., & Edenheim, S. (2013). The intersectional turn in feminist theory: A dream 
of common language? European Journal of Women's Studies, 20(3), 233-248. 
doi:10.1177/1350506813484723 

Chao, G. T. (2009). Formal mentoring: Lessons learned from past practice. Professional 
Psychology: Research and Practice, 40(3), 314–320. doi:10.1037/a0012658 

Chao, G. T., Walz, P. M., & Gardner, P. D. (1992). Formal and informal mentorships: A 
comparison on mentoring functions and constrast with nonmentored 
counterparts. Personnel Psychology, 45(3), 619-636.  

Chesney-Lind, M., Okamoto, S. K., & Irwin, K. (2006). Thoughts on feminist 
mentoring: Experiences of faculty members from two generations in the 
academy. Critical Criminology, 14(1), 1-21. doi:10.1007/s10612-005-3190-1 

Christie, H. (2014). Peer mentoring in higher education: Issues of power and control. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 19(8), 955-965. 
doi:10.1080/13562517.2014.934355 

Cole, E. R. (2009). Intersectionality and research in psychology. American 
Psychologist, 64(3), 170–180. doi:10.1037/a0014564 

Collins-Camargo, C., & Kelly, M. J. (2007). Supervisor as informal mentor: Promoting 
professional development in public child welfare. The Clinical Supervisor, 25(1-
2), 127-146. doi:10.1300/J001v25n01_09 

Davies, B. (1991). The concept of agency: A feminist poststructuralist analysis. Social 
Analysis: The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 30, 42-53.  

Davies, B., Browne, J., Gannon, S., Hopkins, L., McCann, H., & Wihlborg, M. (2006). 
Constituting the feminist subject in poststructuralist discourse. Feminism & 
Psychology, 16(1), 87-103. doi:10.1177/0959-353506060825 

Davies, B., & Gannon, S. (2005). Feminism/poststructuralism. In B. Somekh & C. 
Lewin (Eds.), Research methods in the social sciences (pp. 318-325). London, 
England: Sage Publications. 

Davies, B., & Harré, R. (1990). Positioning: The discursive production of selves. 
Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 20(1), 43-63.  

Davis, K. (2008). Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on 
what makes a feminist theory successful. Feminist Theory, 9(1), 67–85. 
doi:10.1177/1464700108086364 

De Four-Babb, J., Pegg, J., & Beck, M. (2015). Reducing intellectual poverty of 
outsiders within academic spaces through informal peer mentorship. Mentoring 
& Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 23(1), 76-93. 
doi:10.1080/13611267.2015.1011038 

Devos, A. (2004). The project of self, the project of others: Mentoring, women and the 
fashioning of the academic subject. Studies in Continuing Education, 26(1), 67-
80. doi:10.1080/158037042000199489 

Dobele, A. R., Rundle-Thiele, S., & Kopanidis, F. (2014). The cracked glass ceiling: 
Equal work but unequal status. Higher Education Research & Development, 
33(3), 456–468. doi:10.1080/07294360.2013.841654 

Dreyfus, H. L., & Rabinow, P. (1983). Michel Foucault: Beyond structuralism and 
hermeneutics (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Driscoll, L. G., Parkes, K. A., Tilley Lubbs, G. A., Brill, J. M., & Pitts Bannister, V. R. 
(2009). Navigating the lonely sea: Peer mentoring and collaboration among 



83 
 

aspiring women scholars. Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 
17(1), 5-21. doi:10.1080/13611260802699532 

Eagly, A. H., Johannesen-Schmidt, M. C., & Van Engen, M. L. (2003). 
Transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership styles: A meta-
analysis comparing women and men. Psychological Bulletin, 129(4), 569–591. 
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.129.4.569 

Eagly, A. H., & Riger, S. (2014). Feminism and psychology: Critiques of methods and 
epistemology. American Psychologist, 69(7), 685-702. doi:10.1037/a0037372 

Ehrich, L. C., & Kimber, M. (2016). The purpose and place of mentoring for women 
managers in organisations: An Australian perspective. In M. L. Connerley & J. 
Wu (Eds.), Handbook on well-being of working women (pp. 225-241). 
doi:10.1007/978-94-017-9897-6  

Elliott, A. (Ed.) (2011). Routledge handbook of identity studies. Abingdon, United 
Kingdom: Routledge. 

Emelo, R. (2011). Group mentoring: Rapid multiplication of learning. Industrial and 
Commerical Training, 43(3), 136-145. doi:10.1108/00197851111123587 

Ensher, E. A., Thomas, C., & Murphy, S. E. (2001). Comparison of traditional, step-
ahead, and peer mentoring on protégés' support, satisfaction, and perceptions of 
career success: A social exchange perspective. Journal of Business and 
Psychology, 15(3), 419-438.  

Farnese, M. L., Bellò, B., Livi, S., Barbieri, B., & Gubbiotti, P. (2016). Learning the 
ropes: The protective role of mentoring in correctional police officers’ 
socialization process. Military Psychology, 28(4). doi:10.1037/mil0000131 

Forster, M. E., Palmer, F., & Barnett, S. (2015). Karanga mai ra: Stories of Māori 
women as leaders. Leadership, 0(0), 1-22. doi:10.1177/1742715015608681 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (A. Sheridan, 
Trans.). New York, NY: Vintage Books. 

Foucault, M. (1983). Afterword: The subject and power. In H. L. Dreyfus & P. Rabinow 
(Eds.), Michel Foucault: Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics (2nd ed., pp. 
208-226). Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press. 

Foucault, M. (1989). The archaeology of knowledge (S. Smith, Trans.). London, 
England: Routledge. 

Gavey, N. (1989). Feminist poststructuralism and discourse analysis: Contributions to 
feminist psychology. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 13, 459-475.  

Gibson, S. K. (2004). Being mentored: The experience of women faculty. Journal of 
Career Development, 30(3), 173-188. 
doi:10.1023/B:JOCD.0000015538.41144.2b 

Gill, R. (1997). Discourse analysis: Practical implementation. In J. T. E. Richardson 
(Ed.), Handbook of qualitative research methods for psychology and the social 
sciences (pp. 141-156). Leicester, England: BPS Books. 

Gutek, B. A. (2001). Women and paid work. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 25(4), 
379-393.  

Haemmerle, B. C. (2016). "She's me, the whole of me": Constructing mentoring as a 
feminine gendered connection for women's professional identity. (Master of 
Science Unpublished master's thesis), Massey University, Manawatū, New 
Zealand.    

Haggard, D. L., & Turban, D. B. (2012). The mentoring relationship as a context for 
psychological contract development. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 
42(8), 1904–1931. doi:10.1111/j.1559-1816.2012.00924.x 



84 
 

Harding, S. (1991). Whose science? Whose knowledge?: Thinking from women's lives. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Harding, S. (1993). Rethinking standpoint epistemology: What is "strong objectivity"? 
In L. Alcoff & E. Potter (Eds.), Feminist epistemologies (pp. 49-82). New York, 
NY: Routledge. 

Harré, R., & Langenhove, L. V. (1991). Varieties of positioning. Journal for the Theory 
of Social Behaviour, 21(4), 393-407. doi:10.1111/j.1468-5914.1991.tb00203.x 

Harré, R., & Moghaddam, F. (Eds.). (2003). The self and others: Positioning 
individuals and groups in personal, political, and cultural contexts. Westport, 
CT: Praeger Publishers. 

Hesse-Biber, S. N. (Ed.) (2007). Handbook of feminist research: Theory and praxis. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Huang, C.-Y., Weng, R.-H., & Chen, Y.-T. (2016). Investigating the relationship among 
transformational leadership, interpersonal interaction and mentoring functions. 
Journal of Clinical Nursing, 25(15-16), 2144-2155. doi:10.1111/jocn.13153 

Hurst, J., Leberman, S., & Edwards, M. (2016). Women managing women: 
Intersections between hierachical relationships, career development and gender 
equity. Gender in Management: An International Journal, 31(1), 61-74. 
doi:10.1108/GM-03-2015-0018 

Jackson, A. Y. (2001). Multiple annies: Feminist poststructural theory and the making 
of a teacher. Journal of Teacher Education, 52(5), 386-397.  

Jackson, S., Vares, T., & Gill, R. (2012). ‘The whole playboy mansion image’: Girls’ 
fashioning and fashioned selves within a postfeminist culture. Feminism & 
Psychology, 23(2), 143–162. doi:10.1177/0959353511433790 

Jackson, V. A., Palepu, A., Szalacha, L., Caswell, C., Carr, P., & Inui, T. (2003). 
‘‘Having the Right Chemistry’’: A qualitative study of mentoring in academic 
medicine. Academic Medicine, 78(3), 328-334.  

Kaine, S., & Ravenswood, K. (2014). Working in residential aged care: A trans-tasman 
comparison. New Zealand Journal of Employment Relations, 38(2), 33-46.  

Kensington-Miller, B., & Ratima, M. (2015). Māori in partnership: A peer mentoring 
model for tertiary indigenous staff in New Zealand. Race Ethnicity and 
Education, 18(6), 813–833. doi:10.1080/13613324.2013.831824 

Kensington, M. (2006). The faces of mentoring in New Zealand: Realities for the new 
graduate midwife. New Zealand College of Midwives, 35, 22-27.  

Kram, K. E. (1983). Phases of the mentor relationship. Academy of Management 
Journal, 26(4), 608-625.  

Kram, K. E. (1988). Mentoring at work: Developmental relationships in organizational 
life. Lanham, MD: University Press of America. 

Kram, K. E., & Isabella, L. A. (1985). Mentoring alternatives: The role of peer 
relationships in career development. Academy of Management Journal, 28(1), 
110-132.  

Lahiri-Dutt, K. (2012). Digging women: Towards a new agenda for feminist critiques of 
mining. Gender, Place and Culture, 19(2), 193–212. 
doi:10.1080/0966369X.2011.572433 

Laschober, T. C., Eby, L. T., & Kinkade, K. (2013). Mentoring support from clinical 
supervisors: Mentor motives and associations with counselor work-to-nonwork 
conflict. Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment, 44, 186-192. 
doi:10.1016/j.jsat.2012.05.001 

Letherby, G. (2003). Feminist research in theory and practice. Buckingham, England: 
Open University Press. 



85 
 

Lewis, A. E., & Fagenson, E. A. (1995). Strategies for developing women managers: 
How well do they fulfil their objectives? Journal of Management Development, 
14(2), 39-53.  

Maack, M. N., & Passet, J. E. (1993). Unwritten rules: Mentoring women faculty. 
Library and Information Science Research, 15, 117-141.  

Macleod, C., & Durrheim, K. (2002). Foucauldian feminism: The implications of 
governmentality. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 32(1), 0021-8308.  

Markham, L., & Chiu, J. (2011). Exposing operations of power in supervisory 
relationships. Family Process, 50(4), 503-515.  

Maroney, H. J. (1986). Feminism at work. In J. Mitchel & A. Oakley (Eds.), What is 
feminism? (pp. 101-126). Oxford, United Kingdom: Blackwell. 

Marsh, S. T. (2016). Mentoring - Key to career success. Retrieved from 
http://professionelle.org.nz/mentoring-key-career-success/ 

Mavin, S. (2006). Venus envy: Problematizing solidarity behaviour and queen bees. 
Women in Management Review, 21(4), 264-276. 
doi:10.1108/09649420610666579 

McCloughen, A., & O’Brien, L. (2005). Development of a mentorship programme for 
new graduate nurses in mental health. International Journal of Mental Health 
Nursing, 14(4), 276–284. doi:10.1111/j.1440-0979.2005.00394.x 

McCloughen, A., O’Brien, L., & Jackson, D. (2009). Esteemed connection: Creating a 
mentoring relationship for nurse leadership. Nursing Inquiry, 16(4), 326-336. 
doi:10.1111/j.1440-1800.2009.00451.x 

McGuire, G. M., & Reger, J. (2003). Feminist co-mentoring: A model for academic 
professional development. National Women's Studies Association Journal, 
15(1), 54-70.  

McHoul, A., & Grace, W. (1997). A Foucault primer: Discourse, power, and the 
subject. New York, NY: New York University Press. 

McIntosh, B., McQuaid, R., & Munro, A. (2015). The impact of gender perceptions and 
professional values on women's careers in nursing. Gender in Management: An 
International Journal, 30(1), 26-43. doi:10.1108/GM-12-2013-0135 

McIntosh, B., McQuaid, R., Munro, A., & Dabir-Alai, P. (2012). Motherhood and its 
impact on career progression. Gender in Management: An International Journal, 
27(5), 346-364. doi:10.1108/17542411211252651 

McLaren, M. A. (2002). Feminism, Foucault, and embodied subjectivity. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press. 

McLaughlin, J. (2003). Feminist social and political theory: Contemporary debates and 
dialogues. Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan. 

McNay, L. (1994). Foucault: A critical introduction. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press. 
Mills, J., Francis, K., & Bonner, A. (2008). Walking with another: Rural nurses’ 

experiences of mentoring. Journal of Research in Nursing, 13(1), 23–35. 
doi:10.1177/1744987107078907 

Ministry for Women. (2016). Mentoring, coaching and sponsoring. Retrieved from 
http://women.govt.nz/leadership/mentoring-coaching-and-sponsoring 

Naples, N. A. (2003). Feminism and method: Ethnography, discourse analysis, and 
activist research. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Naweed, A., & Ambrosetti, A. (2015). Mentoring in the rail context: The influence of 
training, style, and practice. Journal of Workplace Learning, 27(1), 3-18. 
doi:10.1108/JWL-11-2013-0098 

New Zealand Law Society. (2016). Women and the legal profession (877). Retrieved 
from http://www.lawsociety.org.nz/lawtalk/lawtalk-archives/issue-877 



86 
 

New Zealand Police. (2016). Current statistics of women in NZ police. Retrieved from 
http://www.police.govt.nz/about-us/75-years-women-police/celebrating-our-
current-staff/current-statistics-women-nz-police 

O'Farrell, C. (2005). Michel Foucault. London: Sage Publications. 
Ortiz-Walters, R., Eddleston, K. A., & Simione, K. (2010). Satisfaction with mentoring 

relationships: Does gender identity matter? Career Development International, 
15(2), 100-120. doi:10.1108/13620431011040923 

Palmer, E., & Eveline, J. (2012). Sustaining low pay in aged care work. Gender, Work 
and Organization, 19(3), 254-275. doi:10.1111/j.1468-0432.2010.00512.x 

Parcsi, L., & Curtin, M. (2013). Experiences of occupational therapists returning to 
work after maternity leave. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 60(4), 
252–259. doi:10.1111/1440-1630.12051 

Parker, I. (1990). Discourse: Definitions and contradictions. Philosophical Psychology, 
3(2), 189-204.  

Parker, I. (2005). Qualitative psychology: Introducing radical research. Maidenhead, 
England: Open University Press. 

Parker, J., & Arrowsmith, J. (2012). Are we being served? Women in New Zealand’s 
service sector. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 
31(7), 663-680. doi:10.1108/02610151211263504 

Parker, V. A., & Kram, K. E. (1993). Women mentoring women: Creating conditions 
for connection. Buisness Horizons, 36(2), 42-51.  

Perrakis, A., & Martinez, C. (2012). In pursuit of sustainable leadership: How female 
academic department chairs with children negotiate personal and professional 
roles. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 14(2), 205-220. 
doi:10.1177/1523422312436417 

Peters, A. (2010). Elements of successful mentoring of a female school leader. 
Leadership and Policy in Schools, 9(1), 108-129. 
doi:10.1080/15700760903026755 

Pinnington, A. H., & Sandberg, J. (2013). Lawyers’ professional careers: Increasing 
women’s inclusion in the partnership of law firms. Gender, Work and 
Organization, 20(6), 616-631. doi:10.1111/j.1468-0432.2012.00610.x 

Rabinow, P. (Ed.) (1991). The Foucault reader: An introduction to Foucault's thought. 
London, England: Penguin Books. 

Ragins, B. R., & Cotton, J. L. (1999). Mentor functions and outcomes: A comparison of 
men and women in formal and informal mentoring relationships. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 84(4), 529-550.  

Ramazanoglu, C., & Holland, J. (2002). Feminist methodology: Challenges and 
choices. London, England: Sage Publications. 

Ramos, S. (2012). Women’s labour rights, gender equality and economic justice in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Development, 55(3), 397–402. 
doi:10.1057/dev.2012.62 

Ravenswood, K., & Harris, C. (2016). Doing gender, paying low: Gender, class and 
work–life balance in aged care. Gender, Work and Organization, 23(6), 614-
628. doi:10.1111/gwao.12149 

Riley, S., Evans, A., & Mackiewicz, A. (2016). It’s just between girls: Negotiating the 
postfeminist gaze in women’s ‘looking talk’. Feminism & Psychology, 26(1), 
94–113. doi:10.1177/0959353515626182 

Rosenthal, L. (2016). Incorporating intersectionality into psychology: An opportunity to 
promote social justice and equity. American Psychologist, 71(6), 474–485. 
doi:10.1037/a0040323 



87 
 

Ruff, J. (2013). Sisters of the heart along the way: The power of the female mentoring 
relationship. Women & Therapy, 36(1-2), 86-99. 
doi:10.1080/02703149.2012.720907 

Rutti, R. M., Helms, M. M., & Rose, L. C. (2013). Changing the lens: Viewing the 
mentoring relationship as relational structures in a social exchange framework. 
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 34(5), 446-468. 
doi:10.1108/LODJ-11-0097 

Ryan, A., Goldberg, L., & Evans, J. (2010). Wise women: Mentoring as relational 
learning in perinatal nursing practice. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 19(1-2), 183-
191. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.02852.x 

San Miguel, A. M., & Kim, M. M. (2015). Successful Latina scientists and engineers: 
Their lived mentoring experiences and career development. Journal of Career 
Development, 42(2), 133-148. doi:10.1177/0894845314542248 

Saul, J. M. (2003). Feminism: Issues & arguments. Oxford, England: Oxford University 
Press. 

Scandura, T. A. (1998). Dysfunctional mentoring relationships and outcomes. Journal 
of Management, 24(3), 449-467.  

Scandura, T. A., & Williams, E. A. (2004). Mentoring and transformational leadership: 
The role of supervisory career mentoring. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
65(3), 448-468. doi:10.1016/j.jvb.2003.10.003 

Schein, E. H. (1990). Organizational Culture. American Psychologist, 45(2), 109-119.  
Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 

education and the social sciences (4th ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press. 

Senellart, M. (Ed.) (2007). Security, territory, population: Lectures at the Collège de 
France, 1977-78. Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Smart, B. (2002). Michel Foucault (Rev. ed.). London: Routledge. 
Socratous, M., Galloway, L., & Kamenou-Aigbekaen, N. (2016). Motherhood: An 

impediment to workplace progression? The case of Cyprus. Equality, Diversity 
and Inclusion: An International Journal, 35(5-6), 364-382. doi:10.1108/EDI-02-
2016-0019 

Son, S. (2016). Facilitating employee socialization through mentoring relationships. 
Career Development International, 21(6), 554-570. doi:10.1108/CDI-02-2016-
0014 

Sosik, J. J., & Godshalk, V. M. (2000). Leadership styles, mentoring functions received, 
and job-related stress: A conceptual model and preliminary study. Journal of 
Organizational Behavior, 21(4), 365-390.  

Statistics New Zealand. (2015). Women at work: 1991-2013. Retrieved from 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Women/wo
men-occupation.aspx 

Still, L. V. (2006). Where are the women in leadership in Australia? Women in 
Management Review, 21(3), 180-194. doi:10.1108/09649420610657371 

Stone, A. (2007). An introduction to feminist philosophy. Cambridge, United Kingdom: 
Polity. 

Straus, S. E., Johnson, M. O., Marquez, C., & Feldman, M. D. (2013). Characteristics of 
successful and failed mentoring relationships: A qualitative study across two 
academic health centers. Academic Medicine, 88(1), 82-89. 
doi:10.1097/ACM.0b013e31827647a0 

Strong, E. A., De Castro, R., Sambuco, D., Stewart, A., Ubel, P. A., Griffith, K. A., & 
Jagsi, R. (2013). Work–life balance in academic medicine: Narratives of 



88 
 

physician-researchers and their mentors. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 
28(12), 1596-1603. doi:10.1007/s11606-013-2521-2 

Swap, W., Leonard, D., Shields, M., & Abrams, L. (2001). Using mentoring and 
storytelling to transfer knowledge in the workplace. Journal of Managment 
Information Systems, 18(1), 95-114. doi:10.1080/07421222.2001.11045668 

Taylor, D., & Vintges, K. (Eds.). (2004). Feminism and the final Foucault. Urbana, Ill: 
University of Illinois Press. 

Tharanou, P. (2005). Does mentor support increase woman's career advancement more 
than men's? The differential effects of career and psychosocial support. 
Australian Journal of Management, 30(1), 77-109. 
doi:10.1177/031289620503000105 

Topal, C. (2015). A relational perspective of institutional work. Journal of Management 
& Organization, 21(4), 495-514. doi:10.1017/jmo.2015.13 

Tourigny, L., & Pulich, M. (2005). A critical examination of formal and informal 
mentoring among nurses. The Health Care Manager, 24(1), 68-76.  

Tran, N. A. (2014). The role of mentoring in the success of women leaders of color in 
higher education. Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 22(4), 302-
315. doi:10.1080/13611267.2014.945740 

Viator, R. E. (2001). The association of formal and informal public accounting 
mentoring with role stress and related job outcomes. Accounting, Organizations 
and Society, 26(1), 73-93.  

Vyas, S., Mbwambo, J., & Heise, L. (2015). Women's paid work and intimate partner 
violence: Insights from Tanzania. Feminist Economics, 21(1), 35–58. 
doi:10.1080/13545701.2014.935796 

Weedon, C. (1997). Feminist practice and poststructuralist theory (2nd ed.). 
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers. 

Weedon, C. (1999). Feminism, theory and the politics of difference. Oxford, United 
Kingdom: Blackwell Publishers. 

Welsh, E. T., Bhave, D., & Kim, K. Y. (2012). Are you my mentor? Informal mentoring 
mutual identification. Career Development International, 17(2), 137-148. 
doi:10.1108/13620431211225322 

Wilen-Daugenti, T., Vien, C. L., & Molina-Ray, C. (Eds.). (2013). Women lead: Career 
perspectives from workplace leaders. New York, NY: Peter Lang. 

Woolnough, H., & Redshaw, J. (2016). The career decisions of professional women 
with dependent children: What’s changed? Gender in Management: An 
International Journal, 31(4), 297-311. doi:10.1108/GM-03-2016-0038 

 



89 
 

Appendices 

Appendix A: Screening questionnaire 

Appendix B: Low Risk notification 

Appendix C: Information sheet 

Appendix D: Participant consent form 

Appendix E: Interview guideline 

Appendix F: Authority for release 



90 
 

 

 

Appendix A 



91 
 



92 
 

 

 



93 
 

 

 

Appendix B 



94 
 

Appendix C 



95 
 

 

 



96 
 

 
Appendix D 



97 
 

 

Interview guideline 

 

Thank you for participating in this research. I am most interested in hearing about your 

experiences with mentoring and how they have affected your professional development. 

How has your mentoring experience, as a mentee/mentor or both been like for 

you? 

 

How did you come to be involved with mentoring? 

Prompts:  

How often do you (did you) meet with your mentor? 

Who usually arranged the meetings? Why? 

What kinds of things were you most comfortable talking about? 

What did you enjoy most about meeting with your mentor? 

Were there any mentoring meetings where you felt you’d been misunderstood? 

What happened in that case (if there is one)? 

Were there any mentoring meetings that made you feel uncomfortable? Can you 

tell me what happened? 

 

Can you tell me about your most valuable mentoring experience? What 

happened? 

Prompts:  

What do you believe has contributed to your sense of success in your career? 

Is there anything you think you might not have achieved if you hadn’t been 

involved with mentoring? 

How do you think mentoring has influenced your career goals? 

Do you think there is anything particularly important about the fact that your 

mentor was another woman/a man?  
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Can you tell me about your experiences of being both a professional and a 

woman practising [name field: law, nursing, social work, education]? 

Prompts:  

How would you describe your motivation to get into [field]?  

Do you think there are any tensions between professional [field] and the 

expectations of you as a woman? 

Can you think of a time in your profession, that you felt your contribution was 

particularly well respected? What happened? 

Have you ever had any hesitations about becoming a [occupation]? 

What is the most satisfying work that you do as a [occupation]? 

Are there any ways that you think mentoring has contributed to your sense of 

yourself as a [occupation]? 

 

Is there anything you’d like to add? 

Thanks for your time… it’s been really helpful and interesting to talk with you.
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