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Lead name: Stephanie Scoletti 

Email: stephanie@yasurvivors.org 

Common Barriers with Mentorship 

Providing Inadequate Guidance 

Problem: As a mentor, providing too much guidance for a mentee can result in dependency 
within the mentorship process, thus hindering them from growing as an individual. On the 
contrary, not enough guidance for a mentee could be counterproductive to the goals of this 
mentorship. 

Strategy: It is important to strike a balance in the amount of support and guidance you, as a 
mentor, are providing to maintain healthy development of the mentee. As a mentor, it is 
important to re-evaluate the support that you are providing on a consistent basis. This 
includes communicating with your mentee to ensure all of their needs are met. As a 
mentee, it is essential to discuss the amount of guidance and support you want during the 
mentorship connection so that the mentor can adapt accordingly. It may be useful for the 
mentee to consider their personal wants and needs so that they are fully prepared to 
discuss this with their mentor. The mentor should in turn respond positively to this 
discussion and to work towards individualizing your guidance to the mentee.   

Conflicting Advice  

Problem: It is inevitable that mentees receive conflicting advice throughout their cancer 
journey. Receiving conflicting advice from your mentor can lead to negative emotions and 
confusion. What do you do when you’re receiving differing advice, all from people you 
respect and value?  

Strategy: There are a few things you can do when faced with conflicting advice. If you’re 
juggling between two people’s opinions that are vastly different, maybe try asking for a third 
opinion from someone who you know is well-equipped to see both sides.  

If you are able and the situation is low risk, another option for you could be to try out each of 
the pieces of advice. This will allow you to see what works best for you and create your own 
personal solution.  

Although your mentors are meant to be a source of support and knowledge, this does not 
mean that they know what is best for you all the time. At the end of the day, you are the 
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person who will have to live with this decision, and so trusting yourself and what feels right 
is important. Although it is a good thing to have your mentor to support you through your 
medical journey as a cancer survivor, you should always trust what is best for you in 
collaboration with your medical team. 

Lacking Commitment  

Problem: As a mentor, you may find that your mentee lacks the motivation and 
commitment to carry out the considerable work required to contribute to a successful 
mentorship. Although you may feel like the leader of the mentorship with the title as 
‘mentor,’ a successful mentorship has two equally contributing parts. A lack of effort form 
the mentee can result in feeling exhausted by efforts that are not being met with equal 
work. 

As a mentee, you may find that your mentor lacks the commitment to consistent and 
reliable support. This can feel defeating and be counter-productive to your personal goals 
of building a quality support system at this time in your life. 

As both a mentor and a mentee in the YASU community, you both can understand that life 
can get busy, and sometimes it is hard to manage your time perfectly, all the time. Along 
with this, each pair’s established time commitments will differ. Take your personal 
mentorship agreement into consideration. That being said, when does a busy schedule turn 
into a lack of commitment and become worth discussing with your mentor/mentee? 

• Not returning communications in previously established timeframe in the mentorship 
contract 

• Cancelling/missing three or more scheduled communications/meetups 
• Failing to initiate communication/check-ins based on previously established 

timeframe 
• Failing to adjust actions within a reasonable timeframe after request to 

communicate/check in more consistently 

Strategy: If a mentee begins to show signs of lacking commitment, it is important for the 
mentor to try to identify the cause. This could be due to a variety of reasons, including the 
mentee-mentor match not working well, or that the mentorship program is no longer 
appealing to the mentee. If you suspect this is the case, simply asking the mentee if they are 
still interested in being a part of the mentorship is a great way to start that conversation. If 
the mentee is often missing planned meetings and check-ins, you can always revisit the 
“Mentorship Agreement” that was created at the beginning of the mentorship. The 
expectations and roles that were outlined in this agreement can be great reminders to both 
parties of the commitment required to gain benefits from this program. It is also important to 
recognize the stressors and difficulties associated with the mentee’s journey and give them 
space when needed. Making sure to regularly check in with the mentee is important, but if 
they are amid a difficult treatment plan or a big life change, it might be a challenge for them 
to respond or meet as frequently.  

Alternatively, if a mentor is viewed as lacking commitment by frequently missing meetings 
or not responding to mentee reach-outs, there could be many potential reasons. It may be 
that the mentor is not recognizing that the mentee is feeling neglected, or that the mentor 
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has things going on in their personal life which leads to a difficult time balancing their 
mentoring role. Remember that mentors have agreed to this position for a reason, and 
already have a strong commitment to the program which may result in other responsibilities 
outside of this mentoring. In this situation, the mentee should raise the problem to the 
mentor as soon as it is identified. If it is a busy time for the mentor, suggest having a quick 
weekly check-in time via phone or text to begin discussing your concerns. Although this can 
be a difficult conversation to start, it is vital to the success of this mentorship. Have 
confidence that the mentor will see that you are trying to connect with them more, which is 
great! Try to convey that this is not because you are angry at them or think they have done 
something intentionally wrong. Another great resource to utilize is the “Mentorship 
Agreement” document created at the beginning of your mentorship. This is a valuable tool 
because it specifically outlines the commitment agreed upon by both the mentor and 
mentee.  

For both mentors and mentees, be sure to come to the table with potential solutions to the 
problem that you have identified. Some ideas for solutions are to: propose a new meeting 
time, update your frequency of communication expectations, or outline important dates on 
which you need them to be present. If your partner is not able to commit to these solutions, 
you may need to reconsider your match (reference: ‘Discovering a Mismatch between 
Mentor and Mentee section below.’ 

If you really cannot get a hold of your mentor or mentee, and no communication attempts 
are solving the problem, reach out to the YASU Mentorship Committee (see contact 
information on the top of this document). They are here to assist with any communication 
difficulties you are having within the mentorship program.  

Crossing Boundaries 

Problem: Boundaries tend to be sensitive topics specific to an individual. Crossing 
boundaries has the potential to create tension or lack of comfort in a mentorship. 

Strategy: The mentee and mentor should discuss boundaries, or topics that they are not 
willing to discuss, at the beginning of the mentorship. This can help avoid potential 
problems later. Some boundaries should never be crossed; however, if this does occur 
during the mentorship, it is important to use honest and direct communication with your 
mentee/mentor. For example, “That is a sensitive topic that I am not willing to discuss.” 
Mentors and mentees are never required to share any information with which they are not 
comfortable. If you are feeling pressured to share information or feel like your clearly 
established boundaries are not being respected, see contact information for the YASU 
Mentorship Committee at the top of this page to support you in this sensitive and important 
issue. 

Breaching Confidentiality 

Problem: Maintaining confidentiality is critical to the success of a mentorship. Breaching 
confidentiality has the potential to damage the trust established between the mentor and 
mentee. 



Strategy: A breach of confidentiality can be difficult to resolve, so it is best for mentees and 
mentors to identify confidential topics at the beginning of the mentorship. If a breach of 
confidentiality has occurred, it is possible to rectify the situation. Please contact the YASU 
Mentorship committee (contact information found on top of this page) to support you in 
resolving this problem. Both individuals in the mentorship should make clear what they can 
do to avoid this situation in the future. It is extremely important to avoid assuming 
intentionality or blame, and both the mentor and mentee should implement effective 
communication skills to rebuild confidence in one another. 

Discovering a Mismatch Between Mentor and Mentee  

Problem: At times, a mismatch between a mentor and a mentee may occur. Mismatches 
can stem from differing personalities, communication styles, and more. Typically, 
mismatches are discovered by one or both individuals relatively early in the mentorship. 
The mismatch becomes more difficult to resolve if not addressed early.  

Strategy: Resolving a mismatch is relatively simple, as long as both the mentor and mentee 
agree that modifications to the mentorship should be made. If the differences cannot be 
resolved, consider pursuing a new match. It is important to be respectful and amicable 
when closing the mentorship. Express your gratitude for your mentor/mentee and explain 
how the mentorship has benefitted you, even if it was simply learning more about your own 
needs. Please contact the YASU Mentorship committee (see contact information on top of 
this page) to notify them of the dissolved mentorship and so they can place you on the list 
for a new match up if you are interested. 


