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Gal Pals: The Importance of Mentorship for the Advancement of Women in the Workplace

Submitted by: Lilly Hanko

Most of the past studies conducted on mentoring are not specific to the experiences of 
women. More and more research is starting to focus on women in particular, and this allows us to 
better understand the importance of mentoring on the career development of women. Women often 
struggle with finding and leveraging mentors. A woman-to-woman mentoring relationship is one of 
the most valuable and impactful resource a woman can have in terms of her career growth and 
success. This paper will review the benefits of mentoring women, what women seek in mentoring 
relationships and the key components of effective mentorship, why woman-to-woman mentorship 
pairs are so necessary, and the barriers that hinder women from seeking out and developing 
mentoring relationships.

The benefits of mentorship are plentiful and prove just how important mentorship is. 
According to one study that followed nearly 200 participants in a six-month formal mentorship 
program, mentees reported higher levels of job satisfaction, self-esteem, career mobility and 
opportunity, and a stronger sense of organizational commitment (Fowler et al., 2021). Shifting our 
focus to mentoring women in particular, mentorship opens the door to more opportunities for 
women, such as high-visibility projects or promotions, and provides a path into leadership and more 
senior positions (Elting, 2018). The advantages of mentorship extend far beyond just the impact 
mentoring has on a mentee’s career, as there are benefits also for the mentor and the organization(s) 
through which the two parties are connected. For those serving as mentors in one study, higher levels 
of job performance and job satisfaction were reported, along with less intention to leave the 
organization and improved leadership and managerial skills (Fowler et al., 2021). 

With women in more senior positions serving as mentors, women in junior roles have 
additional opportunities that allow them to pursue leadership roles, and they directly witness gender 
representation by seeing their mentors and other women in these positions. With the encouragement 
and support of their mentors, there is an increase in women seeking leadership roles, which leads to 
an increase in the number of women who fill those positions. This cycle of mentorship continues, and 
the result is more women in executive roles and greater diversity in more senses than just surface 
level (Elting, 2018). An increase of women in the C-suite leads to diversity of thought, thus creating 
an environment where companies are more socially responsible, more open to change, less open to 
risk, and more profitable (Post et al., 2021). To round out the organizational benefits, companies 
experience an increase in employee engagement when a formal mentorship program takes place 
(Fowler et al., 2021). 

Understanding how important mentorship is and the many benefits is crucial to understanding 
why women are so intentional when seeking out potential mentors. In a study conducted by Dustin et 
al. (2019), nearly 40 women in the commercial real estate industry were interviewed about their 
experiences with positioning themselves to receive mentorship and guidance as their needs change 
throughout their career. After conducting these interviews, the authors concluded that women view 
seeking mentors as a strategic process, during which they evaluate potential mentors based on their 
anticipated commitment to the mentoring scenario, the expected reciprocity of the relationship, and 
motivation of each party to maintain the partnership. Additionally, the mentees were motivated to 
build relationships with other women in the industry as a means of elevating and advancing their 
careers (Dustin et al., 2019). The strategy utilized when finding a mentor directly ties into some of 
the key aspects of an effective mentoring relationship. According to a study that spanned STEM-



related disciplines from twelve universities in the United States and Puerto Rico, there are eight main 
components that both mentors and mentees found to be crucial to mentorship: “open communication 
and accessibility, goals and challenges, passion and inspiration, a caring personal relationship, 
mutual respect and trust, exchange of knowledge, independence and collaboration, and role 
modeling” (Eller et al., 2014).

Knowing what women seek in mentoring relationships and the benefits therein, one might 
wonder why women struggle to find professional mentors. Attempting to gain access to the same 
opportunities and knowledge as those in the “Old Boys’ Network” can be difficult due to a number of 
factors. According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.) the “Old Boys’ Network” is commonly defined as “an 
informal system in which wealthy men with the same social and educational background help each 
other,” typically in the sense of using their connections and influence to provide opportunities to elite 
schools or executive positions. This definition is not limited to those who are wealthy, as these 
sometimes unspoken or unofficial connections are upheld within companies. As Janice Omadeke 
(2019) describes in her TEDx Talk, her male counterparts would get drinks or play golf with high-
level men in the company and return with tips for networking and expanding their skillset to be 
considered for upcoming open positions within the company. When she asked the same executives 
and high-level employees for the same advice, she was met with remarks related to her appearance 
and clothing. 

This bias and the inability of women to crack the “Old Boys’ Network” combined with the 
barriers perceived by women when seeking mentors provide an explanation as to why women 
struggle to find professional mentors. According to the study conducted by Ragins et al. (1991) that 
compared the “gender differences in perceived barriers to gaining a mentor,” women perceived more 
barriers than men despite being controlled for factors like age, rank, and tenure (p. 939). Women 
reported higher levels of other additional barriers, such as the lack of institutionalized mentorship 
programs, the lack of opportunities to meet potential mentors and gender bias. Most notably, women 
responded that they feared their attempts to connect with potential male mentors would be 
misinterpreted as sexual advances and could also cause additional office gossip (Ragins et al., 1991). 

This fear is one reason why women tend to prefer other women as mentors. While having 
male sponsors or advocates within an organization can be advantageous, this type of relationship is 
different from having a mentor who has similar experiences and can empathize with the mentee’s 
reality. Having mentors with similar career experiences and personal interests who are also women 
provides additional benefits and an opportunity for a more personal connection to develop between 
the mentor and mentee. In one study that examined the experiences of members of the Women’s 
Dermatologic Society, 75 percent of the respondents who participated in female-female official 
mentorship relationships preferred having a female mentor, and 80.5 percent of those in spontaneous 
mentoring relationships preferred a female mentor as well (Lin et al., 2021). This demonstrates just 
how prevalent the desire for a woman-to-woman mentoring relationship is, no matter if the 
partnership is joined formally or informally.

With the wide range of benefits provided through mentoring women, it is easy to understand 
how woman-to-woman mentoring relationships are one of the most valuable resource a woman can 
have in her professional career. Women are very intentional and strategic with their endeavors in 
seeking a potential mentor, especially due to the fears, biases, and perceived barriers that women face 
over the course of their careers. As research conducted on the effectiveness of mentoring and how 
these connections directly impact professional career development continues, it is imperative that we 
focus on the experiences of women.
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