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³0HQWRULQJDSSHDUVWREHSDUWLFXODUO\VXLWDEOHIRUHQWUHSUHQHXUVILWWLQJZLWKWKHLUSUHIHUUHGOHDUQLQJ
VW\OHVPHHWLQJVSHFLILFQHHGVDQGGHOLYHULQJWDUJHWHGEHQHILWVWRWKHLUEXVLQHVVHV´
(NESTA, 2009)

Introduction
A major factor leading to the failure of start-up businesses is the lack of experience and competency
on the part of the business owners- entrepreneurs. Recent research has also shown that an overall
LQFUHDVHLQDQHQWUHSUHQHXU¶VVNLOOVDQGNQRZOHGJHZLWKLQWKHILUVW\HDUVRIDFRPSDQ\¶VOLfe is a
GHWHUPLQLQJIDFWRULQWKHILUPV¶VXUYLYDOIRUH[DPSOHRQHVWXG\IRXQGWKDWQHDUO\KDOIRIVPDOOILUP
bankruptcies in Canada could be attributed to internal problems of the enterprise, due to managerial
inexperience.1 For anyone concerned with increasing the probability of survival amongst new
businesses, encouraging learning and development in entrepreneurs is a worthy topic of discussion.
Mentoring is a learning tool, which a growing body of research shows can increase some types of
learning and development in entrepreneurs.

What do mentors do for entrepreneurs?
³$PHQWRURUDGYLVRULVDQHVVHQWLDODVVHWWRDJURZLQJFRPSDQ\>«D@PHQWRU¶VPDQ\\HDUVRI
H[SHULHQFHFDQVDYHDEXVLQHVVIURPPDMRUHUURUVDQGFRVWO\PLVWDNHVZLWKMXVWDIHZZRUGV´(Cull
2006)2
In mentoring research, it is generally accepted that mentors encourage young entrepreneurs to
reflect on and learn from their own behaviour in critical situations, so that they can change their
behaviours in the future, or at least draw lessons from it.3 Deakins and Freel (1998) suggest that
entrepreneurial learning is not a pre-mapped out process, rather the result of reactive responses to
critical events; the entrepreneur adjusts strategies, and learns to make decisions 4. In other words,
WKHQRYLFHHQWUHSUHQHXUOHDUQVµE\GRLQJ¶WKURXJKDSURFHVVRIWULDODQGHUURU7KHSURFHVVRI
µOHDUQLQJE\GRLQJ¶LVRIWHQHQKDQFHGE\GLVFXVVLRQZLWKSHHUVDQGQHWZRUNVKRZHYHU
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entrepreneurs through the nature of their work often have few opportunities for this5. A mentor
therefore is a valuable resource for an entrepreneur. Good mentors (in all settings) work not by
directly coaching or training (which is generally prescriptive and does not encourage risk-taking), but
rather by encouraging reflection and self-awareness in their mentee, and this is more conducive to
entrepreneurial learning styles. 0HQWRULQJHQFRXUDJHVWKHHQWUHSUHQHXU³WRUHIOHFWRQDFWLRQV>«@LWLV
DERXWHQDEOLQJEHKDYLRXUDODQGDWWLWXGLQDOFKDQJH´6
The types of learning encouraged by mentoring are cognitive (meaning, learning to assess organise
RQH¶VRZQNQRZOHGJHLQWRVWUDWHJLHV DQGaffective (meaning learning of attitudes, values and
PRWLYDWLRQVDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJKRZWKH\LPSDFWRQRQH¶VEHKDYLRXU 7KLVW\SHRIKLJKOHYHOOHDrning
may be of more value to entrepreneurs than the skill based learning, a third mechanism not
addressed as effectively through mentoring7. (Skill-based learning is the type that takes place when
learning to perform a process-based skill, for example, learning to use a piece of software.) As the
UHVHDUFKLQGLFDWHVµOHDUQLQJE\GRLQJ¶GRHVQRWPDSDSDWKWKURXJKDSURFHVVUDWKHUHQWUHSUHQHXUV
need cognitive and affective learning to address their own skill gaps.
Many business training courses comprise skill-based learning, and while this is valuable, it does not
encourage entrepreneurs to reflect on the past and analyse their own skill gaps and failings. In other
words, learning that encourages cognitive, behavioural or attitudinal change is not prioritised.

Entrepreneurs have to value their learning to benefit
It is important that the entrepreneur themselves values their choice of learning support. Time is
precious for business owners, and they will prioritise and exploit whichever method can reap the
most return on their time investment- one advantage of mentoring is that it is flexible and designed to
ILWHQWLUHO\DURXQGWKHPHQWHH¶VQHHGV8. Research also finds entrepreneurs prefer to learn and be
mentored in a manner which is less directive and more empowering; especially as the business
starts to grow.9 Bisk (2002) also found that mentors need not have experience in the industry of their
mentee for the entrepreneur to benefit - findings supported by a 2009 study of 142 Canadian
entrepreneurs in a paired mentoring scheme, which found entrepreneurs were most satisfied with
PHQWRUVZKRµXQGHUVWRRG¶WKHPDQGZKRVWUXFWXUHGVHVVLRQVLQDFOLPDWHRIPXWXDOWUXVWDVZHOODV
being efficient and time effective- this was more important for entrepreneurs than gender or industry
of the mentor. Entrepreneurs also H[SHFW³FRQFUHWHREVHUYDEOH´UHVXOWVLQWKHLUILUPV- WKH³WLPHDQG
energy they invest in the mentoring relatiRQVKLSPXVWSURGXFHGLYLGHQGV´10 As the study notes,
HQWUHSUHQHXUVDUHERWKQDWXUDOO\UHVLVWDQWWRRXWVLGHµGLUHFWLRQ¶DQGERWKIRUSUDFWLFDODQG
psychological reasons, require a greater flexibility in their learning and development than structured
WUDLQLQJFRXUVHVRUµHGXFDWLRQDO¶SURJUDPPHVJHQHUDOO\RIIHU11 Mentoring is a more appropriate and
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appealing learnLQJPHWKRGIRUHQWUHSUHQHXUVWKDQWKHVHPHWKRGVVLQFHLWDOORZVWKHPWRµWHDFK
WKHPVHOYHV¶DQGGLUHFWWKHLURZQGHYHORSPHQWDWWKHLURZQSDFH

Evidence of Success: Mentoring entrepreneurs
The evidence base demonstrating the value, and exploring the effect of mentoring for entrepreneurs
is small- EXWJURZLQJUDSLGO\)RU0RZJOL¶VRZQJURZLQJHYLGHQFHEDVHSOHDVHVHHWKHµ,PSDFW
5HSRUW¶RIUHVXOWVIRUHQWUHSUHQHXUVRQRXUSURJUDPPHVDYDLODEOHIURPwww.mowgli.org.uk .
x
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A 2003 study of 19 mentoring programmes for female entrepreneurs in the USA found that
owners of businesses at the growth stage benefit much more from participating in
mentor/protégé programmes, than from peer networking or entrepreneurial skills training. 12
A 2008 research study found that cognitive and affective learning were effectively
addressed for entrepreneurs through mentoring. Moreover, there were relatively few other
learning methods through which these types RIOHDUQLQJFRXOGEHDFKLHYHG³0HQWRUing
therefore constitutes an adaptable and versatile form of support that can be of tremendous
EHQHILWWRWKHQRYLFHHQWUHSUHQHXU´13
A 2011 study of 650 start-up firms in Silicon Valley found that mentors had a significant
LPSDFWRQILUPV¶DELOLW\WRUDLVHPRQH\- much more so than helpful investors. Start-up
HQWUHSUHQHXUVZLWKRXWPHQWRUVLQFRQWUDVW³DOPRVWDOZD\VIDLOHGWRUDLVHIXQGLQJ´7KH
VWXG\FRQFOXGHVWKDW³WKHULJKWPHQWRUVVLJQLILFDQWO\LQIOXHQFHDFRPSDQ\¶VSHUIRUPDQFHDQG
DELOLW\WRUDLVHPRQH\¶14

Conclusion
This research briefing has given an overview of some research pertaining to entrepreneurial learning
and the benefits and impact of mentoring on entrepreneurs. It provides evidence to suggest that
mentoring is a valuable form of learning which can impact on and support the ability of entrepreneurs
to succeed in running small businesses.
This briefing is not an exhaustive study, or based on direct empirical research, and care should be
taken when citing this paper. The Mowgli Foundation has gathered this data to inform and support
our work and provide resources to our networks and audiences, who may be interested in the topics
of mentoring and entrepreneurship. We welcome questions or comments: please contact Cordelia
Lonsdale, researcher, on Cordelia@mowgli.org.uk

For full bibliography please see overleaf.
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The Mowgli Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation.
Our mission is to provide mentors who inspire, support and empower entrepreneurs in
achieving their business and personal potential, encouraging sustainable job creation and
social and economic development.
To find out more about how you can support us in our mission- as a volunteer mentor, an
entrepreneur, or to partner with us- please visit our website. We also welcome donations to
the Mowgli fund in support of our mission.
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