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Abstract

Go-Grow is an early-stage accelerator for companies with international growth potential based in 

and developed by the Copenhagen School of Entrepreneurship at Copenhagen Business School in 

collaboration with the Danish Industry Foundation and several partners. Taking in groups of pre-

selected start-ups, Go Grow provides the companies with six months of professional mentoring, 

operational assistance, team building guidance as well as free office space – all with the aim of 

accelerating the start-up process. The key in Go Grow is extensive mentoring by experienced 

educators, entrepreneurs, business angels, and other industry and entrepreneurship professionals. 

The present project is an exploratory descriptive study on the mentoring process in the 

acceleration program provided to early-stage start-up companies by Go Grow with a particular 

focus on the expectations, perceptions and 'lived experiences' of the participants in it – mentors 

and mentees, by using qualitative methods. Attention was also paid to the relational problems 

leading to problematic outcomes and dysfunctional relationship. Given that this research is 

applying grounded theory approach, a model is proposed that visually represents the research 

findings and thereby constitutes the conceptual framework of this paper. The proposed 

Conceptual framework of factors influencing the mentoring relationship in Go Grow in terms of 

possible development and outcomes reflects the structural and causal links between the various 

categories and dimensions examined in the study. This thesis is extending the existing knowledge 

about these factors by compiling and analyzing direct accounts of the program participants as it 

also provides some points of departure for program optimization to the Go Grow administrators.

Overall, the present research suggests some valuable insights for practitioners, academics, 

educators, and entrepreneurship and other industry professionals providing support for the start-up

scene in Denmark.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

There is a growing recognition viewing entrepreneurship as a key driver of economic growth, 

output and employment (OECD Report 2008). For a small open economy such as Denmark, the 

economic context where the entrepreneurship operates is considered to be a determining factor as 

companies are built and grow both on national and international scale. 

National growth is important and not easy achievable in the context of constant change: a whole 

range of factors – multiple social and environmental demands, legal and financial, personal and 

organizational challenges – make growth difficult for entrepreneurs, and success even harder. 

Mentoring of start-up companies is widely regarded as essential to equip the young entrepreneurs 

with the fundamentals that would let their companies unfold their full potential in globalizing and 

dynamic market realities. To start a business is often an adventure rife with setbacks: a start-up 

entrepreneur is facing various challenges which often need immediate decision and action, but the 

limited resources make handling of the various urgent daily issues hard, if not impossible. Given 

that the lack of experience and management skills are frequently the main reasons for failures of 

business, mentoring is regarded as a promising solution to enhance entrepreneur's competences 

and promote their business success (St-Jean 2012). 

The overall increase in entrepreneurial skills and knowledge during the first years of a company’s 

life is considered vital in its eventual survival (St-Jean & Audet 2012). In order to promote their 

chances of success, entrepreneurs need to quickly develop their lacking competencies (St-Jean & 

Audet 2013). “Entrepreneurs more than anyone else probably need mentors due to the complexity 

and range of the tasks they are required to perform” (St-Jean & Audet 2009:150), thereby the 

support of a mentor is seen as desirable for the owner-managers of growing small firms. 

Entrepreneurial mentoring is further reviewed as a customized method for providing start-up 

entrepreneurs with the potential to advance their skills and learning through the provision of 

support and encouraging reflection on their action in critical situations. 

Among the positive impacts for the mentees often stated in literature are: improved self-esteem 

and self-confidence, improved abilities for goal achievement, problem solving, learning, dealing 

with change, and doing business, enhanced contact network and knowledge, opportunity 

recognition and entrepreneurial self-efficacy (e.g. Ozgen & Baron 2007, St-Jean & Audet 2009, 
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St-Jean & Audet 2013). Mentors, informal industry networks, and participation in professional 

forums (conferences, seminars, workshops) are considered as important sources of opportunity 

relevant information (Ozgen & Baron 2007).

The socio-cultural specificities of Denmark – a strong culture of volunteerism and the tradition of 

searching for help from peers or colleagues – are a precondition for the available opportunities 

that the young entrepreneurs have here: to become part of the various incubator and accelerator 

programs gaining more and more popularity in the past decades. These programs are exclusively 

aimed at providing the startups with access to mentors, networks and participation in professional 

forums.

The present research examines the formal mentoring for entrepreneurs as a component of the Go 

Grow acceleration program.

1.2. Problem statement

Entrepreneurial activity varies between countries. According to the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor - 2000 Executive Report1, ”the rate of entrepreneurial activity in Denmark (4.5 percent) is

significantly lower than the most active countries”, however not considerably different from rest 

of the European countries participating. The level of overall entrepreneurial activity in Denmark 

ranked 13th of the 21 GEM nations with 4.51% (or 1 in every 22) of the population being 

involved in some way (assessed as ”middle activity” among ”high” and ”low” compared to the 

other countries). Further the report showed that Denmark ranked lowest in domestic investment of

all the Scandinavian countries in GEM 2000. Among the main disturbing issues stated are: 

”Because business schools display a bias toward large firms, the education system is perceived to 

give little attention to entrepreneurship” and that ”The entrepreneurial process is not particularly 

well understood.”

After putting forward ambitious objectives in the Globalization Strategy in 2006 for 

entrepreneurship in general and high growth start-ups in particular, the Danish government has 

adopted ”a wide range of programs promoting entrepreneurship, easing access to finance, 

providing entrepreneurship education, improving access to counseling, technology transfer and 

1The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) project is an annual assessment of the entrepreneurial 
activity, aspirations and attitudes of individuals across a wide range of countries. Initiated in 1999 as a 
partnership between London Business School and Babson College, the first study covered 10 countries; since
then nearly 100 ‘National Teams’ from every corner of the globe have participated in the project, which 
continues to grow annually. 
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internationalization” (OECD Entrepreneurship Review of Denmark 2008). Entrepreneurship was 

stated in the OECD Review to have received less attention in the Danish education system as 

Denmark rated relatively lower in the supply of entrepreneurial skills and capabilities comparing 

to the top performing countries. A need for a thorough evaluation of the implemented programs in 

this domain was further announced.

Since Go Grow is one of these programs for startups aimed at raising the Danish entrepreneurship 

ecosystem through mentoring, the present research by its exploratory focus on mentoring is 

addressing the above stated need.

The Stakeholder mapping on Figure 1 below visualizes the key players in the start-up ecosystem:

Figure 1 Stakeholder mapping (Source: Go Grow Accelerator Roadmap, p.50)

The Danish Industry Foundation (hereinafter referred to as DIF) was created with the purpose to 

support and enhance the competitiveness of the Danish industry. It focuses on four drivers creating

value and growth: Knowledge, Competencies, Entrepreneurship and innovation, Globalization and

openness. Copenhagen School of Entrepreneurship (CSE) came up with the Go Grow project in 

response to the call for proposals under the focus area of entrepreneurship and innovation, where 

the DIF ”supports and develops projects that increase the desire and ability to start new businesses

and realize the growth potential in them. The ability to see new opportunities and innovate in 

relation to products and processes is an area of great importance for Danish competitiveness.” (see
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http://go-grow.dk/about/industriens-fond/).

Being a partnership between academia and industry, Go-Grow is an early-stage accelerator for 

companies with international growth potential based in and developed by the Copenhagen School 

of Entrepreneurship at Copenhagen Business School in collaboration with the DIF and several 

partners. Taking in groups (cohorts) of pre-selected start-ups, Go Grow provides the companies 

with six months of personal mentoring, operational assistance, team building guidance as well as 

free office space – all with the aim of accelerating the start-up process. The startups attend 

monthly workshop sessions, take part in facilitated group works, go abroad to a targeted market 

and get the chance to continuously exchange ideas in a broader forum. There is a focus on 

strategy, growth-hacking, pitching and sprint (see http://go-grow.dk/).

The key in Go Grow is extensive mentoring by experienced educators, entrepreneurs, business 

executives and other industry and entrepreneurship professionals. As the start-up founders move 

through the process of achieving early scale, the mentors provide an ongoing sounding board. 

Mentors help founders make sense of their growth plans, revise their understanding of the market 

opportunities, and continuously reflect on their business development process as they work 

towards achieving their growth goals (see http://go-grow.dk/).

Among the concrete goals for the Go Grow project is to ”transfer results and knowledge, and 

integrate practice, knowledge and know how into research and education on universities‐ ” (see 

Appendix 2.1), which requires a thorough evaluation of the program in each of its structural 

elements.

To date, there has been little research in the entrepreneurship education which has explored 

mentor practices and how those practices support start-up learning and growth. In order to bridge 

this gap, this thesis examines the mentoring practices in the Go Grow accelerator program with 

particular focus on the factors that shape the possible direction and outcomes of the mentoring 

relationship. The present study extends the existing knowledge about the factors that affect the 

intended outcomes of mentoring (such as enhancement of skill-building and learning) by 

compiling and analyzing direct accounts of the program participants. A thorough analysis of the 

perceptions and experiences of both mentors and mentees would be a valuable source highlighting

the problem areas to be worked out, thereby providing some points of departure for program 

optimization to the Go Grow administrators.

The present project is an exploratory descriptive study on the mentoring process in the 

acceleration program provided to early-stage start-up companies by Go Grow with a particular 
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focus on the expectations, perceptions and 'lived experiences' of the participants in it – mentors 

and mentees. By triangulating the data from mentor and startup interviews, and data from program

documents and the program webpage, a description of the mentoring practices in this environment

was developed.

1.3. Research question and sub-questions

The present study responds to the call for a further examination of the concordance or discordance

of the motivations of both parties to engage in mentorship, posed by Haggard et al. (2007), and 

particularly addresses the suggestion for the predicted usefulness of applying qualitative research 

(interview) methods for further eliciting the nature of mentor relationships – both functional or 

dysfunctional – in order for a future improvement of the mentoring programs (Scandura 1998). A 

better understanding of the nature of the challenges and difficulties in interpersonal relationships 

would help for the developing of intervention strategies for corrective actions and 'way out' 

options to prevent or mitigate the possible negative experiences or outcomes of mentoring.

To the best knowledge of the author, a very small number of studies on entrepreneurial mentoring 

have been conducted by the use of qualitative mentor and mentee interviews. Given that little is 

known about how young entrepreneurs learn from mentoring relations, and even less about the 

perceived outcomes of such learning (e.g., St-Jean & Audet 2012), the present study adds to the 

dearth of research investigating these particular topics.

Furthermore, to give the research a more narrow direction, the following was taken into account: 

Among the objectives set forth in the Go Grow program description is to generate and disseminate

knowledge and learning about how to support start-up accelerated growth not only within CSE or 

CBS, but also share it with the wider community in Denmark. In addition, one of the concrete 

goals to the objectives is to ”Transfer results and knowledge, and integrate practice, knowledge 

and know how into research and education on universities” (‐ see Appendix 2.1.) To have this goal 

addressed, academic researches like the present one are of a high demand and utility to the Go 

Grow program.

Having the above research gaps identified, the empirical research question that is addressed in this

thesis is:
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In order to examine how the participants in the mentoring process provided by Go Grow 

experienced the mentorship and its outcomes, 21 in-depth semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with 18 participants. The central question is subdivided into 3 research sub-questions:

Due to confidentiality reasons, all names of respondents and companies who participated in the 

interviews have been changed.

2. Setting: the Go Grow accelerator 

The present chapter introduces the reader with the setting of the Go Grow program.

2.1. Project description

The Go Grow program is designed to build on the knowledge and know-how at CSE and CBS in 

order to help start-ups make their business thrive and suited for international growth – through 6 

months of collaboration with personal mentors, experts, CSE staff and other startups. From the 

outset the program was intended to run for 3 rounds, be cohort-based, and incorporate the 

following elements: access to mentorship, experts, investors, peer-to-peer growth clusters, and 

knowledge through educational components. 

The start of Go Grow was marked in 2013, as the accelerator was financed by the DIF with a 

budget of DKK 3.6M over a period of 3 years (2013-2016). The target groups include ”student 

startup companies with international growth potential and younger established and growth-

oriented companies” (see Appendix 2.1).

The mission of Go Grow is to be a non-profit ”university accelerator programme that contributes 

to value creation for society by providing network and knowledge on company formation, 

development and international scale, and to facilitate research and dialogue on topics related to 
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growth in startup companies in higher education institutions, business schools, and the wider 

community, by bringing together academics from management, higher education, business, 

entrepreneurs and other fields” (Go Grow Accelerator Roadmap, p.18, hereinafter referred to as 

the 'Handbook'). The staff number is varying, as beside the program manager, presently one full-

time employee and one student assistant are hired.

The accepted applicants are from various sectors and markets, with proof of business, have been 

running for up to 7 years and have generated their first sale. The selection criteria for the Go Grow

program (see full list on their website and Appendix 2.2) have evolved from the initial project 

description, as the program management was inspired by the best practice and benchmarking of 

leading universities, public and private incubators and accelerators at an international level. The 

companies Go Grow works with should not only have the ambition to grow, but to also show that 

they are taking steps toward growing – or as the project manager puts it, ”It's the start-up DNA 

that we look for” (Metteliva - program manager).

Following the selection, each company – based on their goals for international growth – outlines 

an individual Growth Contract that includes the program activities, expectations to the start-up 

company as well as issues of responsibility, etc. In addition, an extensive Mentoring agreement is 

signed specifying the parameters of the mentoring relationship (see Appendix 2.3 and 2.4). Beside 

their formal functions, both contracts are intended to serve also as a checking tool during the 

program.

Each round starts with a bootcamp event (2 or 3 days) where the program structure is 

communicated to the participants. Yet, it is in their own hands to introduce themselves with it and 

to follow the guidelines provided by the program.

In order to foster peer-to-peer learning, the cohort was segregated into vertical cluster groups at 

the bootcamp according to the business model. Cluster supervisors with expertise in different 

industries were assigned to each cluster with the task to coordinate the cluster workshops. The 

workshops, events and cluster groups are reviewed as integral part of the program that provides 

opportunities to deliver targeted skill training and knowledge generation. They also provide the 

teams with an opportunity ”to meet informally, to share stories, experiences, to foster relationships

and camaraderie” (Handbook, p.33).

Among the learning methods applied are real-life business cases, interactive plenary sessions, 

gamification, action learning groups, story telling, personal learning log, groups work in 

duos/triads, speed networking, individual coaching, peer coaching, e-learning, web-based 
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solutions, group supervision, individual reflection and blogging (Go Grow website). At the end of 

each program round, the startups have the opportunity to showcase their work and pitch for 

investor at the Demo Day.

2.2. Mentoring

Mentorship is an essential component of Go Grow aimed at providing the start-up companies with

access to networks, opportunities and knowledge to stimulate their growth. The Go Grow 

understanding of mentoring is ”a supportive, mutually agreed relationship with a professional, 

experienced and knowledgeable individual who offers advice with the intent to support the 

professional and personal development of the entrepreneur and their business in navigating the 

decision-making processes to achieve their goals, hone their skills and grow their company” 

(Handbook, p.40). Through mentoring, skilled individuals re-invest their experience and capital 

back into the entrepreneurial ecosystem. ”Mentoring facilitates a process of experiential 

knowledge transfer that enables entrepreneurs to make faster, more effective decisions” (ibid.)

The body of mentors related to the Go Grow program was selected based on their strategic 

experience with international growth, coaching skills and interest or relation to the field of 

entrepreneurship (see Appendix 2.1.)

Go Grow initially introduced the 'corporate' mentors type – business executives with over 15 years

experience and strong track-records in a range of corporate business areas. However, their 

expertise was found to be not specifically addressing the start-up model, i.e. how to actually 

launch a company when you're a start-up, how to grow a start-up that doesn't necessarily have any 

resources (a common trait of the companies). Therefore, in the 2nd round another profile was 

sought for - mentors with entrepreneurial background ”who have had start-ups themselves and 

who were start-up at international level” (Metteliva) – or 'serial entrepreneurs'. Later on Go Grow 

started recruiting the 'peer/ alumni' mentor type (or peer entrepreneurs) – recent graduates from 

Go Grow program rounds, talking the same language of the mentees, keeping fresh memories of 

their problems, and having the 'immediate skills of how to address specific growing issues that 

may be deemed to be too trivial' to discuss with mentors of senior level (Handbook:40).

As of the 3rd program round, Go Grow provides a tripartite mentoring framework consisting of 

'top tier' of ”corporate' mentors (senior business industry executives and consultancy companies), 

middle tier of the serial entrepreneurs”, and bottom tier – the 'peer' mentor group represented by 

Go Grow alumni (Metteliva).
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The program structure is supported by rules set out for the participants and by collecting a 

feedback from them in order for the relevant adjustments to be made. A very subtle facilitation of 

the process is required to be implemented by the program management to leverage the potential of

mentorship. In addition, Go Grow was tasked with investigating the effectiveness of the various 

aspects of the program design and with evaluating the performance of the participating start-ups.

3. Methodology and data
In this section I introduce and discuss the foundations of the project research design and the 

conceptual approach, the methods of data collection and the choices related to the data analysis. 

Credibility and ethical considerations, and methodological limitations are further discussed.

3.1. Theory of science 

For the purpose of the present research, the ontology I embraced is relativism, according to which 

the scientific laws are basically created by people to fit their view of reality, there are many truths, 

and facts depend on the viewpoint of the observer (see Easterby-Smith et al. 2012).

The epistemological approach (the way in which I choose to investigate the world) is social 

constructivism as it fits best with a relativist ontology; it believes that reality does not exist by 

itself, but rather, it is constructed and given meaning by people. "Knowledge is seen as actively 

constructed with meanings of existence only relevant to an experiential world" (Goulding 

2002:75). The focus here is therefore on feelings, beliefs and thoughts, and how people 

communicate these. In terms of people's perception of reality, "A constructivist would emphasize 

eliciting the participant's definitions of terms, situation, and events, and try to tap his or her 

assumptions, implicit meanings, and tacit rules” (Charmaz 2006:32 in Silverman 2013:74).

3.2. Research design

Drawing on a Grounded Theory approach (hereinafter referred to as GTA), the research design in 

the project is a qualitative case study with primarily empirical rather than theoretical focus on the 

mentoring process in Go Grow, and theoretical focus on entrepreneurial mentoring at exploratory, 

descriptive and explanatory levels of knowledge from the lens of social constructivism.

3.2.1. Research context

It is worth mentioning that my actual arrival at the Go Grow setting was as a result of stumbling 

across the website of one of the companies alumni from the second Go Grow program round (as I 
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found out later on). While looking for a partner company for my thesis project, I found their 

website representing a platform matching Bachelor or Master thesis students with companies, and 

my research profile was successfully matched with the project available at Go Grow.

Given that my CBS study program – Multicultural communication of organizations – has a 

broader spectrum, yet not specifically addressing entrepreneurship, I very much liked the idea 

behind the Go Grow accelerator program supporting start-ups because, in my view, this is a noble 

initiative that would produce upscale outcomes for all stakeholders. Similarly, the Go Grow 

overall ambition related to bringing the Danish entrepreneurial ecosystem to the next level 

corresponds with my personal values that include bringing benefit to society by utilizing and 

implementing my knowledge and expertise gained thus far. In essence, my motivation of 

embarking on this journey was to produce a project that could add value to the research field by 

bringing the external perspective of a researcher unencumbered by preconceptions or confirmation

bias on the topic of interest.

3.2.2. Research focus

As it becomes apparent from the above, the research focus was pre-selected by the project setting, 

yet being broad enough to allow for utilization of various theoretical lenses. Due to the subject of 

the research – i.e. the mentoring process at Go Grow – and in accordance with the research 

problem, I chose GTA as the most suitable approach in order to explore the process and the 

interactions among participants leading to various outcomes. As the data should be allowed to 

'speak for itself' with themes emerging, rather than relying on existing theories, to start with a 

defined point or a hypothesis was considered inappropriate. Overall, “qualitative researchers study

things in their natural settings attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the

meanings people bring to them” and describe ”routine and problematic moments and meaning in 

individuals’ lives” (Denzin & Lincoln 1995:2).

3.2.3. Scientific research approach

The above underlying philosophy and epistemology consequently affected the choice of research 

methods, which is hence drawing on qualitative sources of data, and using GTA representing ”a 

method of qualitative inquiry in which researchers develop inductive theoretical analyses from 

their collected data and subsequently gather further data to check these analyses. The purpose of 

grounded theory is theory construction, rather than description or application of existing theories” 

(Charmaz & Bryant 2011:292 in Silverman 2013:67). This is done by ”a continual movement 
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between data, memos and theory so that data analysis is theoretically based and theory is 

grounded in data' (Silverman 2013:71) and applying constant comparative method between the 

various elements in the case within the given (single) setting that may broaden or modify the 

initial descriptive categories. Constant comparative method is the 'process of taking information 

from data collection and comparing it with emerging categories' (Miller & Salkind 2002:156). In 

order for the generation of a grounded theory, a cross-case methodology is rendered as the 

inherent logic of constant comparative method (Mills et al.2010) – elaboration follows in 3.4.

3.2.4. Pragmatic research approach

GTA generally advises to preclude the data from being forced in a predefined direction (e.g. 

Goulding 2002 referring to Glaser 1978). To address this, during the early stages of my research I 

have tried to not heavily dig into literature in order to avoid 'contaminating' the ideas and 

perceptions that could emerge from the data collected with too many preconceived concepts. 

Rather, for a safer 'onboarding' to the topic examined, I was presented with an access to a recently 

held anonymised online surveys implemented by the Go Grow program. These served for a 

reference point in order to get a grasp of the topic of interest while looking for further insights, 

thus allowing for the focus to be further shaped entirely by the interview data. Relationships and 

dependencies among the categories were then sought for in order for the provision of an 

explanatory research level.

3.3. Data generation: methods of data collection 

Being a 'multimethod in focus', qualitative research ”involves the studied use of and collection of 

a variety of empirical materials” (Denzin & Lincoln 1995:2). 

In the present section I discuss the primary and the secondary sources of data. Two main data 

collection techniques were used: 1/ interviews and 2/ texts and documents.

3.3.1. Interviews

According to Emmel (2013:26), ”Constructivist grounded theory assumes mutual construction of 

data through interaction”. As the present research is employing constructivist GTA, I considered 

interviews as an appropriate tool providing such interaction for data construction. 

Among the various sources of data, individual interviews are often the preferred tool for allowing 

the participants to describe in details their experiences, best captured in their own words – thereby 

the abundant use of citations instead of interpretations. A number in the range between 20 to 30 
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interviews is stated as a general rule for graduate students applying the GTA in order for the 

categories to be saturated (Miller & Salkind 2002) by including a sufficient number of 

perspectives for subsequent data configuration.

Semi-structured interviews

Silverman (2013) holds that ”According to constructionism, interviewers and interviewees are 

always actively engaged in constructing meaning” (p.169), thereby allowing for a meaning to be 

'mutually constructed'. Furthermore, ”Open-ended and flexible questions are likely to get a more 

considered response than closed questions and therefore provides better access to interviewees' 

views, interpretation of events, understandings, experiences and opinions” (p.167), allowing the 

respondents to talk in more depth by choosing their own words.

Based on the initial analysis of literature and of the above mentioned anonymised surveys 

presented by Go Grow, two open-ended interview grids (see Appendix 1) were developed and 

used for the interviews with mentees and mentors. These grids were continuously modified and 

enriched with the newly emerging aspects. It must be emphasized that my role as a researcher 

during the interviews – an approach similar to that employed by Cope (2003) – was not limited to 

only asking the questions from the grids, but to be more active in encouraging the interviewees to 

elaborate when reflecting on events or aspects in order to clarify their perspective. That served for 

disambiguating of meanings by renegotiating and co-creating them in the conversation, to better 

grasp the process of sense-making that ultimately underlies their behavior and action orientation.

In order to ensure a better quality interaction, the interviews start with questions focusing on the 

respondent's personality and background. The interview questions were separated forming 'blocks'

to easily trace topics. Presuming that an attempt to examine mentoring isolated from the other 

program components would be fragmentary and leading to incomplete results, questions 

expanding the particular research context were included aiming to better situate mentoring and 

explicate the perspectives and experiences within the Go Grow setting. The mentees were asked to

describe their expectations and experience since their start at Go Grow; they were further invited 

to reflect from different perspectives, including from the other side, and with hindsight – how (if 

at all) would they have handled situations differently, thereby encouraging reflection from the 

present perspective, i.e. after (or close to) the end of the program round. Since the purpose of the 

data collection was to not miss any aspects that might be important, without being immediately 

obvious or predicted/ included in the two interview grids, the respondents were frequently 
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encouraged to elaborate their responses by additional questions. 

Unlike the interviews conducted with the above mentioned grids, the questions for the two 

interviews with the Go Grow project manager were to a substantial degree aimed to fill the gaps of

data that the researcher was unable to establish and map out by the time.

Selection of informants 

The author has approached the present research with the genuine passion a real scientific research 

of a practical value would require, and not just as a thesis project. Therefore one of the ambitious 

goals was – addressing the above mentioned requirement for number of interviews to be 

conducted – to incorporate more respondents to ensure a sufficient range of perspectives to be 

analysed. Obtaining the greatest possible variation in data collection is hence achieved by 

heterogeneous sampling. My initial intention was to get the mentors' perspective first, then to 

match it to the perspectives of their concrete mentees. However, due to lack of response of a 

certain part of the pre-selected respondents, this criterion could not be implemented, and the 

original conception had to be revised and adjusted to reality.

Both the mentors and the mentees selected for interviews were informed of my role as a CBS 

Master's Thesis researcher beforehand by the Go Grow administrators.

A short-list of 11 mentors from all the 3 batches was initially prepared by the program 

administrators among those most heavily involved with the program, and a request for cooperation

was forwarded to them. Due to their richer experience than the participating companies (in the 

context of mentoring also referred to as mentees), they were assumed to be able to provide a more 

comprehensive contextual portrayal of the program. Out of these, 8 mentors replied so the 

interviews were conducted with them. One of the mentors took in the same interview the mentee 

perspective as well, being a Go Grow alumnus.

First criterion while choosing the companies to be interviewed was to have at hand at least two 

representatives from each batch in order to better capture the program evolvement from their 

perspective chronologically, and thereby to gain a more comprehensive overall understanding of 

the program. Another criterion was aiming at those with a richer mentee experience – i.e. with 

more than one mentor; however, as it became obvious in the course of the research, those were 

exclusively from the 3rd batch (see analysis – Team mentoring below).

As a result, 8 start-ups were selected for interviews. One mentee's interview was not transcribed 

due to the extremely poor quality of the skype connection and hence the voice recording.
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Following the kind invitation of the Go Grow administration, I attended, recorded and extracted 

some research relevant data (see Appendix 1 – Mentors meeting) from the last mentors' meeting 

for the 3rd Go Grow round. 

3.3.2. Documents

All the information I collected by Go Grow – various documents (among which project 

descriptions, reports, previously conducted online surveys and other related documents), studies 

and the Go Grow own website – is considered to be a secondary source for the present study. It 

was used to enrich the perspectives captured and to generate new and original insights into it (see 

the documents hereby referred in Appendix 2).

I was granted an access to 20 online surveys with mentors and mentees (10 per each group) that 

have played a role as introduction and were insightful as a first glance into the Go Grow 

mentorship experiences. Together with the initial review of literature, they formed the basis for the

initial drafting of the interview grids for the two types of informants.

Table 1 below summarizes the data sources used for this paper by addressing the type of source, 

description of the source and the quantity. All sources referenced in the text can be found in the 

two Appendices and/ or the Bibliography. 

Table 1. Summary of data sources

Type of source Description Quantity

Primary source semi-structured qualitative interviews 
with mentors

9 interviews with 8 mentors

Primary source semi-structured qualitative interviews 
with mentees

8 interviews with 8 mentees

Primary source semi-structured qualitative interviews 
with Go Grow representatives

2 interviews - program manager
2 interviews - project assistant

Primary source Mentor meeting 1

Secondary source Documents about and from the 
organisation’s internal communication
(project descriptions, reports and other 
project related documents)

Not quantifiable

Secondary source Go Grow webpage Not quantifiable

Table 2 (see Appendix 1) lists the interviews by order of conducting, duration, type (live or via 

Skype), and transcripts' page volume.
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3.4. Data Analysis

In qualitative research, grounded theory refers to the inductive theorizing process aimed at 

building theory ”grounded” in (or derived from and based on) data, which implies the pertinence 

of emergent analysis with a flexible research design to be conducted (e.g. Taylor et al. 2015).

After my introduction with the Go Grow setting through their website, some documents regarding 

the program structure and by accessing some past online surveys, the first mentor interviews were 

conducted to identify the initial set of categories to be examined in further depth. In order to 

prepare the data from the interview transcripts for analysis, it was systematically organized, 

ordered and manually coded (labelled) in categories according to the key attributes identified – a 

process known as first-level coding (e.g. Taylor et al. 2015).

The research began with identification of open coding categories (see e.g. Miller & Salkind 2002) 

by breaking down data collected into units of meaning: after close inspection, the responses to 

open questions and interviews were sorted into broad themes. 

Theoretical sampling in constructivist grounded theory ”explicitly recognizes the researchers' 

reflectivity as a point of departure for the research” (Emmel 2013:29). Emerging Theory was 

pointed out as ”central to processes of theoretical sampling, in which the researcher: jointly 

collects, codes, and analyzes … data and decides what data to collect next and where to find them,

in order to develop … theory as it emerges” (Emmel 2013:12-13 citing Glaser & Strauss 1967:45).

Therefore, secondary sources of data (document studies and Go Grow website) were used in 

addition to the theoretical sampling to test and refine the categories and threads emerging from the

primary data (interviews).

The data collection and analysis were made concurrently in an iterative process to develop the 

categories to represent the framework for the analysis in line with the research question, until the 

point of theoretical saturation (see e.g. Silverman 2013) was reached. A cross-case method was 

applied by identifying the presence or absence (similarities and differences) of the emergent 

patterns (or their alternatives) in each following interview.

Furthermore, beyond mirroring the data through the first-level coding (descriptive), I looked to 

identify the causal conditions (relationship among and variations within the categories, plus their 

variation within and across the cases), the contextual and influencing factors, participants' 

approach and experiences. Counterfactual evidence was also sought for through analyzing the 

negative cases. To do the above, I used second-level coding (e.g. Tracy 2013) drawing from 
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theoretical concepts to explain the patterns and cause-effect progressions identified. After 

comprehensive search in data followed by a thorough analysis of the suggested perspectives, I 

identified and continuously rearranged the various categories outlined according to the detected 

relationships among them.

Finally, with the axial coding, the categories were interrelated in a coding paradigm (or 

”perspective taken toward data” - Mills et al.2010) represented by a conceptual model developed. 

According to Mertz (2004:546), ”A conceptual model is a visual representation of ideas designed 

to make those ideas (concepts) and their interrelationships coherent – a shorthand diagram for 

making complex ideas explicable and readily accessible.” The model I propose serves the same 

purpose as it constitutes the conceptual framework of the present paper.

3.5. Reliability and validity

As according to constructionism, knowledge is socially constructed and reality is multi-

dimentional and changing, to acquire a more reliable and valid perspective on reality, multiple 

methods were engaged (Golafshani 2003). Many researchers espoused triangulation as a typical 

strategy to optimize the validity and reliability of their studies and to control bias. Triangulation is 

defined as ”a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and 

different sources of information to form themes or categories in a study” (ibid:604 quoting 

Creswell & Miller 2000). As a research concept relevant to qualitative research, triangulation of 

several data sources (data triangulation) was applied for the accurate data analysis and 

interpretation in the present qualitative study by combining open-ended interviews and document 

data.

3.5.1 Reliability

Unlike in quantitative studies, where reliability implies the exact replicability of results, “in 

qualitative research with diverse paradigms, such definition of reliability is challenging and 

epistemologically counter-intuitive. Hence, the essence of reliability for qualitative research lies 

with consistency” (Leung 2015). Consistency of data is achieved when ”the steps of the research 

are verified through examination of such items as raw data, data reduction products, and process 

notes” (Golafshani 2003:601).
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By viewing testing as ”a way of information elicitation”, quality is argued to be ”the most 

important test of any qualitative study” (Golafshani 2003:601) in order for the reader to be able 

perceive it as persuasive, plausible, and reasonable. To provide the research with a broad enough 

array of perspectives, a relatively big number of informants was chosen, despite of the greater 

burden imposed on the researcher by the need to handle an extensive volume of data in a limited 

time-frame.

The ”bottom-up” approach in the present exploratory study has its focus on construction and 

negotiation of meaning. While examining mentoring in the Go Grow natural setting, I interpreted 

the phenomenon in terms of the meanings respondents have brought in, and within the frame 

provided by the documents' analysis.

During the data extraction, the newly emerged and/or controversial aspects were further examined 

in the next interviews as the interview grids were updated with questions touching upon these 

aspects. By cross-checking and comparing various respondents' positions related to each category 

and establishing the range of variation among perspectives, I aimed to provide the data being 

generated with internal consistency. 

All interviews (in-person and via skype) have been conducted on one-to-one basis, recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher in order to identify as broad as possible range of categories related to

the topic of interest. To systematize the process, an outline of the emerging topics was drafted and 

continuously complemented. Two example working files containing draft templates of the main 

threads – one from the start and one from the final phase – are enclosed in Appendix 1. The 

availability of the latter, as well as the interview transcripts, addresses the demand for proper 

documentation of data and data collection procedures engaged, and to illustrate the data analysis 

process (see e.g. Silverman 2013) where the reader can ”witness stories as they unfolded... beside 

the investigator trying to make sense of them” (p.251). 

Furthermore, the open-ended responses are aimed at documenting the connection between specific

pieces of evidence and the various aspects examined in the case study (Yin 2009:122). The 

inclusion of verbatim quotations from research participants has stated as effectively introduced 

standard practice in qualitative research fields (Corden & Sainsbury 2006), since ”inclusion of 

excerpts from transcripts help to clarify links between data, interpretation and conclusions, 

discussed variously within concepts such as validity, reliability, credibility and auditability” (p:1). 

The abundance of quotations included serves to support the reliability of claims further raised and 

to illustrate the respondents' original sense-making process behind the various perspectives. These 
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quotations were intensively incorporated in the analysis especially when they were representative 

of a commonly shared (among a group – mentors or mentees) standpoint, or epitomize an 

extremity of a range of viewpoints around a category. Hence, all quotations in this paper are 

labelled with the speaker identity and are aimed to provide the reader with a sense of authenticity 

and as evidence and/ or explanation for the data interpretations proposed.

3.5.2. Validity

Validity designates ”the extent to which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to 

which it refers” (Silverman 2013:367 quoting Hammersley 1990:57). In qualitative research, 

validity reflects the “appropriateness” of selected tools, processes, and data (e.g. choice of 

methodology relevant for addressing the research question, research design valid for the 

methodology, adequate sampling and data analysis). In other words, validity here has to do with 

description and explanation, and whether or not the given explanation fits a given description

The intention of this study is, rather than examining and establishing surface quantifiable 'facts', to

probe for deeper understanding of the mentoring in Go Grow by allowing the understanding about

the phenomenon to unfold in a natural way. Unlike in quantitative research where credibility 

would depend on instrument construction, here ”the researcher is the instrument” (Golafshani 

2003:600) dealing with non-numerical information: ”It is the researcher, the plaucibility, and 

trustworthiness of the study that make for the believability, or credibility of the research findings” 

(Tracy 2013:248). 

The construction of the core categories was conducted until the point of saturation was reached, 

which make them valid for the purpose of the research. To validate the relevance and plausibility 

of the data collected and carefully analysed in each particular context, the data was furthermore 

matched up against the related theoretical positions presented in chapter 4.

3.6. Ethical considerations

An agreement was made with all the interviewees before starting the data collection that all the 

data provided will be treated anonymously and names will be changed to ensure that the responses

are non-identifiable in order for more openness and veracity to be elicited. 

Furthermore, while collecting the data, a communication gap between program management and 

part of the interviewees was observed: although all respondents were told about their anonymity, 
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most of them requested the author's explicit reassurance in this respect, specifically in terms of 

remaining unidentifiable to Go Grow. Having in mind that the answers containing sensitive 

information were not elicited by questions aiming at provoking them, but such responses were 

rather a spontaneous avowals of individual experience perceptions, part of those were extracted 

from the interview transcriptions due to ethical considerations related to preventing respondents 

from any ”potential harm they could suffer from their participation” (Silverman 2013:108). 

With a view to the above considerations, not only the names of interviewed participants were 

changed, but those (mostly initial) parts of the interviews that make a very specific reference to 

the interviewee's profile, were removed to guarantee full confidentiality, although thereby 

denuding the picture of some colorful details.

3.7. Theory and delimitations

A limitation associated with the GTA is its 'failure to acknowledge implicit theories which guide 

work at an early stage' (Silverman 2013:73). In the present study, the starting point of reference 

was the data, rather than use of literature in search for acknowledgement of aspects earlier 

established. Regardless of that, literature was intensively incorporated in chapter 6.

The identified problem statement examines mentoring in the limited context of Go Grow. Other 

accelerators might be implementing mentoring within different frameworks where other factors 

may play role. 

The relatively small number of participants interviewed, given the overall number involved in 

each batch, might not be representative for the Go Grow program in general. Furthermore, as Go 

Grow implements planned changes for each of the program round based on the lessons learnt, 

some of the findings and recommendations might have been already taken into account by the Go 

Grow administrators.

Although the initial intention of the author was to conduct follow-up interviews, due to time and 

resource constraints this only happened twice – with one mentor and with the project manager. 

The possibility for researcher subjectivity and bias is inevitably mentioned in most studies. 

Although emotions and perspectives from both respondents and researchers are regarded as 

“undesirable biases confounding results in quantitative research”, on the positive side these were 

also viewed as ”essential and inevitable, if not treasurable... as they invariable add extra 
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dimensions and colors to enrich the corpus of findings” (Leung 2015). 

4. Literature Review

As elaborated in the previous chapter, this research draws on grounded theory principles, which 

implies the primarily usage of data to embed the analysis in, and employing literature merely as a 

supporting tool within the subject delimitation. Therefore, instead of a comprehensive 'state of the 

art', a fairly brief overview of the topics in the immediate scope of the research context follows.

The review of literature is organized in four main sections. Firstly, a grasp on the mentorship 

phenomenon is sought in terms of conceptualization and functions. Secondly, an outline of 

entrepreneurship is presented, followed by the defining characteristics of entrepreneurial learning 

based on the available research. After examining the above two constructs - mentoring as the 

process, and entrepreneurship as a context, a framework of the entrepreneurial mentoring is 

presented in order to prepare the reader to better understand the processes and experiences 

observed in the particular context of Go Grow. A comprehensive review of factors and variables 

that may enhance or constrain the mentor-mentee relationship, are discussed in the third main 

section. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of factors leading to dysfunctional mentoring

relationships, as all aspects in the literature review are pertinent to the present research data and 

analysis.

Multiple theories are relevant to the mentoring phenomenon, depending on the research 

perspective and the dimension examined. The theories I draw on in my research are only relevant 

to concrete parts of the analysis and could not be applied in general due to the multifaceted nature 

of the research problem. The way that I use theories and literature is not to base my overall 

analysis on them, but rather to support some aspects of my data and to explain the various 

findings. Therefore the theoretical lenses employed are not separated in a sub-section, but rather 

are referred to in the context they fit into and have been meant to be applied.

4.1. Mentoring

Mentoring has different meaning to different people (Kram 1985). Researchers from multiple 

scientific areas have studied mentoring in various contexts, as the lack of consensus resulting from

the various research lenses applied made its definition and conceptualization confusing. 

Various benefits (see also 1.1.) are identified for those being mentored: ”development of 
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professional skills, enhancement of confidence and professional identity, ... enhanced networking”

(Johnson 2002:89), and ”resilience in different ways” (St-Jean & Audet 2012:134). Mentors on 

their part are also likely to reap 'extrinsic rewards' like accelerated research productivity, greater 

networking, and enhanced professional recognition, when protéges perform well”, and/or intrinsic 

benefits like ”enhanced career satisfaction, rejuvenation of creative energy from collaboration 

with protégés, and a sense of generativity” (ibid.) Furthermore, a benefit both for mentors and 

mentees was shown to be the reflection on their own professional practice which is facilitated by 

the relationship (Ehrich et al. 2004).

In order to understand the value of mentoring as a learning tool, a brief overview of its definitions 

and main mentoring roles is provided below.

4.1.1. Definitions 

The definition of mentoring originates from the Greek mythology (e.g., St-Jean 2009). Kram 

(1985) pioneered an in-depth qualitative research of 18 mentor-mentee pairs in a workplace 

context that further triggered a myriad of studies. The extant literature is abundant with definitions

of mentoring. For the purpose of this project, I apply the definition of mentoring as ”a relationship

between a less experienced individual (the protégé, or the mentee) and a more experienced person 

(the mentor), where the purpose is the personal and professional growth of the protégé” (Eby et al.

2007:7). The present definition implies that in essence mentoring fosters education and learning. 

In the context of entrepreneurial development, the supported definition of mentoring is ”a 

protected relationship in which learning and experimentation can occur, potential skills can be 

developed, and in which results can be measured in terms of competencies gained rather than 

curricular territory covered” (Bisk 2002). The mentor role is to foster ”behavioral and attitudinal 

change” of the entrepreneurs by enabling them to reflect on actions. (Kutzhanova et al. 2009:201).

4.1.2. Conceptualization of mentoring

A conceptual model differentiating mentoring from other kinds of supporting relationships 

arranged by types of functions suggested by Mertz (2004) demonstrated that the highest degree of 

interaction and involvement is required for mentoring compared to the other roles. The role, 

purpose and forms of mentoring vary according to the specific socio-economic context and 

environment in which it is applied. In addition, the mentors differ in the number of individuals 
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they are able to mentor at a time – they cannot be too many because ”the investment to be made is 

just too costly, both physically and emotionally, and the level of trust required too intimate to be 

bestowed widely” (ibid:555).

To understand the phenomenon, a common frame of reference has to be outlined by determining 

the inherent features of mentoring that would provide for the backdrop of the study. To this end 

Eby et al. (2007:3) suggested the following traits that distinguish mentoring from other 

interpersonal relationships:

The last point refers to the developmental functions of mentoring which (according to the general 

classification in the extant literature) are characterized in two big categories: career-related and 

psychological (see 4.1.3. below). 

4.1.3. Role of mentoring

Literature distinguishes between career-related and psychological functions applied by mentors in 

different context. Career-related functions are those 'that enhance learning of skills and knowledge

including the political and social skills required to succeed in an organization or business' 

(Sullivan 2000:169) – e.g. coaching, protecting, sponsorship, advocacy, enhancing exposure and 

visibility (Kram 1985, Eby et al. 2007), and provision of challenging assignments (Haggard et 

al.2011, Young & Perrewe 2000). In entrepreneurial context this type of support refers to the 

direct aspects of management (marketing, finance, intellectual property rights, competition) and 

business operations, as well as access to the business network of the mentor. 

Psychological (or emotional) functions are ”those aspects of the relationship that enhance a sense 

of competence, clarity of identity and effectiveness in a professional role” (Sullivan 2000:169) by 

provision of friendship, support, acceptance, counseling, role modeling to the mentees (see Kram 

1985, Haggard et al. 2011, Cope 2003, Cope & Watts 2000, etc.) Some theorists separate the role 
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model functions into a third category (e.g. St-Jean 2012, Memon et al.2014). In entrepreneurial 

mentoring these functions deal with ”value systems, self-worth, personal advice, and issues of 

interpersonal relationships” (Bisk 2002).

4.2. Entrepreneurship

4.2.1. An outline

The origin of the term 'entrepreneur' comes from the French entreprende denoting 'to undertake', 

as the modern usage means a ”person who starts a new business and takes all the responsibility 

and outcome”, “a bearer of uncertainty and risk-taker” while building a new venture (Memon et 

al. 2015:1). New ventures are expected to start domestically and slowly evolve in their 

international operations; in contrast, global start-ups of the type born global are “international at 

inception” (Oviatt & McDougle 1995). 

Individual cognitive structures differ among people, thereby presenting them with different 

opportunities. Studies on entrepreneurial learning have determined that opportunity recognition is 

a key aspect of the entrepreneurial process (e.g. Ozgen & Baron 2007). A lot of research have 

shown convergence on the importance of information in identifying viable opportunities. 

Opportunity recognition was found to be a vital aspect in entrepreneurship, especially for the early

stages, as it results from perception, collection, interpretation and application of industry-, 

technology- or market-relevant information. Based on the above, it was suggested (ibid.) that the 

novice entrepreneurs should be encouraged to take part in settings aimed at providing them with 

opportunity relevant information.

4.2.2. Entrepreneurial learning – key importance for survival and growth

An important differentiation was made in literature (e.g. St-Jean & Audet 2012) between 

entrepreneurial learning as a process, as opposed to entrepreneurial knowledge in its content, and 

five main learning areas in entrepreneurship were described – however, based rather on literature 

than on empirical evidence: “Learning about oneself, learning about the business, learning about 

the environment and entrepreneurial networks, learning about small business management, and 

learning about the nature and management of relationships” (p.121, ref.to Cope 2005:380).
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Mentoring provided to young entrepreneurs was found to assist them in developing cognitive and 

affective learning, ”including the ability to identify opportunities and develop a coherent vision of 

their business project” (St-Jean 2012:201), thereby enabling them to recognize and be more alert 

to emerging opportinities – also termed 'entrepreneurial alertness' (Ozgen & Baron 2007:179). 

Learning and skill-building are two interrelated positive outcomes of mentoring. It is essential 

from a business support standpoint to understand how actually entrepreneurs learn when they take 

part in acceleration programs like Go Grow where the purpose is to streamline the young start-ups'

business development and accelerate their growth by facilitating learning. 

There is a widely endorsed view within the literature on entrepreneurial learning that 

entrepreneurs learn primarily through ‘learning by doing’ where activities as trial and error, 

explicit problem solving and discovery are encompassed, thereby reflecting ”the importance of 

experience as a central consideration of all learning” (Cope 2003:430). The ability to reflect on 

past mistakes and to analyze possible causes provides entrepreneurs with valuable information 

thus supporting the learning process and better handling critical situations. 

Cope (2003:431) reasoned that the growth process in entrepreneurship is in essence ”non-linear 

and discontinuous... characterized by significant and critical learning events” whereby ”the ability 

of entrepreneurs to maximize knowledge as a result of experiencing these learning events will 

determine how successful their firm eventually becomes.” He acknowledged the importance of 

inextricably linking the owner and the business during the early phases of company development, 

further suggesting that the problems and challenges could be an abundant source of learning 

during the so called 'discontinuous learning events'. Furthermore, Sullivan argued that the 

entrepreneur's abilities to reflect on critical incidents, to draw on other's (mentors) experiences and

to utilize them are of a key importance, whereby the mentor main role there is to be a facilitator. 

4.2.3. Entrepreneurial mentoring

Mentoring of start-up entrepreneurs by sharing experiences and knowledge has been recently 

growing in terms of popularity. Many assistance programs – business incubators or accelerators – 

providing young start-ups with “explicit and tacit knowledge appear to give their business a 

competitive edge” (St-Jean & Audet 2012:133). The mentor role there is to foster ”behavioral and 

attitudinal change” of the entrepreneur by enabling him to reflect on actions. (Kutzhanova et al. 

2009:201).

24



As mentioned in 1.1., the improved levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy and opportunity 

recognition are among the multitude of benefits from mentoring. In their research (2007) Ozgen &

Baron have brought into focus three social sources of opportunity-relevant information: mentors, 

informal industry networks, and participation in professional forums (conventions, conferences, 

seminars, workshops). Their findings indicated the beneficial effects of these on entrepreneurs, 

”assisting them in their efforts to identify opportunities for new ventures” (p.187). The Go Grow 

setting itself with its different program components represents a platform providing such 

opportunity-relevant information to start-up entrepreneurs.

According to Kutzhanova et al. (2009:196), one of the 'key premises' derived from Skill theory 

(Lichtenstein & Lyons 2001) is that ”entrepreneurs are successful to the degree that they have the 

necessary skills“, bringing into focus skill acquisition and development as pivotal for 

entrepreneurs’ success. To be successful, entrepreneurs must develop their concrete knowledge 

through skill-building by transforming knowledge into behavior, which occurs gradually with 

practice and experience in particular real-life business context. According to Experiential learning 

theory (ELT) (Kolb 1984), ”social knowledge is created and recreated in the personal knowledge 

of the learner” (Kutzhanova et al. 2009:195), as the importance of his or her own engagement with

the feedback on the learning effectiveness is further emphasized. ELT and skill theory are central 

for understanding of skill-acquisition. Stemming from Skill theory, a skill-building process is 

theorized to be only supported by the combination of both external conditions, such as incentives, 

support, pressure, and internal conditions like motivation (this distinction is borrowed in chapter 

6). Skill development was defined as ”the increasing ability to perform a function”, in the 

entrepreneurial case – “the ability to identify and capture a market opportunity that creates a 

financial asset for its owners” which ”must be demonstrated by behaviour and results” 

(Kutzhanova et al. 2009:198).

4.3. Factors affecting the outcomes of mentoring

The common purpose of the both parties in mentorship is the protégé's advancement (Mertz 2004).

Mentoring, however, as any interpersonal relationship, is shaped by various factors, as the internal

conditions such as motivations and expectations are important preconditions to the way it further 

develops. Social psychology has commonly accepted that the motives to affiliate, intents and 

expectations of participants vary widely, and that many aspects related to their personalities have 

an impact on the relationship formation and continuation – a fact confirmed by the present 
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research. According to the Social exchange theory (introduced by Homans in 19582), laying out 

the fundamentals of interpersonal relationships, ”benefits or rewards are what each person 

perceives to be valuable, and although the relationship must be mutually beneficial to be 

satisfying, participants seek the greatest rewards at the lowest cost” (Mertz 2004:545) by using 

comparison of alternatives. Further, the Equity theory builds on suggesting that ”if either party 

perceives the other to be overbenefitted”, that might end in discontent (p.546). This theory, 

together with the Role theory (see a half page further), will be used to explain the variations in the 

respondents' motivation and priorities as factors in the mentoring relationship in 5.1. of the 

Analysis, and will be also employed to explicate some of the findings in the Discussion.

In the abundance of mentoring literature, the mentors' perspective and experiences notably 

received far less attention than those of the mentees, and presently little is known in terms of 

whether or how the mentors benefit from the mentoring relationships (Haggard et al. 2011, Mertz 

2004). The motivation of mentors was found to range widely ”along a continuum from internally 

to externally motivated activities” (Haggard et al. 2011:298) as the former was found to lead to 

better outcomes than the latter. Surprisingly, a lot of unexamined assumptions seem to be largely 

pervasive in literature. Some instances are in terms of the mentor's commitment to the same goal 

as the mentee, the benefits that are invariably available for both participants, and ”that each is 

willing and ready to perceive or realize such benefits” (Mertz 2004:544). As regards the benefits 

for the mentor, ”mentoring is perceived to help the mentor realize the developmental milestone of 

transcending the self in serving others and the future through the protégé” (p.545), which however

might not always be the case in practice. Yet, the findings of the present study extend the current 

understanding (see chapters 5 and 6).

Furthermore, the Role theory posits that ”early in the role making process, the partners in a dyad 

form beliefs about the abilities and attitudes of the partner and form expectations about the 

outcomes of the relationship” (Young & Perrewé 2000:614). Subsequent studies inferred that 

intent – or the underlying motivation behind engaging with the relationship – and the related 

expectations play the key role in the interpersonal relationships (Mertz 2004). Such patterns were 

found in the interview data, and were further categorized and analysed.

4.3.1. Participants' characteristics

Although some of the influencing characteristics are valid for both mentors and mentees, the two 

2 Source: Wikipedia
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participant groups are reviewed separately below due to some specific distinctions. In chapter 6, 

these characteristics are discussed up against what was found in the data.

Mentee characteristics

Active participation, openness to change, trust in the mentor in order to allow themselves self-

disclosure are among the main mentee characteristics affecting the mentoring relationship (St-Jean

2012). Self-disclosure was regarded as specifically relevant for the entrepreneurial setting, since 

entrepreneurs, in their attempt to maintain their positive image in front of their clients and 

partners, are often prone to keep the problematic issues to themselves, which could reduce the 

potential of the mentorship and prevent the mentees from learning.

The success of the mentoring relationship and its outcomes has also been found to be contingent 

upon the mentee's own contribution. More key factors established are: setting realistic 

expectations with the mentor, the ability to clearly communicate problems, initiate frequent 

contact, openness to feedback; openness, willingness and sincerity to discuss their needs and 

weaknesses, failure as well as success; recognition of the importance of mutual respect, 

confidence, commitment, etc. (see St-Jean & Audet 2012:135).

The impacts of demographic and social variables like age, gender and education were tested in the

literature on organizational mentoring where they were related to the varying levels of satisfaction 

from mentoring in diverse groups of mentees (St-Jean & Audet 2009). Mentee satisfaction – as a 

function of a successful mentoring process and the benefits provided – was also found to depend 

on the increased ”confidence in his or her own means, access to a more extensive network of 

contacts, and concrete, observable results for the firm” (p.152). Consequently, the successful 

outcomes of mentoring are both tangible – such as increased business network, improved financial

results, and intangible – such as skill-building, increased self-confidence, better decision-making 

(Young & Perrewe 2000).

Mentor characteristics

Desirable and highly rated mentors are generally described as established experienced 

professionals possessing certain interpersonal skills and personality characteristics, among which 

confidence, flexibility, provision of support, intelligence (also emotional); the mentor should be 

encouraging, empathic and able to listen, ethical, poised, etc., or in short - ”kind, healthy and 

competent” (Johnson 2002:89).
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Mentor's availability and mentoring experience are considered to be aspects of a direct impact on 

the mentorship outcomes (St-Jean 2009) and the reasons in fact seem quite obvious – which is 

supported by the Go Grow data analysis. In addition, Mertz (2004) mentions a set of three key 

conditions: mentor's voluntary participation, accessibility and mutual respect, further arguing: 

”Mentors use their networks (contacts) and reputation to support and promote their protégés for 

advancement, sharing their power and influence in the process” (p.554). The mentors' social 

(business) networks are considered to be another benefit from mentoring, since an access to these 

could help entrepreneurs in identifying viable opportunities in the areas beyond the mentor 

competences (Ozgen & Baron 2007).

Overall, an outstanding mentor must be genuinely interested in elevating the mentee's 

development in both personal and professional dimension by creating opportunities, setting 

performance standards and promoting mentee's motivation, while “bad” mentors are described as 

”aloof, critical, demeaning, indifferent, controlling” (Johnson 2002:90).

4.3.2. Relationship characteristics

Formation of the mentoring relationship

The literature (e.g. Bisk 2002, Eby et al. 2007) distinguishes between formal and informal 

mentoring, as features of the both types were observed in the Go Grow setting. In the first case, a 

third party (institution, company or agency, mentoring program staff) is matching the mentors and 

the mentees, while in the latter case this matching process is made by the individuals themselves 

(mentors or mentees), with no external help and therefore the relationship develops more 

spontaneously and naturally. Informal relationship in facilitated mentoring where expectations and

assumptions are based on similarity was shown by many researchers (see Johnson 2002) to be 

perceived by both mentors and mentees as more efficient and worthwhile than the assigned, or 

formal mentoring. However, significant variances in terms of the 'formality' in formal mentoring 

was established, as Eby et al. (2007) suggested two important aspects of formality for 

consideration: initiation and structure of the relationship.

The relationship initiation regards whether a third party takes part in the matching process and 

makes the match according to a predefined set of criteria. In the best case, ”a third party brings 

together a pool of potential mentors and protégés, yet allows mentors and protégés to self-select 

into mentoring relationships or have some input into the match” as ”relationships built on a 

foundation of perceived similarity and liking may foster the development of important relational 
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processes such as trust, disclosure, and commitment” (Eby et al. 2007:5). Good formal mentoring 

programs ”require both parties to discover the relationship and assess the suitability of the mentor-

mentee match.” (Memon et al. 2015:3). Mentoring relationships were found to bring better 

outcomes when the members of the dyad ”perceive a similarity in values, personality or interests” 

which “also implies reciprocal trust that enables an effective and high-quality relationship” (St-

Jean 2012:205).

The relationship structure refers to whether or not there are preset guidelines – or 'a moral 

contract' - specifying the participants' roles in the relationship, the goals to be pursued, its 

duration/ timeline and the parameters for interaction: when/ how/ how much (St-Jean & Audet 

2009). That contract should allow for flexibility and adjustments when needed. Program 

administrators are advised to carefully consider the level of formality in order to be able to set 

clear rules that would make for aligning of expectations. On the other hand, there are discussions 

on ”how interpersonal closeness is a function of the breadth, intensity, and duration of interactions

among individuals” (Eby et al. 2007:5) which comes to say that once an agreement is signed, it is 

not automatically implemented point by point, and a lot happens that cannot be encompassed by 

formal frameworks. Consequently, the contracting formalization of the mentorship appears to be a 

mixed blessing. Although it provides avenue for a transparent process with clearly defined goals, 

roles and parameters on the positive side, in the same time it limits the spontaneity in relational 

behaviours by creating specific expectations at the start (Eby et al. 2007:6). Furthermore, as 

discussed earlier, the expectations play essential role for the possible direction of mentoring, 

among which  the connection of various seemingly unrelated factors (as it will be shown in 

chapters 5 and 6).

The right mentor-mentee match

One of the aspects involved in this research and directly linked with the perceived outcomes of 

mentoring is the mentor-mentee match whereby the personalities in the relationship are decisive. 

Theorists have established that ”mismatches and unmet expectations can negatively influence 

mentoring relationships” (Haggard et al.2011:298). Two layers of diversity were categorized in 

literature: surface-level (also referred to as demographic, visible, observable) based on 

characteristics such as age, gender, and race, and deep-level (attitudinal, psychological, non-

visible, underlying) tackling attributes such as cognitive ability, personality traits, values, beliefs, 

and attitudes (e.g. Mannix & Neale 2005; van Dijk et al 2012). In his research addressing the 

effectiveness of the matching process of third party managed entrepreneurial mentoring programs,
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Bisk (2002) suggested that entrepreneurs' age and education together with the age of the company 

are factors closely related to the benefits perceived from mentorship. On the other hand, the age of

the mentor was also found to affect the relationship, as the optimum range of 8-15 years between 

mentor and mentee was proposed (Memon et al.2014); higher extremes could prevent the 

development of positive personal connection, thereby heading to a 'parent-child' nuanced 

relationship, while too close age could push mentoring into peer relationship. As both extremes 

suggest, the age mismatch could be problematic.

Match on a personal level

Many researchers (St-Jean 2012, Johnson 2002, etc.) stated the importance of the presence of 

positive 'chemistry' (or level of perceived similarities in terms of personality, interests, or values) 

shared by the dyad members as the time both sides invest in the relationship matters, implying the 

need of a long-term interaction with certain frequency. The following quote perfectly illustrates 

the essence and function of a good personal fit: 

Good level of trust is of vital importance for mentoring relationship since it affects it's quality as 

mentor's functions could be supported and mentee's satisfaction could only be generated in the 

presence of mutual trust (see e.g. St-Jean & Audet 2009).

In all cases, good chemistry was found to be a precondition for success. The present research 

supports the literature also at the point that neither could a mentor provide his role support 

functions, nor would a mentee have accepted mentor's help, if they are emotionally distant (Mertz 

2004:554) – see chapter 5.

Match in business area

It was demonstrated (e.g. Bisk 2002) that entrepreneurial mentors do not have to be experts at the 

mentee's industry as the career related advice the mentees need is of general business character 

rather than sector or industry specific. As demonstrated in the Analysis however, that was not 

always the case in Go Grow. Furthermore, St-Jean & Audet (2012) hypothesized that for the case 

30



where mentor and mentee operate at the same business area, discussions would be rather technical

and industry-related, limiting the mentor to employ only part of his functions by focusing on 

professional (but not psychological), yet insular support. The Go Grow respondents' perspectives 

on the above are reviewed in the analysis.

Mentor intervention styles

The impact of the different mentor styles on the direction of the prospective mentoring 

relationship seems to have not been yet researched in depth. St-Jean & Audet (2013), drawing on 

previous research, suggested two key dimensions: directivity and involvement with the mentee to 

be shaping the dynamics in the dyad and setting the boundaries distinguishing across different 

mentoring styles being collaborative, facilitative (nondirective) and instructive (directive). An 

important remark was articulated that despite the need for the mentees to grow their autonomy, 

they should not be left alone, but mentors have to be available when needed, further ensuring that 

the issue would be resolved by following up on previous discussions.

The mentor ability to adjust his style and approach to the particular context and to the learning 

style of the mentee is an important precondition for a successful interaction – a common ground 

should be established to allow the parties to interact more efficiently (St-Jean & Audet 2009). 

Power inequalities should not exist but rather both parties ”must be on an equal footing” as ”two 

people from the business community who come together to talk and improve their entrepreneurial 

behaviour and expertise” (p.153).

4.4. When mentorship is dysfunctional 

Certain negative aspects of mentoring were observed in literature, as Ehrich et al. (2004) argues 

that ”In some cases, poor mentoring can be worse than no mentoring at all.” (p.536). Although 

small in percentage, the mentoring relationships in where things went wrong could not be 

neglected (also in Go Grow – see 5.3.5.) Dysfunction takes place when the relationship turns not 

working for either or both of the participants (Scandura 1998) due to change of the parties' 

interests, differences in their judgments, ”lack of support and the mentor's unrealistic 

expectations” (p.453), which ”may result in a continuum from disregard to disliking to even anger 

and hostility” (p.454). In addition, among the various impediments to successful mentoring 

relationship, Ehrich et al. (2004) recognizes poor planning, lack of time, untrained and ineffective 

mentors, inappropriate matching (incompatibility) of mentor and mentee, lack of trust, 
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commitment or cooperation, and negative mentee attitude. Memon (2014) further adds to the 

possible negative factors the differences in the values, interests and working style of the mentor 

and the mentee. Likewise, St-Jean & Audet (2009) argues that differences in business culture 

could also cause failure of the relationship since the mentor's advice might not always fit to the 

small business culture of the entrepreneurs, or to their communication and learning style – a fact 

evidently realized by Go Grow (see 2.2.1). Therefore, the responsibility for effective 

communication is suggested to be taken by the mentors, since the mentees ”are likely to be 

younger than the mentors and may possibly be different in culture, ethnicity, and gender” (Memon

et al. 2015:3) – a point where literature was found to be inconsistent with the Go Grow practice 

(see 5.1.4). Therefore, the mentors are suggested to ”to play an active role in conducting meeting 

follow-ups to ensure mentee progress” and to ”behave proactively in an effort to provide oversight

of the relationship and its development” (St-Jean & Audet 2013:110-111), instead of expecting the

mentees to take the initiative.

Furthermore, the obstacles to optimal mentoring could be of a personal nature resulting by the 

common inclination of people to embrace irrational and self-disturbing beliefs – for the mentors 

these could be general assumptions of the type that all mentees would equally understand, value 

and respect the role of the mentor and will follow his advice, and would be motivated, hard-

working or achieving in the same degree as the mentor (Johnson 2002). As it will be further 

demonstrated in 5.3., similar assumptions turned to be the main source of frustration among the 

Go Grow mentors.

5. Data analysis

In accordance with the research question and sub-questions, the analysis is structured around the 

following four main topics: motivations and expectations; intervening conditions; challenges and 

problem areas experienced; and participants' views on what and how could be improved. 

Firstly, I review the setup of mentoring as a process in Go Grow as I analyse mentors' and 

mentees' motivations and expectations, together with their perspectives of the mentor role and the 

scope of mentoring in Go Grow. My purpose is to explore the match or mismatch of these among 

both participant groups. The formal layout of mentoring together with the basic communication 

principles in terms of who is to drive the process are also discussed. In the following section, I 

trace the participants' mentoring experiences at the start of the mentoring relationship. Further, the 

problems and challenges experienced are analysed in order to spot the areas that need 
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improvement. Finally, I present the respondents' views and recommendations on what could be 

optimized in mentoring in the context of the overall Go Grow program, and how. 

5.1. Participants' motivations and expectations

Before starting the data collection, a short case description for each participant was drafted, 

drawing from their LinkedIn profiles, the Go Grow webpage, documents received from the 

program administrators, and related conversations. The case studies included general information 

of the company and its founder/s, the batch they took part in, and of the mentors assigned. 

However, due to confidentiality considerations, these were not enclosed to this thesis paper but 

only served to guide the researcher to navigate the study in a more justified than intuitive way.

5.1.1. Mentors' motivation and expectations

Mentors' motivation

As mentioned earlier, the mentors in the Go Grow setting are successful business people who 

participate pro bono (see chapter 2) due to personal value-laden motivation to give back 

something to society by providing support and expertise to young start-ups both on a professional 

and a personal level. Beside the common satisfaction of passing knowledge to other people, 

”adding something to their success” (Peter) and seeing them evolve while at the same time 

learning from them, an interesting parallel was observed among the different types of mentors 

(corporate, serial entrepreneurs, and peers/ alumni). While for the younger mentors being 

”surrounded by like-minded people with entrepreneurial experience” (Victor) is enriching their 

knowledge and helps expand their own network (Kim), the more experienced part of the mentors 

refer to personal values more profound and inherent to the human desire to support the values for 

society as well: 

In brief, given the diversity of mentors' backgrounds and experience, the motivations that have 

brought them in Go Grow vary, although the mentors seem to share similar values.
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Mentors' expectations

Various responses were given to the questions related to the mentors' expectations (see interview 

grid in Appendix 1), most focusing on the progress that the mentees achieve as a result of their 

learning – whether in solving particular issues, improving skills, or in terms of their growth and 

growth potential: ”... it's about helping them creating a focus and help them actually making 

progress in the things they're doing” (Rasmus). For this purpose, however, the mentees ”have to be

willing to adapt new learning" (ibid.) as well as open to applying new perspectives and to commit 

to the mentorship, clearly realizing their own role in it, and the mentor's role. The level of 

expectations is viewed as highly important. Given the hard times start-ups often experience in that

period, one ”should not expect too much from the mentees” as long as mentoring ”gives any value

to the person” (Henrik).

Evidently, in order for the mentors to be effective while mentoring, the mentees should take their 

part in the relationship, as their motivation and openness to learning set the parameters of their 

commitment. 

5.1.2. Mentees' motivation: needs and expectations 

As it was discussed earlier in this paper, what the young start-ups lack most is experience and 

knowledge in various areas. Logically, as experience only accumulates with time, by the point of 

their start at the program, the needs of the Go Grow applicants are related to gaining knowledge – 

e.g. ”For me entrepreneurship is very much about having practical knowledge about how to 

execute your idea, how to build a company and how to grow, and then you can have special 

knowledge about IT, or networking, or legal stuff” (Sofus).

Most of the interviewed mentees were part of CSE before joining Go Grow, so their participation 

appears to be a logical step from CSE. The entrepreneurs interviewed though were found to have 

different profiles, motivations and ambitions, and by the common opinion of mentors, the start-up 

companies differ a lot on their business areas, stage of development and present needs. Many 

point out as a main reason to join Go Grow the free office space and facilities – basically the most 

tangible part of the program. The following quotes exemplify this:
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In the last quote, another benefit expected is mentioned – from networking and peer interaction. 

In terms of the mentees' expectations from mentoring, a large part of start-ups admitted that they 

were not able to identify any particular expectations at the point of their start at Go Grow – e.g.:

Retrospectively, some of the mentees admitted that getting involved with an individual mentor in a

program like Go Grow requires a certain level of preparation and maturity that they did not have 

at that time. For instance, a mentee reasoned that ”...you need to be at a certain stage in order to 

take the full advantage of the mentor; and then depending on the different level you would be, you

should take a different mentor” (Alex). The mentors also add to the same perspective by stating 

that mentees are unaware of how to benefit from mentoring since they never had a mentor before:

Not knowing what the mentoring relationship implies is just one side of the coin; the start-ups' 

motivation for getting involved in such a relationship however seems questionable to some of the 

mentors – e.g.: 

The implications of the free participation seems partly misunderstood by a certain amount of the 

start-ups (in large part recent university graduates) as they responded much too laissez-faire in 

terms of their commitments resulting by the participation in Go Grow. In contrast, the mentors 

come from the 'disciplined environment' (Rene – mentor) of the business world where the rules 

and models enacted differ substantially. Time is a precious resource in the business reality and 
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therefore mentors prefer to be used in a very targeted way. Some of the mentors relate the mentees'

lack of expectations and (sometimes) ambiguous motivation with deeply concealed issues that 

further affect the relationship. For Rasmus, the lack of expectations actually is the problem, as the 

mentees did not know what to use the mentor for, because they have not prepared themselves by 

reflecting on the mentorship part of the program as a process in order to set goals for the 

mentoring relationship and commit time to it, but instead expect to be effortlessly given ready 

solutions for their problems – 'the silver bullet' for their business, and that's not gonna happen” 

(Rasmus – mentor). Furthermore, a common view among the mentors is that the mentees are not 

committed enough and demonstrate a 'cherry-picking' approach by taking what they want and 

leaving the rest – the following quote is a good illustration of that:

A counterpoint to such strict judgments was suggested by another mentor recalling the urgency of 

his own company troubles during the start-up development period, and juxtaposing that to the Go 

Grow expectation for full commitment from participants to the program:

The same mentor further reasoned that the start-ups expect qualified knowledge ”at the right time, 

because they don't need it too much before they need it, they need it the day when they need it.” In

such a way start-ups' daily activities got prioritized, and that argument might serve to explain why 

they are not always that active: ”I would definitely have been more active. But it's difficult when 

you're in this situation, because you're so busy and then maybe you have some stuff that you need 

to do, so you prioritize differently” (Sofus – mentee). Hence, the difficulties could be 'an ability 

thing' in terms of a ”lack of resources and time” at hand (Peter - mentor).

For those of the mentees who were ultimately able to identify any expectations in terms of 

mentoring, two main threads were outlined: subject matter expertise, or access to the mentors' 

business networks – e.g. ”I think in general a mentor should bring you knowledge or network, and 

that's basically what we had been looking for at least in our mentors” (Sofus).
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As mentioned in the Go Grow program description (see Appendix 2.5), mentorship as a key 

component of Go Grow is ”aimed at providing the start-ups with access to networks, opportunities

and knowledge”. Young entrepreneurs often lack – beside knowledge and experience – a more 

general business network (lawyers, accountants) so as mentees they expect to be provided with 

access to mentors' networks:

Among the expectations articulated, the prospective access to mentors' business networks was 

stated together with (and in some cases even preferred over) mentors' expert advice. Evidently, 

part of the start-ups did not seem to put much value on the dynamic set of resources – such as 

business expertise and know-how – the mentors hold beside their personal and professional 

networks (this aspect is elaborated further in 5.2.)

The mentors' views in terms of revealing their networks to the mentees however do not always 

look that plain and simple: although most of them agree that ”network is a very natural thing for a 

mentor to provide” (Rene), as it is among the general promoted benefits of the Go Grow program, 

they approach it very carefully - ”it's like I have a pass with a numbered amount of tickets that I 

can use” (Victor). One of the mentors recalled an unpleasant experience where his own image had 

been flawed after presenting a poorly prepared person among his mentees to a valuable strictly 

personal connection; after that incident he only opens up his network to people he could vouch for

100%. Similarly, other mentors provide access to their networks as long as they believe in the 

mentees, their idea or/and project, or else they withdraw and close the doors opened: ”No 

problem, but I have to know them first. ...I have to be sure they will give an effort, or I wouldn't 

do it” (Rasmus); ”...networking is not just to be put in front of the people randomly, it's about 

selection and curating...” (Victor). Consequently, the establishment of a good relationship based 

on trust and mutual respect appears to be the precondition for the mentors to provide access to 

their networks to the mentees (these two aspects are further elaborated in 5.2.2 and 5.2.3.)

In brief, among the aspects that have attracted the start-ups to Go Grow initially were the free 

office space, expert knowledge and access to mentors' networks, networking and peer interaction.
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The mismatch of expectations

Given the variety of personalities, generations and the disparity in start-ups' stages, areas and 

needs, sometimes the expectations simply mismatch. As a result, a mentor's knowledge and time 

are not utilized in the most efficient way by the mentees for various reasons, or the mentees are 

reluctant to share their problems, thereby preventing the relationship from developing.

The examples presented and the discussion above outline the first mismatch of perspectives 

established – that is, in terms of the motivation that is supposed to drive the participants, as well as

the gap of expectations. One comment in support of this reads, ”a barrier is the expectations to 

what you have signed up for, and there's a problem with that, a huge problem. The program 

expects something from the mentees, and the mentees expect something else from the program, so

that's the biggest mismatch”, which brings ”a lot of disappointment also for all the ones in the 

program that are planning things, because then they plan and expect...” (Henrik – mentor). Such 

an unscheduled course was explained as inevitable: ”the mismatch is and it will always be a 

mismatch, because there are so many different personalities...and generations you put in one room 

and then you have to put kind of a structure so that depends on what do you want” (ibid.) 

In order for the expectations to be managed, they should be addressed from both sides. On the 

mentee part, a definite recommendation was voiced in terms of ”aligning at the start of mentorship

on what knowledge the mentor brings to the table and what the company needs – aligning on those

matters is really important” (Sofus – mentee). An effort to do this is represented by the Mentoring 

agreement; however, as it will become evident in the course of the analysis, it does not suffice 

when the mentees do not execute. As a mentor pinpoints, ”it's about getting hold on the 

expectation of each others' roles in that process I've been running, get it sealed in a document – 

that's progress there. So it all comes down to... getting things done” (Rasmus).

Above I reviewed the both groups' motivations, expectations and the participants' attitudes 

towards these in order to outline the resemblances and inconsistencies in their perceptions. The 

following section analyses the respondents' views in terms of what is mentoring about and what 

the mentor role is.

5.1.3. Definition of mentoring

Mentoring goal

In order to better understand the participants' expectations discussed above, it is important to 

analyse how do they actually define mentoring and what is their vision of the mentor role.
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In chapter 2, I presented the Go Grow definition of mentoring in the context of the overall 

acceleration program. Although all participants were introduced to the various program 

components and their practical implications, each individual has his/ her own unique cognitive 

lens and absorbs information differently. Both groups' perspectives are discussed below.

Mentors' view of mentoring and their goal as mentors

The visions of the mentor role vary from 'passing knowledge to other people' (Ulrich), through ”(I 

see myself) more as a facilitator than a knowledgeable person” (Peter) and 'advisor' (Rasmus) to 'a

leader' (Rene). These differing visions result in the various approaches employed towards the 

mentees. As in literature, the mentors in Go Grow differentiate ”between mentoring a person, 

helping the individual, and mentoring a company” (Lars - mentor) – either perspective requires a 

specific type of support. To best illustrate the diversity of views, some verbatim examples are 

presented below:

And here the mentor role is to be ”facilitating this progress... getting the mentees to think about 

'What is it really that I want, what is really the value I can bring to the market, to the customer' /.../

so it's all about understanding... getting the right focus and using a tool that can help you for the 

right moment where you are, and then you can pick some of the other stuff later on” (ibid.)

What we see is that the mentors look at their role as facilitators and knowledgeable people, 

helping the mentees to ask themselves the right questions and find their way, rather than as 

network providers. However, as demonstrated earlier, the latter role was among the repeatedly 

stated mentees' expectations.

The value of a mentoring relationship was considered by the mentors possible to see mostly in the 

long run, that is beyond the 6-month program period: ”I think a successful process is... when the 
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company makes progress and still is here for 2 or 3 years” (Rasmus). That makes the value and the

actual outcomes of the program and mentorship in particular difficult to measure as this is only 

possible ”once things start to grow” (Henrik). One mentor reasoned that the ”learning process 

would be the most important thing to measure somehow” (Lars).

The immediate expectations within a program round could yet be outlined by the following quote:

To measure the outcomes of mentoring would is hard task, especially in the context of the rest of 

the Go Grow components related to learning enhancement:

Finally, as one mentor acknowledged, the results from mentoring could be measured through a 

research of the present type by exploring the participants' various perceptions and experiences – 

which is namely the approach of the present research.

Mentee's vision of the mentor's role – the benefits

The range of the mentees' perspectives on how can mentors be of help is similar to the mentors' 

views: the mentors should ”give you knowledge. ...It makes you feel more secure whenever you 

take a decision” (Laura), ”give advice from experience” (Alex), be ”the one to take you to the next

level, who can help you become better... and... to support you, not to tell you what to do and not to

tell you 'This is right, this is wrong'” (Claus), but rather to be the guides and facilitators helping 

the mentees to find the right decisions themselves and to gain confidence.

As it was discussed above under the 'Mentees expectations' section, for some mentees the mentor 

role includes facilitation in the sense of provision of network: ”...he should be able to introduce 

you to someone who can introduce to the right guy and be the facilitator” (Tobias).

Mentors' personal style

Since mentoring is about a relationships among unique personalities, no style is applicable for all 

– what works for some does not for others: 
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A general pattern among mentors' claims though is that they are strict in the sense they do not 

want their time to be wasted by the mentees, which they made explicit to them. Another common 

feature observed is the informal approach adopted among mentors (e.g. ”I tried to make this as 

informal as possible” - Kim). (The formalization aspect will be further reviewed in 5.2.1.) The 

mentors describe themselves as ”very concrete, very fixed... very operational... pretty direct” 

(Rasmus), ”super personal” but yet demanding (Victor), ”definitely not soft... but ...not pushy at 

all... informal” (Kim), ”motivating and talkative” (Henrik). In all respects, however, the mentor 

style is believed to affect the relationship, as ”it's a great balance of not overwhelming the mentee 

as a mentor... it's a little bit of a challenge to choose the right consulting or coaching role” 

(Ulrich).

As regards the mentees, they were found to hold similar preferences: e.g. ”direct and concrete and 

being solid on their foundation of knowledge” (Sofus), ”straight, direct, and without any sugar-

coating” (Lukas). Some mentees mentioned that they would have appreciated it if the mentor was 

more proactive, and two of the interviewed mentees expressed explicit preference of a purely 

directive style:

The mentors' response of such a need was, ”if they need someone to be strict, they will never 

gonna make it anywhere - if they don't have the self-control, then that doesn't really work” (Victor 

– Mentor meeting). The mentees' personal maturity is among the mentors' implicit assumptions: 

”you have to be adult enough to be your own boss” (Henrik). Yet, the provision of psychological 

support to the mentees, giving them sense of better preparedness and enhancing their self-

confidence is among the most valued mentor functions. Hence, next I discuss the balance between 

mentoring on a personal and a company level.
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Advising an entrepreneur as a person or as a company

Most of the mentees were able to distinguish between the different types of mentors divided 

according to their functions and focus area – ”...those who are the main experts on one specific 

area where they know everything and it's very in line with what you are doing... (specialists) and 

other, like the general believers (generalists) – more like spiritual guide... that you can speak with”

(Alex). The outcomes of mentoring were viewed as benefits 'for the company' and 'on a personal 

level' (e.g. Sofus, Laura). A positively evaluated psychological effect of mentoring was that 

”...they certainly made me stronger and I feel very much more like an entrepreneur now than 

before... because they helped me take some right decisions like they made me sure very much” 

(Claus).

In conversations with the program manager, she admitted that there was a blurred line between  

individual coaching and company mentorship, between personal and professional. As one of the 

mentors explained, ”I think is a little bit like the board of directors' role being in an arms' length 

…to have a role as a second opinion to challenge the company and challenge the person, and 

...there's a distinction between mentoring a person, helping the individual, and mentoring a 

company – there are slightly different angles to this” (Lars). In Mentee interview 2, the same 

distinction was made between mentoring on a personal and/or company level, as the mentee 

reasoned that not everyone would need psychological support. Most mentees yet agreed that the 

mentors should (and did) provide such assistance on a personal level, however to a varying extent.

Apart from that, the need of linking the owner and the business is recognized by respondents of 

either group:
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To sum up, although the mentoring on a personal and on a company level requires employing 

different functions, the owner and the company need to be heading in the same direction and their 

targets to be aligned for a sustainable business to be developed.

What mentoring is NOT: Your Company – Your Responsibility 

It was discussed that psychological support is part of the mentor functions. Most mentors are 

cautious in their mentoring relationships and do not confuse mentoring with parenting, although in

some cases the mentee has been likened to 'a very spoiled child' (e.g. Rasmus, Rene). It is a good 

thing for the mentees to have an access to knowledge when they need it, but ”the bad thing was it's

a risk that young people learn that other people can help them to make a success, because that's 

not true” (Henrik). Furthermore, as sometimes the mentees expected to be presented with ready 

solutions, another risk is for the mentor to take up ”the role of the actual managing director of 

their own company, and more or less lead(s) the company – and that certainly should not be the 

case” (Ulrich). Therefore, 

The companies should bear in mind that they are ultimately the ones responsible for their 

business, no matter how good support they might get from a program round, because ”At the end 

of the day you get what you give” (Henrik). Mentees' success hinges on their own effort – ”It 

requires that they are committed and ambitious but also that they are able to execute” (Rene).

The following quote epitomizes well the mentors' perspective:

Some mentees shared the same idea about responsibility: ”they shouldn't come up with your next 

company idea” or tell the mentee what to do next (Claus). For other mentees, to transfer (at least 

in part) that responsibility to a more experienced person seemed a comforting option. Such a case 

is exemplified in Mentee interview 4, where the two founders are often debating, 'always full of 

compromise... never finding what is actually right”; and there the mentor could come up with 

opinion - ”even if it's wrong, it's good if he says 'It is that, not that, and then do it', because then at 
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least then you don't bother yourself anymore” (Alex). However, the learning that there are no 

absolutely right or wrong answers but only different opinions, is seen by mentors as a key aspect 

of development as the learning comes through experience - ”...they need to experience it, they 

need to feel it three times before... 'Aha! This really works for me!... I can use this!...'” (Rasmus) – 

a fact confirmed in literature (see 4.2.2. and 4.2.3). In fact, this was one of the aspects behind the 

idea for introduction of the team mentoring in Go Grow that will be reviewed in the next sub-

section.

In conclusion, the mentees are expected to be able to take and employ the responsibility for their 

ultimate decisions as company owners and to not transfer it to the mentors or anyone else – an 

aspect related to their maturity. They should not look at the program as a panacea for everything – 

rather, the success of their companies is in their own hands. When the founders are unable to 

execute their ideas and pursue their goals, their companies do not go any further.

5.1.4. The Go Grow formal mentoring policy

Below I discuss the perceptions and application of the formally outlined mentoring policy in Go 

Grow, since it forms part of the participants' overall expectations from the program, and from 

mentoring in particular.

Role of the Mentoring agreement

As mentioned in chapter 2, a Mentoring agreement has been signed between the mentoring pairs 

as of the second program round in response of the need of more structure and guidance of 

mentoring. The purpose behind introducing it was to bring some formal framework to the process 

by specifying the initial goals, the communication parameters, etc. Below I analyze the impact and

utility of this tool according to the opinions in the collected interview data.

An interesting observation was spotted while interviewing the respondents. Even though the 

practical utility of the agreement was evident – to guide parties in the relationship allowing them 

to cross-check what was agreed and what actually goes on, the majority of them seemingly based 

their interaction on rather informal principle. The program manager explained in her first 

interview that ”...in Denmark people don't like things to be too formalistic”. This statement further

found support in many participants' responses from both interviewed groups (see also 5.3.3.) 

Evidently, the mentees in general have adopted such a more flexible approach and admitted they 
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have not referred to the Mentoring agreement. Two respondents perceived the agreement as a tool 

intended for use only by the program manager (e.g. ”Yeah, we had that agreement, but it was more

like... Metteliva needed it” - Alex). Likewise, the mentors reaffirm this practice: as soon the 

agreement is signed, it is forgotten, although generally most state they like its idea to serve as a 

starting point to clarify targets and expectations. Some view it as 'a framework for a common 

language' and for problem identification, providing flexibility - ”it should be up to the mentor to 

sharpen it ad hoc compared to what is needed”, while at the same time being 'disciplining'.

The same perspective was embraced by the both groups related to the true nature of the 

commitment to a mentoring relationship – that it could not be strictly captured or enforced by such

a formalistic tool. The Danish working culture for many implies that ”it's not so much about what 

we have agreed on paper” (Henrik – mentor): ”it comes down to a personal relationship, and it's 

hard to put that on a formula” (Victor). The following two quotes by a mentee and a mentor 

epitomize this convergence of opinions:

A concern was raised that ”if it's too much lined up, you don't get that nerve, that hunger that...” is 

pushing through success (Per - Mentor meeting). On the other hand, more autonomy could make 

the whole process more chaotic, given that even now mentees ”are very much pampered ” (Rene). 

As an afterthought, discussing estimations of 'too much structure' versus 'too loose structure' 

appears to be a point that needs clarification and alignment.

Communication principles in practice

Once the mentor-mentee relationship becomes contractual as the goals, the deadlines and the 

parameters of communication are set in the formal agreement – in our case the Mentorship 

agreement, the interaction intensifies and participants become capable in their roles. According to 

the program manager, ”most of the mentors have an approach that says, 'The companies are 

supposed to be responsible for this – they make the agenda and then we have a meeting based on 
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the agenda of the company.'” Mentors – based on previous discussions and in line with the 

arguments further presented, do not see themselves responsible for doing the follow up and have 

the principal agreement that ”it has to be the mentee driving the process” as most mentors are busy

business people, and besides, ”that's a learning process, like in business – if I try to get a client, I'll

try to get an advice or if I don't follow-up... it's my problem” (Rasmus). Another mentor explained

that ”if they don't call me, I assume that they don't have any questions or issue, so I assume they 

are doing well” or ”that they have probably found out that other mentors are maybe better match 

for them” (Kim). 

Evidently, one of the mentors presently is an exception to the general accepted rule, as he 

implemented a different – pro-active – mentoring approach by writing mentees more regularly 

thus making himself more visible to them. A comment at this point was made by another mentor: 

”...he approaches them. I don't. He's the only one doing it... And maybe he's right – I don't know” 

(Rasmus). As the discussion in the respective section above revealed, in terms of the mentor style, 

some mentees with a more timid or introvert personality prefer and benefit from a more proactive 

mentors, or else the communication could easily decline.

The mentees interviewed were all found to agree that it is their responsibility is to sustain the 

communication by approaching their mentors and following up. Most of them seemed to be 

clearly realizing that it's ultimately them who 'need advice', 'are asking for a favor' and ”get 

something for free and just to help us”. In practice however, a lot of mentees were often found to 

be quite inactive in that respect, even though in retrospection some admit it was their mistake to 

not have been reaching out to their mentors (a discussion of these aspects follows in 5.3).

Team mentoring

The concept for team mentoring was formally adopted for implementation as of the 3rd program 

round in order to provide the startups with multiple perspectives and experiences. As the program 

manager explained this new step, ”we've found that some mentees were getting... they had a very 

active mentor and I thought it was too much, because if you have one mentor who's like pulling 

the company over here, you can't be sure that it's going the right way, if that mentor is extremely 

active and very on in the company, then it might be going this way. So to counter-balance that, you

need advice from more.” This reasoning was supported by the following elaborate mentor's 

justification:
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The practical implementation of this concept however was found to induce either satisfaction, or 

confusion among the mentees. The satisfaction was mostly related to the access to advice from 

mentors operating in different areas: ”I think it's good because all of them have different expertise,

point of view and ideas” (Laura), whereas a confusion arose about which person to use for what 

(Alex), or on to divide the problems thematically and discuss issues from different areas with 

different mentors individually (Claus).

The mentors' views in terms of team mentoring could be grouped into two: some see it more as an 

advantage for the mentees, while for others ”the model doesn't really work” (Ulrich) - ”it was not 

really efficient … a bit of waste of time, because we've spent too much time listening to the 

others”, ”it was obvious that he or she didn't really appreciate the time that we spent” (Rene), or 

because the mentees might get confused by the contradictory recommendations from different 

mentors (ibid.) Another issue raised was that ”some mentors are better to work together than 

others” (Ulrich), as the program manager was also aware of that fact (”...there are definitely some 

people who don't want to work together”). In addition, both mentors and mentees articulated the 

difficulties from a purely logistical point of view to organize meetings among more than two 

people. 

5.2. The start of the mentoring relationship

Once the selection process is over, the approved start-ups are matched with their mentors based on

their business area (see 2.1. and Interview with Metteliva 1). Below are discussed the participants' 

experiences at the outset of the mentoring relationship.

5.2.1. The mentor-mentee match
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In the first Go Grow round the mentor-mentee match was done by the Go Grow manager alone – 

here is how she described the process: ”...we shared the profiles of the companies and with the 

mentors and vice versa and then based on the matching desire to work together ... the companies 

had to come up with 3 mentors that they wanted to work with, and they had also to tell us why ... 

they wanted that or that mentor.”

Two formats were then trialed. For the 2nd round, the program administrators have organized a 

speed-dating for the mentees to able to talk to different mentors and get introduced to them. In this

round, the mentees ”had the opportunity to have a second mentor, or even a third, but they had a 

maximum of 12 hours in principle. They were working with what you can call 'a lead mentor' but 

they needed their mentoring in another area that that mentor didn't give, it was ok that they 

contacted another mentor” (Interview 2 with program manager). At the 3rd round, the mentor 

allocation was done by the program manager as an ”intermediary who can report a fit or suggest 

an alternative match” (Handbook p.42). Below are reviewed the used criteria applied by Go Grow 

while matching the mentor-mentee pairs, and the participants' experiences and perceptions.

Match of business areas

In Go Grow, most of the mentees, according to their comments, appreciated expert advice on 

business matters, yet some were also critical in the cases when their mentor lacked specialized 

expertise on particular issue they have been struggling with. To address that expectation, ”the 

match making they were looking for at Go Grow is also pairing mentors with a specific profile to 

companies with a certain profile – and that is... a subject matter matching” (Lars – mentor).

The mentees seem to share varying perspectives in terms of the pertinence of the business area 

matching: some maintain they ”need somebody from that industry” (Alex) that ”...have some kind 

of special knowledge, where they are able to help you” (Sofus), and besides ”you need to get some

kind of common ground to work from” (ibid.), ”to listen to someone who knows this that I do, that

would make sense to me” (Claus). A differing opinion is supported by those who tend to value 

perspectives from mentors that are not necessarily from the same branch - ”guys from different 

industries because they might see your issues with the company in a different light... you can have 

someone with completely different background but with a viewpoint that's very relevant for you” 

(Tobias). The argument is that ”it's not what industry they come from, but what experience they 

have, and what expertise they have within business in general” (Ulrich - mentor). A disadvantage 

48



here though could be if the company operates in a business area completely beyond the mentor's 

interests or expertise. Still, for the mentors, ”from an educational point of view, it's far more 

interesting when there is a match” in business areas (Rene – mentor). 

In general, the mentees tend to trust more to mentors that have experience in the same, or at least a

very similar business area, as often what companies lack beside experience is specific knowledge. 

Match on a personal level: the right fit

A key drive for the mentoring relationship are the positive affective factors at the start ”when it's 

two persons that meet each other, no matter titles, it's very important that you get a good personal 

relationship very fast” (Henrik – mentor). Most participants consider the match on a personal level

as critical to the relationship. The mentors who are interested in the idea, the product or the team 

tend to be better motivated and hence – more committed to the relationship. When the mentees 

thought it was not the right fit (which by the same mentor's observations has often been the case), 

they were reluctant to interact and to share their problems since ”it's a very personal thing to talk 

about your business” (ibid.)

This aspect is of an even greater importance for the mentees – the ”better match or the right match

for their expectations and what the mentor could be of benefit for” (Henrik – mentor). The 

personal match appears to be a premise for unlocking a whole chain of factors directly affecting 

the mentor-mentee relationship (like trust, commitment, adequate communication), and ultimately 

– the outcomes of the mentoring process (support of the above claims is further demonstrated in 

the analysis). Otherwise what the mentee would remember could sound like ”nothing happened 

because we didn't match on a personal level” (Claus – mentee).

In the extreme case, a bad match is viewed as harmful: ”I would say it's even very... how to say... 

dangerous to trust a mentor, if it's not the right mentor” (Alex – mentee).

5.2.2. Trust

This is probably the foundation any kind of interpersonal relationship like mentoring is based on –

a mentor's approach to this is illustrated by the comment below:
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When a good relationship is place, ”then you trust the person” (Lukas – mentee). But what makes 

for trust to be established? The topics emerged in relation to trust were: chemistry, perceived 

similarity, mutual respect, and mentor credibility.

To recap thus far, among the most important factors the mentees consider to affect the mentor-

mentee relationship are ”the expectations and the guidelines because that will set the whole stage 

for the partnership. And then of course chemistry between you two” (Tobias – mentee). Although 

both groups assign importance on chemistry for the outcomes of mentorship, it has yet been given 

particular highlight by the mentees. 

Chemistry appears to be equally important for both types of participants – opinions converge that 

it's easier when there is a good personal relationship as high level of trust enhances the mentorship

outcomes.

Chemistry is related to another aspect – the level of perceived similarity which in some cases was 

found to be a direct function of the generation factor (age). Different generations uphold different 

mental schemes based on different experience and therefore they use notably different language:

This perception is supported by a statement of a mentee as well:

The mentee here felt more comfortable when a certain level of similarity with the mentor is 

perceived. The same perspective – with a similar reason – was voiced by another mentee - ”My 

number one reason for why I liked the advice from Jakob and Morten – one, because they're not 

condescending you, they don't talk down to you” whereas ”there's people once to give you advice, 

whereas you wanna took around and say, 'Look, I didn't ask you for that advice'...” (Kirsten).
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A negative experience was reported in the same regard by the last mentee recounting of one 

mentor who, beside being unresponsive, was actually younger than her:

Here the younger mentor perceived the mentee as probably not fully aware of his mentor role, 

incapable of providing valuable advice and overall – not credible.

5.2.3. Mutual respect

From the mentors' point of view, an essential condition for a successful interpersonal relationship, 

such as mentoring, is mutual respect: 

From a mentee perspective, one of the most important things behind the mutual respect is the 

reciprocal need for the mentee to ”actually trust and believe in the knowledge that the mentors 

have” (Sofus). Respect is seen as a basis for a good understanding that would prevent the mentor 

from enforcing opinions on the mentee: 

Another pair of factors affecting the level of mutual respect on the mentee part is further 

identified: most tend to ascribe substantial importance to the mentor's trust in their idea and 

understanding of their situation, which will motivate the mentee's own commitment to the 

process:

The same factors seem to impact the mentors' motivation as well:
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The importance of trusting the other person in the relationship is not only valid for the mentees, 

given that ”trust is a very important word in business” (Henrik – mentor), and moreover, as shown

above (see 5.1.2 - end), it is the precondition for the mentors to open up their networks for the 

mentees. The above comments further imply that the mentors' respect for the mentee stems from 

whether they like/ trust the idea and/ or the mentee – which is in fact a matter of chemistry. 

5.2.4. Mentor's credibility

A general trend is that mentees tend to value mentors who can provide ”experience and direct 

concrete answers” (Lukas – mentee). Mentor's experience is valued as a credible source of 

knowledge since the mentor have reached ”successes but he has certainly also did some crashes” 

which implies the advice he could give is a trustful one as it comes from experience. However, the

actual mentor area of expertise is what gives weight to the knowledge s/he shares, which might 

not always seem relevant to the mentee. Due to the need of a practical expert knowledge within 

the start-up industry, a mentee explained credibility with a counter-example:

A similar perspective voiced was that ”not necessarily the one who has a lot of experience can be 

a really good mentor for you as well... it just needs to be relevant for the moment and relevant to 

what you do” (Alex – mentee). Furthermore, the mentors should not show doubt in theirselves and

the things they recommend as mentors because ”it will also influence how he is perceived by the 

mentee” (Sofus – mentee).

Evidently, although viewed differently by mentees, credibility appears to be an important factor 

when establishing mentoring relationships.

5.3. Challenges and problem areas

This section reviews the problems and the challenges experienced by the participants in order to 
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outline the areas that need further improvement.

5.3.1. Mentors' experience re: mentees' preparation, maturity, commitment

The mentees' preparation and maturity were mentioned earlier in the analysis (see 5.1.2. and 

5.1.3.) as the respondents have revealed their key importance in predefining the relationship 

parameters. These aspects were found to vary a lot among the mentees thus giving a very mixed 

picture: along with the positive mentee examples, where maturity was still related to and 

explained with the mentee's higher age, a big number of negative cases were reported by the 

mentors. 

According to the selection criteria, the companies should have reached a certain level of 

development in order to be able to benefit from the program. Notwithstanding, some of the 

companies were described by the mentors as ”very immature as a business” (Peter). For instance, 

one of the mentors commented on the mentees' lack of basic financial knowledge as ”really 

stunning – too big number of the mentees has a very limited, or if not to say – a very undeveloped 

knowledge on what is a proper price structure, or price calculation... ...even here in batch 3, some 

of them showed up, without even having the budget of their business! They've never produced a 

budget!” (Ulrich). A lot of startups were seen as neither mature, nor committed enough to the 

mentoring process and the program as a whole – which raised further questions in terms of their 

ability to start and support a business. The lack of self-preparation is regarded as a barrier not only

in terms of the mentee's learning, but it also impacts the communication and hence – the overall 

mentoring process.

Further disappointment shared reflects the mentors' perception of the problem context – that the 

mentees do not really take their roles as company founders as they should (e.g.: ”...they want to do

a start-up, because start-up is such a buzz-word – that's what everybody wants, the identification 

on it” - Rene), thereby proving the mentors' efforts to be pointless. While the mentor is ”here to 

work hard, to create a company”, some mentees seem to be ”there because there is a sort of 

playing a role – 'I'm a start-up'...a lot of them like the show, they like to be on the stage, they like 

the attention” (ibid). Mentees upholding such a fabled self-image however cannot reach success 

unless they execute, hence they ”...just need to look into real life that nothing is coming out of it – 

no one is investing in you, no one is funding your project” (ibid.) This situation is equally viewed 

by part of the mentors – e.g. ”it's a free ride... totally uncommitting on both' side” (ibid.) 
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One of the reasons for the above seems to be the disparity among start-ups accepted to the 

program: ”all of them are on different stages – some ones are just clicking out and other ones are 

very close to making it on succeeding” (Henrik). Consequently, the mentors' impression that some

”mentees are not really that keen on having a mentor” (Rene) seems to be realized by a part of 

them, though in retrospection, e.g.: ”we were active, but we could have spent more time on it 

during the process; but it was our conscious choice at the time, definitely related with the level of 

maturity we had at the moment” (Sofus – mentee). In contrast, other mentees have had a 

successful mentoring relationship (by both their own and their mentors' view) by being alert and 

giving a proper effort on their own commitment - ”we also came across like that as well – 

prepared” (Kirsten).

Overall, while commitment appears to be a factor that is related to other aspects like motivation 

but also tends to depend on the present mentee situation, maturity only comes with time and 

experience and is relatively constant during the six months in Go Grow.

5.3.2. Coachability 

Coachability indicates the mentee's willingness and capacity to be corrected and to act on 

corrections, which implies openness, readiness to be wrong, to learn and to adapt. On the Mentors 

meeting I attended, this aspect was mentioned to be among the stated key criteria for selection of 

Go Grow participants. However, despite the initial claims of the applicants, it turned to be hard to 

detect for certain since it only becomes apparent over time. Metteliva explained that coachability, 

proactivity and mentees' ability to take feedback are ”extremely important when having a program

like this.” She distinguished between ”not being able to see what you could get and being 

defensive about taking feedback and then not being a mature company – there are several things”, 

as the striking problem is, ”if you need somebody and you know they have 20 years of experience 

within the sector, how could you not realize that there is something you could tap into it.” Mentors

regarded such a behavior as 'stupid', 'unwise, crazy, totally immature' and, by an extreme opinion, 

”if they are not coachable, they don't belong to such a program” (Mentor meeting). No approach 

so far had any effect on uncoachable mentees: ”...you can try to twist their arms, to plead with 

them, write them, try to make it nice, make it wonderful... – if they are not really in the program 

and want to be committed and have that hunger to grow and the ability to take the feedback from 

these people – that's just not gonna work” (Metteliva).
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The ability to take criticism was found to play an essential role in mentoring. A big part of the 

mentors perceived the mentees as not really open to listen or take an advice – e.g. ”The only 

problem is that people do not listen. That is the main problem in mentoring, and if you don't 

respect and don't listen, then you can't really do anything” (Victor – mentor). What is even more 

disturbing – many were perceived as not committed at all: the sentence ”I don't think they do 

really care” was used by two mentors, and many more articulated the same in different words. The

mentee personality was seen as the reason for that as a certain part of the mentees seem to be 

uncoachable – they are too sure of themselves to listen and “very often very much into their own 

idea” (Rene – mentor), they under-appreciate the mentors' ideas and are incapable of withstanding 

a high degree of candor. Mentees' over-reliance on themselves restricts their openness to external 

viewpoints and thus impedes the learning process. Although ”the majority of the mentee 

companies... are bright people... they have had success already in their lives, they have maybe a 

too strong belief in themselves and they are trying too much out not really getting any strong and 

constructively critical feedback from mentors” (Lars). The key issue seen is that the mentees do 

not demonstrate ”a behavior where they are curious enough, where they are willing enough to fail,

where they are willing enough to get different viewpoints, disagreeing viewpoints” (ibid.) which 

consequently raised concerns about their coachability.

Apart from the above, there is a lack of structural feedback from the mentees, or a 'feedback loop' 

(e.g. ”what was good, what was too tough, or what was not in depth enough, or what was 

overwhelming” - Ulrich) that would bring more clarity and would allow for corrections to be 

made by the mentors. At one extreme, the mentees were seen as so 'self-absorbed' that they do not 

even find it necessary to follow-up or provide feedback. A more tempered explanation was that 

”the mentee is on such a huge knowledge learning travel that actually to take upon the role of 

giving feedback – which is a completely different communication role” (Ulrich), most mentees 

turned out not prepared for, despite the program's effort to formally introduce it. Nonetheless, the 

mentees' abilities to provide adequate communication and feedback are among what mentors 

expect from the mentees. Although the program manager provided the mentors with some 

personal feedback from mentees, it was not always felt as 'personalized' but rather as somewhat 

'filtered' according to what she wanted to tell.

As demonstrated, coachability is an important multidimensional aspect directly linked to mentees' 

ability to follow up on advice and to provide adequate communication. The too strong belief in 

oneself was often regarded as a proof of a too big ego implying a lack of ability to take criticism 
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which further hindered the mentee's learning. The reason for the above was that the mentees are 

'too much inward looking' which goes ”back to the same problem – they are not curious enough, 

they are not eager enough to get feedback – feedback from mentors, clients, potential clients, 

colleagues, from other start-ups, etc.” (Lars). In addition, when a mentee was perceived as 

arrogant, the mentors became much less committed. 

Two of the mentees seemed to agree with the above mentors' view in their responses, though not 

based on experience but rather hypothetically – e.g. ”During mentoring I would have been so 

annoyed if I had a mentor saying 'You have to...'” (Claus). Most mentees, however, have realized 

the practical use of ta critical feedback and expected it. Moreover, some expressed a negative 

attitude towards the opposite case - ”sugar-coating” mentors giving them false feeling that they are

on the right track while they were not, which actually harms the process: ”...it's really important 

that the mentor is critical because the whole issue with the mentoring and the Go Grow process is 

that there's a lot of guys telling you 'You're doing a great job. Keep on doing it' but no one is 

telling you, 'Hey, your product is a crap, you need to rethink it!' ...and that's basically what you 

need to hear” (Tobias). Keeping the good relationship by sometimes skipping discussions on 

problem issues however evidently harms, ”...because they think – 'Well we have a good product, 

all right, let's keep on' and then spend time and money on something that might have not or could 

have been a success if they have changed it earlier” (ibid.)

The above aspects of coachability are linked to the further demonstrated ability to follow up on 

tasks or advice and ultimately – to the entrepreneur's ability to execute - e.g. ”a lot of the start-ups 

– as in 90% - is they're not executing and is not moving forward... because otherwise nothing is 

gonna happen” (Victor – mentor). The ability of an entrepreneur to execute his or her ideas by 

starting to test them is ultimately in their own hands, and no one else can do it instead. A similar 

experience with a lot of the mentees was that ”they seem to be going into a circle, so when you 

start as the mentor, it makes a lot of sense – bright people, ambitious ... But then after a while you 

realize that they are going in a circle, because they don't ever execute when they get keep hold 

their back to all the ideas...” (Rene – mentor). A harsh but fair judgment is that ”some people are 

just not in this world to execute, they do other stuff – they think, they... whereas 'Just do it' – 

there's a reason why that actually worked as a slogan” (Victor). In such cases mentorship does not 

seem to be of much help. The role of the mentor here boils down to making ”sure that they have 

actually moved forward” (ibid.) by having to explain them that not only success but neither failure

could ever come without an action. 
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A more extreme case was recounted by another mentor when a mentee was resisting to take an 

action, which provoked a reminder of commitment to be flipped: ”...and when we asked them to 

do something, they looked us and said, 'I'm considering it.' - like you know... no, it's not an option,

I think you should do something here!”, which is an essential part of the educational process 

(Mentor meeting). Evidently, the mentee's rejection to take any action in response to the 

mentoring interaction arouses the mentor's indignation since in the case, the mentor role becomes 

pointless.

Most mentees considered themselves to be generally active in terms of their participation in Go 

Grow. However, their particular needs determined the different priority put on each of the program

components. Not all mentees have come to realize that ”the start-ups should be humble and 

appreciating the people for free that they use their time” (Kirsten – mentee). Logically, if one does

not see the value of a component provided, it is unlikely for the person to benefit from it – which 

was shown in practice. 

Some mentees viewed mentorship as one of the most beneficial – yet intangible – parts of the Go 

Grow program, stating for instance that presently they feel more comfortable with the choices they

make because of the advice they have got. For other mentees, it was not easy to assess the 

outcomes of mentoring in the short run, and even harder to separate those attributed specifically to

mentoring given the overall context of the program (e.g. ”I don't think I can attribute anything in 

particular to the mentorship, it was more the whole program” - Sofus). However, a small part of 

the mentees from each of the three batches voiced clearly negative mentoring experiences. 

As mentioned before, some mentees have reconsidered and regretted their own poor activity in 

retrospection. By the time of their participation however that was not possible, in part due to their 

present level of maturity, but mostly due to the frequent pressing company-related issues, which is

natural for that stage of development.

The program administrators on their part have been trying to tackle both sides by reminding the 

start-ups of their roles as mentees – that they have to treat their mentors with respect and be 

proactive in the communication with them, and on the other hand – reassuring the mentors by 

jointly reviewing and analyzing the problem cases, and taking correcting actions in the program.

5.3.3. Culture experienced in mentoring: lazy Danes, 'hungry' foreigners

An earlier comment mentioned in 5.1.4. regarding the Mentoring agreement has touched upon the 
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predominant informal working culture in Denmark. The following mentor's comment clearly 

associates the issues reviewed in the former subsection with the local cultural specifics implying 

support and encouragement – a factor predefining the way formal interpersonal relationships 

unfold whereby at times people turn unprepared for criticism:

More comments make the same direct link of the dominating culture with some mentees' 

reluctance to execute: ”...it's a very spoiled country, it's a very spoiled set-up – you have good 

persons to help you, you have a free office, you have a lot of good colleagues” (Henrik). 

Furthermore, the mentors discussed the differences between Denmark and other countries they 

had direct impressions from, pointing out the main contrast to be in mentalities. The multinational 

setup in Denmark was seen as a motivating factor. Yet, while the Danes were viewed as more 

laissez-faire compared to many – to the point ”a lot of Danes are quite lazy” (Henrik – mentor), 

other nations have been seen as differently shaped by the global competition factor, proving to be 

”much more hungry in learning new things... if they want something, they go their extra mile to 

get it” (Mentor meeting). The Danish model ”where everyone has to get an equal chance” 

(Henrik) notably lacks such an aspect to trigger or foster competition – as on a national level, so, 

too, on a more micro-level in the Go Grow program. Furthermore, given the international growth 

perspective, ”it's difficult the mentees just to be laissez-faire, you will not succeed if you're 

laissez-faire because it's gonna be tough” in the real business world (Mentor meeting). 

Consequently, not only overcoming this national characteristic appears necessary, especially with 

a view to the international target aspect, but understanding culture globally (only possible by 

experiencing it) is seen as the most important thing since culture is part of success.

The problem with culture is only experienced by the mentors, all being Danes (with one 

exclusion) mentoring both Danes and non-Danes, thus representing a (relatively) homogeneous 

group. As for the mentees interviewed, half of them were non-Danes – a heterogeneous group – 

having been matched by Go Grow with mostly Danish mentors. Therefore they have not 

experienced cultural issues directly and their comments on culture were rather prospective – e.g. 

”...if there has been any cultural difference, it's only for enhancement of the relationship and 
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improvement of advice” (Lukas). Due to the discrepancy between both groups – homogeneous 

versus heterogeneous, any conclusions on culture in this regard and context would be fragmentary.

In general, although culture was perceived as a potentially positive factor in mentoring, some 

mentors regarded cultural issues as 'underestimated' or 'ignored' by the program. Yet, as the 

(Danish) working culture where the Go Grow program itself is embedded in, is rather a general 

context rather than a factor in the sense this notion is employed in the Discussion chapter below.

Due to the inferences in the above two paragraphs, culture will not be further discussed.

5.3.4. Lack of respect and appreciation for the mentors

As it was evident, when passive, the mentees appeared to cause frustration, confusion and 

disappointment among the mentors. On the Mentor meeting, after discussing the latest 

developments related to a few cases of this kind (e.g. ”Only one meeting, nothing has happened 

since”), an intensive discussion was triggered:

Despite the efforts of the program management to put more clear expectations at the start, still 

many of ”the companies are not tapping into the resources they have available at hand”. Debating 

on the reasons of this situation, comments like ” their mindset is wrong” put the blame on the 

mentees, as shown earlier in the analysis. 

Another mentor argued that ”there seems to be a gap in the program itself and the mentoring 

process... a lack of communication or misunderstanding, what is the actual value that the 

mentoring process can create” (Peter). The program needs to be more focused ”and make sure that

the mentees actually understand what is the mentor for and what... can it be for you”. For those 

mentees who are not clear about why should they have a mentor, ”they shouldn't have one” (ibid.) 

Otherwise ”a gap in the expectations” appears and the mentoring relationship (if started) becomes 

dysfunctional. When mentees do not see the value of the mentoring process, their commitment to 

it (if any) naturally and visibly declines. In such a case, the mentors ask ”if it is really worthwhile 

to keep on letting this guy or this girl continue the program within the Go Grow, because he or she

doesn't really take into consideration, take into herself or himself the advices that we give, and he 

doesn't respond to the various sort of decisions taken on the hood of the process.” (Ulrich). Still, it 
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looks like ”...a classical catch 22 because they do not have the experience and if you are not 

forcing them strong enough, they are not going to tap into something they really don't know what 

it is and what they could get out of” (Lars).

In search for what might be wrong with the mentees' mindset, I looked further into their replies 

when asked, what would they have done differently from their present point of view. A common 

regret expressed in retrospection was that they have not used well enough their mentors. However 

(as mentioned before), that was due to their level by that time and ”if I would have known 

beforehand how much value there was actually in the Go Grow program, I would definitely have 

prioritized differently, because it had much more value than I expected, and it's a shame” (Sofus – 

mentee). For the sole founders, a main challenge was that they had to do everything alone, which 

has limited their time immensely, including in terms of their commitment to Go Grow and 

mentoring in particular – a fact well known by mentors. Consequently, it appears that there is no 

one single reason for the mentees to manifest themselves as uncommitted.

Although mentors admitted that due to the fact that many mentees were just recent graduates so ”it

is because of their situation”, and not because of the mentors, explicit actions were stated as 

needed on the part of the program – to introduce some kind of accountability and improve the 

selection of participants. Furthermore, the comment ”the program must appreciate the mentors 

more” (Rene – mentor) suggests the need of further efforts to improve the facilitation of 

mentoring in Go Grow also with a view to the mentors, because – as Metteliva clearly realizes – 

”they are not gonna stay around, if they are not used in a good way.”

Attempting to address the above issues, Metteliva reasoned that the selection is ”extremely 

important”. Among the mentors' suggestions was to raise the selection criteria - ”maybe the next 

level of Go Grow is being about being more exclusive” (Mentor meeting) – and to enforce more 

strict rules on the mentees (see also 5.4. for more participants' recommendations). The question to 

Meteliva yet is, the program ”could be more strict, but can they handle it?”

Such discussions between the mentors and the Go Grow management were held many times, yet 

with no tangible effect, leaving the mentors with the impression ”that we didn't understand each 

other, or that the things conveyed are not respected” (Ulrich), since ”...one thing is sitting and 

talking, and another thing is changing it” (Rasmus), and although ”there have been discussions 

about the changes, I haven't seen it being realized, to be honest – on the contrary” (Lars). Beside 

experiencing the discussed frustrations from being involved in mentoring relationships turning out

dysfunctional, the mentors feel underappreciated by the program as well, since the problems 
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discussed seems to appear in every program round:

The above issues imply that a ”problem of efficiency for the program” is in place which requires 

the processes to be run more professionally by addressing the problem issues, especially when 

repeating. In relation to this, it might be suggested that the present Go Grow staff number seems to

be insufficient for the program to address the full range of issues it has to deal with.

5.3.5. Communication breakdowns and dysfunctional relationships

Communication breakdowns were experienced – although differently – by both the mentors and 

the mentees, as multiple perspectives on the reasons and on the situation itself were conveyed. The

data from the mentor meeting and from most of the mentor interviews showed a number of cases 

where the mentoring relationship did not unfold because the communication stopped soon after 

the start, if started at all. Regardless of everyone's enthusiasm at the onset, practically not 

everything went as intended. After the first contact between the parties, sometimes things never 

went further and the mentors were not approached by the mentees (or this happens quite late), or 

the mentees stopped following up after meetings. Why this happened was differently explained by

either party.

Mentors as a rule do not follow up on the mentees, if they are not approached, with a very few 

exceptions. This aspect was elaborated earlier while reviewing the mentors's styles and the 

communication principles in 5.1.3. and 5.1.4 above. The following quote shows the often case 

many of the mentors have experienced: ”this year I had first meeting with all the mentees together 

with the other mentors, and basically after this meeting some of them kept in contact with me and 

the other ones did not even contact me once” (Kim). When mentees do not take an action after the 

first meeting, ”...it's very much a momentum is created at that meeting... and then they let us go 

quite quickly” (Rene). The various examples provided earlier confirm that regardless of the 

reason, once the communication declines, a very few chance is left for a successful mentoring 

relationship to develop – both for the intended benefit of the mentees and for the satisfaction of 

the mentors involved (who provide their mentoring for free).

As demonstrated in 5.2.1, the mentor-mentee match is essential for a successful mentor-mentee 

relationship. Since the responsibility for all the company related decisions ultimately lies with the 
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mentees, one mentee reasoned that ”it's even very... how to say... dangerous to trust a mentor, if 

it's not the right mentor” (Alex). Still, if the match turns out unproductive, the mentees can get a 

new mentor. Even though in several cases reported by four mentees, the mentoring relationship 

did not develop, not all of the affected mentees requested another mentor. Each of these cases is 

very specific.

The generally experienced case when the mentees did not approach the mentors is easily 

explained by the fact that a lot of mentees did not know how to use the mentors: ”it is very 

difficult for a mentor to give you something useful if he don't know even the proper question what

do you want from them. So it is our fault for not knowing what to expect and what to get in, how 

to work with them and how we could get it from them” (Alex).

In the less problematic version, after the initial communication difficulties, they were yet 

overcome. For instance in the case with Laura, she reached out to one of the mentors she was 

hooked up with ”several times with no answer”. After she ”tried to ask for another one”, then 

”Metteliva sent him an email so he sent me an email like 'I'm so sorry...'” However, they only 

spoke with this mentor for once and he gave her some assignment (”like a homework”), ”but we 

didn't have time to develop all the things so it's not his fault, we didn't follow up each other.” 

Evidently, the mentee was on her way to realizing that ”It's my fault maybe” as ”for sure I should 

have called him, but I didn't had what to bring on the table.” So in this case although the mentor 

did not respond initially, the communication declined because of the mentee as she did not follow 

up due to lack of preparation for the next meeting.

In cases of disagreement/ negative mentee experience – often stated argument was that the mentor 

was not willing and/ or able to understand their business, or had no time or goodwill to respond.

In the case with Tobias, he had been disappointed by his mentor because his actions were not 

consistent with what he said he will do - ”he didn't follow through anything”. At the same time, 

this mentor apparently found the work with another team more interesting ”so he spent a lot of 

time on that – pretty annoying to be sitting two desks behind and just seeing what's going over 

there and I was like, 'What...?'”. Although Tobias saw that ”it was good to them” and that this 

mentor actually could provide value when he wants, the mentee ”just would have known that 

upfront”. Hence, his experience was, ”It was nice to know that you had a mentor, not so nice to 

know that he didn't care.” As he looked back, he ”would much rather have chosen another mentor 

with a different background.”
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In the most extreme case, the mentee got the strong impression that one of the mentors she was 

given ”wasn't really understanding” what Go Grow is all about: ”He was not a mentor... in my 

eyes, we were the only ones he was given. /.../ I don't think he is a part of it. We were the only 

team he had, and he couldn't even find time for us” (Kirsten). In an earlier quote (see 5.3.2. end), 

the mentee referred negatory to this mentor's 10-year younger age which seemed to further push 

the chances for a relationship down. 

The last case clearly highlights the importance of mentor's availability after they have once signed 

up for the program - ”So if you have to be a mentor – you have to be like the other guys” 

(Kirsten). One mentor recalled the problem where ”a lot of the mentees have said that they were 

very annoyed about that, and I really understand these things are something that the program 

should be sharp on, because it's bad style, and we have to teach good style in business from day 

one” (Henrik). Consequently, a key implication for the program management is the need of a more

rigorous selection, not only as regards the mentees, but also in terms of the mentors.

5.3.6. The international growth perspective

The international growth potential is a central element in the Go Grow Project description, as the 

program was designed to help startups make their business thrive and suited for international 

growth. This aspect ”was given in the project description” (Metteliva) by the agreement with DIF 

and hence one of the selection criteria (along with those touched upon briefly in 5.3.1. and 5.3.2. 

above) for start-ups is to have 'international growth potential' (see also 2.1. Project description). 

Apart from that, it even appeared to have attracted one of the interviewed mentees:

The growth goals for the selected companies, among which is 'international growth', are planned 

within the six months of a program round. Metteliva explained that ”the growth goals plan for 

development of the companies' potential for growth on the global market... So they are aligned in 

the way that the company is aimed at international growth, and these goals of course have to be at 

that level. After this at the bootcamp they work with these goals and they have to do sort of a 

roadmap for how to achieve them, creating milestones, and then prioritizing, which ones are the 
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most important to work at.” However, by Metteliva's impression, the growth contracts are rarely 

reviewed by the mentors, ”also because the companies themselves don't really share it” since they 

prefer to use their mentors for issues of immediate priority, lagging the long-term strategic 

discussion for for a day that sometimes never comes. Consequently, the growth goals need to be 

set more realistically, as room should be provided for a certain volume of unplanned issues that 

would require additional resource.

Interestingly, a part of the mentors were found to regard the international focus as 'misunderstood',

'disconnected to the entire program', or at least not sufficiently addressed at the selection phase: 

Furthermore, ”...one of the issues has been that the program for some reason has chosen to focus 

on the US market, which is for me a very very complicated market to enter” (Rene). What was 

shocking to the mentor was that a start-up entrepreneur has been repeatedly ”talking about the US 

market” while ”not even able to sell one thing in Denmark, the local market ... that's ridiculous, I 

mean come on! Yeah, you have to be very very clever, not really a very good idea but a very good,

very very strong business to enter that market. It's a red zone...” (ibid.)

These comments clearly relate the international growth potential with the maturity aspect, 

discussed earlier (see 5.3.1.) This link was brought into focus by most mentors, given that ”most 

of them didn't even have a home market, and that is ridiculous to think about how to scale up 

internationally if you don't even have an existing market” (Peter), ”that's very difficult, because 

then what to prove – you have not really figured out what to roll out yet” (Henrik). In addition, the

same concern was discussed by the mentors on the mentor meeting.

On the mentee part, one respondent recalled that in the first batch practically none of the 

companies had reached the level to target at foreign markets: ”We had sections with guys telling 

us how to enter a new market and doing background research on the new market – we wasn't even 

steady on our own market, so why would we spend time on that – all of us, I don't know if there 

were any team who was ready to enter a new market” (Tobias). The business area also appeared to

be of importance since the case is different when the company has a physical product, or provides 

a service: ”they can expect that in 6 month for starting a company and then entering a new market 
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– ok yeah, if you have a web-shop...” (ibid.)

The above suggests that for some of the start-ups, going on foreign markets was not a relevant 

goal for the stage of development their companies were in. Consequently, this selection criteria 

('international growth potential) was viewed as 'far-fetched' not only by the mentors. Of course, 

some companies were of the type born global being international from day one, but not all. 

5.4. How to make things better

Despite that ”the program has been from the start experimental” (Metteliva) and a lot has changed 

since the 1st round based on the lessons learnt, the participants believe that there is still room for 

improvement. This section contains some of the suggestions articulated on what could be done 

better and how. Several interrelated factors were reviewed below.

Given that the selection criteria are supposed to be met by each participating company, the 

program probably ”expected all the companies to be in the same situation at the same time” 

(Tobias - mentee). However, that was quite not the case with Go Grow, therefore not all program 

components were found equally relevant or useful by the participating start-ups. As discussed 

earlier, many of them – especially the sole founders lacking a team around – felt too busy to 

participate actively and on top, the program demanded from them ”a lot of reporting – every week

or every 2nd week” which is ”a lot of administrative heavy work … and when it's too much, it kind

of takes focus from what you're actually trying to build at your company” (Sofus). In contrast, 

according to other mentees, the program was 'not hard-core enough', ' too loose', though in general

very beneficial. Consequently, those mentees recommended that a lot more demands to be put on 

the teams and maybe ”put a bonus at the end”, or require a participation fee in order to foster 

commitment as when ”you have put something into it, and then you will behave differently” 

(Henrik).

The level of expectations and their match between the participants proved to be of a big 

importance (see 5.1.) Once the selection criteria are defined, they should be respected so to 

provide the expected quality of participants that will benefit from the rich program resource, and 

to prevent disappointments: ”...it is important to put demands and clear expectations to both 

parties” (Lars), be strict on them, and provide ”an infrastructure that actually follows up on that” 

because ”there are certain principles that are not disputable, that have to be followed..., otherwise 

they have to leave the program, or they have to leave as a mentor” (ibid.)
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The program was seen by the mentors as 'not committing enough', 'too much of a school sense', 

'too academic', thereby encouraging the mentees to be too laissez-faire regarding their 

commitments. Such a behavior annoyed many mentors – e.g.: ”...we are giving so much through 

the program that it will be fair to make a balance and say that 'You have to be accountable for 

what is you standing up to', and this accountability has to be there. …So we are not helping them 

by being too soft” (Per – Mentor meeting).

As discussed earlier (see 5.3.), the core problem appears to be that the program is ”not structured 

enough” (Rasmus): ”it's too loose, too loosely coupled, it's too much self-service – as a participant

in the program, you can grab what you like and you can leave what you do not like” (Lars). 

Consequently, in its present version, the program was considered to be of a low efficiency both for

the mentors and the mentees. Therefore, a need was voiced for ”a thorough discussion on design 

instead of leaving it to be a free initiative... in order to get the full value for all of us” (Per – 

Mentor meeting). A lot of suggestions were articulated on how to deal with that, e.g. ”...it should 

be more with a focus on doing business and not just making it comfortable for the young 

people /.../ stronger deadlines, targets – like the real world, to duplicate the real world” (Rene). 

This would allow the start-ups to get prepared for investors, since ”when people are going to 

invest in you, they are really tough with you” (ibid.) Similarly, another mentor advocated for ”...a 

much tighter process (and on other accelerator programs they are) putting much more pressure on 

the companies, (they are) demanding much more, (they are) giving some mandatory activities they

have to attend, etc.” (Lars).

A divergent opinion however admitted that ”maybe the answer is not about strictness and pushing,

but how can the program create a pull from them toward us” (Per – mentor meeting), so an effort 

should be done to make the program 'more desirable': a ”customized program would be quite 

better – customized due to who are you working with” (Henrik):

The criteria could be set 'a little higher' which could help with getting ”maybe a little bit more 

professional set-up” (ibid.) Raising the criteria, ”a more tough screening processes” (Peter) and 

making the access harder was seen as a good way for the program to add more quality and build a 
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brand ”in order for people to actually actively seek into that program when ready, or trying to get 

ready to get in the program” (ibid). Consequently, a program with a well built brand and strictly 

applied principles would gain popularity and would be more attractive, and then the participants 

would be able to get some validation or acknowledgement by saying 'Our business is alumni Go 

Grow' (Kirsten – mentee).

Furthermore, suggestions as regards the international growth aspect have been voiced by the 

mentors, e.g.: 

The program management did not seem to have 'a clear understanding of' and ”can actually 

articulate what is it that the mentorship should represent in the program”, as different people with 

different approaches on how to be a mentor have been invited, and a lack of set standards on 

”what is mentorship and what is the process, what should it involve” (ibid.) was felt. Likewise, 

another mentor's suggestion was, taking into account the experience and the ”difficulties in the 

way so far”, to outline ”something that has a holistic view with some strong principles on mind... 

what we want to get out of the mentors, what is the mentor program it in for, what is our reason 

for being, what should they expect and what are their obligations” (Lars). 

Overall, what was recommended to the program was a more strict selection, aligning the criteria 

and the expectations, a more clear structure putting demands on the both parties and ultimately 

rethinking the general focus of the program. The above suggests that the setup for the next phase 

should be carefully adjusted and redesigned, taking into account the past experience.

6. Discussion 

In the present chapter I discuss my findings in the context of the reviewed literature (see the 

elaborate justification in chapter 4). A co-created perspective through academic lens was crafted 

by dividing the factors into two main groups – internal conditions and external conditions. As 

mentioned in 4.2.3., Skill theory (highlighting the key role of skill acquisition for the 

entrepreneurial success) distinguishes between external and internal conditions with their 

appropriate combination supporting skill-building (Kutzhanova et al. 2009) and hence – learning. 

Since these are among the key intended benefits of the Go Grow mentoring program as well, I 
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apply the same general categorization to explain my findings. Although the themes discussed 

below revolve around the categories associated with the established theory, they have not been 

based only on the existing literature, as some emerged from the data analysis.

Furthermore, I propose a conceptual model that visualizes my research findings in the context of 

the extant literature. Consequently, the emphasis is on the meanings that derive from a comparison

of the research findings in relation to the suggested conceptual framework as well as the theories, 

the prior studies and other knowledge reflected earlier in this paper. 

6.1. Internal conditions

The Go Grow acceleration program was shown to represent a platform providing social sources of

opportunity-relevant information through mentors, informal industry networks, and professional 

forums (workshops, seminars). The importance for the young entrepreneurs of skill acquisition 

and development was demonstrated in chapter 4. Based on Role theory posing that the formation 

of beliefs and expectations regarding the relationship outcomes happens early in the role making 

process, I position the motivations and expectations at the start of the mentoring relationship as 

they appear to be its key causal conditions by forming the attitudes that consequently shape the 

participants' behavior. That behavior's foundations however lie in the personal characteristics.

Various needs, motivations and expectations have brought the two groups of Go Grow participants

– mentors and mentees – to the program. However, while the mentors' focus there is providing 

mentoring, the start-up companies have more roles than just being mentees in a mentor-mentee 

relationship because mentoring, albeit key, is not the only element in the structure of a Go Grow 

program round. The mentee needs to balance the various roles imposed by the process: as a leader 

of his own company, as a communicator in a process where he is differently positioned, namely - 

as a learner-through-action. Each of these roles requires a different set of knowledge and skills 

that are improving with time and experience. Most mentees seem to be unprepared for the 

implications from their Go Grow participation and for the mentorship in particular. As mentioned 

in the Analysis (5.3.2.), they do not provide the mentors with a structural feedback, which is in 

conflict with what an optimal learning process would require according to the Experiential 

learning theory (Kutzhanova et al. 2009) – see 4.2.3.

On top, some are incapable of benefiting from either due to lack of maturity, commitment and/or 

coachability, or simply because they do not execute. Not all mentees have been able to realize the 
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benefits from mentoring as of the outset – findings consistent with those in earlier studies  

(e.g. St-Jean & Audet 2013). Yet, these are not the only reasons leading to dysfunctional 

relationships. As mentioned in 4.3., according to Social Exchange theory (see Mertz 2004), a 

relationship is approached by each of the participants based on cost-benefit analysis and 

comparison of alternatives, which was observed in Go Grow: often urgent issues dynamically 

change the start-ups' priorities, thereby limiting their active participation as mentees.

Furthermore, the Go Grow participants seem to hold sometimes conflicting perspectives of what a 

mentor is – the mentees' view of the mentor is a credible person to be trusted as a friend, a 

supervisor, or a guide, readily providing access to his/her extensive network of contacts, while the 

mentors see their role differently. Despite the divergent perceptions, attitudes and experiences by 

the Go Grow interviewees in this regard, the access to business network of the mentor is related in

literature (e.g. Mertz 2004, Ozgen & Baron 2007) with the career-related mentor functions aimed 

to enhance the mentee contact network and knowledge. 

Diverse perspectives exist on what the mentor role includes and what the mentoring process 

should look like: some insist on action on behalf of the mentees in line with their guidance, while 

others are more liberal on that point and do not mind initiating communication and keeping a 

more direct and dynamic interference with the mentee companies. These manifold perspectives 

engender different expectations and hence – different approaches (strategies), experience and 

outcomes. A main point of mismatch is when the start-up entrepreneur expects rather quick easy 

packed solutions to urgent issues instead of being prepared for the process that mentoring ipso 

facto represents. This gap between the mentors' and the mentees' perspectives in terms of 

expectations and view of mentoring and mentor role consequently disturbed the mentoring process

by sometimes preventing the mentors from implementing their functions. Evidently, the program 

lacks consistency in policy and practice as the structural deficiencies obstruct mentorship.

One of the main roles of the Go Grow manager is to update the participants with information 

explaining the program and by providing the respective guidance to the mentors and the mentees 

regarding the mentorship structure. This is particularly important for the right on-boarding of the 

start-ups, most of which had no prior experience as mentees, so for many that role is very unclear 

at the start of the process. As St-Jean & Audet (2013) advice, the mentees should be not left alone;

they, as well as the mentors, need guidance in order to adjust their expectations towards the 

benefits mentors could provide them with. Consequently, a careful consideration of the structure 

and the level of formality is important in order for the program to set clear rules that would make 
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for aligning of expectations, and to further better tackle both sides.

The personal traits of the mentor and the mentee were also found to condition their relationship – 

as the findings in earlier researches emphasize (e.g. Johnson 2002, St-Jean & Audet 2012). As 

mentioned in 4.3.1., the success of the mentoring relationship and its outcomes hinge upon the 

mentee's contribution, including self-disclosure and proactivity in communication (St-Jean 2012, 

St-Jean & Audet 2012). Memon (2015) pinpointed that the effective oral and written 

communication is pivotal to the success of the mentor-mentee relation, whereby the mentors were 

yet suggested to take care of sustaining it (St-Jean & Audet 2013). Although the mentees are on 

their way to grow their autonomy, the mentors should be proactive to sustain communication by 

providing a follow up on previous discussions. The principal and practical approach in Go Grow 

yet seems to be different – the mentees are supposed to drive the process, but often they fail to do 

this. Given the free resource of mentors available pro bono, when the mentees were passive, no 

matter of the reason, they were perceived as overbenefitted, which – as predicted by Equity theory

(see Mertz 2004) – has led to discontent among both the mentors and the program management.

An explicit demand was voiced by the mentors that once accepted to the program, the mentees 

have to be kept accountable. Perhaps the idea suggested by some interviewees from both groups 

that entrepreneurs who participate in the program could be required a certain payment on their 

part, aiming at stimulating their commitment, should be given further consideration by the 

program.

6.2. External conditions

As mentioned in 4.3., the external conditions are the formality aspects categorized under the 

relationship initiation and the relationship structure (Eby et al. 2007). 

The relationship initiation in the Go Grow case involves the mentor-mentee match and the main 

aspects directly resulting from it such as trust and mutual respect. Trust was demonstrated to be 

crucial for a successful relationship both in the data analysis and in literature (Eby et al. 2007). As 

evident from the analysis, trust and mutual respect are the key to the highly desired and expected 

by the mentees access to the mentors' networks. Among the aspects that further predefine the level

of trust are the similarity perceived and the presence of common ground between the participants 

whereby the mentees need to feel the mentor's understanding of their situation, challenges and 

business – which is consistent with the evidence in literature (e.g. St-Jean & Audet 2009). In the 
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Go Grow case, the mentor-mentee match is formally done by the program, hence the participants 

regard its nature as more or less accidental. A young start-up appears to be more open to receive 

moral support from a mentor who has recently undergone similar problems and periods of doubt, 

and – in the ideal case – they both speak the same language and have a good personal chemistry 

together. In addition, the two examples of mentees commenting on the big age difference with 

their mentors  bring the attention to the generation factor mentioned in literature (e.g. Bisk 2002, 

Memon et al.2014) whereby the extreme cases reduce the level of similarity perceived and hence 

– trust. Mentees feel discomfort if the mentor is younger by viewing him/her as inexperienced or 

less credible, which was demonstrated in the 2nd example. The substantial generation gaps turned 

to be an inhibiting factor for the communication, which encouraged the program administrators to 

start recruiting – along with business people with solid experience – also younger entrepreneurs 

(see 2.2.1.) A suggestion in literature (e.g. Eby et al 2007) to the mentoring programs addressing 

the above issues recommends to the programs to allow the participants to have input in the 

mentor-mentee match – an idea also expressed by respondents from the both participant groups.

The relationship structure includes the Mentoring agreement as the 'moral contract' (mentioned by

e.g. St-Jean & Audet 2009) between the participants, and the formal program policy aspects: the 

more general international growth perspective (applicable to all program components) and the 

more narrow team mentoring, particularly relevant to the present research topic.

The results of the present research show that despite the efforts for setting up a well-structured 

formal layout for the mentoring relationship (the Mentoring agreement), the both types of 

participants refer to it rather occasionally, and that the commonly preferred style of interaction is 

rather informal – which is consistent with the predominant findings in literature. Furthermore, the 

discussions on whether the structure is too much or too loose, plus the concerns regarding the 

prevalent laissez-faire attitude among the mentees raise questions regarding the actual efficacy of 

this contractual tool given that it does not pose any pressure as no explicit demands are stated.

While the facilitation of team mentoring seems to be a point for optimization mostly in terms of 

logistics, the debates around the international growth aspect evidently call for its thorough 

reconsideration. The implication for the program management is either to ensure that the 

companies selected should be strictly meeting the formal criteria (or by raising them), or to 

generally reconsider the focus on international growth in accordance with the actual level of the 

target (or already accepted) companies.

Regardless of the clear intention behind it, the formal structure cannot enforce behavior as it is not
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clearly understood by all participants. Their capability to draw on experiences and use the 

experiences of others is essential for a successful mentoring. The mentees progress only when 

they are active, open to external viewpoints and new knowledge, coachable and able to execute.

Given that this research is applying grounded theory approach, I propose a model (see next page –

figure 2) that visually represents my findings and thereby constitutes the conceptual framework of

this paper (see also 3.4.-end). This Conceptual framework of factors influencing the mentoring 

relationship in Go Grow in terms of possible development and outcomes reflects the structural and

causal links between the various categories and dimensions examined in the study (i.e., has 

content validity). The factors and their links are presented in the colored ellipses within the blue 

rectangle. The theoretical components in the model are reviewed in detail in the chapter 4, and the 

structural components emerged from the data analysis.

The presence of both tangible and intangible outcomes of mentoring (see 4.3.1.) ultimately leads 

to improved growth potential of the start-up company – a result achieved by some of the mentees. 

A part of them expressed their satisfaction from the program and/ or mentoring, without 

necessarily their mentors sharing the same apprehension of success in terms of their actual 

progress. Yet, this topic goes beyond the scope of the present research, therefore in the model it is 

colored in gray, together with the other such aspects or topics.

7. Conclusion and implications for practice

7.1. Conclusion

This thesis is an exploratory descriptive study focused on the expectations, perceptions and 'lived 

experiences' of the Go Grow participants, by employing grounded theory approach. The major 

goal of this study was to identify the factors affecting the mentoring relationship in Go Grow. The 

relational factors were categorized based on whether they pertain to the relationship initiation or to

its structure. The factors established related to the former category are: the good or bad mentor-

mentee match (either on personal or in terms of a business area), the level of trust between the 

both parties together with the presence of a good chemistry, perceived similarity and mutual 

respect, requiring the mentors to be credible, available, and the mentees to be mature, coachable, 

and able to execute. Both the mentors' and the mentees' proactivity and commitment appear to be 

essential for their relationship. Among the factors pertaining to the Go Grow formal relationship 

structure are the binding Mentoring agreement and the main aspects of the formal Go Grow policy
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- the team mentoring and the international growth goal – all established to need further 

adjustments. The findings of my research confirm the direct link between the mismatches of the 

participants' perspectives and the negative mentoring experiences.

Attention was also paid to the relational problems leading to problematic outcomes and 

dysfunctional relationship. Evidence was found for the following factors with a negative effect: a 

bad mentor mentee match, implying lack of trust, commitment, or cooperation; lack of 

coachability, poor planning or preparation; lack of communication skills or ability to execute. The 

negative factors (single or in combination) – have lead to dysfunctional relationships. 

Most of the present conclusions derived from the data analysis, as regards the key factors in 

mentoring and their links, support the findings in the extant literature. Yet, the Go Grow approach 

was found to be not always consistent with what theorists advise, which points at conflicting 

perspectives in literature and data. Although the program manager seemingly have come to 

insights related to some of the problem aspects outlined (as they were mentioned in the Handbook 

issued after the last program round), addressing these gaps still follows. As mentioned earlier (see 

5.4.), among the recommendations to the program are a more strict selection, aligning the criteria 

and the expectations, a more clear structure putting demands on the both parties and ultimately 

rethinking the general focus of the program. In addition, as long as such a sophisticated program 

with highly ambitious goals is set to be in intensive communication with quite a serious number of

stakeholders, a sufficient capacity in terms of HR and logistics stuff must be provided, given the 

present scanty number (see 2.1. and 5.3.4. - end).

7.2. Implications for practice

Earlier findings (Ozgen & Baron 2007) suggested the direct value of providing start-up 

entrepreneurs with mentor support, access to informal business networks and participation in 

professional forums, thereby equipping them with relevant learning and networking opportunities. 

Mentoring is applied as 'an adapted solution to enhance their competentcies and increase their 

business success' (St-Jean 2012:201), without being necessarily a panacea for growing business. 

With the fundamental goal to provide such a value, Go Grow represents a rich and a very needed 

platform for the start-up entrepreneurs in Denmark at an early point of their entrepreneurial 

journey.

As referred in 1.2., due to the relatively low rate of entrepreneurial activity in Denmark, a wide 
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range of programs promoting entrepreneurship were adopted, whereby a need was further stated 

for their consequent thorough evaluation. The present research is addressing the above stated need

by its exploratory focus on mentoring, since Go Grow is among these programs for startups aimed

at raising the Danish entrepreneurship ecosystem through mentoring. In the context of the 

program, mentoring of start-ups is seen as critical to their growth, but the nature of what best 

practice mentoring consists of is often questioned by both mentors and mentees, who seek to 

understand the effective practices to apply to or expect from the mentoring.

This thesis contributes positively to the extant knowledge of the entrepreneurial mentoring, 

particularly in the context of early-stage accelerator and incubator programs, as well as suggests 

new insights into the key factors affecting the mentor-mentee relationship and the intended 

outcomes of mentoring (such as enhancement of skill-building and learning) by compiling and 

analyzing direct accounts of the program participants, including their recommendations. The paper

is extending the existing knowledge about these factors and it also provides some points of 

departure for a further program improvement to the Go Grow administrators. As this project will 

be shared with Go Grow, it might possibly impact the future program rounds in terms of 

mentoring policy.

In terms of academic contribution, given the paucity of studies on entrepreneurial mentoring (see 

1.3. for more academic needs addressed) – especially of those conducted by the use of qualitative 

mentor and mentee interviews, the present paper adds to the dearth of these research. In addition, 

it responds to the call for a further examination of the motivation factor in mentorship (Haggard et

al 2007) with a view to a future improvement of the mentoring programs (Scandura 1998). The 

better understanding of the nature of the challenges and difficulties in the mentoring relationships 

can help for a developing of intervention strategies for corrective actions and 'way out' options to 

prevent or mitigate the possible negative experiences or outcomes of mentoring.

Overall, the present research suggests some valuable insights for practitioners, academics, 

educators, and entrepreneurship and other industry professionals providing support for the start-up

scene in Denmark.

8. Limitations and future research

Research areas such as mentoring and entrepreneurship allow for an array of theories to be 

applied. The fact that these areas can be examined extensively also means that the amount of 
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space for this project had to be considered. Thus a great deal of relevant theory that could have 

been implemented was omitted due to space rather than relevance. In addition, although an effort 

was made to identify all the interested aspects encountered during the research, not all of them 

were incorporated in it, mainly due to considerations related to the volume limitations of this 

paper. For the same reason, not all the topics spotted in the data, albeit addressed in literature, 

were incorporated in the research analysis. Yet, this study claims to be comprehensive and highly 

informative. Various stakeholders are addressed by this study, therefore the abundant 

informativeness implicitly meant to add (beside the academic thesis focus) practical value, might 

not always be equally appreciated by an auditory outside the scope of those directly interested in 

the present topic.

In addition, in the course of the research, I became aware of the variety of angles that could be 

further employed, thereby providing the study with more theoretical richness and a better 

justification. Albeit stated as a limitation, some of these could be subjects for future studies, for 

instance a research on the long-term value of mentorship (see 5.1.3.) Since some mentees have 

regarded the positive outcomes of their Go Grow participation as a general benefit from the 

overall program, rather than as a direct result of mentoring alone, a longitudinal study further 

exploring the development of the Go Grow alumni with a focus on the outcomes of mentoring 

might also be appropriate. In addition, the factors particularly leading to the mentees' satisfaction 

could be further examined. Furthermore, a research of the personality and behavioral 

characteristics of the interviewed mentees that have participated in successful mentoring 

relationships might outline the mentee profiles to be aimed for selection in future program rounds 

and incorporated in the selection interview criteria.
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