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Abstract

In a time when many organisations are finding it difficult to keep and develop and their professional staff, Queensland Main Roads have been proactively developing a mentoring process with the aim of retaining key expertise and competence within the Department.

A review of the current mentoring process within the Queensland Main Roads, South Western District Office, Roma was undertaken with the aim of finding ways to improve the effectiveness of the process. 

In undertaking this review, a brief assessment of both the current State and Regional perspectives to mentoring was undertaken, as well as a similar assessment of the Border District Office, Warwick. The assessments included discussions with various Main Roads staff from the different offices.

From the assessments and discussions, this report was prepared noting “what's happening locally and externally” with mentoring and then suggests “the way forward” proposing some delivery options for the South Western District Office, which may address some of the difficulties in implementing an effective mentoring program.
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Introduction

At the request of the District Director, a review was  undertaken of the mentoring process within the South Western District Office, Roma with an aim of improving the effectiveness of the process.

In undertaking this review, a brief assessment of both the current State and Regional perspectives to mentoring was undertaken as well as a similar assessment of the Border District Office, Warwick

Further brief discussions have been held with the Manager Infrastructure Delivery (ID) & the Manager Transport Planning (TP) at Roma, as well as discussion with the young engineers of the ID Unit, Roma.

From the assessments and discussions, this report has been prepared noting “what's happening locally and externally” with mentoring in Queensland Main Roads and then suggests “the way forward” by proposing delivery options for the South Western District Office, which may address some of the difficulties in implementing an effective mentoring program.

It should be noted that the actions, which have been suggested, are for guidance only, however this does not imply that the suggested actions are the only possible actions.

Part 1 Current Status

1.1 State

The Main Roads current Strategic Plan 1999 - 2003 states within Key Result Area 6-People, the following specific strategy:-

Strategy:- Identify the skills and knowledge critical to Main Roads future:
retain key expertise and competence;

develop long term strategies to ensure that appropriate people are in the right place at the right time;

develop age, gender and skills profiles;

develop future skills through recruitment strategies, performance management and the Competency Acquisition Program;

offer cadetships, scholarships, traineeships, apprenticeships and vacation employment to young people, the long-term unemployed and other socially disadvantaged groups;

Retrain staff in the event of organisational and/or technological change; 

Targets:

Implement a mentoring program

Managers ensure that training plans from part of their business plans.

Use State-wide programs to develop management and leadership skills of supervisors and managers.

Recruit 100 additional young people and graduates each year over the next 3 years.

Offer 3 scholarships per year to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students for the next 3 years.

Taking on board the above policy direction, the implementation of a mentoring program from the State level perspective is driven through “The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual”. Brief discussions on the State’s approach to mentoring were held with John Mathams (Principal Engineer - Training and Development). 

Following a four day induction course in Brisbane where graduates / new young engineers and technical officers (TO’s) attend, the emphasis in regards to mentoring is then generally left with the particular worksite (ie. the District Office) to follow through with the process.

The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual Section 2.6 and in particular Section 5 and Figure 6 contains the relevant policy that should be implemented for each technology professional.  The policy states that “each technology professional P/T 01/02/03 is allocated a mentor who is responsible for providing advice and guidance during his/her development phase”.
The policy then explains in broad terms how the mentoring process should work.  The implementation and on going development on the mentoring process is where the difficulties tend to be encountered at the work site.

A training workshop for mentors is currently being considered at State level, which would be worthwhile for people involved in this process, however it is unlikely this workshop will occur until at least next year.

1.2 Regional

From a regional perspective, the mentoring process is generally left to each District Office unless specific arrangements are made for assistance.

Bob Smith (Regional Advisor Technical Services), Toowoomba takes on a regional advisory role with regards to the mentoring process.  He is currently developing a mentoring checklist which is planned to be released by the end of 2001. In discussions with Bob, he considers the mentoring process to have three levels as noted below:-


Level 1: Day to Day - generally this relates to direct on the job training (task and skill aspects). This role is normally handled by the Senior Engineers/Senior Technical Officers (T.O) within the division.


Level 2: Management - generally this relates to ensuring training programs are in place and that the mentoree is displaying appropriate attitudes in the workplace (work ethics).
Typically the Manager I.D or T.P as the mentoree’s supervisor takes responsibility for these issues.


Level 3: The Professional Person - generally this relates to the development of the mentoree as a “professional person”.  This role is seen as “independent of the organisation” and concentrates on:-

 - ethics

 - career aspirations (long term view)

 - Professional Membership and Chartered status with a Professional Body e.g. I.E. Aust.

There is a number of options of how this role can be undertaken and the merits of each option is further discussed in Part 2.  They can include:

(i) an outside Engineer (retired or  has the time and is committed).

(ii) a similar person to the role Bob Smith runs with Warwick District Office (i.e. an advisor from an adjacent office).

(iii) the District Director and/or Manager TP/ ID.

Following on from the above and irrespective of level, mentoring must be made part of a the responsible persons job description at each level. That is, the roles need to be clearly defined so as the mentoree understands who he/she should report to depending on what issues there are to be discussed.  The “mentor” also needs to know that mentoring is a priority role within their realms of responsibilities.

Communication is the key to a successful mentoring process.  The process must be given a priority by those involved and the mental discipline to make it happen.  The process itself, is a journey for both the mentor and the mentoree.  It requires a mutual acceptance of each other and a consistency in approach.

1.3 Districts

There is no set process on how mentoring should be undertaken at the “coalface” with respect to the career development of young engineers and technical officers or any other professional. Two districts are briefly examined here:-

1.3.1 - Border District Office, Warwick

Examination of mentoring in the Border District Office was focused around discussion held with Keith Woodward, currently back on contract following retirements after many years as a Senior Engineer with Main Roads.

Keith, recently presented a brief session on Mentoring at the 2000 Main Roads Southern Symposium at Goondiwindi.  

Taking the “3 Level approach to mentoring “ at Warwick:-


Level 1: Day to Day:- Keith is “on-tap” for the  young engineers.  He assists in all areas of skill development and with following up with individuals on the Customer Feedback System.


Level 2: Management:- Peter Evans (MID) is in daily contact with Keith and obviously takes 
on the higher level management duties associated with supervising the young engineers.


Level 3: The Professional Person:- As noted earlier, Bob Smith takes on this role and                            meets with the young engineers personally on a quarterly basis.  His discussions are confidential, however outcomes are relayed to both the District Director and Manager Infrastructure Delivery.

The above approach is particular to the I.D. Division at Warwick.  The T.P Division “mentors” their young engineers/T.O’s within their own group, however a number of joint inspections during both pre-construction and construction are organised for various projects.

1.3.2 - South Western District, Roma

Brief discussions were held with the young engineers of the I.D. Division on their perspectives of the current mentoring process at Roma.  The process only exists informally to “Level 1 & Level 2” with the Senior Engineer and Tony Allen, Manager ID taking on these roles respectfully. 

With reference to  “Level 3”, only minimal development has occurred with respect to the young engineers at Roma.

Discussions have also been held with Doug Head, Manager TP and Tony Allen, Manager ID on their perspectives in regards to the mentoring process at Roma within each of their divisions.

Generally, an informal process is followed in both I.D and T.P where both Managers are strongly encouraging the career development of their staff.

Significant support is given to external training opportunities and generally there are enough senior engineers/technical officers to assist with the day-to day development, however through an informal process with no particular person designated a specific role with respect to the mentoring process.

Part 2 - The Way Forward

Part of the discussions held with Bob Smith, Doug Head and Tony Allen, was how do we address the issue “where do we go to from here?”.  The options and suggestions noted in this report were discussed from a preliminary perspective with the above people and have subsequently been modified to be more user friendly in Roma.

It is reiterated that the actions which have been suggested are for guidance only, however this does not imply that the suggested actions are the only possible actions.

2.1 The Mentoring Process - Delivery Options

Allocating mentors in the District Office is not necessarily easy. Including the District Director there may only be a 3 or 4 experienced senior engineers/technical officers in the office who may wish to be formally involved with a mentoring process. Each “mentor” (engineer or technial officer) must be committed to this process and manage their time accordingly.

Below is a number of options on how the mentoring process maybe improved:

Option 1. Supervisor (i.e. M(ID) or M(TP)) fully takes on the mentoring role for his engineering group.

Generally as discussed in Section 1.3.2, this is what is currently informally taking place. This works reasonably well for the “Level 1 & 2” mentoring roles, however this delivery process is not  recommended due to possible conflict with the “Level 3” issues. It is preferable for the mentor “Level 3” role being separate to the supervisory role.
Option 2. Transport Planning provides mentors for Infrastructure Delivery and vice-versa.
- potentially a good option for a number of reasons:-

(i) improves communication between the two units.
(ii) separates out the supervisory and “Level 3” mentoring roles (ie. the M(ID) and M(TP) could undertake the higher level role for the other division).
(iii) gives the young engineers an opportunity to become aware of all projects happening within the district as well as the mentor.
(iv) mentoring process can be better structured through this delivery mode and the young engineer being able to look at a wider variety of projects.
Option 3. All Senior Engineers/Managers within the office are pooled as a “source” of mentors to be used for “Level 1 & 2” issues with  the “Level 3”  mentoring being either the District Director or preferably a senior Main Roads Engineer external to Roma.
Advantages: 
- May make it easier for the Senior engineers/Managers as the young engineer/technical officer  would need to be the more pro-active “player”.
-can draw on the different strengths of a variety of people.

- the group maybe able to meet monthly (as a priority, eg. an in house lunch) and organise
  activities  for the month ahead, ie.

(i)
inspections and meetings

(ii)
issues/projects of interest

(iii)
presentations and training

This would keep communication between all continually going.

- on a six monthly basis the mentorees could give a short presentation/report to the group on  their development to date and their plans for the next six months. 

- on a quarterly basis the “Level 3” mentor could have appropriate discussions as per issues noted in Section 1.2.

Potential disadvantages:

- only one Senior Engineer/Technical Officer maybe approached with respect to Level 1 & 2
 issues; ie. an uneven balance leading to one or two people being utilised as they maybe generally easier to approach and to discuss issues with. (Solution: clearly clarify roles at commencement of process).

- if a senior a person is not designated to mentor a young engineer, the mentoring process may only “drift” along.  (Solution: monthly meetings should keep process on track).

2.2 Mentoring - Implementation
The difficulty seems to be in the implementation, notably:-

(a)
Priority given at a management level There are many conflicting priorities that both management and young engineers have to deal with.

Suggestion 1: This issue be placed on the Monthly District Meeting agenda and the Monthly Section Meeting agendas so as the profile of this issue is continually raised and at least briefly discussed. 

Suggestion 2:  That the Engineer/Technical Officer and Level 3 mentor sign-off a short report (say 1 page) every 6 months summarising the activities undertaken to date and those proposed for the future.

(b)
Time required of both parties
The Engineer/Technical Officer and Level 3 mentor should meet regularly (at least quarterly) for a brief discussion.

Suggestion 1: The mentor should invite the engineer out on inspection (or vice-versa) of an interesting project or of a specific activity occurring within a project . This would give the two people sometime to communicate and touch base on how things are going.
Suggestion 2: Social interaction should be encouraged to build a trusting rapport e.g. the
 occasional lunch.

Suggestion 3: Membership of professional bodies eg. IE Aust and IPWEA should be actively encouraged along with attendance to group meetings and activities.

2.3 Mentoring - Other Issues

a) The role of the mentor 
It is essential that mentors understand their roles and responsibilities in regards to the mentoring process.  With this in mind:-

- State level is looking at a short training /information sessions on this issue.

- “The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual” - indicates how the process and roles should work.

- The role should be specifically itemised within the mentors job description and any expectations clarified.

- The mentor at all levels needs to be  calm, patient and approachable. 

- A friendly attitude and a willingness to socialise on a occasions is very helpful.

- An ability to simplify systems and show others shortcuts learnt from experience is useful.

b) The role of the mentoree
Young professionals joining Main Roads are given a copy of  “The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual” and a State run induction course of 4 days which heads them in the direction they should be going. With this in mind:-

-“The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual” - indicates how the process and roles should work.

- The role should be specifically itemised within the mentorees job description and any expectations clarified.

- To keep the mentoree on track, the District Office should re-emphasis the induction issues
  say every six months in Year 1, then annually in Years 2 & 3.  In doing this the issue of being mentored can be raised and the success of the current program can be discussed.

- It must be emphasised to young engineers and technical officers that the responsibility of
  development of their career, remains with the individual. The District Office & mentor need to provide opportunities and information as requested.

- the mentoree needs to have an enthusiastic and receptive attitude to being mentored and
should be forward in asking for advice and assistance. 


c) Consistency in approach
With respect to the mentors involved, clarifying their roles is an important part in gaining overall consistency in the mentoring process. If a group of mentors are used, their strengths need to be openly known so as to allow the mentorees to approach the appropriate person.  This will also assist in spreading the load evenly over a number of mentors.

At the "Level 1 & 2" mentoring level, the mentor needs to be available at a moments notice to drop tools and assist the mentoree.  This openness is important particularly early on in building the relationship between the mentor/s and the mentoree.

With respect to the mentorees involved, there are at least two important EEO issues with respect to consistency in mentoring.

Firstly, as each young engineer/technical officer is an individual, their professional development is likely to be at different rates.  Individual characteristics such as self confidence, energy and ambition will have a significant bearing on their personal achievements.  It is important that each mentoree is coached in a manner that respects the individual but still portrays a consistent approach from management.

Secondly, the confidence of the mentorees must be maintained, particularly the "Level 3" discussions, in which what maybe discussed could have significant bearing on how the supervisor of the mentoree may assist that mentoree in the future.

For example, if the mentoree's medium/long term ambition was to leave Main Roads, then their is a tendency from a supervisors perspective to put more time and energy (e.g.. training opportunities) into the development of the people that are indicating their willingness to stay with Main Roads.

It is important that all mentorees have an equal opportunity at training and any other development opportunities that may arise, as this has the potential of acting as a catalyst in the future direction the young engineer/technical officer may choose.

Conclusion

There is a number of outcomes from this review which are worth noting as well as a preferred approach to mentoring, which if implemented would see a more effective mentoring process within the South Western District Office in Roma.

Outcomes
� From a review of the State and Regional position in regards to mentoring, there is no set process that Districts are to follow, only basic guidelines .

� Mentoring requires a commitment from both sides, hence mentoring needs to be a priority issue within the management of the District office.

� Mentoring can be well described as a tri-level process:-

1. Day to Day - task and skill aspects
2. Management - work ethics and planned training
3. The Professional Person - career aspirations, professional ethics and memberships

Mentoring in the South Western District Office is mainly through informal means and concentrates on the level 1 and 2 issues.  Ongoing career development (particularly training opportunities) is strongly encouraged by management. The development of the professional person is again an informal process.

Preferred Approach
� Option 3, “all Senior Engineers/Managers within the office are pooled as a "source" of mentors to be used for "Level 1 & 2" issues, with the "Level 3" mentoring being either the District Director or preferably a senior Main Roads Engineer external to Roma”.
This option offers potentially the most effective mentoring process at District level. As the advantages indicate, this preferred option would both formalise and monitor the mentoring process without being overly demanding to those involved.  Any concerns could be overcome through initially providing clearly defined roles and then regular communication through the proposed meeting structure.

The use of an external party in the “Level 3” process adds to the resources available to each manager, brings in an outside perspective, can assist in identifying problems (personal, career and the process) and may assist in achieving consistency in mentoring from a Regional perspective.

� The successful implementation of any mentoring process requires a commitment at all levels within the organisation and good time management skills from those involved. This is clearly evident from the review as noted above in the Outcomes.

� The role as a mentor or mentoree needs to be recognised and clearly defined in both cases so as a consistent approach is taken by all those involved.

A well developed program within the District Office similar to the above proposal, would help bring ID and TP closer together through closer interaction and the exchange of ideas and hence would assist in the overall office workings.

Though this report focuses on mentoring from an engineering perspective, which ever mentoring approach is eventually considered appropriate for the South Western District Office, there is an opportunity to implement the preferred approach across all business technologies within the Office, 

including the pooling of all resources as suggested in Option 3.

Note

Main Roads is releasing in October 2001, a new guideline for mentoring within the Department. This document will be known as the “Mentoring and Coaching Framework”. There are four objectives for the program. These include:
(1)To provide a forum for the development of technical capability and the transfer of corporate knowledge and skills to less experienced staff;

(2) To ensure the retention of skilled staff through relationship, skill and capability development as well as learning;

(3)Increased organisational communication and understanding through improvements in management and staff relationships; and

(4)To provide a broad framework for the mentoring and coaching of employees under a range of departmental learning and development initiatives such as, the Construction Worker Progression Program (CWPP), Leadership and Learning Centre, Public Service
Training Package and the Career Working Groups.

This new Framework demonstrates a corporate commitment to mentoring and as a set of guidelines provides some tools for implementing mentoring at the District Level.

Acknowledgements

1. John Mathams - Providing copy of  “The Technology Professionals’ Development Manual”

2. Keith Woodward - Discussions and copy of his Mentoring Presentation.

3. Bob Smith - Discussions on Regional perspective.

4. Megan Goudie – Discussions on mentoring and providing a copy of the “Mentoring and Coaching Framework”. 

5. Main Roads staff , South Western District Office for their discussions and assistance.

Author Biography

[image: image1.jpg]




Michael Brady is currently the Director of his own consultancy company, BRADY ENGINEERING PTY. LTD. Michael has a Masters of Local Government Management which was preceded by a Graduate Diploma in Local Government Engineering and a Bachelor of Engineering (Civil) at the University of Technology, Sydney.

 He has over 20 years experience in the Civil Engineering field with over 7 years at Director level having worked for both the private sector and NSW Local Government where he was most recently the Director Engineering Services at Moree Plains Shire Council from 1998-2000.

Michael is a CPEng Member of the IE Aust, a member of the LGEA (NSW) and a member and current Director of the IPWEA (NSW Division). 

Postal Address: 25 Old Warwick Road TENTERFIELD NSW 2372

E-mail: mbrady@vtown.com.au

