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Introduction and Background 
In the context of microfinance, non-financial services can play a critical role contributing towards the sustainability and growth of micro and small businesses. Typically, the services are provided in the pre-start-up phase. Microfinance should be understood to be a combination of financial services, e.g. loans, and non-financial services, e.g. coaching, mentoring, and training. Micro-credits are typically provided in the post-start-up phase. Through additional non-financial services like mentoring issues of the borrowers can be addressed when they arise. This can reduce late repayments and the risk of defaults. While micro-credit and mentoring can complement each other, they should be considered as two distinct services. Mentoring programmes serve the entrepreneurs and their agenda always takes priority. It is fair to say that mentoring programmes serve microfinance institutions only indirectly by strengthening the entrepreneurs social and human capital as well as developing the skills need to sustain and grow a business.  
  
This guide builds on Autoocupació’s experience in designing, implementing and scaling of a mentoring programme for different audiences as a response to social and economic challenges, e.g. high youth unemployment rates and overcoming the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The focus of Autoocupaciuo’s mentoring programme has been on a gap in the existing support structure for entrepreneurs to overcome situations of unemployment or under-employment. Support offers designed for the pre-start-up phase were well developed and, depending on available funding from the public sector, services provided in the post-start-up phase were less developed. Autoocupació designed and piloted a mentoring programme for young entrepreneurs in 2012. This programme was then scaled-up across 11 regions in Spain. The survival rate after five years of young entrepreneurs participating in this programme amounts to 87% compared to 42% in country comparison. The success of the mentoring programme engendered collaboration with other microfinance providers.
 
Quite often the question arises what mentoring is and how it is different from other helping interventions, such as coaching for example. There are many different definitions and, more importantly, different social practices in different social contexts out there which define and shape mentoring. In this guide we focus on mentoring for young people between the age of 20 and 35. We will discuss mainly three different forms of mentoring, i.e. support mentees to either start and sustain their own business, to support micro entrepreneurs to face challenges of a crisis, or to secure a job. Additionally, we will discuss how this approach to mentoring has developed during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Mentoring has changed over time and, more importantly, is subject to change according to (social) context. Rather than offering a definition we would suggest to look at functions of mentoring. Bob Garvey suggests to understand mentoring as a learning relationship between two (or more) people. It requires trust, commitment and emotional engagement. It involves listening, questioning, challenge and support. It has a time scale. Mentoring, therefore, is linked to a learning and development agenda which happens between two (or more) people in a social context in which it takes place. Understanding this social context is highly relevant and we will come back to it throughout this guide. We suggest to understand mentoring as a social practice which aims to support the mentee and their agenda through a reflective process. A reflective process encourages the mentee to find solutions and ways of being and doing rather than telling them what to do. Reflective processes require listening and asking questions. In comparison to other helping interventions, mentoring is always a voluntary service! 

Sometimes the origins of mentoring are tracked back to Homer’s character Mentor, who was asked by Odysseus to educate and take care of his son, Telemachus. At some point, the goddess of war, Athena, took over Mentor’s role as she was not happy with Telemachus’ education. This narrative of the origins of mentoring raises some interesting questions. Firstly, who set the agenda for Telemachus’ learning and development journey? Secondly, in what social context did mentoring occur? And last but not least, does this narrative of mentoring hold value for today’s challenges? As a response to the first question, it appears that the mentee had little to no influence over the agenda. Someone else decided what the mentee should learn and he should behave. Unfortunately, we still find this attitude in modern coaching and mentoring programmes. The agenda is concerned with organisational fit, performance, and skills. The mentee, or the learner, has little influence on the agenda. Such a power imbalance can create a wide range of issues, which could potentially damage the relationship between mentor and mentee and thereby negatively impact the outcomes of the intervention. In response to the second question, it seems important to understand that the mentor was a product of a patricidal society in which women were considered little more than chattel. Social mobility was determined by class and privilege, not by merit. We would argue that in today’s society background and privilege are often a determining factor when it comes to job opportunities as well as social and economic integration. However, if we want to draw some learning from Homer’s narrative, we could read it as a warning. Telemachus’ journey ended in a blood bath and destruction, an outcome we would not want in a modern, democratic society. Thirdly, Homer’s narrative offers a good read and insight into human nature, it raises ethical questions when we compare it to today’s world. What we may take away from Homer’s narrative is that a learning agenda can be influenced and shaped by social context. Garvey and Williams posit learning is a social activity. We would argue that a Duty or Ethics of Care, which acknowledges that at some point in our lives we depend on others and the relations of helping and supporting each other is relevant for the development of any community. To conclude, Homer’s narrative offers little help in understanding today’s approaches to mentoring. However, it raises questions of power and control as well as ethical questions which are worth exploring in more detail. It can also serve as an example that mentoring needs to be adjusted to social contexts. We will discuss this in more detail as we introduce the different forms of mentoring later on in this manual.
 


Approach to mentoring
Autoocupació has set up mentoring programmes locally to support underserved communities during a phase of transition, mostly to support entrepreneurs during the first three years after launching their businesses. Mentors are matched with their mentees when entrepreneurs actually start their business, in more broader terms, after they have registered their business during the post-start-up phase. The ambition is to provide much need additional support during the critical first three years of business operation. Similarly, young people (re-) engaging with the labour market are matched when they have completed training and coaching interventions which aim at improving job search strategies, drafting covering letters and CVs. Even though mentoring for entrepreneurs and for engaging with the labour market can differ, the underlying process and techniques are similar. Additionally, mentees are matched with a mentor when they are actually doing it. That means, when they actively engage in entrepreneurial activities or actively are looking for employment opportunities.

Mentoring is a voluntary activity in which mentors support entrepreneurs without expecting anything in return. They act independently and neutrally, free from any conflicts of interest. Each entrepreneur is paired with a dedicated mentor in a one-to-one relationship, and both parties are supported by a mentoring manager. Mentors are experienced professionals who share their personal, professional and business insights; the difference in experience being a key strength of the relationship. The approach is holistic, addressing the business as a whole from a strategic perspective rather than providing specialised technical consultancy.

Mentoring is non-directive; mentors encourage reflection and support entrepreneurs in making their own decisions rather than imposing their own opinions or solutions. The process is also transformational, focusing on developing the entrepreneur’s skills and capacities for personal and professional growth rather than merely transferring knowledge. Finally, mentoring relationships are temporary and have a predetermined duration. The purpose of these relationships is to foster entrepreneurs' autonomy and self-sufficiency, enabling them to move forward independently once the mentoring period ends.
Mentoring for entrepreneurs
Autoocupació’s approach to mentoring for entrepreneurs has been influenced by Youth Business International (YBI). YBI supports entrepreneurship support organizations in over 50 countries across the globe. A core service has been to support the design and implementation of mentoring programmes. Business owners, senior consultants and managers from the corporate world have been selected and prepared to become mentors. The selection, matching and evaluation process has been supported by a mentoring coordinator. Mentors and mentees participate in an induction training which is designed to familiarise them with the objectives of the programme as well as share processes and related techniques which can be useful to support the agenda of the mentees.  

At Autoocupació, we promote non-directive mentoring, where the mentee set’s the agenda, and mentors encourage their mentees to reflect on what is happening on their life, their decisions and actions they want to take. We recognize that there is no one size fits all approach to mentoring. However, we encourage mentors and mentees to invest time into building trust and rapport which creates a non-judgmental space where mentees are encourage and enable to think it through on their own, arrive at their own conclusions and actions they want to take. Mentors can share their experience with the explicit permission of the mentee. They challenge and support their mentees by asking questions rather than telling them what to do or to think. This approach can be challenging for mentors. Especially in situation where it is easier to tell the mentees where to go and what to do. But at the end of the day, the overall outcome of a mentoring journey is the help mentees to stand on their own two feet. This requires listening and asking questions and not following someone else’s agenda. Such agendas can be found in competency frameworks which set out learning objectives for different topics. Whilst such competency frameworks are popular and can be found regularly in publicly funded programmes, we strongly encourage not to use them in mentoring programmes. The main reason is that such frameworks can dominate the learning agenda and interfere with the ambitions of the mentees. Furthermore, such frameworks tend to ignore highly relevant issues such as issues of belonging, identity, social context and social practices. We suggest to understand such issues as existential and highly relevant for the mentee. The value of mentoring can be attributed to volunteering, the rejection of trying to fix something and to trust in mentees. Over the last decade, we learned that mentees value most that some stranger showed up to support them, someone who believed in them, who trusted them, who abstained from judgement. Mentoring as a social practice aims to create a container of psychosocial safety which enables critical thinking, reflection and taking action. Bob Garvey introduced the old English verb “to coddiwomple” which translates to go purposefully to a vague, unknown destination, to the coaching and mentoring discourse. In our context, to coddiwomple could be interpreted as mentor and mentee walking side by side to overcome obstacles and find a path along the journey of the mentee.  

We would suggest to understand mentoring for entrepreneurs as a social practice where the mentees can learn and develop. The agenda is often influenced by challenges the entrepreneurs actually face. Such an approach to mentoring benefits significantly from using reflective processes based on the actual experience of the mentees. 

Mentoring during the COVID-19 pandemic 
Autoocupació has favoured and promoted in-person, 1-on-1 mentoring. The COVID-19 pandemic hit the (mentoring) world unprepared and affected countless small businesses. As a response  Autoocupació developed a learning series for mentors and mentoring coordinators to help them to
· Make use of technology such as Zoom, Skype, WhatsApp, Google Meet
· Develop a better understanding of the situation,
· Develop a better understanding of change, dealing with volatile situations, uncertainty, ambiguity by building a working alliance with others,
· Make use of experience from other mentors by creating peer-learning opportunities.

In a mentoring way, practitioners and researches tried to address challenges. One of the main issues was the transition from in-person meetings towards online meetings. Mentors and mentees had to come to terms with a new reality, where no one could predict when lockdowns would end and how the pandemic would affect the world.

The difference between mentoring nascent entrepreneurs and small business owners, including self-employed, facing volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity created by the COVID-19 pandemic is quite pronounced. There is evidence that financial distress has an impact on well-being and self-employed experience more negative effects related to well-being, overall health and life satisfaction than the wage-employed. The subjective well-being (SWB) deteriorated during the pandemic and probably broke the self-employed’s resilience. Hence, a system of social support for affected groups needs to be provided. 

A difference between mentoring for self-employed before and during the COVID-19 pandemic can be found in the SWB. Making the transition towards self-employment, either out of unemployment or out of wage employment, can be considered as a pro-active choice, triggered by the mentee whereas dealing with the effects of the pandemic can be considered to be reacting to a situation triggered by an event or external factors which requires change. Making the transition towards self-employment pre-pandemic has a rather positive effect on the SWB and can be associated with the presence of hope, which has been identified as a key factor in terms of external factors impacting the effectiveness of support. The need for change driven by external factors also created a feeling of losing control which directly impacted the well-being and the performance. It became clear that mentors –if they want to be helpful– need to be able to address mental and physical well-being. Additionally, mentors need to have a basic understanding of managing change and understand the effects of change triggered by external events.  

The element of uncertainty and ambiguity is also relevant in this context. Business economic tools which are designed to control and predict the future, such as business plans, working with goals and milestones have been of limited use. While a business plan offers a good insight into the level of preparation and thinking a nascent entrepreneur has invested in developing a sustainable business model, such plans can become too static to address changes in the market or customer behaviour which is essential for the survival of small businesses. We suggest understanding business plans do not work in start-ups and could be toxic, mainly because start-ups are not smaller versions of larger companies. Entrepreneurs have to test their solutions and products and a significant part of developing a sustainable business model is being able to attract customers so that the business model becomes repeatable, scalable and profitable. The Business Model Canvas allows for experimentation and pivoting ideas to create a market fit. Such flexibility and encouragement to experiment is hardly possible when using business plans. There was a need to pivot business models quickly and respond to the pandemic effectively. We suggest a discovery-driven approach to reduce risks and to seize opportunities. 

However, it is essential to create a space in which the mentee can develop, explore and experiment with new ideas. Some practitioners and researchers encourage mentors (and coaches) to build their own library of techniques, making use of existing techniques and add their own as the context and situation requires. The risk of such an approach is that techniques can dominate the mentoring process. Techniques should be used with the explicit agreement of mentees only and as a way to find answers to open questions. There seems to be an interest from mentors to learn new techniques. The reasons could be rooted in dealing with challenging situations or in feeling of not knowing enough to address all questions mentees might ask. If there is one take-away from mentoring during the pandemic, it is that as mentors we do not have to have all the answers. More often it is helpful to admit that and invite the mentee to find answers and solutions together through conversations which can involve others and through experimentation.

While it is debatable whether drafting busines plans is actually helpful or not, mentors should be familiar with different processes and techniques which help the mentee to explore new or alternative business models to ensure business survival. Quite a relevant objection is related to the mentee’s agenda. Business planning develops its own dynamic and the process’ focus can easily shift towards the business plan itself rather than focusing on the mentee’s agenda. 

Especially during the beginning of the pandemic early 2020, when businesses were forced to close and existing business models did not work anymore, mentors and mentees have been looking for processes and techniques which allow for adjusting existing business models to a new realty and allow for experimentation. This includes letting go of the old and develop an openness for the new. 

In order to make sense and to work for mentees any process models and related techniques therefore need to enable the mentee:
· To deal with the stress and negative emotions, i.e. social distancing, uncertainty, fear of losing control, financial worries,
· Allow for creativity and experimentation,
· Put the mentee’s agenda at the forefront of everything,
· Create an atmosphere of psychological safety,
· Establish trust and rapport between mentor and mentee,
· Make use of technology to connect,
· Enable the mentee to become their own agent of change and development.

Career Mentoring
Autoocupació launched mentoring services to support young people to re-engage with the labour market. The approach to mentoring is based on the experience supporting entrepreneurs starting their business and their mentoring services for those affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. As in mentoring for entrepreneurs during the post-start-up phase and support for entrepreneurs facing crisis, career mentoring at Autoocupació employs a non-directive, non-judgemental approach which aims to create a space of psychological safety where the mentee sets the agenda. Especially in interventions designed to overcome unemployment, a more directive approach to mentoring and coaching can be found. The agenda is often based on competency frameworks and is more concerned with performance and organisational fit. Additionally, such programmes are concerned with learning or improving skills to increase employability. Some critics of such approaches have raised the question whether such interventions actually serve employers or the beneficiaries of such interventions. We would argue that mentoring is most effective when the mentees have the power and influence to set their learning agenda. 

Based on our experience as mentors, we would suggest to assume that mentees have the motivation and interest in securing work to live a self-determined life. However, unemployment can have a significant impact on feelings of belonging, self-worth and hope that the situation will improve. In extreme cases we noticed that mentees were so afraid of rejection that they preferred rather not to apply for jobs. This had nothing to do with a lack of motivation but more with a feeling of not being good enough or a feeling of belonging to a community where they are accepted as they are. The effect was a low level of dealing with frustration. Another observation we made is that mentees were used to others telling them what to do or what to think. As a result they developed strategies to escape or deal with such situations where they were simply told how to behave or what values and principle to adopt. Learning to be on time or punctuality is one value which can still be found in the expected outcomes of support programmes. We would argue that such values, which are clearly based on employer’s values and principles, were never an issue. On the contrary, we noticed that when the mentees felt that the mentors do not tell them what to do but rather encourage them to think on their own, to set their own agenda and offer support where needed, motivation, commitment, trust and rapport were not an issue. This might somewhat contradict the experience of working with NEETs. 

We would suggest to help mentees developing a map or a storyboard as a starting point to collect ideas around questions like:
· Which directions shall I take?
· What jobs should I apply for?
· What jobs where you turned down for and what jobs did you chose to decline?
· Where do you chose to live?
· What is something you want to have in your life?

These questions can serve as a starting point to jointly develop an agenda for career mentoring. Additionally, such conversations can contribute towards managing expectations and clarify what kind of support the mentee would like to receive from their mentors.

Based on the assumption that individuals need to maintain an appropriate balance between learning, using acquired skills and cruising in their professional endeavours in order to stay motivated and achieve an optimal level of positive challenge and growth. Conversations can be structured around learn-exploit-coast:

Learn: Engaging in the acquisition of new knowledge or skills, taking on challenges that push you beyond your comfort zone. During this stage, you will devote more time and energy to personal development.
Exploit: Apply new knowledge or skills to a job. This work is more routine and familiar, providing opportunities to practice and adapt knowledge. While there is still an element of learning, the primary satisfaction comes from making effective use of experience.
Coast: Navigating through tasks that pose minimal challenges, other than potential workload considerations. This stage may feel less rewarding, especially if it takes up a significant proportion of working time.

We encourage mentors to be cautious working with goals. Quite often we found that NEETs struggle setting goals. Sometimes because they did not know where and how they might find employment, sometimes working with goals, especially when not achieving them, created even more frustration. In the context of career mentoring, we also encourage to coddiwomple and to make use of this concept in the mentoring sessions. 


Perceived barriers for young people to secure to a job are related to:
· Pro-activity: previous negative experience impact motivation resulting in a passive attitude.
· Self-efficacy: they don't believe they are capable.
· Resilience: low levels of frustration tolerance, related to negative experience in the past.
· Lack of personal experience in dealing with mechanisms of the labour market.
· Disadvantages in selection processes due to lack of previous professional experience.
· Disadvantages in recruitment processes: temporary, partial, underpaid and overqualified.

Some career mentoring programmes focus on the job search and application process. Based on our experience we would suggest to expand mentoring services. Securing a job is one aspect, maintaining a job presents another challenge. We all have work experience where we felt uncomfortable or found it difficult to deal with social practices at work. For young people who have limited or no work experiences it can be helpful to design mentoring services which involve employers in the process. Employers need to be aware that they have to offer an environment where young people can acquire the skills they need for the job. Mentors can support their mentees to navigate the world of work with its norms and practices. From conversations we had with employers, we learned that they are willing to help young people to acquire skills they need to master the job, that they understand to be patient and be aware that some NEETs will struggle. However, they need external support to address other perceived issues which can be based on personal issues of NEETs. Mentors can support their mentees to be better equipped to deal with disappointments and frustrations at work but also with the sometimes high demands. This understanding of working collaboratively, where the mentor focuses on supporting the mentee and their agenda but also supports the transition into the world of work should be developed further.

Perceived needs:
· Improve their level of self-awareness in order to define their professional goals based on their vocation.
· Improve their key skills for employability and job search, in particular their knowledge of how the labour market works and their ability to succeed in a selection process.
· Knowledge of the sectors and professions in which there is a higher rate of recruitment of young people and under better conditions.
· Improve their self-confidence 
· Take control and be active in the job search and placement process.











Support for mentors
Autoocupacó offers continues support for mentors. Typically, mentors share difficult situations they encountered working with mentees. We positioned this ask as an activity which contributes towards the restorative and developmental mentor support. These challenging situations made mentors ask themselves if they are good enough for the job. They also surfaced underlying issues which interfered with the mentoring agenda. Another issue was related to processes and techniques which were chosen by the mentor but did not work for the mentee. The ambition collecting such case studies is to support and encourage mentors to reflect about their practice.

Questions around identity, i.e. gender roles, norms and values of ethnic or religious minorities, questions around belonging, sometimes needed to be understood first. This social context can be easily missed. In the context of NEETs we found it extremely helpful to explore such issues first before trying to identify potential solutions. In other cases working with goals, making use of the GROW model (see section 2.3) did not work. What all cases had in common was the necessity to be on the side of the mentee. This can create dilemmas, especially when learning agendas have been set by third parties, i.e. sponsors of the programme. 

Creating a space to discuss real cases has been a valuable learning experience which helps to reflect on practice and foster reflexivity of mentors. It also contributed towards improving Autoocupacó’s approach to mentoring and adjust it to different social contexts and needs. In Annex 2 we share how we structured the case study series for mentors. We would strongly encourage to work with your own case studies.

Training mentors is essential because, despite their strong professional and business experience, many of them initially lack formal mentoring skills. Being an effective mentor requires more than just expertise; specific interpersonal and reflective capabilities are also needed, and these are not automatically acquired through professional practice. Mentor training therefore focuses on developing the key skills critical to establishing high-quality mentoring relationships. These include engagement skills such as building trust, demonstrating empathy, fostering motivation and using appreciative and constructive communication. Mentors also need to strengthen their ability to provide non-directive guidance, which involves practising active listening and asking powerful, open-ended questions that encourage entrepreneurs to find their own solutions. Additionally, providing clear, balanced and development-oriented feedback is a core competence that requires deliberate learning and practice.

Mentors are supported in developing these skills by first raising awareness of potential gaps in their mentoring approach, and then providing opportunities to practise through structured exercises and reflection.Training is delivered through a combination of compulsory induction training and optional advanced modules, enabling mentors to continuously develop their capabilities. To ensure accessibility and effectiveness, training is offered in both online and in-person formats.




Process management
The management of the programme requires a committed and qualified team of mentoring programme managers. They are critically important for the success of a mentoring programme. Typically the process they manage follows certain steps:

	Mentee
	Mentor

	Screening

	Screening

	Training

	Training

	Matching


	Monitoring of Mentoring Sessions


	Evaluation





Mentoring Managers
A dedicated team of mentoring managers is responsible for selecting participants, arranging mentor–entrepreneur matches, and providing ongoing support and evaluation throughout the mentoring process. This ensures consistency and alignment with programme objectives, as well as timely intervention when challenges arise.

Digitisation
Programme activities are primarily conducted online using platforms such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom. All programme information, processes and documentation are centrally managed via a bespoke Salesforce platform to ensure efficiency, traceability and data integrity.

Quality management
Autoocupació’s programme operates under a certified quality management system in accordance with the UNE ISO 9001:2015 standard. This ensures continuous improvement, accountability and high standards in programme design, delivery and evaluation.
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