
Mentorship, From Both Sides of the Table: 

Being Mentor-Ready and Finding Mentors 

No One Succeeds Alone 

Behind every successful researcher is a network of people that have provided sponsorship, guidance, encouragement, 

and honest feedback. Within this broad network of support, mentors stand out as consistent supporters throughout our 

careers. Mentors help us navigate challenges, avoid common pitfalls, broaden our perspectives, and identify 

opportunities we may not have seen ourselves. 

Yet many early career researchers focus only on finding a mentor and overlook an important question: Am I prepared to 

be mentored? 

Successful mentorship is not something that simply happens to you. It is an active partnership that requires preparation, 

engagement, and a willingness to learn. 

Most career advice about mentorship stops at "find a mentor," as if the hard part is identifying the right person in a 

crowded department. For early career researchers, grad students, postdocs, and researchers in their first few years past 

training, the critical skills are knowing what you're actually looking for, approaching a potential mentor in a way that 

makes it easy for them to say yes, and being the type of mentee that is worth the mentor’s investment of time and 

expertise. The last skill, being mentor-ready, is rarely discussed, and it is usually the difference between a mentorship 

that fizzles after one conversation at a conference and one that reshapes a career. 

This is a practical guide to both halves: how to become the kind of person mentors want to keep investing in, and how to 

find the right mentors as an early career researcher. 

Part 1: Being Mentor-Ready 

Finding the right person solves only half the problem. Many promising mentorships stall not because the mentor lost 

interest, but because the mentee wasn't ready to make good use of the relationship. Being "mentor-ready" is a skill you 

can build deliberately, and it matters just as much with your own PI as it does with mentors outside your lab. 

Own your development 

A mentor can offer feedback, perspective, and the benefit of their own hard-won experience, but they cannot do the 

work for you. They won't run your experiments, write your paper, or make your decisions. The most valuable thing a 

mentor offers is a better-informed version of your own judgment, not a substitute for it. 

This matters because it is easy to slide into treating mentorship as outsourcing: waiting to be told what to do next, or 

expecting a mentor's approval before moving forward on something you could have decided yourself. Ownership means 

coming to the relationship having already made progress, formed a tentative view, and taken the obvious steps. The 

mentor's role is to help you sharpen your thinking, catch what you missed, and occasionally tell you something you don’t 

want to hear. 

In practice, this involves setting your own goals rather than waiting for a mentor to hand you a plan, following through 

on commitments without needing to be chased, and treating advice as input to your decision rather than a verdict you 



either obey or ignore. A mentor who senses you're actively steering your own development will invest more, not less, 

because the return on their time is visibly higher. 

Know what you're optimizing for 

Before your first real conversation, get specific about what you're trying to figure out. "I want advice on my career" is 

not specific enough for anyone to act on. Compare: 

● Vague: "I want to grow as a researcher." 

● Specific: "I'm deciding whether to stay in academia for a second postdoc or move toward an industry research 

role, and I want to understand what that trade-off actually looks like five years out, especially for someone in my 

subfield." 

The second version gives a mentor something to work with. It signals that you've already thought about the problem, 

which makes people more willing to think hard about it with you rather than giving a generic answer. 

Prepare for the conversation like it's part of the work 

Each mentoring conversation is an opportunity to learn, but only if you prepare for it with the same seriousness you 

would apply to a committee meeting or a talk. Walking in without a plan wastes your most valuable resource: your 

mentor's limited attention. 

A short pre-meeting checklist: 

● Review what's changed since you last spoke. What did you say you would do, and what did you actually 

accomplish? 

● Pick one to three specific topics. Rank your discussion points by priority, in case time runs short. 

● Write down the actual question, not just the general subject. "How do I get better at public speaking" is a 

subject; "I froze during Q&A last week when someone challenged my stats, how do I handle that in the moment" 

is a question. 

● Bring the materials. Give them an opportunity to review the figure, the draft, the offer letter, or the abstract. 

● Leave room for their agenda, too. Ask what they're working on. The best mentoring conversations aren't 

interviews; they're exchanges. 

Immediately after the conversation, spend two minutes writing down what was said and what you committed to. 

Memory fades fast, and the note becomes the input for your next  meeting. 

Come with material, not just questions 

The mentees who get the most out of mentorship do not come to a meeting empty-handed. They bring: 

● A draft figure, abstract, or introduction they want critiqued, not just discussed in a general sense 

● A specific decision they're weighing, with the options laid out (e.g., two labs for a rotation, two postdoc offers, 

two directions for a paper) 

● A short summary of what they've already tried or already thought through 

This preparation does two things: It respects the mentor's time by front-loading the thinking. And it gives them 

something concrete to react to; most researchers are much better at giving feedback on a specific piece of work than 

answering open-ended questions. 

Take notes, and show that you used the advice 



Nothing signals mentor-readiness like following up. If a mentor suggests a specific control experiment, a different way to 

frame your intro, or a person to reach out to, you should return a few weeks later and say, "I tried what you suggested; 

here is what happened, and here is what I would adjust." Mentors, especially senior researchers who talk to a lot of 

trainees, remember and keep investing in the people who act on what they discussed. 

A simple habit: after any mentoring conversation, write down the two or three concrete things you're going to try, and 

set a reminder to report back, even briefly, on how it went. 

Be open to feedback 

One of the greatest benefits of mentorship is gaining perspectives you may not otherwise receive. Sometimes that 

feedback will validate what you are doing well. Other times it may highlight blind spots or areas for improvement. 

Approach feedback with curiosity rather than defensiveness. Growth often happens just outside of our comfort zones. 

In the moment, that's easier said than done; a critique of your work can feel like a critique of you. A few habits make it 

easier to hear what's being said instead of just enduring it: 

● Let the first reaction pass before responding. The instinct to explain, justify, or defend is strongest in the first 

ten seconds. Take a breath and ask a clarifying question instead. 

● Ask for the specific example. A question like, "Can you point to where in the draft that came across?" turns 

vague discomfort into something you can act on. 

● Separate the feedback from your worth. "This analysis has a gap" is a statement about the analysis, not a 

verdict on your ability as a researcher. 

● Say thank you before you say anything else. It costs a mentor something to give honest feedback instead of a 

comfortable non-answer. Acknowledging that keeps the door open for more of it. 

Ask for feedback you don't want to hear 

It's easy to ask mentors validating questions ("Do you think I'm ready to go on the job market?") that invite reassurance. 

It's more useful to ask questions that invite honest critique: 

● "What's the biggest thing holding my work back that people aren't telling me directly?" 

● "If you were reviewing my CV or my talk, what would you cut first?" 

● "What's the gap between how I think my project is going and how it actually looks from the outside?" 

These questions are uncomfortable to ask and uncomfortable to answer, which is exactly why they're rare and valuable. 

Mentors will trust you with harder truths—about a paper that isn't ready, a talk that isn't landing, or a project that 

needs to be cut—once you've shown you can hear that kind of feedback without getting defensive. 

Give something back, even as a junior researcher 

Mentorship isn't supposed to be purely one-directional, even when there's a large seniority gap. You have things to offer 

that a busy PI or senior researcher may not have time to gather themselves: 

● Fresh knowledge of a new method, software tool, or preprint they haven't had time to read 

● Ground-level visibility into how something is actually landing with other students or postdocs in the department 

● Genuine curiosity and energy, which is its own kind of value to someone deep in grant-writing season or a long 

stretch of teaching and admin 



You don't need to force reciprocity, but noticing and offering what you can adds real texture to the relationship and 

shifts it from "senior person doing a favor" to a genuine exchange. 

Respect the relationship's natural lifespan 

Not every mentorship needs to last forever, and treating them as permanent obligations can make both sides reluctant 

to start one at all. Some mentors are right for a specific season, choosing a PhD program, getting through quals, deciding 

between postdoc offers, navigating a single hard paper, and the relationship naturally lightens once that's resolved. 

That's a success, not a failure. Being mentor-ready also means recognizing when a relationship has served its purpose 

and letting it evolve into a lighter-touch professional connection (an occasional email, a friendly hello at conferences) 

rather than clinging to a cadence that no longer fits either person's needs. 

Part 2: Finding Mentors 

Stop looking for "a mentor." Look for mentors, plural. 

The idea of a single all-knowing mentor, often assumed to be your PI or direct supervisor, is mostly a myth, and it's an 

especially risky one in research. Your advisor is deeply important, but they are one person with one set of experiences, 

one network, and finite bandwidth. Putting all your mentorship needs on that single relationship sets both of you up to 

fail. 

A more realistic model is a mentor portfolio: an array of individuals who support you across different facets of your 

career. 

● The technical mentor — someone deep in your specific method, technique, or subfield who can sharpen your 

craft and help you avoid the mistakes that cost months of bench or bench-equivalent time. 

● The career navigator — someone a few steps ahead (a senior postdoc, a recently-tenured faculty member, a 

scientist who left academia and can speak to that path) who understands the unwritten rules of advancement in 

your setting. 

● The sponsor — someone senior enough to advocate for you in rooms you're not in: nominating you for a talk, 

putting your name forward for a grant review panel, mentioning your work to a collaborator. 

● The peer mentor — a fellow grad student or postdoc, possibly in a different lab or field, who sees your blind 

spots because they're not inside your day-to-day project. 

● The outside perspective — someone outside your institution or even outside academia who can tell you when a 

problem you think is unique to your lab is actually common across the field, or vice versa. 

Trying to get all of this from your PI alone is unfair to them and limiting for you. Map out which of these roles you 

currently have covered and which are empty. That gap analysis is more useful than any generic "find a mentor" advice, 

because it tells you specifically who to look for next, and it takes the pressure off any single relationship, including the 

advisor relationship, to be everything. 

Look for evidence of "give," not just impressive titles or citation counts 

It's tempting to target the most senior or most famous person in the field. But a strong publication record doesn't 

predict generosity as a mentor. The better guide is their behavior and historical patterns: does this person actually 

develop the people around them? 

Look for people who: 



● Ask good questions about your work rather than just delivering verdicts on it 

● Give credit publicly (in talks, papers, acknowledgments) and take responsibility privately when something goes 

wrong 

● Have a track record of trainees who've gone on to do well; this is discoverable by looking at where their former 

students and postdocs ended up, and by simply asking those people what the experience was like 

● Seem energized, not drained, by questions from students and junior researchers 

You can often spot this before you ever approach someone directly, just by watching how they treat trainees in a lab 

meeting, a poster session, or a seminar Q&A. 

Make the first ask small 

The biggest reason mentorship requests fail isn't a lack of good matches, it's the size of the ask. "Will you be my 

mentor?" is a large, vague, open-ended commitment, and busy researchers are wired to say no to those by default, even 

when they'd genuinely enjoy helping. 

Instead, ask for something narrow and time-bound: 

● "I read your paper on [specific method] and had a question about how you handled [specific issue], could I get 

15 minutes at the poster session, or a quick call?" 

● "I'm choosing between two directions for my next project and would value your quick feedback, given your work 

on [related area]." 

● "Would you be willing to look at this one figure or this one paragraph of my grant and tell me what you'd 

change?" 

A small, specific, low-cost request is easy to say yes to. If the conversation goes well, the relationship can extend 

naturally; nobody needs to formally declare "we are now in a mentorship." Some relationships are sought out 

intentionally, while others emerge organically through conferences, shared work, and repeated conversations. The best 

mentorships in research often start with one good scientific conversation that both people want to repeat, not with a 

formal request. 

Do your homework before you ask 

Nothing kills a mentorship request faster than making the other person do work you could have done yourself. Before 

reaching out to a researcher outside your own lab: 

● Read at least the abstract and discussion of their recent relevant papers 

● Understand roughly what they're working on now and why their perspective is relevant to your specific question 

● Come with a specific question, not "can you give me general career advice" 

This isn't about flattery. It's about respecting their time. 

Use conferences, seminars, and structured programs as a floor, not a ceiling 

Conference coffee chats, formal mentoring programs run by professional societies, and assigned mentoring committees 

are useful because they lower the activation energy; someone else does the introduction or the matching for you. But 

treat these as a starting point, not the whole strategy. Show up, do the work, and build the informal network of mentors 

alongside them. Relying only on an assigned mentoring-committee member is like relying only on scheduled committee 

meetings to get feedback on your research; while technically functional, they are rarely where the most useful advice 

actually happens. 



Part 3: Common Mentoring Mistakes to Avoid 

Most mentorships that underdeliver don't fail dramatically; they just quietly stall. A few recurring mistakes account for 

most of that drift: 

● Treating mentorship as a single event rather than a relationship. One good conversation without followup 

doesn't build the kind of trust that produces candid advice. Consistency matters more than intensity. 

● Only reaching out when you need something. If every contact is a request, the relationship starts to feel 

transactional. Occasionally sharing a win, an interesting paper, or a thank-you keeps it two-directional. 

● Asking for advice and then ignoring it without saying so. You don't have to take every suggestion, mentors 

know their advice is one input among several. But silently disregarding it, especially repeatedly, reads as not 

valuing the input at all. It's fine to say, "I hear you, but I'm going to go a different way because X." 

● Over-relying on a single mentor for everything. As covered in Part 2, this overloads one relationship and leaves 

you without a backup when that person is unavailable, changes jobs, or simply doesn't have the right expertise 

for a given question. 

● Mistaking a mentor's confidence for certainty. Senior researchers are often direct, but their advice is still 

shaped by their own path, which may not map cleanly onto yours. Take it seriously; don't take it as gospel. 

● Letting the relationship coast on autopilot. Meeting on a recurring calendar invite with no agenda, quarter after 

quarter, tends to produce shallow, repetitive conversations. If a mentorship has gone quiet in substance even 

though the meetings still happen, it's worth naming that directly and resetting what you're both trying to get out 

of it. 

● Never closing the loop. Mentors rarely find out how their advice actually played out unless the mentee tells 

them. Without that feedback, they can't calibrate their advice to you over time, and the relationship loses one of 

its most valuable feedback mechanisms. 

Most of these are easy to fix once you notice them. The harder part is noticing them while the relationship is still 

salvageable, rather than after it has quietly gone cold. 

The Throughline 

Finding mentors and being mentor-ready are really the same skill, viewed from two angles: understanding exactly what 

you need, communicating it clearly, and showing through your behavior that an investment in you will be worthwhile. 

Make the specific, small, well-prepared ask. Show up having done your own thinking. Follow up so it is clear the advice 

mattered. 

Strong mentoring relationships take time. They cannot be forced, and many grow organically through shared interests, 

consistent follow-through, and authentic exchanges. Practicing these skills will help you build more meaningful 

professional relationships, collaborate more effectively, make better-informed career choices, and prepare you to 

mentor students and colleagues when they eventually turn to you for guidance. 
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