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REVERSE MENTORING 

Reverse Mentoring Cracks Workplace 

Top Managers Get Advice on Social Media, Workplace Issues From Young Workers 
By LESLIE KWOH 
(From: The Wall Street Journal, November 28, 2011 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970203764804577060051461094004.html) 
 
Workplace mentors used to be older and higher up the ranks than their mentees. Not anymore. 
 
In an effort to school senior executives in technology, social media and the latest workplace 
trends, many businesses are pairing upper management with younger employees in a practice 
known as reverse mentoring. The trend is taking off at a range of companies, from tech 
to advertising. 
 
The idea is that managers can learn a thing or two about life outside the corner office. But 
companies say another outcome is reduced turnover among younger employees, who not only 
gain a sense of purpose but also a rare glimpse into the world of management and access to 
top-level brass. 
 
Reverse mentoring was championed by Jack Welch when he was chief executive of General 
Electric Co.  He ordered 500 top-level executives to reach out to people below them to learn 
how to use the Internet. Mr. Welch himself was matched with an employee in her 20s who 
taught him how to surf the Web. The younger mentors "got visibility," he says. 
 
Fast forward a decade and mentors are teaching their mentees about Facebook and Twitter. 
 
At Ogilvy & Mather, world-wide managing director Spencer Osborn, 42 years old, says his 
younger mentors have taught him how to jazz up his Twitter posts, which had a reputation for 
being "very boring," and tell him what's hip on playlists these days. He finds the knowledge 
valuable in the fast-moving business of advertising and says he believes the program has also 
helped boost morale and retention at the firm, with many young mentors saying they feel their 
voices are now being heard. 
 
The younger mentors have learned how to ask candid questions of their mentees. One young 
mother asked Mr. Osborn for his input on balancing her career with motherhood and child care. 
 
Ultimately, Mr. Osborn says he envisions making Ogilvy's reverse mentoring program global, 
using Skype and videoconferencing to connect mentors and mentees at the firm's more than 
450 offices. 
 
Technology and global thinking are changing so quickly that older executives want to catch up, 
says Lois Zachary, president of Leadership Development Services LLC, a Phoenix-based 
consulting firm that helps companies implement mentoring programs. "But it also helps 
younger people get comfortable in a company. It promotes loyalty, it generates trust." 



2 

 
That's got younger employees at Hewlett-Packard Co. clamoring for reverse mentoring. While 
some workers there have already arranged their own informal reverse-mentoring relationships, 
the company's Young Employee Network says it wants to formalize the process in the next few 
months, starting with the several thousand members who belong to the world-wide group. 
Logistics haven't been ironed out yet, but they will likely involve virtual communication over the 
Web. 
 
"This is a great avenue to speak with decision makers," says Odile Kane, who sits on the 
network's leadership board. 
 
Andrew Graff, CEO of Allen & Gerritsen, a Watertown, Mass., ad agency, says he was one of 
the first to volunteer when his company launched a reverse mentoring program last year. Under 
the program, mentors and mentees meet every three weeks for 90 minutes over lunch or coffee. 
 
The 47-year-old has since come to lean on his mentor, 23-year-old Eric Leist, for guidance on 
everything from the latest smartphone apps to the layout for a new office. Mr. Graff says the 
most important lesson he has learned is how to be flexible, including allowing employees to 
work unconventional hours and to check in from home or a coffee shop. 
 
"There's an assumption that if you're senior, you have a lot to teach, and if you're junior, you 
have a lot to learn, and I'm saying let's challenge the status quo," he says. 
 
Mr. Leist says he was surprised when Mr. Graff began sharing management tips during their 
lunch sessions. "This allows me to take a step back and see what he sees," says Mr. Leist. 
 
When Cisco Systems Inc. started its Gen Y Reverse Mentoring Program nearly two years ago, 
"it became a badge of honor," says Jeanette Gibson, director of social and digital marketing. 
"When the word got out that a few execs had a [junior] mentor, others wanted one, too," she 
says. 
 
Still, it's not all smooth sailing. Many older workers bristle at the idea of being mentored by 
someone younger, especially since they usually have many more years of career experience, 
says Sanghamitra Chaudhuri, a senior lecturer at Ohio State University who recently co-wrote a 
research report on the topic. 
 
"It's a mind-set," Ms. Chaudhuri says. 
 
 
 
Will Reverse Mentoring Work at Law Firms? 
By Brendan McKenna  
Law Technology News 
December 5, 2011 
 
Reverse mentoring, to put it simply, is when older employees seek training and assistance from 
younger colleagues better versed in technology -- from social media like Facebook and Twitter 
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to the use of smartphones and other devices. A recent story in The Wall Street Journal suggests 
that reverse mentoring is permeating the workplace, saying "the trend is taking off at a range of 
companies." But will law firms that are used to a rigid employment structure based on the 
partnership track adopt it? 
 
The Journal notes that the concept of reverse mentoring first took off at General Electric in the 
1990s, inspired by then-CEO Jack Welch's efforts to improve his management team's internet 
knowledge. The benefits work both ways. Per the article: "Companies say another outcome is 
reduced turnover among younger employees, who not only gain a sense of purpose but also a 
rare glimpse into the world of management and access to top-level brass." Younger staff 
members get the chance to shine, using their expertise as a means to stand out, and it likely 
comes naturally, because they grew up with technology that older staff may find intimidating. 
 
It seems like the perfect concept for law firms, but an informal search on Google found little to 
suggest that reverse mentoring is registering in the field, with few references to it in major legal 
publications. 
 
Meanwhile, a recent survey released by the West LegalEdCenter and The NALP Foundation for 
Law Career Research and Education on professional development shows much in the way of 
enthusiasm for mentorships from associates, noting that on a scale of 1-5 (5 being highest), 
"associates ranked work-related, on-the-job training opportunities and formal or informal 
mentoring as the most important activities on the importance scale." 
 
However, there appears to be a disconnect between associates and upper management at 
firms. Another West survey notes that, "professional development personnel stated that they 
anticipate formal/informal mentoring and/or/shadowing programs to be less a priority than other 
functions during the next 24 months." That doesn't jibe with associates' apparent enthusiasm, 
which suggests associates would be willing to embrace a reverse mentorship to strengthen 
professional relationships with senior staff members. 
 
But would reverse mentoring actually work in a law firm setting? There appears to be 
enthusiasm from various law firm figures interviewed, though they seemed unfamiliar with the 
concept. Jan Huber, Indianapolis-based user services manager for Baker & Daniels, believes 
that it might "catch on in law firms," adding that "in the training and development industry we are 
seeing trends away from formal learning to informal learning from peers, so the timing might be 
right for reverse mentoring." 
 
Julia Montgomery, technology projects manager at Washington, D.C.-based Arent Fox, says 
she could see how reverse mentorships might generate excitement from law firms, but it 
depends on law firm culture. "I think it depends on the individual attorney and on the culture of 
the firm," she says. "Many firms are still very formal and hierarchical in terms of their culture, 
and I think that type of environment isn't conducive to this concept." 
 
Montgomery has found success implementing one-on-one technology skills coaching programs 
for attorneys, which she sees as a mentoring program of sorts -- but one that's more 
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comfortable for some people than others. "Many of the coaching program participants told us 
that the reason they joined the program was that the younger attorneys were so much more 
technologically savvy -- and they felt embarrassed by their own lack of skills," she says. In other 
words, older attorneys simply dislike not feeling like the smartest person in the room. 
 
Montgomery adds that another challenge of reverse mentoring is the loss of billable hours -- "as 
many firms raise the billable requirements for associates, the idea of using otherwise billable 
time for mentoring becomes anathema to participation," she says. 
 
She notes that firms must "find ways to incentivize or credit this type of relationship so 
participation is valued and acknowledged when it comes time to run those year-end numbers." 
In order to make reverse mentoring work, law firms will need to formalize the programs. 
Voluntary endeavors might not work because of the billable hours issue. 
 
Ted Brooks, a litigation technology expert and frequent contributor to LTN, agrees with 
Montgomery that pairing an older attorney with a younger staff member may take "a bit of 
moxie" on the part of the younger mentor, but the very nature of a lawyer's background and 
training may make this possible. "Attorneys are trained to convince, not to be swayed," he says. 
"So, they often must realize a need or a shortcoming before they are willing to listen. As long as 
the mentor can offer something of value, and an attorney can realize that value, it works out just 
fine." But, Brooks adds, paid consultants may garner more respect since that is what they are 
paid to do, "while an in-house staffer may not get the same level of respect." 
 
The biggest proponent I spoke with, however, was an associate -- Leigh Ann Buziak. She works 
in Blank Rome's Philadelphia office. She says Blank Rome offers both formal and informal 
mentoring programs, and notes that "reverse mentoring is a great idea, because obviously the 
younger folks in our law firm are tasked with handling some of the more technical electronic 
discovery issues." She continues, "you kind of have the chance to earn your stripes and 
become an expert." 
 
While mentoring happens on a daily basis because of the ongoing need for e-discovery 
knowledge, Buziak believes that the introduction of a formalized program is an interesting one. 
"Especially for e-discovery, the younger associates are in the trenches and they can really make 
this issue their own and educate more senior people on it." And Buziak hasn't found much 
reluctance on the part of senior partners and others at her firm toward embracing social media 
for marketing and substantive cases, it's just a different dynamic. "As a matter of life," she says, 
"younger attorneys are more apt to use Facebook and Twitter." 
 
Reverse Mentoring Bridges 'Twitter Gap' Between Gen erations 
By Andrew Chow, JD on December 6, 2011 5:48 AM  
(From: http://blogs.findlaw.com/technologist/2011/12/reverse-mentoring-bridges- 
twitter-gap-between-generations.html) 
 



5 

A growing trend called "reverse mentoring" is bridging a technological, and generational, divide 
at many companies. Law firms could also learn a thing or two by adopting the practice, experts 
say. 
 
Reverse mentoring is a fancy name for something many older workers already do every day: 
Seek the help of younger, more tech-savvy coworkers to learn new technological tricks. 
 
The practice was widely implemented by General Electric in 1999, when 500 top executives 
were assigned to underlings to learn how to use the Internet, The Wall Street Journal reports. 
Older workers got up-to-speed with new technology, and young mentors "got visibility," GE's 
former CEO Jack Welch told the Journal.  
 
The win-win reverse mentoring strategy is taking off. Young mentors are no longer just teaching 
their superiors how to surf the web, but also how to become savvy with social media like 
Facebook and Twitter. 
 
Young associates are also teaching executives to use online videoconferencing services like 
Skype, and how to take full advantage of their smartphone apps. 
 
One executive, who credits a young mentor for helping him "jazz up his Twitter posts," told the 
Journal that reverse mentoring also boosted office morale and job retention. Young workers feel 
their voices are now being heard, he said. 
 
Another case in point: Cisco Systems, which kicked off its "Gen Y Reverse Mentoring Program" 
two years ago. "It became a badge of honor," a Cisco manager told the Journal. "When the 
word got out that a few execs had a [junior] mentor, others wanted one too." 
 
Reverse mentoring can also work for law firms, where employees are driven with a desire to 
build their professional skills. A recent study by the West LegalEdcenter found 95% of law firm 
associates cited mentoring as the most important professional-development activity. 
 
The bottom line: Reverse mentoring can build relationships between younger and older workers, 
one workplace expert told Fox Business. It can also open doors to educational and learning 
exchanges that go far beyond the keyboard. 
 
Related Resources: 
 
•Taking advice from the young and wise (Federal Computer Week) 
•Reverse Mentoring (Nextgov.com) 
•Be a Mentor (FindLaw) 
•Who Really Owns a Company's Twitter Account? (FindLaw's Technologist) 

Engaging Lawyers with Reverse Mentoring 

By Molly DiBianca 

October 2011 
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(From: http://www.americanbar.org/newsletter/publications/law_practice_today_home/ 
law_practice_today_archive/october11/engaging_lawyers_with_reverse_mentoring.html) 
  
Monetary incentives, such as bonuses, are used throughout the legal industry to motivate and 
reward lawyers for their hard work.  The effectiveness of financial incentives is debatable.  And, 
in times of economic difficulties, many law firms are looking for less costly ways to effectively 
engage their workforce.  Reverse mentoring may be the answer. 
 
What Is Reverse Mentoring? 
 
As the name suggests, reverse mentoring is a type of workplace mentoring.  The “reverse” part 
of reverse mentoring refers to the ages and/or seniority of the participants.  In a traditional 
mentoring relationship, the mentor is the more senior individual and the mentee the more junior.  
In reverse mentoring, it’s the junior attorney who does the mentoring. 
 
The subject of the mentoring relationship is entirely customizable.  For example, in the law-firm 
context, technology can be an effective topic.  Junior lawyers tend to be more familiar with 
technology and are able to more easily learn new programs and applications.  Senior lawyers, 
on the other hand, are often less comfortable than they’d like to be with technology.  
 
What’s Involved? 
 
If reverse mentoring sounds like an interesting idea, you are just a few steps away from a more 
engaged workforce.  To implement a reverse-mentoring program, first discuss the idea with 
lawyers who may be interested.  Seek opinions about the idea to get buy in and, in turn, 
improve the likelihood of successful implementation.  
 
Once you have a few potential candidates lined up, make the pairings. When attempting to pair 
mentor and mentee, be careful not to assume that similar is better. Instead, consider putting 
together two lawyers who may not seem to have that much in common.  Two like-minded 
individuals are far more likely to find one another without a formal mentoring relationship.  It’s 
the people who don’t seem to share common ground who may, to your surprise, find their 
differences to benefit them the most.  
 
Before setting the pairs off to the races, it’s best to first set some clear guidelines.  Have the 
participants identify their objectives—and be specific.  Does one lawyer want to learn how to 
use the firm’s deposition-transcript software?  That’s a legitimate goal because it can be 
achieved.  On the other hand, “learning firm software” is too vague to be an effective goal.  
Try to incorporate this goal when crafting the objective of the other participant.  For example, a 
junior associate, who has not taken many depositions, could likely benefit from his mentee’s 
thoughts on deposition strategy.  In this scenario, the partner-mentee would explain why he 
asked certain questions or made certain objections as the associate-mentor walks him through 
how to annotate the electronic transcript using the firm’s software. 
 
Once action-oriented goals have been established, it’s best to agree on the amount of time that 
the parties will commit to the relationship.  It need not be a lot of time—anywhere from once a 
month to once a quarter can be effective.  However, getting and agreeing upon a commitment is 
essential.   Both parties are responsible for meeting their commitment.  One way to ensure this 
happens is by incorporating this as a standard of performance at the mentee’s annual review.  
This way, the mentor is motivated to remind his mentee about the commitment and the mentee, 
knowing that the mentor’s yearly review is on the line, is less likely to put it off indefinitely.  
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Why Does It Work? 
 
There are several benefits of this type of mentoring relationship.  On a basic level, both 
participants learn something, making them better lawyers and making them more valuable to 
the firm.  When technology is the subject, the participants can become more efficient at their 
work; the increased efficiency is an additional bonus to the firm. 
 
There are other important ways that reverse mentoring can benefit the lawyers and their firm.  
Both participants have the opportunity to show off their skills or knowledge in an area in which 
the other is unfamiliar.  This helps elevate status—both externally and internally.  Externally, 
participants see one another as having a valuable skill.  Internally, there’s nothing better for the 
ego than teaching something you know to a student who is eager to learn.  
 
Work is a social activity and we humans are social creatures.  By developing personal 
relationships with colleagues, we feel more connected and engaged.  We also grow our 
professional network.  For junior lawyers, this is important to develop ties to the organization 
and, as they become less junior, it can be critical to partnership selection.  
  
One positive experience can carry over into other areas, as well. For example, a junior 
associate who makes a good impression with his mentee, a senior partner, may be more easily 
forgiven when he turns in a project that is less than perfect.  And that same junior associate may 
be less critical of unpopular decisions made by firm management when he trusts his mentee.  
The positive benefits of a reverse-mentoring relationship are numerous and are far greater than 
the small investment of time that is required to maintain such a relationship. 
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