Mutual Mentoring -
Reducing the Divide

Jane Ball

Context

Integrated Supply and Trading (IST) was a highly successful business within the BP
corporation. Their culture was entrepreneurial. Staff were driven, smart and young
(compared to other businesses), often working under pressure with high risk and high
reward. The London office housed traders alongside mid- and back-office functions.

Social, cultural, and organisational differences between individuals and groups were
fragmenting the culture. Though people were highly interdependent, under high stakes this
became demanding rather than collaborative, thoughtless and at times disrespectful.
Relationships were eroding, and these divisions and their impact were becoming
increasingly obvious.

Various local and corporate initiatives were under way to develop a more inclusive culture,
and the leadership team took this seriously. They wanted to invest in creating a culture that
was based on mutual respect and which allowed everyone to thrive without losing the edge
that led to commercially astute business behaviours. The corporate Diversity and Inclusion
team had recommended a programme called Mutual Mentoring, but after six months the
leadership felt that the potential of what seemed like a good idea had not been met. | was
working in the organisation on other initiatives and was commissioned to further develop
the Mutual Mentoring programme and help to fulfil its potential.

Aim

The programme aim was to create a more inclusive workplace by raising awareness of the
perspective of others in a non-threatening and confidential way. Through participant
interviews, a review of what had already been done revealed some elements that were
needed to enhance the value and address the obstacles.

Method

To create a sustainable Mutual Mentoring Programme, | first established the leadership
team commitment. If they knew why the programme was a good idea, advocated for it, and
participated it would have more credibility. We still asked them to apply (participation was
not an entitlement) and complete a questionnaire. This included questions such as: How do
you think are you labelled by others in the organisation? Choose a colleague you trust and
ask them what your blind spots are. And the easier question, What are the areas of IST that
you would like to get connected to? The aim was to get them thinking about what they
might need to learn. We also asked them to nominate junior mentors. This meant we
avoided volunteers who had an ‘axe to grind’, and nominees inherently had leadership
permission to take part. The information also helped us to create effective pairings. Effective
meant they crossed subgroups in at least two ways — organisationally and socially/culturally
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— male-female and accounts-trading, for example. It also meant they were outside of
structural reporting lines, which could have led to conflicts of confidentiality or accusations
of favouritism.

A launch event brought all the participants together. First, they were put into pairs. One by
one, senior mentors invited a junior mentor to partner with them. Everyone knew who was
paired with whom.

| facilitated a process to help pairs agree on their mutual mentoring contract. The contract
included arrangements for meetings — including a protocol for timekeeping, cancelling, re-
arranging etc. Confidentiality was considered through a series of prompts or questions, such
as Discuss what confidentiality means to you; Name any past experiences that affect how
you view confidentiality. Finally, they talked about their own learning agenda with the
stimulus of questions, such as What do you want to gain from this relationship and what will
you invest? How will you continually review whether your expectations are being met? They
located the focus of their learning in seven areas — you, your part of the organisation, your
work, your partner, their area of the organisation, their work, or organisational values.

I included guidance on how to give and receive feedback, which people tried out in an
exercise —they asked their partner, Please give me feedback about your first impressions of
me today.

After the launch, each month | sent everyone a stimulus for their Mutual Mentoring session
based on one of the organisational values. For example:

When is the last time you felt really listened to at work and the person really took on
board what you were saying? Think of a situation where you were really listened to
by someone who was not a direct report.

Whose growth and success are you contributing to at work and how?
What does this tell you about how you realise the value of Integration — displaying
true partnership and teamwork?

After six months everyone met again to end the process, noticing what was learnt
individually and collectively and setting up how the experience might be taken forward and
extended through the organisation.

Outcomes

The programme helped individuals from different organisational and social/subcultural
groups to develop common understanding. This placed the programme in the context of
cultural change. Single meetings were part of a defined, time-limited process to give focus
and realise potential.

The senior mentors valued the direct first-hand feedback about what was happening on the
floor of the organisation. They had greater appreciation for the real change that was needed
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to create a more inclusive environment. For example, one junior mentor was female, in her
early thirties. She told her partner what happened when she met senior leaders to talk
about her career progression — she could see their level of interest disappear when she told
them she was recently married. Maternity leave was bound to follow.

The programme certainly met its aim to raise awareness of the perspective of others in a
non-threatening and confidential way. Leadership were able to use their greater awareness
to keep up other efforts to change the culture.

Learnings

| learnt in practice the limitations of a well-intentioned corporate initiative — the Diversity &
Inclusion team mutual mentoring programme — but how powerful and effective it can be to
translate this to a local process. Diversity and Inclusion programmes can be of immediate
operational value if they reduce fragmentation. A well thought-through pattern, based on
clear aims and understanding of the needs of the participants, can provide an effective
programmatic intervention. Finally, it was clear that contracting is crucial to create a safe but
energetic relationship for mutual learning.
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