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Developing a Successful Mentor Program

Mentor Program Overview
The purpose of a mentor program is to give new employees the support they need after the initial orientation has been completed, which reinforces the department specific policies and procedures, and assists new employees in embracing the organization’s culture.  The mentor program does not take the place of the departmental orientation.  The department head should still orient the new employee to the department.  The mentor should not take the place of the supervisor, nor should any reporting relationship exist.

Elements of a Mentor Program
The elements of the program should include a having a program coordinator and oversight committee to assist with selection, selection criteria, a mentor agreement, guidelines of how mentors are assigned to new employees, a training program, and clear evaluation and reward criteria.

Program Coordinator and Selection Committee

A program coordinator should be appointed to assign mentors to new employees, ensure co-scheduling, and track progress of mentors.  Several other senior leaders may also participate in the selection committee.

Staff at all levels and from all departments should be involved in the development of the program, training, and evaluation criteria in order to increase buy-in for the program.  

Mentor Selection
When creating selection criteria, the organization needs to determine the purpose of the program and important qualities of a mentor.  Questions should be constructed to reflect those qualities.  If the organization has core values or principles, those can be the basis of the questions.  It should be an honor to be a mentor, and employees should be asked to apply for the program.  Here are some examples of what to include in a selection checklist. 

· Minimum of six months experience with the organization 

· Evaluation of work performance – reliability, dependability, attitude, and technical knowledge  

· No disciplinary actions of any kind in past six months 

· Acknowledged in organization recognition program – this is not a requirement, but a preference

Evaluate the candidate through personal knowledge and interview. Use the organization’s core values and the following characteristics to select interview questions.

· Meets facility core values 

· Has integrity  

· Delivers quality resident care 

· Self motivated  

· Dedicated, Committed and Loyal to the organization

· Demonstrates positive attitude 

· Communicates well with peers and supervisors

· Embraces the organizational culture

Agreement and Responsibilities
Mentors should sign an agreement that spells out the responsibilities prior to the beginning of each mentoring relationship.  The agreement should include:

· Assisting the new employee in learning and practicing the organization’s core values

· Coaching the new employee in areas where improvement is needed

· Acting as an information resource to new employee

· Assisting in evaluating the performance of new employee

· Spending time with the new employee; familiarizing him/her with the facility and routines

· Demonstrating a positive attitude about the facility, organization and the work performed

The mentor relationship formally begins after the initial orientation to the organization and department. The mentor is a role model, resource, and friend during the new employee’s first 90 days of employment.  He/she will meet with the new employee as needed, but at least weekly, after the orientation period. The mentor is expected to take breaks, including lunch/dinner breaks, at least weekly with the new employee to foster the relationship. In addition, the mentor should check in with the new employee at least weekly to see how the person is adjusting, fitting in, organizing his/her time, and finding his/her way in the facility. Care should be taken to schedule the mentor and the new employee on the same shifts, especially weekends in the early period of the relationship. Mentors who receive disciplinary actions or have attendance issues will face possible removal from the program.

Training Program

Mentors should complete a formal training program prior to mentoring a new employee.  Training should include: 

· The life of a resident in a nursing home

· Customer service

· Organizational mission, vision and core values

· Communication skills

· The role of a mentor

Upon completion of training, mentors should be recognized by a special name badge, pin, certificate, or uniform, e.g., specified scrub color, shirt with organization logo.  
Assignments and Tracking
The organization should determine how mentors will be assigned; for example new employees should be assigned mentors from their own departments.  Schedules will also have to be considered when making assignments.

The program coordinator should create a tracking system to make sure that mentors have signed their agreements, received their training, been evaluated, and been rewarded appropriately.

Evaluation & Reward
This is a key portion of the program that and must be considered carefully. The evaluation criteria need to be very clear, such as:

· The new employee successfully completes his/her 90- day probationary period, 

· The mentor met the expectations outlined in the Mentor Agreement as evidenced by the evaluation completed by the department head and new employee, and

· If the new employee leaves for any reason before the probationary period is over, then the mentor does not receive the bonus.

At the end of the 90-day mentoring period, several evaluations should take place.  The mentor should be evaluated the mentor’s supervisor and by the new employee who was mentored.  The mentor can evaluate the new employee.  These evaluations can be very simple.  Results of the mentor evaluation will determine whether the mentor receives a bonus for his/her efforts and whether he/she remains in the role of a mentor.  

The home should determine the amount and frequency of rewards mentors can earn.  For example, it may be easier, from an administration standpoint, to pay one lump sum bonus rather than an additional amount per hour when the person is acting as a mentor.  The lump sum bonus could be a lesser amount if the new employee only works part time.

Final Words

A successful mentor program can reduce turnover and increase employee satisfaction and productivity.  Frequent re-evaluation of the program and processes can make your program successful long-term.  A more stable workforce typically leads to better patient care, so everyone wins!
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