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1.1 Intended Learning Outcomes 

Various factors and interactions shape mentoring in the workplace. This module intro-

duces the Activity System as a unit of analysis to help you understand the actions and 

interactions that shape the mentoring activity with which you are involved.

Mentoring activities are shaped differently in different contexts. The module proposes 

the Activity System as a methodological framework to analyse the mentoring activity 

in a work context, and through engagement with Module 2: Theories of Mentoring and 

Module 3: Tools for Mentoring, you should be able to select the most appropriate meth-

ods and approaches that suit a mentoring activity in your particular context.  

In particular, this module aims to support you to:

¢ Understand broadly the Activity System as a methodological framework to 

analyse the mentoring activity in your work context;

¢ Understand the various components that act and interact to shape the men-

toring activity;

¢ Apply the Activity System to the mentoring activity in your work context;

¢ Understand in more depth the mentoring activity in your work context; and

¢ Draw on this understanding to explore Theories of Mentoring (in Module 2) 

and Tools for Mentoring (in Module 3), and select from these the most appro-

priate methods and approaches for mentoring in your work context.

This module serves only to introduce the Activity System as a methodological framework 

for analysing mentoring activities in your own or another work context. Much work has 

been done in what is referred to in literature as the Cultural Historical Activity Theory 

(Engeström, 2001), and some references have been included at the end of this module 

through which you can further explore this methodological framework for analysis.

 

1.2 An Evolution of Mentoring 

The first recorded usage of the term mentor can be traced back to a publication in 1699 

by French theologian François Fénelon. Fénelon was nominated as tutor to Louis XIV’s 

seven-year-old son. It was felt that the brilliant, unruly young duke could benefit from 

being tutored by one of the most forward thinking Frenchmen of the day. In Fénelon’s 

book, Les Aventures de Télémaque, describing the adventures of Telemachus as he went 

in search of his father, the main character in the book is Mentor. This is the source of 

the modern word mentor, usually taken to mean a more experienced person, a trusted 

friend, counsellor, and teacher.
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Over time, mentoring has evolved through various contexts and purposes. Trends in 

the 1970s reflect greater institutionalisation of mentoring as a strategy to manage or-

ganisational complexity and change (Dominguez, 2013; see also 2.2 in Module 2). Formal 

workplace-based mentoring emerged as a way of integrating women and minorities into 

changing organisations and has expanded significantly into educational institutions as a 

strategy to foster academic success (Dominguez, 2013). 

 

Mentoring today is found in many diverse organisations, with different purposes, dif-

ferent roleplayers and different structures. Some mentoring programmes are formally 

structured around organisational development strategies, such as retention planning, 

talent management and succession planning. Some are structured within human resource 

skills planning and development, and are focused on the development of the individual 

perhaps relative to a performance planning process. Others are focused at a sector level, 

aimed at job creation for unemployed youth, and thus have more of a social than organi-

sational development objective. The mentoring context therefore plays out differently 

in different contexts and Module 2 starts to open up the theories that underlie the what, 

why and who of mentoring, often less explicit in our mentoring activities.  

In Greek Mythology, Mentor is a trusted friend of Odysseus. When Odysseus left 

for the Trojan War, he asked Mentor to watch over his son Telemachus and his 

palace. “Tell him all you know,” said Odysseus.  

Telemachus, accompanied by the older, wiser Mentor, goes in search of his father 

Odysseus. Rash, impetuous and full of goodness, Telemachus needs channelling 

to ensure only positive consequences for himself and others. The responsibility 

for channelling Telemachus’ energy is given to Mentor.

Mentoring in the workplace is a developmental relationship, focused on the 

professional practice of the mentee to strengthen workplace-based competence 

through support, guidance and opportunities for personal growth and 

development.

— Adapted from Raven (2011)

Many of us in the workplace could relate to this description of mentoring. As illustrated 

in the original story of Mentor above, mentoring takes place in many settings other than 

the workplace. Many of the world’s most successful people refer to the role of mentors 

in their personal and professional success. Some of these well-known figures include:
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What do these stories tell us about mentoring? 

Mentoring is found in many different contexts, social spaces, the workplace, business, 

sports, acting, entertainment and politics. Mentoring relationships are found amongst 

people of all ages, such as the seven-year-old charge of François Fénelon or the young 

Telemachus being mentored by older, wiser and trusted men in their social circles, Eddy 

Merckx peer mentoring Lance Armstrong to become a top performing, world renowned 

cyclist, and Aristotle mentoring Alexander the Great in the role as a great leader of the 

people.  

Mentoring can be a formal arrangement or an informal association, as in the case of 

Oprah Winfrey, who identifies Maya Angelou as her mentor long before Maya even real-

ised she was playing this role.  

... in business

Richard
Branson

Fredie
Laker

... in politics

Alexander
the Great

Aristotle

... in sports

Lance
Armstrong

Eddy
Merckx

... in entertainment

Oprah
Winfrey

Maya
Angelou

... in the arts

Heath
Ledger

Mel
Gibson

Diagram 1.1:	Mentoring amongst the Stars 
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Mentoring can focus on various areas of development and/or guidance: it can be a pro-

cess of taming a young, seven-year-old duke with much promise and a little too much 

spunk, of overseeing a young Telemachus, or of general support as in the case of Freddie 

Laker supporting Richard Branson to build a multi-million dollar empire.

Most of us have come to know mentoring as focused on organisational development 

and/or professional skills development. We might have mentored the new entrant from 

university, or the junior manager showing much promise for growth into the advanced 

management of the organisation. You might have been mentored by your own line man-

ager to strengthen a much needed area of competence or by someone for whom you 

have great admiration. It becomes evident that mentoring is shaped differently in dif-

ferent contexts for different people with different purposes and different underlying 

orientations, as further explored in Module 2 (see 2.4).

Let’s reflect on the mentoring activity with which you are involved.  

‘Since the moment I opened I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, I’ve felt deeply 

connected to Maya Angelou. With each page her life seemed to mirror mine … 

meeting Maya on those pages was like meeting myself in full. For the first time, 

as a young black girl my experience was validated. And it still is, although now I 

sit at Maya’s feet, beside her fireplace, hardly believing that, years after reading 

Caged Bird, she is my mentor and close friend. When we met in Baltimore more 

than twenty years ago, our bond was immediate. We talked as if we had known 

each other our entire lives; and throughout my twenties and in the years beyond, 

Maya brought clarity to my life lessons. She speaks of what she knows.

Now we have what I call a mother/sister/friend relationship. She’s the woman 

who can share my triumphs, chide me with hard truth and soothe me with 

words of comfort when I call her in my deepest pain. When I am with Maya, 

unimportant matters melt away – her presence feels like a warm bath after an 

exhausting day. In our hours together, we can set aside all pretensions and just 

be: two women barefoot in a living room, sharing the most intimate parts of our 

lives.’

– Oprah Winfrey, on Maya Angelou

Activity 1.1: Pre-Course Assignment

1. Name: 

2. Organisation: 3. Designation:

4. Do you have a mentoring programme in your organisation? £  Yes £  No
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5. Would you describe this programme as formal or informal?  Explain your answer?

6. Who are the mentees in your organisation?

7. How many mentees do you have in the organisation?

8. Where are these mentees placed?

9. What is the aim of their placement?

10. What do these mentees do in your organisation?

11. Who mentors these mentees?

12. What role do you play in this mentoring programme?

13. Comment on the benefits of mentoring for …

... (a) the organisation ... (b) the sector
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14. What are some of the organisational challenges for mentoring?

15. What policies (internal and external) guide and shape mentoring?  Explain how these shape 
mentoring in your organisation.

16. Comment on the institutionalisation of mentoring in your organisation.

17. How would you describe the culture of mentoring in your organisation?

18. What do you expect to get out of this mentoring course?

1.3 Diversity in Mentoring

Mentoring activities are found in many different organisations. Some are big, structured 

programmes; others are smaller initiatives. Some activities are institutionalised into 

the culture of the organisation; others exist on the fringes, with little organisational 

support. Some mentoring activities are an integral part of an organisation’s intention 
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to grow certain skills or support access to jobs, 

such as SANBI’s Groen Sebenza Progamme or 

the Department of Environmental Affairs Youth 

Environmental Services Programme. Some 

are supported by policy directives, such as the 

Department of Public Service Administration’s 

policy directive for all public sector entities to 

allocate a certain percentage of their staff com-

plement and training budgets to internships.

Mentoring activities in different organisations 

have different intentions. In some organisations 

they are aimed at the induction for new entrants into the workplace; in others they are 

focused on growing scarce skills for an organisation or sector. In others they might be 

part of a talent management plan or a succession strategy for an organisation or sector. 

Mentoring relationships are planned and struc-

tured differently. For example, the one-on-one 

relationship is most common in organisations 

for the environment and biodiversity. In some 

cases, a group mentoring approach is used. For 

example, some years back, when stewardship 

was an emerging approach to conservation in 

CapeNature, a dedicated mentor was appointed 

for 11 staff members, new to negotiating with 

farmers, to set aside land for conservation.

Mentoring takes on different shapes and sizes 

across organisations and even sometimes within the same organisation. These differ-

ences are shaped by many interacting factors and dynamics. The next sections guide you 

in reflecting on these interacting factors that shape the mentoring activity with which 

you are involved.

1.4 Analysing the Mentoring Activity

Knowing the context of your mentoring activity will allow you to draw out of the ‘toolbox’, 

in Modules 2 and 3, the most appropriate conceptual ideas, approaches and methods for 

the work you do.  

Through this section we guide you in critically analysing the mentoring activity and all 

its interacting parts, so that as you engage with Modules 2 and 3, you can draw on the 

ideas and tools offered to best inform your work in supporting mentoring. Being able to 

analyse the mentoring activity will also help you to assist other organisations with plan-

ning mentoring activities that might be different from your own.

DPSA’s policy on internships 

directs public sector agencies 

to allocate 5% of the staff 

complement to internships 

funded through compulsory 

training budgets of 1% of staff 

remuneration budgets, 20% 

of which must be allocated to 

interns.

SANBI’s Groen Sebenza 

Programme is funded through 

the National Treasury’s Jobs 

Fund, and is being imple-

mented through partnerships 

with 49 national, provincial 

and local government agen-

cies, NGOs and the private 

sector.
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1.4.1 The Activity System as a Methodological 
Framework for Analysis

The Activity System (Engeström, 2001) is offered as a methodological framework for 

analysing the mentoring activity with which you are involved. It provides you with an 

analytical lens through which to view the mentoring activity, reflect on its different com-

ponents and analyse the actions and interactions between these various components 

that make up and shape the mentoring activity. These interacting components of the 

mentoring activity include:

¢ the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity, its purpose and intended 

outcomes;

¢ the artefacts used to support the mentoring activity, such as the big ideas that shape 

the mentoring activity and the tools that are used to enable it;

¢ the subjects involved in the mentoring activity, including the people and institutions 

with a bearing on the mentoring activity;

¢ the rules of engagement that govern, regulate or shape the mentoring activity;

¢ the community of practice that shapes the mentoring activity in the organisation, sec-

tor and broader social system; and

¢ the division of labour or roles and responsibilities within the mentoring activity.  

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring

Diagram 1.2:	Components and Interactions within a Mentoring Activity System 

(Engeström, 2001) 
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1.4.2 Objects and Outcomes of the Mentoring 
Activity

The objects and outcomes describe the intended purpose and anticipated outcomes of 

the mentoring activity. As in some examples used above (see 1.2 and 1.3), there are a 

number of reasons why we have mentoring in organisations. 

Some of the common reasons for mentoring include: 

OBJECT	 OUTCOME

Supporting new graduates to access work, 

develop key workplace-based competences 

and integrate into the workplace (for more on 

mentoring for socialisation, see Section 2.4.3 

(a) in Module 2)

Increased employability of individuals, and 

filling critical vacancies across organisations in 

the sector.

Working with entry level staff to ‘find their 

feet’ in a very new career, assimilate into 

the organisational culture and build up the 

confidence and competence to perform well 

in their jobs.

Increased staff competence, confidence 

and integration, contributing to increased 

organisational effectiveness and increased 

contribution to achieving the mandate of the 

sector.

Assisting a staff member to address key skills 

gaps identified in a performance appraisal.

Improved employee, directorate or unit and 

organisational performance. 

Mentoring a mid-career professional in a 

programme of succession planning towards 

developing the required management 

competence  for a higher tier of management.

Developing future leadership capacity for 

the organisation and possibly beyond the 

organisation for the sector in future years.

Table 1.1:	Objects and Outcomes of Mentoring

Activity 1.2 

In the space below, describe the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity with 

which you are involved.

Object Outcomes
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The object – aim and purpose – and the intended outcomes shape the way in which a 

mentoring activity is structured and organised. Read through Case Example 1.1 and ex-

tracts from the Groen Sebenza Master Plan (SANBI, 2014 and 1.5). In the space below, 

reflect on the purposes and intended outcomes of this programme and how these shape 

the mentoring activity. Once you have completed this review of the Groen Sebenza 

Programme, reflect on the mentoring activity with which you are involved, and answer 

the same questions. Do a comparative analysis between the Groen Sebenza Programme 

and your own. Write a comment on the synergies between these programmes.

Case Example 1.1:  The SANBI Groen Sebenza Jobs Fund Programme

The SANBI Groen Sebenza Programme is a Jobs Fund programme funded by 

National Treasury. The Jobs Fund was established in 2011 with the express aim 

of creating employment, particularly amongst unemployed youth and graduates 

in South Africa. 

Through the Groen Sebenza Programme, SANBI has led the placement of 800 

graduates and matriculants across 49 organisations for biodiversity. These pre-

dominantly rural youth are placed in priority jobs reflecting scarce skills in the 

sector for biodiversity, for example, Taxonomists, GIS Technicians, Environmental 

Managers and Marine Biologists, amongst others.

The pioneers, as these new recruits are referred to, work with a dedicated 

mentor who focuses on the skills they need for specific occupations.  They are 

supported through a programme of workplace-based learning, generic and job-

specific skills development and career planning and development. The ultimate 

aim of this programme is to ensure that these pioneers are absorbed into and 

fill the many key vacancies in occupations and organisations working for biodi-

versity. This programme is key to the sector in the role it plays in training these 

pioneers in scarce skills and responding to the broader socio-economic objective 

of the Jobs Fund in creating employment for unemployed and rural youth. 

Activity 1.3 

Reflections Case	Example	1.1 Your	Case	Example

1. What is the 

purpose of the 

mentoring activity?
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1.4.3 Artefacts to Support the Mentoring Activity

Artefacts, as used in the Activity System methodological framework for analysis 

(Engeström, 2001), refer to the physical, conceptual and cultural tools for the mentoring 

activity. For example, Module 3: Tools for Mentoring provides a number of practical sug-

gestions for effective mentoring. One example is Active Listening (see 3.3.2 in Module 3). 

Other examples of these artefacts are the Theories of Mentoring in Module 2 that provide 

the conceptual capital to shape a mentoring activity. 

Reflections Case	Example	1.1 Your	Case	Example

2. What are the 

intended outcomes 

of the mentoring 

activities?

3. What features of 

the mentoring 

activity reflect 

the purpose and 

outcomes?

4. Explain your 

answer in (3).

5. Comment on 

the synergies 

between the two 

programmes.
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Activity 1.4

Draw or collect and paste pictures of the physical artefacts that you have in your organi-

sation to support mentoring.  Below each of these, write a brief description of how each 

of these artefacts support (or inhibit) the mentoring activity.  Use different colours for 

the supporting artefacts and those that constrain the mentoring activity, if you’re using 

drawings.   

a) Physical Artefacts 

Physical artefacts are the physical, tangible resources used in and for a mentoring 

activity. These might include your organisation’s Performance Management System 

that provides a framework for the mentor to plan and assess the development of the 

mentee. It could be the Key Performance Areas of all line managers that include a 10% 

weighting for supporting the development of others. Or a physical artefact could be an 

organisational objective that defines mentoring as a key strategy towards organisational 

development through ongoing and structured development of its human resources. It 

could be a coaching manual developed by your human resource department that helps 

mentors to design mentoring activities, or it could be the co-ordinator as a resource sup-

porting the mentoring activity as an organisational objective.
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b) Conceptual Artefacts

Conceptual artefacts would refer to the underlying assumptions, thinking and un-

derstandings that shape the mentoring activity. Another way to think of this is as the 

conceptual capital that underlies the mentoring activity, for example the Theories of 

Mentoring offered in Module 2 or the thinking that underpins the need for a mentoring 

activity.

Conceptual artefacts do not stand on their own, but are always mediated through an 

object or an outcome, a subject or an artefact (see 1.4.2, 1.4.4 and 1.4.3, respectively). 

Your understanding of mentoring and the role of mentors and mentees, provide a good 

example of conceptual artefacts mediated into the mentoring activity through yourself 

as one of the subjects (see 1.4.4). Your performance management system has underly-

ing orientations. It might be intended as a developmental process and so mediates the 

developmental orientation into the mentoring activity as it is used. Your organisation 

might have a mentoring policy that is mediated through the HR department into the 

mentoring activity. 

This course provides you with conceptual capital mediated through the course materi-

als, fellow learners, facilitators, activities and assignments, amongst others, as artefacts 

of the mentoring activity. 

Conceptual artefacts could 

also include the occupa-

tional experience held 

by and mediated into the 

mentoring activity by the 

mentors. 

Conceptual artefacts medi-

ated through the object, 

outcomes and/or subjects in 

the mentoring activity start 

to highlight the interactions 

between these various 

com ponents in the Activity 

Sys tem, as reflected by the 

arrows in Diagram 1.3.

16

Activity 1.5

In your picture collage in Activity 1.4, use a different colour ink to describe the concep-

tual artefacts contributed or mediated through each of your physical artefacts.   

ARTEFACTS
used in mentoring

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

supporting mentoring

OBJECTS AND 
OUTCOMES

for mentoring

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
for mentoring

DIVISION 
OF LABOUR

in mentoring

SUBJECTS
in mentoring

Diagram 1.3:	Interactions between Objects, Outcomes, 

Subjects and Artefacts in the Mentoring Activity 
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c) Cultural Artefacts

Cultural artefacts are rarely explicit; they are mostly implicit in actions, language, atti-

tudes and values. Cultural artefacts become evident through the physical artefacts in the 

mentoring activity. For example, a performance management system that focuses too 

strongly on a job not well done is perhaps counter to a development culture of mentoring. 

Cultural artefacts could become evident in, for example, the extent to which mentoring 

is supported by the Executive Committee, budgets available for the mentoring activity 

and/or the extent to which mentors avail them-

selves for mentoring. It could also be reflected in 

how people engage in the mentoring activity, for 

example, if the development of individuals is the 

primary objective, or comes secondary to other 

objectives outside of the individual, like adding 

more capacity to an overstretched department. 

The culture of mentoring might also be evident 

in where mentoring is located in the organisa-

tion. For example, if confined to one department 

it might not reflect an overall organisational cul-

ture of mentoring. Mentoring for new entrants only does not necessarily reflect a culture 

of lifelong learning for all. These are some examples of how culture becomes evident 

through analysing the object and outcomes of the mentoring activity, unpacking the de-

tails of physical and conceptual artefacts and observing the interactions across these and 

subjects (see 1.4.4) in the mentoring activity. Understanding the cultural artefacts requires 

an in-depth and critical analysis of the components in the mentoring activity and what 

these reflect about the role of mentoring for individuals, organisations and/or sectors. 

  

d) Working with Artefacts for Mentoring

These physical, conceptual and cultural artefacts could positively shape the mentoring 

activity in your organisation. However, they could also inhibit or constrain it. For exam-

ple, a central co-ordinator who supports and guides mentors in an organisation might 

enhance the mentoring activity. This central co-ordinator might be the ‘go to’ person 

when the mentoring relationship seems to be unravelling. He or she could be the voice 

of sound reason when nothing seems to work with efforts to motivate the mentee. A co-

ordinator could provide regular training sessions on key skills for mentoring. However, 

this central co-ordinator might also be somewhat steeped in history and could limit or 

inhibit your scope of innovation in working with a younger generation that might need a 

different approach to mentoring.  

In the same way, resource materials such as videos, books and journal articles, amongst 

others, might provide you with good support on how to approach the mentoring activity. 

They might give you some guidance on what you might need as a mentor, such as listen-

ing skills (see  3.4.2 in Module 3), or the characteristics of a good mentor (see Table 3.2 in 

Module 3), such as integrity, respect, experience and commitment. From these you might 

be guided in what to do as a first step in the mentoring activity or how to manage a new 

generation of work entrants.

Often in organisations we 

obser ve a willingness to men-

tor primarily driven by a need 

to secure additional capacity.  

What does this reflect about a 

culture of mentoring? 
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As another example, the general culture and attitude to mentoring could stimulate your 

interest and energy in mentoring. An absent or negative organisational culture to men-

toring could result in a lack of support for mentoring activities. Stumbling blocks can 

appear as you try to set up or manage mentoring activities in the workplace.  

Artefacts, whether physical, conceptual or cultural, are significant to facilitate and sup-

port the mentoring activity. What are the artefacts at your disposal to support the work 

that you do? What are those that could be strengthened to better support you in mentor-

ing? And what can you do to maximise the positive influence of these artefacts?   

Activity 1.6

How would you describe the culture of mentoring in your organisation, and how is this 

culture made evident? Describe this with reference to some of the cultural artefacts 

shaping the mentoring activity.   

1.4.4 Subjects in the Mentoring Activity

Mentoring by its very nature is based on interpersonal relationships. It invariably includes 

certain actors or subjects as referred to in Engeström’s (2011) Activity System, those 

people involved in and/or with a vested interest in the mentoring activity. This would 

include the mentor, the mentee, perhaps a line manager (if this is not the same person as 

the mentor) and others in the organisation whose work intersects with the mentor and 

mentee. It could also include subjects in other organisations that shape the mentoring 

activity. Ultimately, it includes all who have a stake in the mentoring relationship.

This unit of analysis does not, however, only focus on the subjects in the mentoring ac-

tivity, but also on the interactions between subjects. It focuses on what each of these 

groups bring to the mentoring activity in the form of artefacts, and how they support 

and are shaped by the artefacts, the object and the outcomes of the mentoring activity. 
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This takes further the inter-

actions with other parts of 

the Activity System as intro-

duced in 1.4.3 (b & c) above, 

and indicated by the 

two-way arrows between 

these interacting parts in 

Diagram 1.4.

The primary actors in a 

mentoring activity are no 

doubt the mentor and the 

mentee(s). Each of these 

primary actors brings into 

the mentoring activity 

certain artefacts. Physical 

artefacts include the 

whole person (including personality, life experiences, attitudes and values, for example), 

while conceptual artefacts could include knowledge and experience in a particular field, 

ways of thinking about mentoring, ways of thinking about people and their interactions 

with people and expectations of the mentoring 

interaction. They also bring with them into the 

relationship understandings of the object of 

mentoring and anticipated outcomes. In turn, 

these primary actors are also shaped by the ob-

jects and outcomes of the mentoring activity. 

For example, a CEO embracing change is likely to 

engage in coaching for change more effectively 

than one who is steeped in ’… this is how things 

have been done for years …and why is change 

necessary …’. Subjects might engage differently 

with the mentoring activity depending on how 

they perceive the outcome for themselves and/or the organisation. These interactions 

between artefacts, objects, outcomes and subjects are indicated by the two-way arrows 

in Diagram 1.4. 

 

a) Mentees could include: 

¢ the student intern placed for workplace-based learning as part of a qualification 

requirement;

¢ the first degree graduate trying to find direction into postgraduate studies;

¢ the postgraduate intern at honours level or masters level needing support to bridge 

into the workplace;

¢ the qualified graduate in his/her first ‘real’ job;

¢ a mid-career professional being primed for succession in the organisation;

Diagram 1.4:	Subjects’ Interactions with Objects, 

Outcomes and Artefacts

Stories are often told in our 

sector of white professionals’ 

reluctance to mentor younger 

black professionals as employ-

ment equity strategies are 

implemented by organisations, 

who they perceive to have a 

stronger chance of promotion.
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¢ an entry level to mid-career professional who shows much promise for progression 

into organisational leadership;

¢ an executive level manager supported through a change process in the organisation.  

b) Levels of Mentoring 

We find mentees at different levels of the learning and career pathway with distinct 

mentoring needs, as indicated in the diagram below, by way of example. The mid-career 

professional being primed for succession, for example, will require a focus on the skills 

ultimately required to take up the successive position. The student intern will require a 

focus on the curriculum as the mentoring activity contributes to fulfilling the require-

ments for completion of studies. The entry level to mid-career professional might 

require a focus on leadership development as a generic approach to launch his/her 

career. 

Strategic Management

Succession Planning 

Talent Management

Induction to Work

Curriculum focused

Senior Management

Mid-Career Professionals 

Junior Professionals

Graduate Interns

Student Interns

Level of Mentoring Mentoring Needs

Diagram 1.5:	Examples of the Levels of Mentoring (Adapted from Raven, 2011)

c) Interactions with Objects, Outcomes and Artefacts

The needs of the mentee point one to the object and intended outcomes of the mentor-

ing activity, which would, in turn, define the artefacts that one brings into the mentoring 

activity. For example, the Executive Manager in the example above would require a highly 

experienced coach in change management processes. The mid-career professional would 

need mentoring approaches that are in line with his/her succession plan as well as the 

organisational development needs. Artefacts might include the organisation’s five-year 

strategy in the case of the former example, or the succession policy and performance 

management record of the professional in the case of the latter. See this reflected in the 

two-way arrows in Diagram 1.4 on the previous page.
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Mentees also bring with them to the mentor-

ing activity individual characteristics that might 

shape the mentoring activity.  This could include 

academic backgrounds that may be different 

for individual mentees from different univer-

sities. They may have different sets of career 

aspirations and visions. You might come across 

one mentee with an extrovert 

personality pouring out in every 

direction or an introvert, more 

inwardly focused. Mentees bring 

into the relationship different 

cultures, traditions and ways of 

being in relation to other people, 

particularly in cases of different 

aged individuals. Gender could be 

another individual characteristic 

shaping the mentoring activity. 

All these personal characteristics 

shape the mentoring activity, and 

particularly in relation to those 

interacting in the respective 

mentor/mentee relationship. 

Activity 1.7

Who are some of the mentees in your organisation?  List and describe them. Then also 

describe how their mentoring needs shape the mentoring activity.   

In their book Mind the Gap, 

Codrington and Grant-Marshall 

(2004) provide some inter-

esting anecdotes of Training 

the Generations and the 

Generations at Work – see 

reference list. 

Individual
Characteristics

Life
Experience

Personality

Age

CultureAspirations

Gender

Diagram 1.6:	Personal Characteristics that 

Shape the Mentoring Activity
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d) Who are the Mentors?  

Mentors could be internally employed by an organisation or contracted in as consultants 

to support development in a particular specialised field. A common example of this is 

the executive coach. An internal staff member could mean that the mentor is more avail-

able to a mentee in the workplace; an external mentor might come into the organisation 

only at regular intervals, for example, once a week. However, the external mentor could, 

during regular visits, provide more dedicated time than the internal mentor who invari-

ably gets caught up in organisational priorities. The mentor could be a junior manager, 

middle manager or senior manager. This could place the mentor, and perhaps even the 

mentee, in a more, or less, influential position in shaping the mentoring activity. The 

mentor might have extensive technical experience in an area of work and vast experi-

ence of the sector, having worked across multiple organisations and would bring this 

into the mentoring relationship. Younger mentors might be able to relate better to a 

younger mentee and more fully embrace new, different and innovative ideas. However, 

age dynamics between a younger mentor and young mentee could also compromise the 

mentoring relationship. The younger mentor could also be ‘culturally’ inappropriate to 

support a senior level staff member or executive. A more mature mentor could bring 

into the mentoring activity his/her life experience and could perhaps take on more of a 

motherly or fatherly role. As with the mentee (see above) the background, experience, 

work function, career path, personality, age, gender and socio-cultural background of 

the mentor, amongst others, also shape the mentoring activity. 

Activity 1.8

Choose a mentee who you know fairly well.  What are some of their personal characteris-

tics that shape the mentoring activity?  Use the space around the figure to describe how 

these characteristics shape the mentoring activity.   
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e) Other Primary Subjects 

Within the Activity System there are a number of other subjects who support the men-

toring activity, some within the organisation and others associated with the organisation 

or sector.  Other primary subjects or actors could include those who play a key role in 

supporting and shaping the mentoring activity. This could be, for example, a Mentoring 

Programme Co-ordinator who interacts very closely with both the mentees and the men-

tors. It could be someone from the human resource management unit who plays a critical 

role in facilitating the mentoring activity. It could be someone external who plays a key 

role in shaping the mentoring activity. In some organisations mentoring is mandated at 

the highest level of the organisation through the CEO, which is likely to have significant 

implications for organisational support for the mentoring activity. The CEO might then 

be considered as one of the primary actors in the mentoring activity.    

Activity 1.9

Who are the mentors in your work and what do they bring to the mentoring activity?   

Case Example 1.2:  Institutionalising Mentoring

Cape Nature’s mentoring programme is co-ordinated outside of human resour-

ces, as a specific programme focus.

The Department of Environmental Affairs has a mentoring programme for youth 

co-ordinated in the human resources department.

WWF-SA’s internship programme is co-ordinated within its skills development 

programme and lends support to mentees and mentors both inside and outside 

of WWF-SA.

Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife supports mentoring from its Training Centre closely 

linked to HR.
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Some of these other primary subjects might be less directly involved in the mentoring 

activity but they also shape the mentoring activity. Some examples include:

¢ the Skills Development Officer or the Training and Development Manager who plays 

a role in facilitating the mentoring engagement, for example, through securing the 

necessary financial resources that support mentoring;

¢ the SETA with which an organisation is registered that might be working to support 

an increase in the scope and quality of mentoring activities in the sector, through 

financial and conceptual support;

¢ the Co-operative Learning Department at the University of Technology with which 

the student intern is registered that played a key role in brokering the relationship 

between an organisation and the university to facilitate mentoring;

¢ the directorate at the Department of Public Service Administration (DPSA) who, 

through a policy directive, encourages mentoring in all public service entities.

The extent of support for the mentoring activity is not in itself a guarantee of mentoring 

success. As discussed in 1.4.3 above, the artefacts which these supporters bring to the 

mentoring activity have to be mediated. For example, policy implementation could be 

inhibited by a lack of transfer of the policy directive into a sector plan or organisational 

policy and/or an operational plan to support the mentoring activity. Key influences can 

enable the mentoring activity, as in the examples above, but they can also inhibit, con-

strain or compromise the mentoring activity.  

Activity 1.10

Who are the key role players, outside of the mentor(s) / mentee(s) relationship, who sup-

port the mentoring activity and what role do they play?   

Remember that these subjects, whether directly or indirectly involved in the mentor-

ing activity, also bring a range of professional and personal characteristics that shape it. 

These characteristics include, for example, networking links, diverse experiences, ways 

of working with others and work ethics. They contribute to the culture of mentoring in 
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an organisation or a sector and start to connect to the cultural artefacts as indicated in 

your Activity System Diagram 1.4 by the two-way arrow between the subject and the 

artefacts.

In your analysis of the subjects and their interactions with other parts of the system dealt 

with thus far, such as the objects and artefacts in 1.4.2 and 1.4.3 respectively, consider 

both the potential positive influences of these role players as well as their constraining 

potential in the mentoring activity.  

Activity 1.11

Use these smiley faces as a template to map out the subjects in the mentoring activity 

in your organisation or programme. Use a different shaded smiley face for each of the 

three groups of primary subjects and use the other for any additional groups you can 

identify. Below each smiley face in your map, name each person and their organisation 

together with their designation and/or role. Then write a brief description of what each 

one brings into the mentoring activity positively (current or potential), in one colour of 

ink. Using a different colour, identify current or potential constraints in their contribution 

to the mentoring activity.   
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1.4.5 Rules of Engagement 

There are invariably rules, sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit, that guide what we 

do. This is also the case with mentoring. This section opens up the space to reflect on 

some of the explicit and implicit rules that shape the mentoring activity.

Some of these rules of engagement are formulated and proposed at a macro level in the 

form of formal policies. An example is the Human Resource Development Strategy for 

South Africa (see Case Example 1.4), the National Skills Development Strategy (see Case 

Example 1.3), the Human Resource Development 

Strategy – Environment Sector (see Case 

Example 1.6) and the Biodiversity Human Capital 

Development Strategy (see Case Example 1.7).  

Another example is DPSA’s policy directive on 

internships. As a policy directive, this has the 

potential to exercise significant influence over 

mentoring activities in the public sector. Its success or ability to shape the mentoring 

activity does, however, depend on the extent to which public service organisations and 

key champions in these organisations are willing and able to implement this directive 

through organisational strategies, 

actions and plans.  

Referring to the Activity System 

(see Diagram 1.8), these macro level 

policies are artefacts in the mentor-

ing activity that provide the policy 

framework within which mentoring 

activities are implemented – for ex-

ample, the Groen Sebenza Master 

Plan (SANBI, 2014) referred to in 

Section 1.4.2, Case Example 1.1 and 

Activity 1.3. This Master Plan, as an 

artefact, no doubt shapes the object 

and outcome of the SANBI Groen 

Sebenza Programme, the placement 

and training of 800 unemployed 

youth for future employment in 

the sector. These objects and out-

comes naturally define the subjects in this mentoring activity including the mentees 

(unemployed, predominantly rural youth) and the mentors (biodiversity professionals 

in scarce skills) and partner organisations in biodiversity who host the mentees (for 

example Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife, National Zoological Gardens, Endangered 

Wildlife Trust, Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan, South African National Parks and the 

Department of Environment and Nature Conservation in the Northern Cape). These 

subjects also bring artefacts into the mentoring activity, for example, mentors bring 

Reference to policies also 

includes strategies and plans 

that support and facilitate 

mentoring activities.

Mentoring
Activity

Mentoring 
Policies

Organisation 
Policies

Sector and
Macro Policies

Diagram 1.7:	The Mentoring Activity Embedded 

within Policies, Strategies and Action Plans 
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experience as biodiversity professionals. Contractual agreements are an additional ar-

tefact formed between the various subjects, for example, SANBI and the mentees, SANBI 

and the host organisation, the mentors and the host organisation, amongst others. This 

Master Plan as an artefact also shapes the roles and responsibilities of the different 

subjects and their interactions with each other, many through contractual agreements. 

These are a few examples of the possible interactions across the various facets in the 

mentoring Activity System. See these interactions mapped out in Diagram 1. 8.

Diagram 1.8:	Case Example of Interactions in the Mentoring Activity

a) Macro Level Policies

Various macro level policies have positive implications for mentoring activities in the 

workplace. Recently many macro level policies explicitly make reference to workplaces 

becoming sites of learning, as in the National Skills Development Strategy III (see Case 

Example 1.3), which implies the need for increased mentoring activities. 

Case Example 1.3:  The National Skills Development Strategy III

Goal Two aims to increase access to occupationally directed programmes.  In 

working towards addressing middle level skills across all sectors through out-

come 2.1, it suggests SETA-led strategies for partnerships between universities 

of technology and employers providing workplace-based training.  
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The Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa from 2010 to 2030 

(Department of Education, 2010 – see Case Example 1.4 below) is perhaps not explicit re-

garding mentoring, but there are implicit suggestions supporting the mentoring activity. 

For example, “…facilitating a link between learning and work and provides placement …” in 

Strategic Priority Two and “… leveraging private and public sector programmes that create 

employment opportunities and work experience for new entrants into the labour market.” 

Case Example 1.4:  The Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 

2010–2030

Strategic Priority Two commits to increasing the number of appropriately skilled 

people to meet the demands of our current and emerging economic and social 

development priorities through an improvement of employment outcomes 

of post schooling education and training by encouraging the establishment of 

industry–institutional relationships (Strategic Priority 2.3) that facilitates a link 

between learning and work and provides placements.

Strategic Priority Five commits to ensuring that young people have access to 

education and training that enhance opportunities and increases their chances 

of success in further vocational training and sustainable employment and seeks 

to do this through leveraging public and private sector programmes that cre-

ate employment opportunities and work experience for new entrants into the 

labour market (Strategic Priority 5.2).  Its objectives towards this goal are to 

exponentially expand the public sector internship programme and implement 

a national programme of internship for young unemployed graduates within 

private sector enterprises. 

Outcome 2.3 aims to ensure that high level national scarce skills are being ad-

dressed through work ready graduates from higher education institutions. This 

is facilitated through appropriate interventions to support improved entry to 

priority programmes, increased work experience and experiential learning for 

students and access to postgraduate work.

b) Sector Wide Policies

The National Skills Development Strategy III (see Case Example 1.3) and the Human 

Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 2010 to 2030 (see Case Example 1.4) 

are national strategies. In the environment sector and also some of its sub-sectors, there 

are some strategies that support mentoring specifically for the sector and sub-sectors. 

Some of these include the Human Resource Development Strategy – Environment 

Sector (Department of Environmental Affairs, 2009), Environmental Sector Skills Plan 
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(Department of Environmental Affairs, 2010) and the Biodiversity Human Capital 

Development Strategy (SANBI and the Lewis Foundation, 2010). The CATHSSETA Sector 

Skills Plan is another example of a sector specific strategy that supports mentoring.  

The extract from the ESSP (DEA, 2010) in Case Example 1.5 implies a need for mentoring 

activities in addressing environmental technical skills through work placements, intern-

ships and linking to work opportunities.

The Human Resource Development Strategy for the Environment Sector (DEA, 2009) is 

more explicit in arguing for “adequate attention be given to sustainable workplace sup-

port in the form of mentoring …” (DEA, 2009:7) as a strategy to address the scarce and 

critical skills in the sector. Various objectives explicitly mention mentoring as a strategy 

in human capital development for the environment.

 

Case Example 1.5: The Environmental Sector Skills Plan (DEA, 2010)

One of the strategies suggested in the Environmental Sector Skills Plan (ESSP) 

of the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA, 2010) is to establish an initia-

tive with the Department of Higher Education and Training to examine and 

address the need for environmental technical skills that includes linking gradu-

ates to work placements, post qualification internships and potential employment 

opportunities.

Case Example 1.6: The Human Resource Development Strategy – Environment 

Sector (DEA, 2010)

Objective one, aimed at prioritising the reduction in vacancies at senior manage-

ment level, calls for immediate actions to … implement a retention drive for 

senior managers and highly skilled supervision level positions … to keep environ-

mental leaders within the sector … linked to improved career pathing, mentor-

ing and coaching.

Objective three, action one aims to improve the supply, mentoring and retention 

of internal scarce, scientific and other skills in the public environmental sector; 

and action two calls for training programmes that use a co-ordinated workplace 

learning approach.

At a subsector level, the Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy (SANBI and the 

Lewis Foundation, 2010) identifies mentoring as a key organisational competence towards 

skills development and planning and developing effective organisations. In the demand 

analysis that informs this strategy, the need for strengthening mentoring capacity emerges 
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a number of times and mentoring activities are identified as key strategies to extend exist-

ing capacity (Strategic Objective 2) and improve retention and effective deployment of 

suitable skills (Strategic Objective 3).  Some of the proposed activities are explicit in their 

mention of mentoring and others imply the need for mentoring, as in Case Example 1.7.

Case Example 1.7: The Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy (SANBI 

and the Lewis Foundation, 2010)

Activities to address the extension of existing capacity (Strategic Objective 2):

¢ set up a pilot programme for workplace-based up-skilling;

¢ fund more internships in priority fields in organisations with a proven 

capacity to mentor;

¢ support institutions starting internships.

Activities to improve retention and effective deployment of suitable skills (Stra-

tegic Objective 3):

¢ strengthen organisations’ skills planning capacity through better practice 

models to improve mentoring capacity.

Similarly at a sector level, CATHSSETA’s Sector Skills Plan sees mentoring and internships 

as an important strategy through which to address scarce skills, such as Conservation 

Scientists, for example.

These strategic objectives drawn from these sector level strategies provide some key 

guidelines for rules of engagement within organisations and the sector, to enable the 

mentoring activity.

Activity 1.12

1. Review the extracts in the case examples 1.3 to 1.7.  In each of them, highlight or 

under line those goals, objectives and outcomes to which you might contribute 

through the mentoring activity.

2. Using the reference list on the course flash stick, review these policies and try to 

identify any other goals, objectives or outcomes to which the mentoring activity 

might contribute.  

3. Talk to your colleagues in HR and try to identify any other policies and plans at a 

macro level that might shape the mentoring activity.

4. Once you have completed 1–3 above, prepare an email or memo for your Executive 

Committee in which you make a case for mentoring in the organisation and/or 

sector and draw the links in this proposal to a wider national contribution through 

mentoring.  
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c) Organisational Policies on Mentoring

Many will argue that there is an absence of policies guiding and shaping mentoring at 

an organisational level. However, most organisations – even though they might not have 

an explicit policy on mentoring – have Human Resource Development policies which in-

clude some indication of an intention for people development, for example through Key 

Performance Areas. Some may find an explicit policy on mentoring in their organisation. 

In the absence of an explicit mentoring policy you might have to take a look at human re-

source development policies to understand how mentoring is seen in your organisation, 

supported at a policy level and shaped in your organisation as a result.

Activity 1.13

1. If you have a mentoring policy in your work context, undertake a critical analysis and 

review of the policy and the mentoring culture in your organisation. In your review, 

consider amongst other things:

¢ who knows about the details of this policy;

¢ the extent to which this policy is known amongst key subjects or role players in the 

organisation who shape the mentoring activity.

¢ how does this policy shape a culture of mentoring in your organisation?

¢ what are some of the factors related to the policy that contribute to good mentor-

ing in your organisation?

¢ what are some of the factors that inhibit good mentoring, related to this policy?

2. If you don’t have an explicit mentoring policy in your work context, write one for your 

organisation and a carefully considered plan to stimulate the growth of a culture of 

mentoring. Include a clear motivation for the suggestions you make towards stimulat-

ing a culture of mentoring in your organisation.

Mentoring is not typically entrenched in organisational culture in the environment sec-

tor, despite the extensive policy framework (as seen above and in Case Examples 1.3 

to 1.7) to support the growth and development of skills, organisations and the sector, 

at both a national, sector and organisational level. Professionals with a keen interest in 

skills development often argue for the need to ‘make the case for mentoring’, through 

marketing the concept of mentoring to key players in the organisation in the hope that 

this will stimulate a culture of mentoring in the organisation. Do you agree? Policies of-

ten have the best intention, but if not taken on board and supported by all subjects in 

the mentoring activity, they can do little to stimulate a culture of mentoring. So not only 

is a policy framework necessary to validate or give significance to the mentoring activity, 

but an organisation would also need champions to drive the mentoring activity and get 

people involved.  
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1.4.6 Communities of Practice

Communities of Practice are a group broader than those in immediate or even indirect 

interaction with the mentoring activity as in Section 1.4.4. There is a much wider commu-

nity of practitioners who shape the mentoring activity, its object and outcomes, perhaps 

from more of a distance. For example, the Annual Conservation Symposium, the Marine 

Protected Areas Forum and the Wetlands Indaba provide a space for learning beyond the 

organisation or interaction with the mentor.

Activity 1.14

1. Draw on either your existing mentoring policy or the one you developed in Activity 

1.13. 

2. Select a key group of people who can champion the stimulation of a culture of men-

toring in your organisation and/or work context.

3. Prepare a powerpoint presentation in which you make the case for or market the 

concept of mentoring.  Draw on your email in Activity 1.12.

4. Include, in the introduction to your presentation, why you have selected this group 

as key champions to drive the stimulation of a mentoring culture in the organisation 

and/or your work context.  

Mentee

Mentor

Organisational Colleagues

Community of Practice

Diagram 1.9:	The Mentee and Mentor Embedded in the Organisation and Broader 

Community of Practice

Participants in this course, for example, might have no direct bearing on the mentoring 

activity in their own work context. However, interactions with these co-learners place you 

within a community of like-minded practitioners through which you can explore better 

approaches to mentoring. Even though none of them might ever come into direct contact 

with the mentees in your work context, the mentoring activity is shaped by this community 
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of practice (see arrow 1 in 

Diagram 1.10). The men-

toring activity could be 

further shaped by how you 

might frame the object and 

intended outcomes of the 

mentoring activity after 

engaging within the course 

(follow arrows 1 and 2 in 

Diagram 1.10) and perhaps 

the added artefacts that 

you’ve accessed through 

the course (see arrow 3 in 

Diagram 1.10) and brought 

into the mentoring activity. 

These influences, through 

engagement within com-

munities of practice, in turn shape objects and outcomes of the mentoring activity and 

the artefacts brought in also have the potential to shape the rules of engagement (see 

arrow 4 in Diagram 1.10) in the mentoring activity. Thus you can begin to identify all the 

facets working together through interactions to shape the mentoring activity.

Bear in mind that the above example places the mentor at the centre of the mentoring 

activity and the community of practice. We can trace even further interactions when we 

place the mentee at the centre of the activity and the associated community of practice.  

Activity 1.15

In the diagram below, map out some of the key communities of practice that shape the 

mentoring activity with a focus on the mentee.  Alongside each one noted, motivate the 

choice.   
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Diagram 1.10:	Case Example of the Shaping Influence of 

Communities of Practice
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1.4.7 Division of Labour 

The division of labour in the Activity System refers to who does what and why, to shape 

and influence the mentoring activity. This could include the person in the organisation 

or sector who initiates the mentoring activity, identifies potential mentors, recruits men-

tees and matches mentors to interns. It could be the person who initiates the mentoring 

approach, for example, whether a one-on-one mentoring arrangement, a group men-

toring approach and/or a peer mentoring approach (see 3.2.2 and Table 3.1 in Module 

3). It could be the SETA with which you are registered funding internships as part of its 

policy mandate to support access of new graduates to the job market. It could be your 

Executive Committee who signs off on a mentoring policy for your organisation. It could 

be your willing participation in this course to strengthen mentoring practices. It could be 

your intern initiating and participating in a learning exchange to increase the scope of 

his/her development. Note that for every action in italics above, there is an associated 

subject as part of broader community of practice, with an object and intended outcomes, 

bringing into the mentoring activity various artefacts and shaping rules of engagement 

within the Activity System.   

1.4.8 Interactions within the Mentoring Activity 
System

As indicated at various points in the discussion through this module – see Sections 1.4.3 

(b), 1.4.4, 1.4.5 and 1.4.6, and Diagrams 1.3, 1.4, 1.8 and 1.10 – there are interactions 

across the Mentoring Activity System that shape the experience of the mentee, the 

mentor and the role and actions of all other subjects in this system. There are various 

subjects with specific roles and responsibilities (division of labour), objects and intended 

outcomes that bring something physical, conceptual and/or cultural (artefacts) into 

the mentoring activity, guided by mandates (rules of engagement) drawing on a wider 

constituency (communities of practice) in what they bring and how they act within the 

system and in relation to other parts of the system. The above are all contributions that 

shape the mentoring activity.

Case Example 1.8:  Interactions within the Mentoring Activity System

Guided by the National Skills Development Strategy III and a policy directive from 

the Department of Higher Education and Training, CATHSSETA has developed 

its Annual Performance Plan that provides for 5% of its discretionary grant be-

ing made available to conservation agencies for the placement of 300 student 

interns for workplace based learning.  The objective of this policy directive is to 

link students to the workplace, provide them with growth opportunities within 

the real world of work and provide them with access to job opportunities when 

qualifying with their national diplomas. 
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Through a Memorandum of Agreement between your organisation and CATHS-

SETA, the Executive Committee has passed a resolution to place 30 interns across 

your organisation in conservation related work placements, each with a dedicated 

mentor and co-ordinated through the Training Manager in the HR Department.

The Training Manager is a recipient of the GreenMatter Fellowship Award and 

is doing a doctoral study through Rhodes University involving an analysis of key 

skills for biodiversity.  Through the GreenMatter Fellowship Programme, the 

Training Manager is also being exposed to mentoring approaches, has herself 

selected a mentor to support her development and through networking activities 

connects regularly with professionals from across the sector.

The Training Manager has approached you to mentor a Nature Conservation 

student from the Cape Peninsula University of Technology who has a keen inter-

est in GIS mapping. You have been with the organisation for 10 years now, having 

worked as a GIS Technician and recently have been promoted to manage bio-

diversity information in the organisation. You have only once before mentored 

a student intern, but your colleague in Biodiversity Information Management 

previously worked for SANBI where he was part of a highly structured internship 

programme and has extensive experience in working with student interns.  
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Activity 1.16

Read Case Example 1.9 and map out in the diagram below all facets and respective inter-

actions of the mentoring activity system.   
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Notes


