The De Merits of Mentoring: A Review of
Research Articles

Critical Perspectives on the Limitations and Challenges of
Mentoring Programmes

Introduction

Mentoring is widely regarded as a valuable practice in educational, corporate, and social
settings. It is often promoted for its benefits in professional development, knowledge transfer,
and personal growth. However, a growing body of research highlights that mentoring is not
without its shortcomings. This document reviews the demerits of mentoring, drawing from
recent research articles and critical perspectives.

Potential Power Imbalances

One of the most commonly cited issues in mentoring relationships is the potential for power
imbalances. Mentors, by virtue of their experience and authority, may unintentionally dominate
the relationship. This can lead to mentees feeling intimidated or unable to express concerns,
ultimately diminishing the learning experience. Studies have shown that such imbalances can
foster dependency or even result in exploitation, especially in hierarchical organisational
structures.

Mismatched Pairings

The success of mentoring often hinges on the compatibility between mentor and mentee.
Research indicates that mismatched pairings—due to differences in communication styles,
values, or expectations—can lead to frustration, disengagement, and even conflict. In some
cases, poorly matched mentoring relationships have been found to have a negative impact on
mentees’ confidence and job satisfaction.

Time and Resource Constraints

Mentoring requires a significant investment of time and resources from both parties. Articles
have highlighted that mentors may be overburdened with their own professional
responsibilities, leading to infrequent or superficial interactions. When mentoring is treated as
an additional duty rather than a core responsibility, its effectiveness is greatly reduced. This can
result in tokenistic programmes that fail to deliver meaningful outcomes.

Unintended Consequences for Mentees

While mentoring is intended to support mentees, research reveals that it can sometimes have
adverse effects. For example, mentees may become overly reliant on their mentors, inhibiting
their ability to act independently or develop their own problem-solving skills. Negative
mentoring experiences—such as mentors providing poor advice or being unsupportive—can
damage mentees’ self-esteem and hinder their progress.



Bias and Lack of Diversity

Several articles have critiqued mentoring for perpetuating existing biases and inequalities within
organisations. Mentors may unconsciously favour mentees who are similar to themselves,
reinforcing homogeneity and limiting opportunities for underrepresented groups. This
phenomenon, known as ‘cloning, undermines the potential of mentoring to foster a diverse and
inclusive environment.

Organisational Challenges

On an institutional level, the implementation of mentoring programmes can be fraught with
challenges. Poorly designed schemes, lack of clear objectives, and insufficient training for
mentors can lead to inconsistent experiences. Some research suggests that without proper
evaluation and feedback mechanisms, organisations may not identify or address the
shortcomings of their mentoring initiatives.

Conclusion

While mentoring offers many potential benefits, it is important to recognise and address its
demerits. The research reviewed here underscores the need for careful planning, ongoing
support, and critical reflection in the design and delivery of mentoring programmes. Only by
acknowledging these challenges can organisations and individuals maximise the positive
impact of mentoring while minimising its risks.
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