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abstract
The EDUCATE research-based accelerator employs academic mentors to 
support entrepreneurs to use research in the development of educational 
technology. Mentorship is a common feature of business accelerators, yet 
only a few empirical studies have shown or analysed the relationship and how 
it influences business success outcomes. In EDUCATE, the mentorship adopts 
a unique approach by focusing the relationship on goals and evidence-based 
knowledge exchange concerning educational technology. Examining previous 
literature on mentorship and exploring the novel features of EDUCATE, a 
qualitative case study was conducted using a semi-structured interview with a 
mentor and mentee within the programme. Although this was a limited study 
of only one dyad mentor−mentee relationship, the research elicits findings 
that may be of interest for future research. The study highlights the importance 
of the interpersonal process of mentorship, and advances understanding of 
what constructs effective mentorship relationships for accelerators. Findings 
suggest that from the perspective of the mentee, the psychosocial function 
forms a big component of the relationship. Concepts such as trust, decision-
making, personality and self-efficacy arise in the analysis. In contrast, the mentor 
focuses on career functions and aspects of the programme such as frequency of 
interaction and knowledge about research. In addition, structured goals within 
the relationship seem to help the research activities expected in the accelerator. 
In conclusion, mentorship within EDUCATE is key for the programme, the 
psychosocial functions in the relationship are critical for entrepreneur satisfaction 
and, consequently, the integration of research and practice. Constructs such as 
trust and personality are worth exploring as components within training of the 
psychosocial aspect of mentors’ activity, as opposed to the traditional view of 
expert and experienced mentors, often acquired in business accelerators. The 
analysis of the interpersonal process is of importance to further understand the 
definition of ‘good mentor’ within formal mentoring programmes for evaluation 
purposes. 
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Introduction
Mentorship is a common feature of business accelerators for start-ups and small and 
medium-size enterprises (SMEs), yet few empirical studies have shown the positive 
relationship between this often formal, relational phenomenon and the business success 
metrics and outcomes for an accelerator. Some scholars position the mentorship feature 
as a fundamental component of accelerators and incubators (Fishback et al., 2007). In 
EDUCATE, the mentorship takes a unique shape by focusing the mentor relationship on 
the goals and content of research protocols and evidence-based knowledge exchange. 
Additionally, the mentors, who come from an academic background, consider the 
entrepreneurs’ own context and dynamic business situations in the relationship. A 
detailed focus on the interpersonal processes of mentorship and its components is 
needed to make sense of the relationship between these processes and the intended 
success outcomes (from the business perspective) for engagement within the EDUCATE 
accelerator. Building on existing research on mentorship, and exploring the novel 
features of this unique relationship for the EDUCATE accelerator, this preliminary 
qualitative study looks at the distinct and common features of mentorship using the two 
perspectives of the relationship (mentor–mentee). This aims to elucidate the importance 
of the interpersonal process and advance our understanding of what features may define 
a good and effective mentor for research-based accelerators such as EDUCATE.

Mentorship as an interpersonal process 
We can trace mentorship back to classical history embodied in Greek myths, such as 
the Homer’s Odyssey (Ragins and Kram, 2007). Currently, there is extensive research 
literature on this particular developmental relationship, often referred to as a one-to-
one relationship between a less experienced (the mentee) and a more experienced 
person (the mentor). This relationship is a focus for providing personal and professional 
growth to the mentee (Mullen, 1994). Zachary (2002) explores the relationship in his 
research within educational settings, concluding that mentoring passes on knowledge 
of subjects, facilitates personal development and encourages wise choices. The mentor 
also helps the mentee to make career transitions. Nowadays, one could argue that the 
mentoring process is grounded in Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory, which states 
that individuals learn through observing the actions and behaviours of influential role 
models.

However, a common definition for mentoring is difficult to achieve, as it tends to 
have different meanings for people (Kram, 1988). Scholars studying mentoring over the 
last thirty years have accrued some understanding about this phenomenon and the 
factors that contribute to this particular kind of interpersonal relationship.

Key messages
 • The quality of the mentor–mentee relationship is a key factor in the success of 

the EDUCATE programme. This case study identified psychosocial functions as 
the most salient to the mentor–mentee relationship being studied.

 • The focus on shared goals, including creating a logic model and research plan, 
became a key part of the relationship, building trust and understanding.

 • The mentor relationship may act as a broker of knowledge exchange, facilitating 
integration of research and practice.
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In the seminal work of Kram (1980, 1988), mentoring research traditionally 
describes mentorship as serving two main functions: career functions and psychosocial 
functions. The career functions often relate to mentorship within the workplace or 
academic institutions, and focus on the career development of the mentee. These 
functions relate to networking, coaching, protecting and challenging work practices 
of the mentee. Additionally, mentors tend to offer support in career progression. The 
psychosocial aspect of mentorship entails role modelling, acceptance and counselling 
relating to the mentee’s sense of competence, effectiveness and self‐worth. However, 
more recent mixed-methods research involving a sample of more than two hundred 
mentors and mentees identified up to eight components/functions: personal and 
emotional guidance; coaching; advocacy; career development facilitation; role 
modelling; strategies and systems advice; learning facilitation; friendship and function 
(Fowler and O’Gorman, 2005).

The dyadic structure of this interpersonal relationship is formed by two agents 
(mentor and mentee), but the research rarely examines this from both perspectives 
(Wanberg et al., 2003). The research literature sheds some light on the effects of gender 
and diversity (Scandura and Williams, 2001; Chandler and Ellis, 2011), effectiveness 
factors (Seibert, 1999), outcomes (Ragins and Cotton, 1999) and components of 
mentorship (Allen and Eby, 2003; Allen et al., 2006). Some research focuses on the quality 
of the mentor–mentee relationship, explaining the underpinning factors, including the 
mentor’s and mentee’s personal and professional qualities (Rippon and Martin, 2003), 
their skills and practices (Hall et al., 2008), the context in which the mentoring operates 
(Forsbach-Rothman, 2007), and the selection and matching of mentors and mentees 
(Hobson et al., 2009 ). More recently, some studies have linked personality as an individual 
characteristic to improve effectiveness in formal mentorship programmes (Bozionelos 
et al., 2014; Menges, 2016). Further qualitative studies also look at the influence of trust 
(Erdem and Aytemur, 2008), and the continuum between dysfunctional and functional 
relationships, highlighting the importance of interpersonal skills in order for mentors to 
articulate pedagogical knowledge effectively to their mentees (Gormley, 2008).

Other studies identify and compare different types of mentoring, such as 
formal and informal, with evidence leaning more towards effectiveness for informal 
mentoring (Blake-Beard et  al., 2007; Turban and Lee, 2007) due to the mutual 
attraction already established in the relationship. Formal mentoring is guided by an 
organization (third party) that establishes a programme and process for mentoring. 
Often, formal mentoring relationships are short term, and mentors and mentees are 
paired by the organization or programme rather than organically matched, which 
does little to help ensure interpersonal compatibility (Ragins and Cotton, 1999). An 
interdisciplinary meta-analysis was conducted between different formal mentoring 
programmes, highlighting the benefits of the frequency of meetings and the quality of 
these interpersonal relationships (Eby et al., 2013).

In the context of SMEs, being a mentor to a person who is starting up a business 
is more likely to occur through a formalized programme rather than an informal 
connection (Hofman, 1998), such as within a start-up accelerator. 

Mentorship in accelerators
Accelerators are short-term programmes (3–6 months) for new ventures to support the 
SMEs in their early stages. Business accelerators provide entrepreneurs with a wide 
range of opportunities for innovation in their industry (Miller and Bound, 2011). These 
programmes often provide a set of services and support for early-stage entrepreneurs, 
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such as office spaces, formal coaching and mentoring, access to small amounts of 
financial support and structured educational programmes.

Although they are a relatively new phenomenon, accelerators have accrued 
interest from the private and public sectors, and are often a common instrument of 
support for start-ups to engage with. Accelerators were first observed in the early 
2000s, and since then the accelerator concept has expanded to become an important 
part of the entrepreneurial and start-up ecosystem (Cohen, 2013). Since their inception, 
accelerators have included mentoring in their structure, as accelerators were conceived 
and often established by experienced and successful entrepreneurs who mentored and 
guided start-up ventures with the intention of reducing high failure rates (O’Connell, 
2011). 

Mentoring within accelerators appears to be a fundamental part of the accelerator 
structure, often linked with their educational programmes (Cohen and Hochberg, 2014; 
Pauwels et  al., 2016). However, mentorship in the accelerator setting is unique and 
different from other mentorship processes in research literature (Chandler et al., 2011). 
There is limited evidence and empirical understanding of how these relationships should 
work, and a lack of systematic evidence to show that new ventures that do invest in 
accelerators experience improved early-stage venture outcomes (Mejia and Gopal, 2015). 
Yitshaki and Drori (2018) identify three main educational tasks of these mentoring roles 
within the accelerator context: (1) sharing knowledge and experiences related to their 
field of expertise; (2) providing advice on recurring dilemmas and strategies that require 
knowledgeable understanding of the issues involved; and (3) exposing mentees to the 
social networks of mentors. Mentors in accelerators attempt to provide entrepreneurs 
with tacit knowledge, consequently serving as agents of the relationship that contribute 
to the spread of information and knowledge transfer (Gaba and Meyer, 2008). These 
authors conducted the first empirical attempt to understand the processes underlying an 
accelerator model by immersing themselves in one. They found that entrepreneurs and 
early-stage ventures needed to bring an existing idea to the accelerator, and to embark 
on a continuous iterative cycle of stating, testing and refining a target opportunity. 
Mentors play a key role in the process of identifying mentees’ opportunities by providing 
feedback on the existing idea and by providing access to expert information, to further 
refine or change the idea into a similar but different area.

This iterative process resembles the scientific method for research across 
disciplines of hypothesis formulation, empirical testing and reformulation. In relation 
to educational technology, this can be compared to the short-cycle research and 
human-centred design practices often used in the field. 

These ideas are combined in the EDUCATE programme, where mentors, who are 
academics, aim to transfer knowledge in research and education to the entrepreneurs, 
seeking to build or improve their educational technology ideas, products and 
services. As summarized by Gaba and Meyer (2008), mentors in an accelerator can 
affect entrepreneurial outcomes by increasing the amount of information to identify 
opportunities and the tacit information available to aggregate resources in a venture. 
However, this influence on outcomes seems to occur through the relational interpersonal 
process of mentorship, which involves a close relationship between an entrepreneur 
and an academic expert in social sciences research. In the case of EDUCATE, this 
relationship aims to bridge the concern around why research on technology has failed 
to produce evidence that it makes a difference in the teaching and learning process 
(Lagrange et al., 2001; Schrum et al., 2005; Roblyer and Knezek, 2003). It also empowers 
entrepreneurs to conduct applied research about their educational technology 
solutions and to grow their companies in an evidence-informed manner.
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Research mentorship at eDUcaTe research-based 
accelerator
Mentorship is an important feature of the EDUCATE programme (Cukurova et al., 
2019). Each participant in EDUCATE is mentored by an academic researcher employed 
by the programme to enable the participant to conduct and use research on their 
educational technology innovation. There is no strategic matching, and mentors 
are allocated to a number of participants over a six-month period. In the first three 
months, there are scheduled one-to-one confidential meetings, known as ‘clinics’; 
the second three months are composed of less structured ‘ad hoc’ support to enable 
entrepreneurs to conduct applied research, advise about research methods in social 
sciences and look at data collection practices, pedagogical principles and research 
biases.

The role of the mentor at EDUCATE is to:

 • help the entrepreneurs to define specific research goals for their organization
 • support the mentee to achieve these goals and manage their expectations around 

them 
 • enable the entrepreneur to define their product or service through the ‘theory of 

change’
 • use a logic model as a collaborative tool, in order to define the context and 

intended impact for their product and services
 • enable the mentee to develop a research proposal in line with guidance and 

resources provided in the research training.

The mentor at EDUCATE needs to build a relationship with the mentee. They collaborate 
and support the creation of a ‘theory of change’ specific to the product or service that 
the participant brings to the programme. The theory of change (Lewin, 1947) enables 
EDUCATE participants to articulate the theories that underpin their products into a 
measurable framework of evidence and research. It also enables the development of a 
time frame to evaluate changes in the users of the educational technology. 

EDUCATE also uses a programme evaluation framework (W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation, 2004; Zhao et al., 2008), also known as a ‘logic model’. This collaborative 
object of the relationship helps the entrepreneur to materialize the theory of change 
and test ideas within a framework, in order to evaluate their solution. The logic 
model is a flowchart process that looks at the intervention through the lens of impact, 
intending to describe the desired changes at the societal/contextual level. It is divided 
into five components (inputs/resources, activities, outputs, outcomes and impact), 
allowing the entrepreneurs to conceptualize research on their solutions from design 
to implementation, and researchers to collaborate and share a common language and 
enable research that can evaluate their solutions while accounting for the development 
stage of their technology. 

The last output from this relationship and the EDUCATE programme is a research 
proposal. The research proposal serves as a plan of action for the entrepreneur, in 
order to test ideas and hypothesize about their educational technology product or 
service, within an applied research perspective. 

The aim of this case study research is to: 

 • present the perceptions of the mentee and the mentor relationship 
 • show how the objectives of the EDUCATE accelerator were achieved through the 

knowledge exchange, by bridging the gap between research and practice for the 
educational technologist
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 • describe the activities occurring in this six-month formal mentoring relationship
 • explore the interpersonal processes informed by previous mentorship research 

literature.

These aims form the overaching research question that underpinned all the qualitative 
analysis conducted: How and which key features of the mentorship interpersonal 
processes literature are salient in an EDUCATE mentor–mentee relationship? These 
preliminary findings will serve as an initial framework to explore further data on the 
mentorship process, to inform accelerator mentorship programmes and to improve 
the EDUCATE mentorship provision in the future. 

Method
In order to inform this qualitative case study, a semi-structured interview was 
developed by the researcher. This was then reviewed by other mentors, with the aim 
of understanding the mentorship relationship, and the main technical components 
and collaborative objects used throughout this relationship (logic model, theory of 
change and research proposal). Independently, the mentor and the mentee answered 
the questions of the semi-structured interview. The answers to the semi-structured 
interview were collected through email and transcribed. The coding process used a 
hybrid inductive and deductive approach (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The 
deductive approach used an a priori developed ‘codebook’ containing previously 
identified themes on mentorship relationships literature following King’s (2012) stepped 
processes. The inductive approach allowed specific EDUCATE mentorship themes to 
emerge from the data. Finally, a reflective synthesis combined the identified themes 
commonly used in mentorship research and specific themes particular to the EDUCATE 
programme. A final analysis was conducted to identify the role of the different meanings 
of this interpersonal relationship, considering each participant’s perspective. 

Mentor and mentee perceptions are a key component to understand this 
interpersonal process. Such research is repeatedly called for in formal mentoring research 
literature, but has seldom been conducted (Wanberg et al., 2003). Understanding the 
EDUCATE context and specific features of the programme is important for examining 
how the mentorship relationship acts as a brokerage of knowledge, bridging the gap 
for the educational technologist between theory and practice within the accelerator 
context. The findings of this case study should not be formally generalizable, but they 
could be transferred to other mentoring relationships and future implementations of 
similar accelerator programmes.

Participants
The mentee and mentor volunteered to participate in and conduct the study in 
collaboration. Throughout the six-month formal relationship, the mentee focused the 
research interests on creating a new product; his research focused on participatory 
design workshops for video game creation and design, involving a classroom of diverse 
special educational needs.

Mentee: Luke Doyle qualified as a UK teacher in 2000. In 2011, he set up a small 
free school in Bangladesh, with the aim of teaching basic computing skills to young 
people to help them find well-paid employment in the IT sector. In 2017, Luke released 
SwopBots, a coding game for children aged 8 to 11 based on ‘scratch language’. 
The game was based on his own experience of teaching coding to children with no 
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prior computing knowledge. Luke initially applied to EDUCATE with his first product. 
However, he realized that there had been a lack of user feedback during the development 
of the software. This realization encouraged Luke to engage with EDUCATE and the 
mentorship programme, in order to learn more about using research-based evidence 
to create more effective products for students. Having begun with EDUCATE, Luke 
had a discussion with a local special educational needs school. It became apparent 
that the school was struggling to find appropriate software to teach computing to 
some of its students. Luke decided to use his time with EDUCATE to work alongside 
the school and its students to develop a new product that could help to address some 
of these needs.

Mentor: Santiago De Ossorno Garcia qualified as a psychologist in 2012. He obtained 
postgraduate qualifications in health psychology, psychological therapies and 
methodologies for health and social sciences. His research expertise is in educational 
policy, psychometrics and developmental psychology. He is one of the research 
mentors at the EDUCATE project, supporting entrepreneurs who are developing 
educational technology, including Luke. He is a trained psychotherapist in Spain, with 
practical experience in the UK supporting community mental health outreach projects.

semi-structured interview
The interview was developed by the first author, and reviewed by other mentors within 
the EDUCATE project. One mentee also agreed to review the original questions, which 
were adapted following feedback. The final interview was composed of eight open-
ended questions: 

1) What are the benefits of the research mentorship relationship in EDUCATE? 
2) What were the challenges? 
3) What are the main factors that contributed to or hindered your relationship with 

your mentor/mentee? 
4) Did the theory of change for their/your product or service help to conduct 

appropriate research? If yes, how? If not, why not? 
5) Has the logic model helped you/them? If yes, how? If not, why not? 
6) What role/s did the research proposal play? If more than one, please explain how; 

if none, please justify. 
7) What other part of your/their participation at EDUCATE helped you/them in the 

development of your/their products or services? 
8) In your own words describe the mentorship relationship at EDUCATE (for example, 

how did you feel about the relationship? What is your opinion of the relationship? 
What did you do?). 

The interview length was two hours for each participant. 

findings 
From the transcripts of both interviews, some themes, topics and constructs familiar 
from the previous literature on mentoring emerged while the coding process took 
place. In these sections, the findings are described based on the initial functions 
(career functions and psychosocial functions) and the main hierarchical themes 
deductively identified, supported by excerpts from the transcripts and narrative 
synthesis of the relationship and case study. A final inductive theme arose from the 
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analysis on the programme-specific functions, which is discussed in relation to the 
collaborative artefacts of the programme and their impact on the relationship. The 
mentee and mentor analysed their dyadic perspectives differently. Due to the number 
of mentorship relationships with which they are engaged, the mentor is expected to 
have a more general understanding of the type of relationship as it is experienced 
in the role. On the other hand, the mentee forms his narrative from the interview 
for the specific formal mentor relationship experience on EDUCATE. However, the 
analysis found that the mentee had engaged previously with other formal mentorship 
programmes in accelerators. 

Psychosocial functions

From all the analysis, the most salient and frequent function relates to the 
psychosocial function of mentorship. This is described as a process that encompasses 
the interpersonal aspects of mentoring (Kram, 1988), which produces a sense 
of self-efficacy in both parties. Often, role modelling is acknowledged as part of 
the interpersonal process in these functions. This also resonates with the role of 
coaching within the mentorship, providing motivation and goal orientation within 
the programme. It helps the mentee to learn about appropriate attitudes, values 
and behaviours in the programme. In this relationship, the mentor shows some 
understanding about this process, but the impact on the mentee’s sense of self-
efficacy and development of competencies and experiences of self-discovery is also 
evident in the excerpts:

Mentor:

Mentors hold a set of values that may interact with the mentee in the 
relationship.

He also showed dedication towards accessibility and vulnerable groups, 
this aligned with my personal values and expertise, therefore I felt that the 
relationship was very positive. 

I felt quite positive since the first session. He presented with confidence 
and dedication to his venture … The motivation of the mentee to receive 
advice can be energizing. 

Mentee:

It was more about what he could do in my situation rather [than] what I can 
do in my situation.

It also helped me to understand my own strengths and weaknesses.

I had to hand over a lot of control … quite scary!

Interpersonal processes in mentoring often resemble counselling skills; this enables the 
mentee to develop a positive sense of self. In the interpersonal process of counselling, 
trust is essential to establish rapport and closeness in the relationship (Hutchinson 
et al., 2017).

Through processes of acceptance and confirmation, the interpersonal process 
allows for the mentor to have unconditional positive regard for their mentee (Stokes, 
2003). In alignment with previous qualitative research in mentorship relations (Erdem 
and Aytemur, 2008), the mentee in the case study mentioned trust as a construct 
repeatedly throughout the interview:
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Mentee:

I changed my original plans. This can only happen successfully if you trust 
in your mentor. 

Lots of people will give you advice, but when advice challenges your own 
perceptions, it needs to come from someone whose opinion you trust.

I definitely trusted my mentor and valued his opinion.

Finally, there is an element of feeling understood by the mentor, reported by the 
mentee. The mentee talks about this in relation to the construct of personality. The 
mentee had experienced a previous mentorship relationship, with some negative 
feelings arising from the previous mentor’s lack of ability to understand the mentee’s 
situation and abilities. Some authors have speculated and explored the importance of 
the personality variables in organizational settings (Menges, 2016):

Mentee:

I felt he completely understood my situation and understood my 
personality. He challenged me just enough to push me out of my comfort 
zone and set realistic goals.

I had worked with a business mentor before. This relationship had been 
a disaster … my mentor had not really taken the time to understand my 
particular situation and gave generic advice … he told me what I was doing 
wrong and expected me to act, even if I didn’t have the skills to do so.

Another theme which arises from the analysis is decision-making and change within 
the relationship. Gehrke and Kay (1984) reveal that mentors were influential in their 
mentees’ decision-making. In EDUCATE, mentors are required to adapt to the ever-
changing circumstances of entrepreneurs and to avoid an autocratic approach to 
the role. In relation to the mentor function, Yitshaki and Drori (2018) state that in the 
relationship, the mentor provides advice on recurring dilemmas and strategies that 
require knowledgeable understanding of the issues involved:

Mentee:

Listening to the ideas from my mentor, I changed my original plans.

I had to re-evaluate my whole approach to the project I had in mind … 
I kind of wanted to launch into thing[s] and get on with it straightaway.

Mentor:

Using gentle challenge and inquiry, as opposed to directive tasks or 
imposition of ideas and routes for research.

Situations of their business changed quickly in parallel with the [EDUCATE] 
research goals [for the mentee] and time for the programme. 

career functions

Whereas in traditional research literature the career functions of mentorship are 
related with organizational and career outcomes, in the context of EDUCATE these 
functions resemble the line of research on undergraduate mentorship programmes for 
higher education (see Pfund et al., 2016). In this analysis, these career functions were 
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related to the concept of knowledge transfer or exchange (Argote and Ingram, 2000). 
Due to the research-specific tasks of EDUCATE, many of the excerpts relate to the 
research skills proposed by Pfund et al. (2016) in her review of mentorship attributes 
in the relationship. From the mentee’s perspective, the research process allowed for 
reflection and analytical thinking, whereas the mentor attached more importance to 
the diversity of knowledge required to cover a multidisciplinary approach to research, 
resources and ethical issues in the relationship:

Mentee:

It was also a challenge for me to slow down and read through research 
papers. 

This is helping even if you end up rejecting the new ideas, because at least 
you have gone through the process of considering alternatives and then 
rejecting them based on more careful consideration.

Mentor:

Dealing with different disciplines, unknown theories, or technological 
paradigms that the expert is not familiar with can create some anxiety in 
the mentor advising. 

Dealing with confidentiality, potential conflict of interest or lack of expertise 
in the area I felt could make the relationship difficult.

At times, it may be very difficult to manage the feasibility of study thinking 
of the amount of resources that a small enterprise can afford.

Programme-specific functions

The last theme identified from the analysis relates to context-specific themes within the 
EDUCATE programme, in particular the objects of collaboration that take place in the 
mentorship relationship, such as the logic model and research proposals. The analysis 
shows the influence of the logic model and research proposal as a fundamental aid in 
the relationship:

Mentor:

A [logic model] collaborative tool that helps to specify outcomes and 
further ideation for new features and development of their products 
… Challenging these assumptions can open up curiosity and further 
improvements in the product. It allows the translation of business 
terminology and research terminology into the same object. 

Mentee:

Going through the formal process of writing the logic model was helpful.  
I now have a clear idea of what I want to do … the logic model encouraged 
me to think of alternatives to that.

Logic models are an essential tool for understanding, implementing and evaluating 
evidence-based programmes (Moyer et al., 1997). Millar et al. (2001: 74) describe the 
usability of logic models as ‘useful to any person trying to plan, manage, account for, 
audit, evaluate, or explain the connections between what a program requests in terms 
of resources and what it seeks to accomplish’. In the relationship between the mentor 
and mentee, the logic model was used as a boundary object, as intended in EDUCATE, 
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to identify clearly their own causal reasoning about an intended process occurring in 
the educational intervention, and to conceptualize and enhance credibility through 
evidence of change (Laverack and Wallerstein, 2001). It also appeared to help with 
planning and reflection on different alternatives and causal paths for their educational 
technology intervention. The mentee did two iterations of the logic model, across 
three months, looking at participatory design workshops as an intervention to generate 
evidence for his prototype. In this sense, the aim of the logic model seems to match 
literature that states that the logic model helps to clarify goals and relationships within 
the intervention, to strive for consensus (between mentor and mentee), to identify gaps 
in knowledge, to explore alternative approaches, and to provide an analytic framework 
(Kaplan and Garrett, 2005; Millar et al., 2001).

Below are the excerpts that mention the research proposal and how it was 
perceived within the relationship:

Mentor:

This [theory of change] helps them to understand key outcomes that they 
would like to explore and analyse in terms of research … [The research 
proposal] helps with the relationship and the ownership of the mentee 
and their research goals.

Mentee:

The research proposal was extremely important and useful. I was forced to 
think carefully about the steps I would take, as well as the wording used to 
convey my plans to others.

The research proposal helps with specific research skills. In their review of undergraduate 
mentorship programmes, Pfund and colleagues (2016) identified research skills as 
one of the main attributes of effective mentorship relations. Within those attributes, 
teaching disciplinary research skills, or technical skills, emerged as a theme in the 
interviews, in addition to research skills such as valuing and practising ethical behaviour 
and responsible conduct of research. The mentee expressed how the proposal 
allowed him to convey plans about his research in the school. The research proposal 
helps with these specific research skills in EDUCATE, due to its research focus. The 
formal mentorship programme resembles a mentorship undergraduate programme, 
as similar outcomes are pursued in relationship to research outputs and academic 
goals. The research proposal also seems to resonate with one of the four phases of 
mentoring – initiation, cultivation, separation and re-definition (Kram, 1983). These 
phases describe the different stages of a mentorship relationship from a temporal 
perspective. However, they are not covered in this research due to its retrospective 
nature. Nevertheless, it seems that the four stages proposed by Kram (1983) may be of 
interest in understanding mentorship through the interpersonal lens in future research. 

conclusion
The overarching aim of this research was to examine the interpersonal processes and 
describe the activities of a mentorship relationship at EDUCATE using a retrospective 
qualitative approach, while considering the dyadic perspectives on the relationship. The 
research question explored how and which key features of the mentorship interpersonal 
processes literature are salient in an EDUCATE mentor–mentee relationship.

Previous mentorship literature was examined in the narrative analysis to explore 
the correlates with the mentorship at EDUCATE. It seems that the initial differentiation 
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proposed by Kram (1988), who identified two main mentorship functions, matches the 
thematic analysis conducted for the interviews. Three main themes were identified: 
career functions, psychosocial functions and programme-specific functions. The data 
from this case study identified the psychosocial functions as the most salient in the 
relationship, highlighting the importance of trust, in line with the findings of previous 
qualitative research on mentorship (Erdem and Aytemur, 2008). Understanding 
personality and provoking change were also processes that were accounted for in 
the analysis, for example, counselling interpersonal processes such as active listening 
and gentle challenge. This relates to some studies looking at mutual attraction in the 
mentor–mentee dyad, which results in higher trust and psychological safety, deemed 
critical to nurture the relationship (Armstrong et al., 2002; Chun et al., 2010). This also 
relates to the concept of personal congruency identified as an effective characteristic 
for formal mentorship programmes (Nottingham et al., 2017). Psychosocial, intellectual 
and emotional support are functions that other researchers have highlighted when 
analysing formal mentorship programmes focused on enabling research outcomes for 
undergraduate students (Thiry and Laursen, 2011; Abedin et al., 2012). 

Traditionally, the only experience required for being a mentor is having been 
mentored, regardless of whether the experience was negative or positive (Handelsman 
et al., 2005). However, in the context of this study and EDUCATE, interpersonal skills 
and alignment between mentor and mentee are components required for enablement 
of a positive relationship, as opposed to the technical skills and experience in research 
that mentors already hold in their roles. This suggests, as recommended (Kram, 1988; 
Cunningham, 1993), that future training for mentors should enhance the quality of 
mentorship and the psychosocial aspects of the relationship, and that counselling 
skills and interpersonal competencies for mentors should not be overlooked. Using 
instruments to align mentor–mentee expectations has also been recommended, as 
well as instruments that can help to monitor the goals and the relational process itself, 
improving the understanding of interpersonal processes (Hamlin and Sage, 2011). 

The career functions of the relationship show the importance and primary goal of 
knowledge exchange and transference of knowledge. MacArthur (2014: 117) explored the 
mentoring role in a health setting to enable nurses to become practitioner-researchers; 
as described in her research, ‘mentors fulfil a crucial role brokering the worlds of research 
and practice and need to be able to tailor their support to individual needs’. A similar 
process and practical implications for the mentor are highlighted here – the mentor 
seems to balance out the theoretical knowledge provided to fit the individual needs 
of the entrepreneur. Furthermore, a careful consideration around the anxiety towards 
the components of the formal relationship and expertise was documented, which links 
with previous studies that integrate the attachment theory in mentorship (Scandura and 
Pellegrini, 2004; Germain, 2011). The mentee seems to acquire some technical skills, 
such as analytical thinking, academic reading and self-efficacy for research; these skills 
are related to Pfund’s (2016) framework for assessing mentorship relationships. Some 
of the attributes and functions for the measurement of the relationship are feasible 
for implementation in EDUCATE, and they can serve as a theoretical framework for 
future thematic analysis of the mentor–mentee relationships. The authors describe that 
mentees and mentors engage as partners through reciprocal activities such as planning, 
acting, reflecting, questioning and problem-solving (Pfund et al., 2016). These activities 
are part of the processes described in the programme-specific functions when mentor 
and mentee describe the use of the logic model and research proposal.

As proposed previously in the field of mentorship research, it seems that in order 
to explore and evaluate this relationship in the context of accelerators and formal 
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mentorship programmes, the analysis of both perspectives should be considered 
(Wandberg et  al., 2003). It is clear from the findings that the perspectives in the 
relationship are different; however, thematic analysis based on mentorship frameworks 
is feasible to explore commonalities and differences that can describe and inform the 
relationship. Dempwolf and colleagues (2014) highlight in their report that accelerators 
do not always work in practice the way that we think they might in theory. There are 
many factors that affect the success and viability of start-ups; therefore, understanding 
the mechanism by which accelerators provide value beyond the initial seed investment 
is of critical importance to assess the impact of the mentorship aspect of accelerator 
programmes such as EDUCATE (Cohen and Hochberg, 2014).

Our data suggest that in order to evaluate and explore mentorship-based 
accelerators, further research should look at the assessment of the quality in relationship. 
This requires measuring both the mentor’s and the mentee’s perceptions of important 
dimensions of the relationship, such as goals, engagement and closeness, rather than 
data collected only at the programmatic or administrative level (Lunsford et al., 2017).

Mixed-method approaches to the mentorship relationship in accelerators can 
be of use to produce further evidence and evaluation for effectiveness and impact 
studies (Creswell et al., 2003; Greene et al., 1989). Deutsch and Spencer (2009) propose 
an assessment framework for mentoring programmes that can be transferred to, and 
tested in, the accelerator context. They propose cross-sectional surveys or interviews, 
using both validated measures and open‐ended questions, which may be used as 
tools for assessing individual relationships at the conclusion of programmes. Mejia and 
Gopal (2015) use the multidimensional mentoring instrument MFQ-9 (Scandura and 
Ragins, 1993) in their accelerator empirical study. In addition, short surveys, logs and 
observations may be useful for periodic or ongoing assessment of quality of support 
and intervention purposes within the programme, to allow mentorship improvement, 
reflective practice and personal development for mentee and mentor. 

Our study suggests that this type of assessment framework may be feasible by 
looking at the transcript sessions of mentorship clinics collected in EDUCATE. This will 
allow a thematic analysis following mentioned frameworks and tools, to investigate the 
constructs and inform the outcomes for the evaluation of a mentorship programme 
within an accelerator. 

limitations and future research 
The nature of this case study research implies that the results of this study cannot be 
generalized to the wider population. This study only analysed one dyad relationship, 
with only one interview per participant, highlighting the small scale of the data 
collection. Hence, findings should be interpreted carefully and replicated with more 
dyadic relationships taken into consideration in the future. Although objectivity was a 
goal of the authors while analysing the interviews, there is an important research bias 
to be considered in this study. The authors were also participants of the study; our own 
feelings will have implicit subjectivity that may influence this case study, and our answers 
from the interview will have social desirability biases that should be accounted for. 

Nonetheless, the study captured rich qualitative information for use by the 
reader, and it served its purpose to describe a mentor–mentee relationship within an 
accelerator such as EDUCATE. Future empirical research is highly recommended. The 
conclusions show the feasibility of integrating theoretical and mentorship research to 
analyse the interpersonal processes of the relationship. Furthermore, the mixed-method 
design can be of use to assess the mentorship relationship, exploring the links between 
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theory and empirical results, challenging theoretical assumptions and developing new 
theories for the specific accelerator context (Östlund et al., 2011). Previous meta-analysis 
has shown the lack of empirical evidence in mentorship assessment and evaluation, 
showing only 10 per cent of studies with validated instruments, longitudinal approaches 
or direct observation (Linn et al., 2015). There is also a lack of experimental designs 
to assess effectiveness constructs of the relationship (Gershenfeld, 2014). Therefore, 
further production of research to start filling these gaps in the literature is encouraged, 
especially in the accelerator context, to improve the knowledge base for mentorship 
and produce empirical findings to examine the phenomenon as a dyadic relationship, 
and the interpersonal processes that take place within it. 
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