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In general a mentor is a professional who uses the knowledge, 
skills and competences that he/she has developed through 
time and practice, to teach and guide a less experienced person 
by building trust and modelling positive behaviors. These are 
entrepreneurial generalists who can devote time to meet with 
and support mentees.

Mentors are individuals who possess a great deal of experience 
in how startups go from idea to market, and everything in be-
tween. They are the ones who help starters grow using their 
“wisdom” to guide in both personal and general business mat-
ters.

Mentors support and encourage people to manage their own 
learning in order that they may maximize their potential, deve-
lop their skills, improve their performance and become 
successful. An e�ective mentor understands that his or her role 
is to be dependable, engaged, authentic, and tuned into the 
needs of the mentee.

When organic �nding of mentors does not occur, it is important 
to apply to mentoring initiatives, programs or any type of setup 
for introductions and connections that early stage entrepre-
neurs may �nd hard to do on their own. Those mediators identi-
fy collaborative relationships which can help mentees become 

successful in their e�orts, and serve as a chance for mentors 
to learn as much from the relationship as the mentee.

In case of SMMN both models worked rather well: some men-
toring pairs were matched in an organic way, showing inter-
est toward each other within the organized pitching events, 
and others, and in the majority of the cases, the mentor-men-
tee pairs were matched by the program organizers based on 
preliminary surveys, expertise, professional 
engagements and needs.

When �nding, engaging and supporting mentors, a number 
of characteristics, behaviors and personalities de�ne who 
could serve as a great mentor. It is naturally possible to �nd a 
mentor on your own, which can be facilitated by networking 
events online or in-person that allow mentors and founders 
to network, share ideas and allow relationships to unfold.

The mentor is there when things are challenging, as well as 
exciting. Mentors listen �rst and provide wisdom later. They 
are not there only to give, but to identify a sequence of ac-
tions – �rst responsibility, then reward.  

Mentors usually commit to fostering long-term relationships. 
As one of the SMMN mentors mentioned, the real mentoring 
starts when the program is over and the pairs decide to take 
it to the next level. In the case of SMMN, the main mentoring 
process was identi�ed in detail and also compressed in a de-
�ned timeframe. Due in part to those organizational mea-
sures, the program concluded with tangible results, including 
the launch of a social startup, development of a new mobile 
application, developed business model of a pig farm, and 
establishment of a biotech company.

All of the SMMN mentors were US Government funded ex-
change programs alumni which gave another interesting 
dimension and attraction to the program. They all had parti-
cipated in a US exchange program and were ready to share 
their US experience. Regarding the �elds of their expertise, it 
had a true wide range: from business and �nance to agricul-
ture, from ecology and education to the arts. And in some 
cases the matching has been done not directly based on the 
common �elds of study, but rather on the needs of the 
mentee on one side and on the interests of the mentors on 
the other.
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The Startup-Mentor Matching Network (SMMN) o�ers a portal for 
startups to meet their mentors among USG funded exchange pro-
grams alumni, a�ording yet another opportunity for USG alumni to 
network, share their experience with young entrepreneurs and con-
tribute to economic growth in Armenia. The project created a 
startup-mentor matching portal with a clear motivation and a sup-
porting structure at the American University of Armenia. This guide is 
a handy reference summarizing the �ndings of the program and 
serves as a source for knowledge and shared experience from the 
project.

The major goal of the SMMN project was boosting networking among 
USG alumni. The goal is directly related to the objective of the Alumni 
Outreach Grant Program “Support initiatives that promote association 
building, alumni networking, youth empowerment and active citizen-
ship.” Through the project we aimed to build tight relations among 
USG alumni, encourage networking in certain directions and make it a 
customary tradition, not just a temporary one-o� activity.

This guide intends to give an overview of the mentoring program and 
also provide the details of the �ndings and become a real-life hand-
book for other mentoring initiatives.

About 
the project

"The SMMN project was funded through a Department of State Public A�airs Sec-
tion grant, and the opinions, �ndings and conclusions or recommendations 
expressed herein are those of the Author and Organizers and do not necessarily 
re�ect those of the Department of State."
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Mentoring is a journey that is �lled with adventure, excite-
ment and challenges. The rapid advance of technology 
sometimes creates the illusion of everything being easy to ac-
complish. But even technological startups do need a mentor-
ing mind, someone to hold a hand, to apply to and just to go 
to for  relief and  con�rmation of  what is thought  and inten-
ded.

In general,  an  e�ective  mentoring relationship  is characte-
rized by mutual respect, trust, understanding, and empathy. 
Good mentors are able to share life experiences and wisdom, 
as well as technical expertise. They are good listeners, good 
observers, and good problem-solvers.

Throughout the whole SMMN journey we were able to follow 
very di�erent types of relations: some being very o�cial and 
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rooted on professional expertise only, but also others that 
grew to the levels of partnerships and even friendship.

Mentoring is a relationship between two individuals based 
on a mutual desire for development towards career goals and 
objectives. Among the many de�nitions about mentoring, 
one of them features it as a trusting, non-hierarchical and sus-
tained relationship geared towards supporting an entrepre-
neur’s goals for growth and personal and professional devel-
opment.

The mentoring journey is about developing trusting, con�-
dential, and mutually bene�cial relationships which are 
rewarding for both sides.

Within the professional relationship in which an experienced 
person supports and encourages people to develop speci�c 
skills and knowledge that will maximize their business poten-
tial and improve their performance, both sides bene�t and it 
no longer needs to be justi�ed or proven. The professional or 
the mentor keeps learning and being motivated throughout 
the whole journey, sometimes even more than the mentee 
him/herself.

E�ective mentoring does not necessarily require large 
amounts of time. An experienced, perceptive mentor can 
provide great help in just a few minutes by making the right 
suggestion or asking the right question. 

Mentoring styles and activities are as varied as human rela-
tionships, so there is obviously no single formula for ideal 
mentoring. Instead there are  some tips that might help buil-
ding relations in a manner and format to make it most e�-
cient, summarized in the characteristics below:

Mentors approach their role as an opportunity to authenti-
cally support mentees through their ups and downs. The 
strength of a mentoring relationship depends on the empa-
thy and practice of the roles of each party: for example, the 
mentor works hard and persistently provides guidelines, and 
the mentee establishes trust and willingly communicates 
thoughts.

Mentoring is essentially about helping people to develop 
more e�ectively. It is a relationship designed to build con�-
dence and support the mentee so they are able to take con-
trol of their own development and work.

Mentoring is not the same as training, teaching or coaching, 
and mentors do not need to be quali�ed trainers or experts in 
the role the mentee carries out. They need to be able to listen 
and ask questions that will challenge the mentee to identify 
the course of action they need to take in regards to their own 
development.

Below are some common bene�ts we have identi�ed for 
mentoring relationship:

 greater clarity on life and career goals,

 motivation and source of expertise,

 new insight on a company or a sector,

 different perspectives and cultural values
 the opportunity to develop new networks of contacts
 enhancement of leadership skills,

 greater career satisfaction.
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When �nding, engaging and supporting mentors, a number 
of characteristics, behaviors and personalities de�ne who 
could serve as a great mentor. It is naturally possible to �nd a 
mentor on your own, which can be facilitated by networking 
events online or in-person that allow mentors and founders 
to network, share ideas and allow relationships to unfold.

The mentor is there when things are challenging, as well as 
exciting. Mentors listen �rst and provide wisdom later. They 
are not there only to give, but to identify a sequence of ac-
tions – �rst responsibility, then reward.  

Mentors usually commit to fostering long-term relationships. 
As one of the SMMN mentors mentioned, the real mentoring 
starts when the program is over and the pairs decide to take 
it to the next level. In the case of SMMN, the main mentoring 
process was identi�ed in detail and also compressed in a de-
�ned timeframe. Due in part to those organizational mea-
sures, the program concluded with tangible results, including 
the launch of a social startup, development of a new mobile 
application, developed business model of a pig farm, and 
establishment of a biotech company.

rooted on professional expertise only, but also others that 
grew to the levels of partnerships and even friendship.

Mentoring is a relationship between two individuals based 
on a mutual desire for development towards career goals and 
objectives. Among the many de�nitions about mentoring, 
one of them features it as a trusting, non-hierarchical and sus-
tained relationship geared towards supporting an entrepre-
neur’s goals for growth and personal and professional devel-
opment.

The mentoring journey is about developing trusting, con�-
dential, and mutually bene�cial relationships which are 
rewarding for both sides.

Within the professional relationship in which an experienced 
person supports and encourages people to develop speci�c 
skills and knowledge that will maximize their business poten-
tial and improve their performance, both sides bene�t and it 
no longer needs to be justi�ed or proven. The professional or 
the mentor keeps learning and being motivated throughout 
the whole journey, sometimes even more than the mentee 
him/herself.

E�ective mentoring does not necessarily require large 
amounts of time. An experienced, perceptive mentor can 
provide great help in just a few minutes by making the right 
suggestion or asking the right question. 

Mentoring styles and activities are as varied as human rela-
tionships, so there is obviously no single formula for ideal 
mentoring. Instead there are  some tips that might help buil-
ding relations in a manner and format to make it most e�-
cient, summarized in the characteristics below:

Mentors approach their role as an opportunity to authenti-
cally support mentees through their ups and downs. The 
strength of a mentoring relationship depends on the empa-
thy and practice of the roles of each party: for example, the 
mentor works hard and persistently provides guidelines, and 
the mentee establishes trust and willingly communicates 
thoughts.

Mentoring is essentially about helping people to develop 
more e�ectively. It is a relationship designed to build con�-
dence and support the mentee so they are able to take con-
trol of their own development and work.

Mentoring is not the same as training, teaching or coaching, 
and mentors do not need to be quali�ed trainers or experts in 
the role the mentee carries out. They need to be able to listen 
and ask questions that will challenge the mentee to identify 
the course of action they need to take in regards to their own 
development.

Below are some common bene�ts we have identi�ed for 
mentoring relationship:

 greater clarity on life and career goals,

 motivation and source of expertise,

 new insight on a company or a sector,

 different perspectives and cultural values
 the opportunity to develop new networks of contacts
 enhancement of leadership skills,

 greater career satisfaction.

Both mentors and mentees are encouraged to listen, chal-
lenge and support each other throughout the process.
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Rules and 
Relations

Growth is almost always challenging, so setting rules for the 
mentoring journey and following them will help the relation-
ship �ourish more easily and reach noticeable results. Ac-
knowledging the boundaries can help both sides to ensure 
clear expectations.

Below we have summarized some rules that have been 
proved by long-time practice, also those derived from our 
direct experience in managing the mentoring program 
within SMMN.

What rules are important to consider:

          active listening,

          keeping in touch and communicate often,

          driving conversation,

          sharing vision and goals,

          acknowledging contributions,

sharing updates, progress and milestones achieved,

being open with challenges or issues,

providing constructive feedback and new insights,

guiding but not controlling (for mentors),

reflecting on mutual growth and learning,

celebrating your accomplishments,

practicing accountability,

being challenging, robust but never destructive,

staying transparent and proactive,

being mindful of time and boundaries,

encouraging leadership through solutions and decisions,

agreeing to sometimes disagree.

 

What to avoid as part of the mentoring process, in other 
words the “DON'Ts” we have collected to facilitate the jour-
ney.

          Don’t tell you what to do,

          Don't make assumptions about anything,

          Don't blame each other for issues,

          Don't rely on the other side to initiate,

          Don't ask to go beyond the scope of the role,

          Don't offer/ask for paid service.
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Success 
Factors

There is no need to prove that mentoring is a powerful agent 
for learning and growth, and this goes for both the mentees 
and mentors themselves. Having a clear goal and purpose is 
the most important starting point. Later on, to ensure the 
success of the mentoring program, it should have a clear and 
mutually developed timeline. It is also important to consider 
mentees' and mentors' expectations and perception, which 
can signi�cantly a�ect the mentoring experience. It is critical 
to be sure that mentorship will not damage the con�dence 
or credibility of either party. For the whole mentoring pro-
cess and journey to be e�cient and productive, it needs to be 
planned properly by establishing agreed-upon operating 
principles and processes. The process can be impacted by 
the types of personalities, their motivation level, as well as 
their sense of responsibility. Last but not least, it is highly 
encouraged to address �exibility as a baseline for the men-
toring relationship.

Another angle would also be bene�cial for the improvement 
of the mentoring program or relationship: those include the 
matching criteria and the process, also the level of commit-
ment of the sides and the focus on results.



Besides those main factors emphasized above, there are 
three main relationship areas that need to be carefully con-
sidered while mentoring: those are trust, con�dentiality 
and communication.



Lessons 
Learnt 
through 
SMMN

Because every experience is valuable, in this section we have 
collected the real-life takeaways from the SMMN project 
reviewed and expressed by our own mentoring pairs – men-
tors and mentees. Some of the lessons learnt are truly new 
insights to consider for further development. 

"Despite the short time we had with my mentee to get ac-
quainted, set a goal and work together towards it, our rela-
tionship has become enriching and valuable, thank you for 
the great match! We proceeded towards our goal as planned. 
I did my best to contribute to this great idea through passing 
on my knowledge and skills on all stages of project develop-
ment and engaging my mentee in a network of like-minded 
experienced professionals in the �eld. Mentoring during the 
SMMN project has become a source of inspiration, a timeless 
relationship of mutual learning and motivation to grow!" 



"Longer duration of the project would be recommended. 
However, in any case this was not an obstacle for valuable en-
gagement together. We will continue our communication 
beyond!" 

"The main thing which I would like to mention is that our 
mentor helped us to understand the correct direction of our 
startup and the way which is the most appropriate for us as 
startupers. He supports us methodologically by helping to 
detailize the project and make it more precise, concrete and 
structuralized, which is a very important step towards suc-
cessful continuation and implementation of the startup. Our 
mentor helped not only with very useful and practical knowl-
edge but also with  materials, which we use to build the sche-
matic part of our project, Besides this, he presented himself 
as a very responsible and responsive person always ready to 
support." 

"My mentor was not just a mentor who has provided mentor-
ship in the narrow scope of profession, but her impact of cre-
ation of my newborn company was so huge both psychologi-
cally by motivating me, keeping move forward and profes-
sionally with her priceless advices, that I am going to o�er her 
to become a member of advisory board of the company and 
I cross �ngers that she will agree."



"I realized how important the role of the organizers is in a 
mentoring program, when they know who to match you 
with, they foresee your potential impact on the startup and 
do it really well."

"The highest moments of the mentoring relations I had 
within SMMN were the times when the Mentee and I realized 
we are thinking in sync, and we generate workable ideas to-
gether while discussing and brainstorming. It was very 
rewarding to see the Mentee’s appreciation of my input and 
advice, and the speed at which she was coming up with new 
thoughts and challenging questions, and I am really looking 
forward to seeing the �nal product in the near future. It was a 
wonderful opportunity to meet with an enthusiastic young 
specialist with impressive credentials and high-reaching 
goals, and to establish a connection that I hope will last 
longer than the mentorship process itself."

"These few months were very interesting, I gained a lot of 
knowledge. Although I did not �nish my project, I began to 
understand why the ideas may not work. I gained practical 
knowledge in the �eld of entrepreneurship. This program 
took an important place in my life, because I understood 
what I had to work on, what knowledge and skills I needed. 
This was just the beginning for me, so I'm not going to back 
down from the thought that one day I will have a successful 
start-up."



"Apparently there was a miscommunication within my men-
tee's team.  During our meeting with the management, they 
informed me that they are not looking to transform their 
business model and are satis�ed with the current situation.  I 
have provided them with some useful resources and that was 
the extent of our discussion."

"There is one thing, which I would like to mention; it will be a 
good idea to give the startupers the possibility to work with 
two mentors from di�erent �elds. It will provide more multi-
layered support to the projects."

"In our case the light sparkled during the pitching event, 
when watching the pitches I was trying to emphasize how I 
can be helpful for each of the presenting startups or projects. 
And when I heard the story of Perfect Look, I realized that this 
is where my support can �t best."

"I  would like  to see more intersectional learning and mento-
ring opportunities, like providing a chance for other mentors 
to not only concentrate on their mentee, but also be available 
for some others with their speci�c expertise. That could be a 
kind of one-time consulting meeting within the safe space 
created by the project."

"The only thing I would recommend is to have some more so-
phisticated processes for selecting mentors. I don't know 
what the processes are in place, but it would be great if this 
phase included an interview as well. Just to make sure the ex-
pected quality is provided." 



"Stricter ground rules should be laid out: both the Mentor 
and the Mentee should understand that it is a serious com-
mitment and stick to the arranged meeting schedules and 
the number of meetings required. As for the content and e�-
ciency, that is well-managed by asking to submit joint 
sum-up notes and the other requests."

"We have been building trust since day one of our collabora-
tion together. To me, the pinnacle of the whole trust-building 
was achieved when we validated our �rst hypothesis. When 
your mentee reassures himself that he's working with an 
expert, he feels more empowered to go the extra mile. The 
most valuable comment that I received from my mentee, was 
that he did not feel alone anymore. He realized that his busi-
ness idea is not a daydream but there are people who are in 
need of his services. He came to understand that he could 
make a change. It meant the world to me."
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