
Journal of Applied Communications Journal of Applied Communications 

Volume 104 Issue 3 Article 3 

An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications Faculty Members’ An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications Faculty Members’ 

Mentoring Experiences Mentoring Experiences 

Taylor K. Ruth 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Ricky W. Telg 
University of Florida 

Lisa K. Lundy 
University of Florida 

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/jac 

 Part of the Other Communication Commons, and the Other Teacher Education and Professional 

Development Commons 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 4.0 

License. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Ruth, Taylor K.; Telg, Ricky W.; and Lundy, Lisa K. (2020) "An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications 
Faculty Members’ Mentoring Experiences," Journal of Applied Communications: Vol. 104: Iss. 3. 
https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.2341 

This Research is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion 
in Journal of Applied Communications by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, 
please contact cads@k-state.edu. 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Kansas State University

https://core.ac.uk/display/368330594?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://newprairiepress.org/jac
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol104
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol104/iss3
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol104/iss3/3
https://newprairiepress.org/jac?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fjac%2Fvol104%2Fiss3%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/339?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fjac%2Fvol104%2Fiss3%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/810?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fjac%2Fvol104%2Fiss3%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/810?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fjac%2Fvol104%2Fiss3%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.2341
mailto:cads@k-state.edu


An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications Faculty Members’ Mentoring An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications Faculty Members’ Mentoring 
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Abstract Abstract 
Agricultural communications programs are expected to grow and emerge over the next decade. For these 
programs to find success, faculty leading them will need to be properly supported through effective 
mentoring. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the current mentoring of agricultural 
communications faculty across the country. In November 2019, an online survey instrument was 
distributed to a census of members of the Society of Agricultural Communications Scholars listserv. 
Survey respondents reported mentoring was not formally required, and most of the respondents received 
informal mentoring. Mentors were most frequently non-agricultural communications faculty in the 
respondents’ respective department or an agricultural communications faculty at another institution. 
Mentees met with mentors as needed and typically discussed teaching, research, or administrative 
questions. However, the mentees perceived navigating promotion and tenure, work-life balance, and 
research as the most important topics for their success. Similar to past research, time was the biggest 
barrier to effective mentoring relationships. The findings from this study provide a baseline to understand 
what mentoring looks like for agricultural communications faculty and can help administrators provide 
proper support for effective faculty mentor programs. 
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An Evaluation of Agricultural Communications Faculty Members’ Mentoring Experiences 

Introduction 

Due to a growing demand for communicators to translate technical information about 

science and agriculture to consumers, the agricultural communications discipline has continued 

to grow over the past decade (Miller et al., 2015). In 2014, there were 40 agricultural 

communications programs in the United States, and expectations were that agricultural 

communications programs would continue to grow, both in enrollment and in faculty numbers 

(Miller at al., 2015). Miller et al. (2015) predicted there could be as many as 11 new agricultural 

programs by the year 2040 and that the discipline would continue to see growth. Additionally, 

these programs would vary in structure and departmental homes, and would require a wide 

variety of resources to ensure success (Miller et al., 2015). If these new programs continue to 

emerge, the newly hired faculty will need effective mentoring for their own success, as well as 

the success of their programs (Lumpkin, 2011). However, if they are in a new program, or a 

program that consists predominantly of faculty outside the agricultural communications 

discipline, the question of who mentors these agricultural communications faculty needs to be 

asked. 

Faculty mentorship has been consistently identified as a key component to job 

satisfaction, increased productivity, and faculty retention (Desselle et al., 2011). Faculty 

mentoring has historically focused on junior faculty (Law et al., 2014), where mentors help to 

guide or coach the junior faculty during their early career stage (Lumpkin, 2011). Some of the 

benefits associated with successful mentorship include facilitating the advancement of faculty, 

building relationships and networks for the mentors and mentees, integrating the mentee into the 

departmental unit, and increasing the productivity and professional growth of the mentor and 

mentee (Boyle & Boice, 1998; Luna & Cullen, 1995). While mentorship may often focus on 

helping junior faculty achieve tenure, tenured faculty, lecturers, professors of practice, and 

research faculty can benefit through mentorship as well (University of Michigan-Dearborn, 

2020). Reinvigorated research programs, improved technical skills, and exposure to new 

teaching ideas and methodologies are additional outcomes of successful mentorship than can 

benefit the faculty, the department, and the students (University of Michigan-Dearborn, 2020). 

While universities have supported the implementation of formal mentor programs, most 

mentoring relationships form organically and are considered to be informal (Mullen, 2008). 

These informal mentor pairs are typically strong due to the natural fit of the individuals; 

however, faculty new to the institution may find it difficult to find an informal mentor during 

their few first few months on the job (Mullen, 2008). Formalized faculty mentor programs, 

where faculty are assigned a mentor by a third party (Cambell & Cambell, 2007), can pair new 

faculty with experienced faculty from the beginning of their academic career, but these 

relationships can often feel forced (Law et al., 2014). Bean et al. (2014) proposed that an 

organizational culture emphasizing the importance of mentorship is necessary for faculty and 

program success, regardless of if mentorship is formal or informal, 

Even though faculty mentorship was not included in Miller et al.’s (2015) research, one 

of the key recommendations from the authors was to conduct future descriptive studies of 

agricultural communications programs to understand their current standings. Therefore, the 

purpose of this research was to evaluate the current state of faculty mentorship in agricultural 

communications programs across the US in relation to recommended best practices for faculty 
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mentorship. Effective faculty mentorship can have a ripple effect and positively influence those 

outside the mentoring relationship and lead to productive programs (Bean et al., 2014; Zachary, 

2005). The implications and recommendations from this study can aid administrators and 

agricultural communications faculty in understanding the current needs for improving faculty 

mentorship and related programs. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this evaluation was guided by principles of best practices 

for faculty mentorship. Lumpkin (2011) developed a model for mentoring university faculty 

based on best practices and concluded the key factors for a successful mentoring program 

included identifying a clear purpose/goal, appropriately pairing mentors and mentees, holding 

regular meetings, and evaluating the effectiveness of the program. Additionally, having 

administrative support has been a key factor to successful mentoring program, as well as 

identifying the needs of the mentees (Lumpkin, 2011). When evaluating the effectiveness of a 

mentoring program, Lumpkin (2011) recommended asking mentees a) how often they meet with 

their mentors, b) what topics they discuss, and c) what problems/issues have been experienced.  

Other researcher have explored best practices for faculty mentorship as well. Law et al. 

(2014) conducted an in-depth literature review of faculty mentoring at colleges and universities 

to develop a set of recommendations. One of the major recommendations was to develop a 

formalized approach to mentorship, where the mentor is assigned to the mentee and is formally 

supported/mandated by the department. However, administrators need to make sure they are 

appropriately matching the pair based on personality as well as interests. Another 

recommendation Law et al. (2014) made was that junior faculty have internal mentors, or 

mentors within the department, to help them understand the organizational structure or politics of 

the program. However, mid-career and senior faculty were recommended to have external 

mentors outside the department. These external mentors can provide objective or unbiased 

feedback and often serve as a safe space for the mentee to discuss concerns related to their 

institution. Additionally, tenured faculty appeared to have reduced pressure for mentorship, but 

the authors argue that mentoring should continue, and evolve, over the faculty member’s career 

stages (Law et al., 2014). Finally, the authors recommended conducting periodic evaluations of 

faculty mentorship programs to make adjustments as needed (Law et al., 2014). Boyle and Boice 

(1998) also recommended that scheduled weekly or monthly meetings were necessary for 

mentors and mentees to build rapport. Additionally, some of the barriers or problems associated 

with effective mentorship include lack of time, unclear expectations, and lack of interest from 

faculty, to name a few (Fountain & Newcomer, 2016). 

Past research has been conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of mentoring programs 

outside of agricultural communications. Fountain and Newcomer (2016) looked at mentoring in 

public affairs programs and found that 34% of the programs had a formal mentoring policy. 

Additionally, they concluded that time was the biggest barrier to effective mentoring programs. 

Another evaluation by Bean et al. (2014) of a faculty program at a regional university found 

mentors were most commonly meeting/talking with their mentees on a monthly basis. Similar to 

Fountain and Newcomer (2016) the researchers also identified time constraints as a major 

challenge for the program (Bean et al., 2014). Additionally, Bean et al. (2014) recommended 

formal mentoring support structures be in place to help retain and develop junior faculty.  

Faculty mentorship has been researched within the context of colleges of agriculture as 

well, and DiBenedetto and Whitwell (2019) recommended faculty mentoring be flexible, 
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accessible, and incentivized to promote excellence in teaching. Additionally, in a study of a 

formalized leadership professional development program for land-grant faculty, Lamm et al. 

(2017) concluded mentors found their mentoring relationship to be beneficial to themselves as 

well as their mentees. However, the authors encouraged formalized programs to also provide 

mentors with guidelines or best practices to help the mentees get the most out of the relationship 

(Lamm et al., 2017). Research has also been conducted specifically looking at the faculty 

mentoring experiences of women within agricultural education and extension (AEE) disciplines 

(Cline et al., 2019). Most of the participants indicated they engaged in some type of formal 

mentoring program, but those who did not have a formal mentor often felt isolated (Cline et al., 

2019). Cline et al. (2019) determined that participants’ feelings of success were linked to the 

quality of mentorship they had received. While there is a clear wealth of literature related to 

faculty mentoring experiences and best practices, there unfortunately has not been research on 

what mentoring has looked like for agricultural communications faculty across the US in recent 

years.  

To guide the evaluation of agricultural communications mentoring programs, a 

conceptual framework based on best practices for mentoring (Boyle & Boice, 1998; Law et al., 

2014; Lumpkin, 2011) was developed. For faculty mentoring relationships to be successful, there 

will need to be institutional/departmental support for formalized mentor programs (Lumpkin, 

2011). Additionally, how mentors are paired with mentees (internal vs external and formal vs 

informal pairs) will be important in understanding the effectiveness of the relationship (Law et 

al., 2014; Lumpkin, 2011). How often the pairs meet (Boyle & Boice, 1998) along with what 

topics are being discussed are also critical to the success of the relationship (Lumpkin, 2011). 

Finally, barriers to the relationship or challenges that may arise could impede the success of the 

mentor/mentee pair (Fountain & Newcomer, 2016, Lumpkin, 2011). 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this research was to evaluate the current state of mentorship for 

agricultural communications faculty across the US. The following objectives guided this study: 

1. Describe how institutions approach faculty mentorship;  

2. Identify the types of existing faculty mentor/mentee relationships;  

3. Identify how often faculty mentor pairs meet;  

4. Identify topics of discussion during mentoring meetings;  

5. Describe perceived topics of importance for mentees; and  

6. Identify the perceived barriers to effective mentoring. 

Methods 

To fulfill the purpose of this study, a quantitative survey instrument was distributed 

online to the Society of Agricultural Communications Scholars (SACS) listserv in November 

2019. The SACS listserv is a continuously updated document of faculty teaching agricultural 

communications-related courses across the United States. SACS was established in 2018 to 

address an identified need from the 2017 Agricultural Communications Vision Consortium. The 

purpose of SACS is to provide ongoing professional development for agricultural 

communicators in academic settings beyond the research conferences these individuals regularly 

attend. SACS provides monthly online/webinar professional development opportunities for the 

academic agricultural communications community. The SACS listserv is comprised of the 
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original list of agricultural communications programs from the Miller et al. (2015) study, a 

current list of National Agricultural Communicators of Tomorrow faculty advisers, and self-

nominated individuals in agricultural communications academic settings. This list included 

tenure-track faculty, instructors/lecturers, professors of practice, and emeriti faculty (N = 99).  

Data collection procedures followed Dillman’s tailored design method (Dillman et al., 

2009), and each potential respondent received a personalized questionnaire link. The link was 

active for two weeks, and up to three follow-up emails were sent requesting survey completion. 

After discarding incomplete questionnaires, there were a total of 42 responses (n = 42), for a 

42.4% response rate. A full description of respondents has been reported in Table 1.  

The majority of respondents were either tenure-track (26.2%, n = 11) or already tenured 

(45.2%, n = 19) and in an agricultural leadership, education, and communication (ALEC) 

department (or some variant; 82.9%, n = 34). The remaining respondents were from 

departmental units focused on strategic communication, general agricultural sciences, 

communication studies, mass communication, community sciences, and Extension. Respondents 

were also asked to identify how many agricultural communications faculty were in their 

department, including themselves. More than 40% of the respondents were in departments with 

four or more agricultural communications faculty (42.5%, n = 17), and 20% (n = 8) were the sole 

agricultural communications faculty member in their department. The majority of the 

respondents were female (75.6%, n = 31). 

 

Table 1  

Description of Respondents (Categorical Variables) 

 % n 

Title (n = 42)   

Assistant Professor 26.2 11 

Associate Professor 21.4 9 

Professor 23.8 10 

Instructor/Lecturer 11.9 5 

Senior Instructor/Lecturer 2.4 1 

Assistant Professor of Practice 2.4 1 

Emeritus Faculty 4.8 2 

Other 7.1 3 

Gender (n = 41)   

Male 24.4 10 

Female 75.6 31 

Department (n = 41)   

ALECa 82.9 34 

Strategic Communication 2.4 1 

Other 14.6 6 

Number of Agricultural Communications Faculty in 

Departmentb (n = 40) 

  

0-1 20.0 8 

2-3 37.5 15 

4-5 20.0 8 

6 or more 22.5 9 
a or a similar departmental unit 
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b Number includes themselves, some faculty do not have title of “agricultural communications” 

 

Respondents reported an average of 17.92 faculty in their departments, but a large 

standard deviation (SD = 12.4) indicated a high degree of variation. Respondents had worked in 

academia for an average 11.37 years (SD = 7.66), but the range was from zero to 28, and the 

average age was 42.42 years old (SD = 9.81). The average appointments for the sample were 

59.5% teaching (SD = 30.7, n =36), 24.6% research (SD = 19.0, n = 32), 21.2% administrative 

(SD = 32.3, n = 24), and 16.9% Extension/service (SD = 23.6, n = 27). 

The survey instrument consisted of 49 questions asking respondents about their 

experiences with faculty mentoring and information about their programs, and seven of the 

questions were examined for this research. At the beginning of the survey, respondents were 

given the following definitions for formal and informal mentoring: 

• Formal mentor relationships are encouraged/required by your department (e.g. mentor 

committee). 

• Informal mentor relationships are not mandated by your department. 

Respondents were asked if they were currently serving as formal or informal mentors and 

if they currently received formal or informal mentorship. Display logic was used in the survey to 

show one set of questions to mentors and another set of question to mentees. Respondents who 

were both mentors and mentees answered both sets of questions. In this sample, 31 respondents 

identified themselves as mentors and 35 identified themselves as mentees. Questions on the 

instrument were researcher-developed and based on relevant literature (Fountain & Newcomer, 

2016; Law et al., 2014; Mullen, 2008).  

All respondents answered a question about how faculty mentorship was approached at 

their institution, and responses were based on common mentoring structures, such as informal 

mentoring, formal mentoring, and formal mentoring committees (Mullen, 2008). Additionally, 

mentees were asked to describe who their mentors were with a check-all-that-apply question. 

The options represented both internal and external mentors (Law et al., 2014) and were based on 

the types of mentors most likely to be identified for agricultural communications faculty. 

Mentees were asked how often they met with their faculty mentor with the options of as needed, 

once a week or more, a few times a month, once a month, a few times a year, and once every few 

years. 

Respondents were also asked to select from a list of 10 topics to identify what they talked 

about in a typical meeting with their mentor in a check-all-that-apply format. Topics included 

reflected faculty concerns identified in the literature, and represented both hard skills (e.g. 

teaching, research, etc.) and soft skills (e.g. work-life balance, navigating promotion and tenure, 

etc.; Fountain & Newcomer, 2016). Mentees were also asked to indicate how important 

discussing each topic with their mentor was for their own success on a 5-point, Likert-type scale. 

The labels for this scale were 1 = not at all important, 2 = slightly important, 3 = moderately 

important, 4 = very important, and 5 = extremely important. There was a “not applicable” option 

to account for different types of faculty appointments. These answers were excluded from 

analysis. Finally, there was a check-all-that-apply question that asked respondents about their 

perceived barriers or challenges associated with faculty mentorship, which included items like 

lack of time or lack of interest (Fountain & Newcomer, 2016). 
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Prior to distribution, the questionnaire was reviewed by a panel of experts to assess the 

content validity of the instrument (Ary et al., 2010). This panel included a professor, associate 

professor, and assistant professor of agricultural communications, all of whom had expertise in 

survey design. Additionally, an assistant professor of environmental sciences reviewed the 

survey to provide feedback from an outside perspective. After including some suggested 

revisions (e.g. including additional topics of discussion or barriers to mentoring), the survey was 

electronically delivered to the census of SACS members.  

Because the response rate was less than 80%, there was a potential threat for non-

response error (Lindner et al., 2001). This type of error occurs when the sample does not 

accurately represent the population and can lead to biased responses. Because the characteristics 

of the population were not accessible to compare respondents to non-respondents (Koch & 

Blohm, 2016), early and late respondents were compared for variables of interest (Linder et al., 

2001). No differences were identified between the first half and second half of respondents for 

those variables, so non-response error was assumed to be limited. All data were imported and 

analyzed in SPSS version 25. Simple descriptive statistics were reported for all objectives.  

Results 

Approach Faculty Mentorship 

 

Approximately half of the respondents reported their departments encouraged faculty 

mentoring but did not require it (54.5%, n = 24; Table 2). The next most commonly used 

approach to faculty mentorship was a required mentor committee (13.6%, n = 6) or a required 

mentor (11.9%, n =5).  

 

Table 2 

Institutional Approach to Faculty Mentorship (n = 44) 

 % f 

Department encourages faculty mentor(s) but it is not required 54.5 24 

Department/University/College requires a faculty mentor committee (two 

or more mentors). 
13.6 6 

Department/University/College requires a faculty mentor. 11.4 5 

Faculty Mentorship has not been discussed in my department. 9.1 4 

Other 9.1 4 

Not Sure 2.3 1 

 

Faculty Mentor/Mentee Relationships. 

 

Formal and informal mentoring are reported in Table 3 and broken down by career stage. 

The largest percent of respondents who received formal mentoring were Assistant Professors 

(54.5%, n =6) and Instructors/Lecturers (40.0%, n = 2). Approximately one-third of Associate 

Professors received formalized mentoring (33.3%, n = 3). However, 100% of the Assistant 

Professors (n = 11), Associate Professors (n = 9), Instructors/Lecturers (n = 5), and Assistant 

Professors of Practice (n = 1) received formal mentoring. Additionally, 60.0% (n = 6) of 

professors reported receiving informal mentoring.  
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Table 3 

Formal and Informal Mentoring by Career Stage (n = 35) 

 Receive Formal Mentoring Receive Informal Mentoring 

 % f % f 

Assistant Professor 54.5 6 100.0 11 

Associate Professor 33.3 3 100.0 9 

Professor 10.0 1 60.0 6 

Instructor/Lecturer 40.0 2 100.0 5 

Sr. Instructor/Sr. Lecturer 0.0 0 0.0 0 

Assistant Professor of Practice 0.0 0 100.0 1 

Other 0.0 0 66.7 2 

Emeritus Faculty 0.0 0 50.0 1 

 

Mentees were asked to indicate who their mentors were. External and internal mentor 

relationships have been reported in Table 4. This was a check-all-that-apply question, and 

respondents most commonly had internal mentors that were non-agricultural communications 

faculty (57.9%, n = 22), closely followed by external mentors who were agricultural 

communications faculty (50.0%, n = 19) and internal mentors who were agricultural 

communications faculty (47.4%, n = 18). Additionally, 28.9% (n = 11) reported their doctoral 

advisor still served as their mentor. 

 

Table 4 

Description of Internal and External Mentors (n = 37) 

 % f 

Non-Agricultural Communications Faculty in my Home Department 57.9 22 

Agricultural Communications Faculty at Another University 50.0 19 

Agricultural Communications Faculty in my Home Department 47.4 18 

Non-Agricultural Communications Faculty not in my Home Department 34.2 13 

Previous Doctoral Advisor 28.9 11 

Non-Agricultural Communications Faculty at another university 26.3 10 

Communications faculty not in my home department 18.4 7 

Other 2.6 1 

 

How Often Faculty Mentor Pairs Meet 

 

How often mentees meet with their mentors is reported in Table 5. Most commonly, 

mentees were meeting on an “as needed” basis (62.9%, n =22). The second-most frequent 

meeting schedule was a few times a year (20.0%, n = 7). 
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Table 5 

Frequency of Mentor/Mentee Meetings (n = 33) 

 % f 

As needed 62.9  22 

A few times a year 20.0  7 

Once a week or more 5.7  2 

A few times a month 2.9  1 

Once every few years 2.9  1 

Once a month 0.0  0 

 

Topics of Discussion During Mentoring Meetings 

 

Table 6 reports what topics mentees discuss in their meetings. The topics most commonly 

discussed were teaching (68.6%, n = 24), research (68.6%, n = 24), and 

administrative/procedural question (65.7%, n = 23). Extension (31.4%, n = 11), advising (40.0%, 

n = 14), and service (42.9%, n = 15) were the least-discussed topics. 

 

Table 6  

Topics Discussed During Mentor/Mentee Meetings (n =35) 

 % f 

Teaching 68.6  24 

Research 68.6  24 

Administrative/Procedural Questions 65.7  23 

Work-Life Balance 62.9  22 

Conflict or Problem-Solving Solutions 62.9  22 

Navigating the Promotion and Tenure Process 60.0  21 

Service 42.9  15 

Advising 40.0  14 

Extension 31.4  11 

Other 0.0  0 

 

Perceived Topics of Importance for Mentees 

 

Mentees were asked to indicate how important each of the topics reported in Figure 1 

were for their own success. Navigating promotion and tenure had the largest group agreeing it 

was extremely important for their success (42.4%), followed by work-life balance (34.3%), 

research (32.4%), and teaching (32.4%). Nearly half of the respondents indicated 

conflict/problem solving (47.1%) and administrative/procedural questions (50.0%) were very 

important to their success. Extension, advising, and service were viewed as the least important, 

with at least 40.6% of the respondents reporting each topic to be only slightly or moderately 

important for their success. 
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Figure 1  

Topics Mentees Perceive to be Important for Their Own Success 

 
 

Challenges/Barriers to Effective Mentoring Relationships 

 

The barriers to effective mentoring are reported in Table 7. The overwhelming majority 

of mentees selected time as a barrier to mentoring (88.6%, n = 31). Other notable barriers 

included feeling forced to engage in relationships (37.1%, n = 13), lack of structure (34.3%, n = 

12), and lack of communication (25.7%, n = 9). 
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Table 7 

Barriers to Effective Mentoring Relationships (n =35) 

Barrier % f 

Time 88.6 31 

Feeling Forced to Engage in Relationships 37.1 13 

Lack of Structure 34.3 12 

Lack of Communication 25.7 9 

Lack of Trust 17.1 6 

Lack of Understanding Agricultural Communications 14.3 5 

Too Much Structure 11.4 4 

Different Interests 11.4 4 

Lack of Openness 11.4 4 

Personality Differences 11.4 4 

Other 0.0 0 

Conclusions & Implications 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the current state of mentoring for agricultural 

communications faculty. Approximately half of the sample reported their 

departments/institutions did not formally require mentoring and most of the mentoring that 

occurred, despite career stage, was informal. Best practices indicate a formalized mentor 

program is needed for faculty success (Lamm et al., 2017) and relying too heavily on informal 

mentoring can make it difficult for junior faculty to even identify potential mentors (Bean et al., 

2014; Mullen, 2008). Additionally, formal mentorship appeared to decline after promotion even 

though informal mentoring continues. This may indicate a lack of institutional support for faculty 

mentoring across all career stages and a focus only on the mentoring of junior faculty (Law et al., 

2014). 

Individuals both internal and external to the department were identified as mentors, and a 

little less than half of the respondents reported their mentors were agricultural communications 

faculty in their department. However, the rest of the sample identified other types of mentors. 

Most often, the mentors were either non-agricultural communications faculty within the 

department or agricultural communications faculty at another university. Respondents who were 

the only agricultural communications faculty in their department or one of two may not have the 

opportunity to find internal mentors in their discipline. While internal mentors are useful to 

understanding department/institution cultures and do not necessarily have to come from the same 

discipline as the mentee (Law et al., 2014), lack of understanding related to agricultural 

communications could impact the quality of this relationship. Twenty percent of the sample 

indicated they were the only agricultural communications faculty member in their department, 

which could indicate a need for discipline specific mentoring for these individuals. Additionally, 

just because there are one or two additional agricultural communications faculty in the 

department does not mean their personalities will be a good match for the mentee (Law et al., 

2014).  

Respondents in the study reported meeting with their mentors on an “as needed” basis. 

Boyle and Boice (1998) recommended mentors meet with mentees regularly each week or month 

to help build rapport. If mentees are only meeting with mentors when they feel it is necessary, 

they may be missing opportunities to strengthen their relationship and consistently receive 

feedback related to their role and responsibilities.  
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Topics most frequently discussed by respondents in their meeting with mentors included 

teaching, research, and administrative/procedural questions. However, the topics respondents 

believed were most important for their success were navigating promotion and tenure, work-life 

balance, and research. The topics being discussed in the meetings should reflect the needs of the 

mentees (Lumpkin, 2011), but that does not appear to be happening. Teaching might be the most 

frequently discussed topic because that was the largest area of appointment for the sample and 

would be an easily accessible topic. Navigating promotion and tenure could be abstract for many, 

which might make it difficult for mentees to discuss despite its perceived importance. Similarly, 

administrative/procedural questions could easily come up in meetings with mentors, but more 

personal questions, like work-life balance, may be difficult to discuss if mentors and mentees are 

not appropriately paired. Another interesting finding was that respondents did not perceive 

discussing Extension efforts to be all that important for their success. Extension represented the 

lowest appointment in the sample, which may explain this finding. However, research 

appointments were not much higher than Extension, and research was discussed just as much as 

teaching. 

Similar to past research (Bean et al., 2014; Fountain & Newcomer, 2016), time was 

identified as the most common barrier to effective mentoring. Additionally, feeling forced to 

engage in a relationship was a barrier identified that has been associated with formal mentoring 

programs (Law et al., 2014). Interestingly, respondents indicated another barrier to successful 

mentoring was a lack of structure instead. These different perceptions of barriers could be the 

result of differing personalities or needs depending on career stage.  

While these findings align with past mentorship literature, they do unveil important 

realities for mentoring within the agricultural communications discipline that should be 

addressed. The lack of institutional support for formalized mentoring for some faculty, limited 

availability of internal mentors with an agricultural communications focus, unstructured meeting 

times, divergence in topics being discussed and topics perceived as important, and the ever-

present barrier of time, indicate agricultural communications faculty may not be receiving the 

mentoring needed to be successful in their programs. Considering the majority of the participants 

in this study were female, and Cline et al. (2019) emphasized the importance of quality 

mentoring relationships for female faculty to feel successful, there is an apparent need to 

strengthen the overall quality of mentoring available to agricultural communications faculty. 

Recommendations 

Based on the conceptual model developed for this study, there are areas of mentoring for 

agricultural communications faculty that could be strengthened. Having a formalized mentor 

program for faculty across institutions will be critical for the success of the discipline (Bean et 

al., 2014; Lamm et al., 2017). Because agricultural communications programs are expected to 

grow and new programs are anticipated to emerge in the near future (Miller et al., 2015), there is 

a high chance new agricultural communications faculty will be unable to identify agricultural 

communications mentors in their home department. There is an apparent need for a type of 

formalized mentoring on a discipline level through formal organizations if departments are 

unable to fully support the mentoring needs of agricultural communications faculty.  

A discipline-wide mentoring program facilitated through a national organization could 

connect faculty in emerging agricultural communication programs with senior faculty at other 

institutions. One-fifth of the sample reported being from single-faculty agricultural 

communications programs, and this type of external program would be critical for these faculty 
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to be paired with mentors in their discipline. To address some of the barriers identified with 

mentoring, mentees and mentors should be invited to engage in the program so they do not feel 

the relationship is “forced.” However, those who do participate in the program could feel like 

they have the support needed to build an effective working relationship with their mentor (Lamm 

et al., 2017). Additionally, mentors and mentees can be paired based on their type of program, 

research/teaching interests, life stage, and personality to help the pairs have more open 

discussions about concerns and questions. Mentees should also be encouraged to actively seek 

out informal mentors even after their formal mentoring relationship has ended. Experienced 

faculty can continue to benefit from mentorship throughout their career. 

Time may be a barrier for effective mentoring, but setting expectations from the 

beginning of the mentoring relationship could help to address this issue (Lamm et al., 2017; 

Lumpkin, 2011). Scheduling weekly or monthly meetings may seem to take more time, but the 

accountability of having meetings scheduled may also reduce stress and help mentees answer 

questions they have on a more regular basis. Mentors and mentees should also determine what 

topics are most relevant to the needs of the mentees so discussions can focus on those areas of 

importance to make the best use of time. 

Administrators of academic units with agricultural communications faculty should also 

consider the findings from this study. Facilitating a more formalized faculty mentoring program 

could help pair junior faculty with internal mentors early in their career. Regardless of the 

mentor’s discipline, this internal mentorship could help faculty address their questions related to 

promotion and tenure or procedural policies that external mentors could not answer. 

Administrators should have clear expectations for the mentoring program that could include 

goals and a meeting schedule. Additionally, formal mentoring should not cease after faculty 

accrue tenure and should continue throughout their career. Similarly, faculty on non-tenure lines 

can equally benefit from mentoring and should be provided the same resources as pre-tenured 

faculty. If mentoring for agricultural communications faculty is effective, the discipline will 

likely experience a ripple effect that improves the quality of programs, scholarship, and 

graduates as well (Bean et al., 2014; Zachary, 2005). 

This research provided a baseline for understanding agricultural communication faculty 

members’ experiences with mentorship. Exploring the quality of these relationships, 

characteristics of effective mentors, and specific mentoring needs could provide an additional 

layer of understanding to this study. In-depth interviews with mentors, mentees, and 

administrators could also provide deeper meaning to the quantitative findings from this research. 

Asking mentees why they talk about certain topics with their mentors but perceive other topics to 

be more important could help guide how future mentor/mentee meetings are structured. 

Additionally, asking both mentors and mentees how to best support them could provide 

administrators with clear recommendations for a formalized mentoring program. Future research 

should also seek to understand the influences on effective mentoring to develop a more 

comprehensive mentorship model. Identifying the costs of an effective mentoring program (e.g. 

faculty time, resources, etc.) would also be critical to understanding how to best support these 

programs. This study should be replicated in the future to ensure the discipline and departmental 

units are meeting the needs of agricultural communications faculty (Law et al., 2014). 
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