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Abstract 
Mentoring programs have become mainstay methods of developing leader-
ship skills in the hospitality and tourism context. The following provides the 
theoretical foundation and overview of a mentoring program implemented 
for a blended graduate hospitality management program. This provides a 
model for others seeking to create hybrid mentoring for leadership develop-
ment. Through structured reflection assignments and industry mentors, the 
Mentor EDGE program has countered many of the potential drawbacks of 
traditional mentoring programs, particularly in the online space. 
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1. Introduction 

Leadership development has become a central focus in hospitality management 
and education (Testa & Sipe, 2012) both in the US and across the globe (Lueng, 
Wen, & Jiang, 2018). Indeed, a review of necessary skills in the hospitality arena 
provided by Alhelalat (2015) centers on leadership skills and their prevalence in 
hospitality management schools. For these schools, finding innovative, experien-
tial and active methods of developing young leaders remains a challenge. One 
common method of developing young leaders is the implementation of a men-
toring program (Kaur, 2015). These programs can take a variety of forms, but 
the goal is to provide a feedback mechanism for the protégé as they engage in a 
variety of challenges. Senior leaders provide counsel and seek to assist protégé’s 
in their development. These programs yield significant and positive results such 
as career advancement, increased self-awareness and leadership development 
(Eby, Allen, Evans, Ng, & DuBois, 2008). 
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At the same time, mentoring programs can be challenging to implement par-
ticularly in the distance education space where little face-to-face contact takes 
place between students and the program. Online education is at its best when 
students have regular interaction and opportunities for collaboration. This is 
contrary to the “first generation” of e-learning which dominates much online 
education, which is very much a linear and passive process (Adams & Morgan, 
2007). Consequently, hospitality educators are faced with a variety of questions 
in terms of organization and execution of a successful mentoring program, espe-
cially regarding logistics and consistency. Will a directive or non-directive 
(Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2002) method be used? Will the mentors be selected for 
the students, or will the relationship develop organically? If they are selected by 
the institution, how will compatibility be monitored and managed? Finally, how 
will consistency in the experience for each pairing be ensured? 

The purpose of this paper is to overview an innovative mentoring program we 
call Mentor EDGE, designed and implemented as part of a blended Masters de-
gree in hospitality leadership at a large public university in California. The first 
section discusses the theoretical foundations that guided the initial program de-
sign to include leadership development theory, distance learning, and mentor-
ing. In the second section of the paper, we examine the Mentor EDGE compo-
nent of the program in detail, highlighting the design principles in action and 
the challenges of implementing personalized, experiential leader development 
for graduate students. Section three of the paper summarizes the results of two 
iterations of the Mentor EDGE program. Feedback from students, mentors, and 
faculty is presented as well as the changes implemented in response to this feed-
back. Finally, we provide a discussion section that highlights key theoretical 
principles in action alongside our own learning and process of continuous im-
provement. The paper concludes with implications for the advancement of lead-
er development, distance education, and mentoring theory. 

2. Theoretical Background 
2.1. Leadership Development Theory 

Leadership development is the process of preparing individuals and collectives 
to effectively engage in leader-follower interactions (Day & Dragoni, 2015). In 
the workplace, leader development has focused on developing managers to be 
effective in their role as leaders (DeRue & Myers, 2014). Models of leader devel-
opment focus on behaviors that enhance leadership competencies as well as ex-
panding one’s conceptual frames about the conduct of leadership (Boyce, Zac-
caro, & Wisecarver, 2007). At the heart of any leader development program is 
transformation and change; it’s about altering one’s worldview, which leads to 
changed behavior. Traditional modes of instruction and pedagogies used in 
management programs, even at the graduate level, are unlikely to bring about 
this kind of transformational learning (Kuechler & Stedham, 2018). Hence, we 
considered four relevant concepts of leadership development theory when de-
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signing the instructional innovation discussed in this paper; competency models, 
leader self-development, experiential learning, and feedback and reflection. 

Competency Models 
Organizations engage in leadership development to achieve strategic objec-

tives and develop internal talent. Many companies anchor their leadership de-
velopment efforts to competency models they use for recruitment, compensa-
tion, and succession planning (McCauley, 2008). Research based models of lea-
dership competencies reflect the needs of contemporary organizations as well as 
emergent leadership theories. Competency categories comprise managerial skills 
like problem solving and decision-making (Northouse, 2013), behaviors needed 
to lead others like visioning and communication (Kaur, 2015), and factors of 
emotional intelligence like self-awareness and regulation (Boyatzis, 2006). Com-
petency based approaches to management education are fueled by the impor-
tance of graduates who can put theory into practice (Testa & Sipe, 2012). 

Leader Self Development 
Competency models provide descriptions of desired outcomes, but research 

also illuminates the importance of choice and personalization in adult develop-
ment. Leader self-development stresses that leaders have control over their 
learning. Rather than being guided by an instructor’s syllabus or following pre-
scribed work assignments, the learner determines which activities to engage in. 
Development begins with the leader creating goals that are personally meaning-
ful (Reichard & Johnson, 2011). Although the learner is in control, leadership 
development does not occur in a vacuum. Groups and other relational influ-
ences can impede or facilitate one’s development (DeRue & Myers, 2014). 

The notion of a personalized yet systematic approach is consistent with inten-
tional change theory introduced by Boyatzis (2006). Based on longitudinal stu-
dies of MBA students, Boyatzis outlined an iterative cycle of discoveries that 
produce sustainable change at the individual level. The process begins with a vi-
sion of the ideal self and a personal vision. A comparison of the real self with the 
personalized vision results in a personal balance sheet of one’s strengths and 
weaknesses. From that self-assessment, a learning agenda and plan is created. 
The individual experiments and practices with new behaviors, attitudes, and 
feelings. Each of these steps, according to the author, is influenced by trusted 
and resonant relationships and feedback (pg. 613). 

Experiential Learning 
As indicated, sustainable change is a holistic and continuous process of expe-

rimentation and adaptation. Not surprising, emerging research reflects the no-
tion that a high proportion of leadership development should be the result of 
learning from experience. In educational spaces, experiential learning is based 
on the concept of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1989). Essentially, within an education-
al context, students are more likely to believe they can complete a task success-
fully once they have had personal experiences within their specific field of study. 
Kolb unpacked the notion of experiential learning by describing four phases of 
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the learning cycle. Concrete experiences are tangible events you can physically 
take part in actively or passively. Reflective observation follows with a focus on 
what was learned from the concrete experience. Abstract conceptualization re-
fers to thinking about the concrete experience in hopes of gaining new under-
standing. Active experimentation occurs when the individual applies what they 
have learned in their surrounding environment outside the confines of a class-
room. Central to Kolb’s theory is the recognition that learning is not only know-
ledge based, but requires the integration of the whole person, utilizing action, 
reflection, thinking, and feeling (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 

Experience-driven leadership development has been gaining in popularity in 
recent years. In the workplace, this refers to developing leaders through chal-
lenging assignments and projects on the job as opposed to formal leadership 
training. The term “70-20-10” has been popularized in practitioner literature to 
suggest that 70% of leader development should be embedded on the job, 20% 
should emphasize relationships, and 10% should occur through formal training 
(McCauley, DeRue, Yost, & Taylor, 2014). Although this stream of research is 
still in its infancy, stretch assignments, job rotation, cross-functional team 
projects, and action research are touted as particularly effective in developing 
leaders on the job (Hezlett, 2016). 

Feedback and Reflection 
Experience driven leadership development will be enhanced by ongoing op-

portunities for feedback and reflection. Reflective thinking enhances self-awareness 
and increases the likelihood of learning transfer (Reichard & Johnson, 2011). In 
workplace studies, reflecting on experiences has been linked to gains in 
self-efficacy, changes in interpersonal behavior, and improved future perfor-
mance (DeRue & Myers, 2014). Some research findings indicate that behavioral 
and affective changes in emerging leaders are heightened when reflection is 
guided or structured by action research coaches (Volz-Peacock, Carson, & Mar-
quardt, 2016). Learning from others and getting feedback along the leadership 
development journey is also important. Feedback seeking behaviors are valuable 
for assessing strengths and weaknesses, which ultimately influences subsequent 
behavior and decision-making (Taylor & Hood, 2011). 

2.2. Distance Learning 

While there is clear value in utilizing competencies, self-development, experien-
tial learning and feedback in graduate education, doing so through an online 
platform creates unique difficulties. Online courses in management programs 
have been steadily increasing in the United States and Europe for the past decade 
(Arbaugh, 2014). Comparative studies have concluded, for the most part, that 
online instruction can be as effective as traditional classroom teaching (US De-
partment of Education, 2009). Researchers and faculty are quick to point out, 
however, that engaging students in distance learning, especially in the develop-
ment of soft skills, is not without its challenges. Online learning is optimal when 

 
DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2020.91002 14 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2020.91002


L. J. Sipe, M. Testa 
 

it involves a high degree of interaction and collaboration (Redpath, 2012). In re-
sponse, instructional models have evolved from a technology driven, instruc-
tor-controlled mindset, to a pedagogy driven, learner in control mindset. For 
example, Adams & Morgan (2007) theorized the characteristics and design prin-
ciples of second generation e-learning to support soft-skill development in lea-
dership education to include: 
• Pedagogy driven, facilitated by technology. 
• Integrates theory/practice/work/learning in real time. 
• Network of interconnected learning opportunities. 
• Encourages the learner to bring personal contexts to the learning. 
• Evaluation based on self-assessment, reflective practice, and application. 

Empirical studies of online management education operationalized constructs 
from the collaborative inquiry framework (Col)—teaching presence, cognitive 
presence, and social presence—as potential drivers of enhanced online learning. 
Teaching presence involves course design, facilitation, and instruction. Cogni-
tive presence is the ability to construct knowledge and meaning through com-
munication. And social presence comprises development of interpersonal rela-
tionships, group cohesion, and identification with the community (Redpath, 
2012). For example, a recent study of 48 online MBA courses concluded that so-
cial presence significantly predicted improvement in grades, student perceptions 
of learning, and course evaluation. The author suggested that faculty play a key 
role in cultivating social presence, which he articulated as learners sharing per-
sonal feelings and beliefs as well as guided, open communication. He also en-
couraged program directors to incorporate cohorts and on-site common expe-
riences to drive community identity (Arbaugh, 2014). 

2.3. Mentoring 

Mentoring is considered an effective vehicle to guide and facilitate development 
and change in programs like hospitality that emphasize industry involvement 
and applied learning. Mentoring has gained significant modern-day popularity 
(Spence & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2015), but also has a rich history dating back to early 
apprenticeship models (Roberts, 2000). It wasn’t until the 1980s that scholars 
focused on crafting clear and useful definitions of the construct and more formal 
approaches were developed, particularly in a seminal work by Kathy Kram 
(1983), where many of the modern conceptualizations stem. Kram identified 
mentoring as an intense relationship whereby a more experienced individual 
acted as both a support mechanism and a role model for career-oriented beha-
viors. 

The past 25 years have provided many new distinctions and contextual factors 
in definitions of mentoring. For example, Cutterbuck (2001) used the term “de-
velopmental mentoring” in some contexts which is defined as “help by one per-
son to another in making significant transitions in knowledge, work, or think-
ing” (Cutterbuck, 2001: p. 3). For the purposes of this paper, mentoring is a 
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based on the transmission of knowledge, social capital and psychosocial support 
(Kaur, 2015). The mentor is generally a wise and trusted individual who utilizes 
his or her experience in an effort to develop a “mentee” or protégé. 

Past research on mentoring suggests that protégés benefit significantly from 
the process. A study by Freedman (2009) (largely drawing from Kram, 1985) 
noted that protégés yield both career benefits and psycho-social benefits. In 
terms of career, mentees enjoy greater job satisfaction, and career contentment 
as a result of the process. Allen et al. (2004) note that professional benefits ex-
tend to greater opportunity for promotion, increased salaries and reduced turn-
over. This is the direct result of a safe and non-threatening relationship devel-
oped with the mentor. 

In terms of psycho-social benefits, mentees feel more supported, accepted, 
recognized and a sense of companionship which may lead to increased confi-
dence. Gannon and Maher (2012) note that more long-lasting relationships may 
emerge from what begins as a mentoring relationship. The positive relationship 
and goodwill developed between mentor and mentee may extend to the organi-
zation in terms of prosocial behavior (Allen et al., 2004). Selfless behavior often 
impacts personal satisfaction, increased interpersonal skills and an enhanced 
ability to reflect. It is important to note that not all scholars see mentoring as a 
positive construct. Early work by Woodd (1997) noted that the subservient role 
played by the mentee changes the power dynamics of the duo. Mentees may feel 
less empowered and less collaborative as a result. Other suggest that mentoring 
can go wrong when matches are not carefully planned, role or gender conflicts 
emerge or either the mentor or mentee cannot commit to the relationship as 
needed (Carr & Heiden, 2011; McClelland, 2009). Such potential negatives high-
light the need for a mentoring process that ensures appropriate matching as well 
as clear expectations of both participants. 

Both informal and formal mentoring processes can take place. Informal men-
toring is traditionally spontaneous and organic (Pinho, Coetzee, & Schreuder, 
2005). These relationships are negotiated by the participants and are generally 
desired relationships rather than mandated relationships. Formal mentoring re-
fers to processes where organizations choose mentors for less experienced indi-
viduals (Pinho, Coetzee, & Schreuder, 2005). Roles are clearly defined in this 
formal relationship, as is a timeline, means of contact and expectations. Even 
within the scope of formal mentoring relationships, varying levels of organiza-
tion, structure and consistency can result. In some cases, meetings are driven by 
the mentor, some by the mentee and others by the organization. Clarity on 
meeting structure seems a significant factor for a successful mentoring process 
(Spence & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2015). 

It seems clear that the level of structure can have implications for how pre-
pared mentors and mentees are and perhaps how committed. If a mentor lacks 
focus, engagement or time, the relationship is less likely to be beneficial and 
could impact the level of satisfaction of both parties. This raises a critical factor 
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in formal mentoring which is matching mentors and mentees (Gannon & Mah-
er, 2012). When a “good” match happens, a more positive experience results. 
Conversely, where a poor match takes place, significant dissatisfaction can result 
(Fleck & Mullins, 2012). Ideally, mentors and mentees can select themselves, 
however this is not always possible (Scandura & Williams, 2002). It seems likely 
however that a relationship exists between the level of structure of the mentoring 
program and the matching process that is used. 

In the educational context, this process can exist between faculty and student, 
administrator and student, or student and student. In some cases, industry pro-
fessionals are used to guide students as they explore their career and seek to de-
velop their competencies (Spence & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2015). Industry profession-
als see mentoring as a process of giving back while deep into a successful career. 
Such professionals are able to provide a real world perspective that may be more 
difficult with faculty mentors. This may directly relate to increased skills and 
employability (Spence & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2015). 

Mentoring, while a complex process, was considered the ideal vehicle, utiliz-
ing and maximizing the four central themes of the proposed framework, namely: 
competency models, self-development, experiential learning, and feedback and 
reflection. The following illustrates how these four constructs are synthesized in 
a comprehensive education and mentoring model for use in the online space. 

3. The Mentor Edge Program 

“In times of changes, learners inherit the earth, while the learned find 
themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists” 

Eric Hoffler 

In this section, we discuss the design and implementation of the instructional 
innovation we call Mentor EDGE. First, we provide a brief overview of the 
graduate program implemented in 2012 to include a research-based competency 
model and blended approach to curriculum delivery. Then, we examine the 
Mentor EDGE component of the program in detail, highlighting design prin-
ciples in action and the challenges of implementing personalized, experiential 
leader development for graduate students. 

3.1. The Master of Management in Hospitality  
and Tourism-Program Overview 

The School of Hospitality and Tourism Management is part of a large, public 
university in California with annual enrollment exceeding 35,000 students. The 
School of HTM has offered bachelor’s degrees in hospitality, tourism, and 
recreation since 2001, and its graduates serve the industry needs locally, nation-
ally, and abroad. In 2012, we responded to industry advisors and added a gradu-
ate program to hone the leadership and business skills of their seasoned talent 
and up-and-coming leaders. The design of the HTM Master’s program was 
based on a research initiative that included 110 interviews with hospitality and 
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tourism executives and a follow up survey of 352 current business unit manag-
ers. The results comprised more than 100 skills and behaviors in 20 competency 
areas of successful leaders in the hospitality and tourism context. Three broad clus-
ters of competencies—context mastery, relationship mastery, and self-mastery— 
form the foundation of the educational experiences and guide program and 
course level assessment activities. As summarized in Table 1, Context Mastery 
refers to the ability for students to effectively manage and lead in their organiza-
tional context. Relationship Mastery refers to the student’s ability to develop and 
maintain meaningful relationships. And Self Mastery refers to the student’s abil-
ity successfully manage one’s self and find ways to increase personal efficacy. 

In addition to the input about competencies we received from industry stake-
holders, the design of the HTM Masters was influenced by insights from the 
education and leadership development literature, operational and competitive 
constraints, and the core values of the faculty to include: 
• Working professionals desire flexibility and relevance in their coursework. 
• Distance learning is most effective when it is collaborative and integrated. 
• Second generation e-learning principles align with the core values of HTM 

graduate faculty. 
• Leader development should be experiential and personalized. 
• Transformation and growth occurs over time—feedback and reflection is 

critical. 
Figure 1 provides a summary of the graduate program. Currently, the HTM 

Masters is an 18 month blended program designed to accommodate 18 - 30 stu-
dents per cohort. Upon acceptance, students engage in a 360 assessment of the 
leadership competencies listed in Table 1 as well as a commercial assessment 
called PRINT (Hertz, 2018). These assessments are administered by a third party 
research firm and select faculty are trained to interpret the results. An intensive 
resident week launches the learning experience and a final resident week con-
cludes the program 18 months later. The bulk of the coursework occurs online, 
with cohorts engaging in two or three courses per semester. 

We distinguish four types of courses in the course sequencing strand of Fig-
ure 1. Resident weeks take advantage of being face-to-face and building cohe-
sion and social presence. The first resident week is also designed to mirror the  

 
Table 1. Research based model of leadership competencies for the HTM graduate pro-
gram. 

Context Mastery Relationship Mastery Self Mastery 

Planning 

Numberwise 

Strategic Decision Making 

Innovation 

Systems Thinking 

Results Orientation 

Technical Service 

Interpersonal Communication 

Expressive Service 

Team Orientation 

Coaching & Training 

Inspiration 

Cultural Alignment 

Networked 

Accountability 

Professionalism 

Self-Development 

Time Management 

Spirit of Optimism 

Change Management 
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learning platforms used throughout the rest of the program. Students take two 
directed readings courses, one at the beginning, and one toward the end of the 
course sequencing. These courses are low technology, but highly personalized. 
Students read five assigned books, and they respond to a series of essay prompts 
for each book. Individualized feedback is promptly provided, and deeper levels 
of reflection are coached as students navigate through the texts. Five online 
courses include leadership, marketing, finance, innovation, and an elective. The 
cohort engages in a variety of assignments and deliverables one week at a time 
throughout each of these scheduled courses. These courses are technology inten-
sive. Although students are engaging at a distance, multiple platforms are used 
to encourage collaboration. The capstone course is an in-company project. Each 
student designs and leads a team through an approved project in their own or-
ganization. Although the projects are individualized, students engage in a struc-
tured process of action research with weekly deliverables. Hence, they are en-
gaging in a similar process, with widely different goals, challenges, and results. 

In addition to their coursework, students embark on a personalized journey to 
enhance their leadership competencies. As depicted in Figure 1, the Mentor 
EDGE program is not a single course but a leader development program that 
runs parallel to the coursework throughout the 18-month graduate degree pro-
gram. The purpose of the Mentor EDGE program is to provide customized, ex-
periential learning and competency development for each student in the HTM 
Master’s cohort. The comprehensive approach encourages students to pursue 
their own leadership vision as they develop their context, relationship and 
self-mastery. The researched based HTM EDGE competency model provides the 
foundation for the program. The student driven touchpoints, dedicated faculty,  

 

 
Figure 1. The HTM masters: program overview. 
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industry professionals, and the student’s own organization offer an unparalleled 
context for personal transformation. 

3.2. Mentor EDGE Program Design: Leadership  
Development Theory in Action 

The Mentor EDGE program depicted in Figure 1 aligns with the key leadership 
development concepts introduced earlier in the paper’s theoretical background 
section. Fueled by a need for graduates with leadership skills that can put theory 
into practice, a context-specific leadership competency model anchors the pro-
gram. A commercial firm operationalized the research-based, HTM EDGE compe-
tency model (Table 1) and administers a 360-assessment instrument with each 
student accepted into the graduate program. Pre-work for the first resident week 
incudes readings about competency development in general and the role of 
competency development in the HTM Master’s program. A leadership develop-
ment plan template is introduced as part of the initial resident week. Most im-
portantly, each student receives a two-hour coaching session with a trained fa-
culty member to review and interpret results of their 360 assessment during the 
resident week. Students synthesize a variety of feedback from their assessments 
and resident week activities and prepare a leader development plan (LDP) dur-
ing the first month of coursework. Submission of the completed leader devel-
opment plan (LDP) is labeled Touchpoint A in Figure 1. 

Although the LDP template provides structure, it is not prescriptive. Consis-
tent with contemporary views of leader self-development, the student has con-
trol over their own development and is encouraged to engage in activities that 
are personally meaningful. A vision of the ideal leader alongside the student’s 
assessment of his/her strong and weak competencies drives improvement op-
portunities. Initially, the student identifies competencies they want to improve 
and designs mini development activities to practice and reflect. A student gui-
debook provides sample development activities for each competency to spark 
idea generation. Ultimately, students are required to show progress toward the 
goals they created and identified in their LDP, but they are not graded. 

Sustainable change is a holistic and continuous process of experimentation 
and adaption within and outside the required courses. One of the differentiators 
of the HTM Masters program is its emphasis on experiential learning. Kolb’s 
(1984) theory iterates that knowledge is created through the transformation of 
one’s own experience in context. The HTM Masters also drew from recent re-
search that examines experience driven leadership development in the workplace 
context (Hezlett, 2016). Throughout the coursework there are assignments that 
ask students to apply what they have learned to their own organization. Similar-
ly, the Mentor EDGE program recognizes that existing and contingent organiza-
tional contexts are important learning “labs”. For example, one of the early 
touchpoint assignments (labeled D in Figure 1) focuses on identifying contexts 
where students can practice leadership. The impetus is on the student to culti-
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vate their own organizational contexts in ways that will maximize their expe-
riential learning and leadership competency growth. 

The importance of feedback and reflection is well established in leadership 
development literature and is evidenced throughout the Mentor EDGE instruc-
tional innovation. Students receive formal and informal feedback throughout the 
on campus and online courses from faculty, industry, peers, and work stake-
holders. As illustrated in Figure 1, this feedback goes beyond assessment of 
course activities and includes feedback related to the custom EDGE competency 
model as well as established leadership instruments. Reflective observation refers 
to the learning process that occurs after participating in a concrete experience 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Of particular importance to this phase of learning is the 
comparison between theoretical understanding of a concept and experiencing 
the concept in real time. Guided by a series of assignments we call touchpoints, 
students are asked to synthesize the feedback they receive and reflect on their 
personal learning and competency development over the course of their degree 
program. The Mentor EDGE culminates with students sharing their personal 
journey in a digital story during the final on-campus resident week. 

3.3. Mentor EDGE Implementation 

We were conscious of three “tensions” we would need to navigate as we imple-
mented the Mentor EDGE program. The first consideration involved assess-
ment. Leadership development is a longitudinal process—transformation occurs 
over time. We needed to assess each student’s competency development over an 
18-month journey rather than course by course learning outcomes. A closely re-
lated “tension” had to do with the need for continuity and sequencing outside of 
the typical 3-unit course structure prevalent at the university. Finally, we had to 
implement a highly personalized program as part of a blended curriculum con-
ducted mostly through online learning. Two key implementation decisions— 
industry mentors and structured touchpoints—were most helpful in mitigating 
the aforementioned “tensions”. 

The School of Hospitality and Tourism Management already benefits from its 
deep ties with industry professionals. After seeking input from potential industry 
mentors, we developed recruitment and training tools outlining the industry 
mentor’s role in implementing the Mentor EDGE program overlay for the grad-
uate program. We summarized the responsibilities of the mentor as providing 
guidance from an industry professional standpoint, assisting the student in de-
veloping leadership competencies, providing feedback and perspective as the 
student manages work and school. Contrary to other mentor/mentee relation-
ships, we communicated a student-driven process. The student is obligated to 
take a proactive role in planning meetings and other forms of contact, driving 
content, sharing information, etc. The mentor is required to understand the ba-
sic model we follow as it relates to leadership development (a mentor guidebook 
is provided), however they do not need to be the driver of any mentoring activi-
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ties. This is a significant departure from traditional mentoring relationships where 
the mentor leads the process (Cutterbuck, 2005). A reasonable time commitment 
for mentors is approximately 1 - 2 hours per month. The mentor role is primar-
ily a supportive one. There is no grading, no paperwork or other detailed infor-
mation that mentors need to provide the University. 

In order to implement the student-driven relationship and maintain continu-
ity outside formal coursework, a series of short, structured mentor related as-
signments we called “touchpoints” were developed. Figure 1 lists the timing and 
focus of each of these touchpoints labeled A through G. The first assignment, 
Touchpoint A, involves the student sharing their customized leader develop-
ment plan (LDP) created during their first month in the degree program. Men-
tors learn about their assigned student’s aspirations for leader development, 
their self-identified strengths and weaknesses, and particular areas they intend to 
focus their improvement efforts. Another month’s structured assignment, 
Touchpoint F, encourages the student to talk about the integration of their 
competency development and career. These assignments are intended to provide 
structure and starting points for continued conversation. They are intentionally 
designed as mini learning loops of plan-feedback-reflect (Simonin, 2017), with 
the mentor as the point of intervention. The first page of the touchpoint assign-
ment comprises sections titled purpose, in preparation, and suggested ques-
tions/conversations starters/resources. The second page outlines the due date 
and required deliverables. Most months the deliverable is a summary document 
comprising five sections—logistics, background, summary of discussion, reflec-
tion, and visual. One of the touchpoint assignments, Touchpoint A, is provided 
as an appendix (Appendix A). A staff member we call the mentor concierge 
provides support for both the students and mentors. This includes providing 
contact summary documents to each mentor/student pair, posting mentor touch-
point assignments on the cohort’s home page, maintaining a record of completion 
for each student, and interfacing with the program faculty and director. 

4. Results 

“No plan can see beyond the first engagement. Although it is important to 
follow the plan, it is equally important to know when and how to modify 
the plan” 

Sun Tzu 

Educational design research is typically based on a theoretical framework, but 
the research aims at designing an intervention in a real-world setting (Anderson 
& Shattuck, 2010). Similar to action research, the methodology involves concep-
tualization, prototyping, implementation, and continued refinement (Pedler, 
1983). Our initial goal was to design a leadership development program that mi-
tigated key issues articulated in the literature about distance learning and men-
toring. The first iteration of the program was launched in 2012, and it has 
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evolved into the Mentor EDGE program depicted in Figure 1. This section ex-
amines results from two distinct iterations of the program. 

The progression of the program, and in turn the progression of the mentoring 
program, was based on data collected throughout the process. This data, drawn 
from students, faculty and mentors, came in from a variety of sources. For stu-
dents, we looked at the previously described competency assessment, LDP ref-
lections both early in the program and at the end, as well as exit interviews con-
ducted with students as they completed the program. Faculty data came in the 
form of focus groups conducted during meetings and facilitated debriefs with 
the Program Director. Finally, mentor data came in the form of debriefs con-
ducted with the mentors and the Program Director to assess program efficacy. 

The first two cohorts (2012, 2013) had very different experiences than the 
second three cohorts (2014, 2015, 2016). As shown in Tables 2-4, perceptions by 
all three groups differed greatly as the program evolved. From the students’ 
standpoint, the program helped to build a bond with faculty and the cohort, but 
did not provide a consistent focus on leadership. Since the entire process was 
done informally, the success of the relationships were also inconsistent. For ex-
ample, a faculty member focused on tourism might have taken on 4 mentors in 
the early years versus a one-to-one paring in the more recent program. This 
stretched the faculty member but also provided less individualized attention on 
the mentee. Since the student may not have had the same tourism career focus, 
no common link between the two was ensured. By going to an industry-based 
model using standardized assignments, leadership development became the 
center piece of the program. Additionally, the difficulties that might emerge in  

 
Table 2. Student perceptions by cohort. 

Cohorts 1 and 2 Cohorts 3, 4 and 5 

Program Overall 

• Personalized and focused on personal growth 

• “Faculty Cares” about students 

• Cohort Connections were a priority 

Program Overall 

• Leadership Development was the focus 

• Cohort Connections were a priority 

• Applicable to any Career 

LDP Process 

• “Gave me a focus on my leadership development” 

• Provided a vocabulary to communicate strengths 
and weaknesses 

• A foundation for competency development 
individually based 

LDP Process 

• Utility of the plan-summarize-reflect 
approach in coursework 

• Competency development easily 
articulated and practiced in their context. 

Mentors 

• Done by faculty in the program. 

• Enhanced relationship to the program and faculty 

• Matching done by the program director 
inconsistently 

 

Mentors 

• Integral part of education process 

• Trust built over time with an industry 
mentor 

• Matching done by the program director 
based on interest, career focus, experience 
level and demographics (Rare issues) 
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the pairing process are reduced by the formalization of the touchpoint assign-
ments. The focus was less on the commonality of the mentor-mentee and more 
on the topics and assignments that became part of the mentoring program. 

In the original mentoring program faculty acted as mentors. From this “men-
tor” standpoint, the initial mentoring program was seen as a method of building 
greater bonds with students as shown in Table 3. These bonds would provide 
support for students as they navigated the challenges of managing an online 
workload. However, because of the inconsistent matching, some faculty were 
never completely comfortable in the role of mentor. This lack of confidence can 
manifest itself in a variety of ways. Faculty not completely understanding the 
mentee’s context might hold back on offering critical advice. Given that a faculty 
member could have up to 4 mentees, some felt they could not provide the time 
and energy necessary to do the job at the necessary level. Moving on to the 
Mentor EDGE phase, mentors were only focused on a single mentee. This miti-
gated the issue of multiple mentees and a lack of attention. In addition, the 
structure of the program as previously described allowed the mentee the free-
dom of focusing on higher-level activities with the student versus determining 
what to talk about at each meeting. Industry mentors had ample time to review 
the materials and ask questions of faculty, administration and the concierge be-
fore the process began, which helped ensure fewer complications. When there 
were complications, there was one individual with ownership of the process. Fi-
nally, by going to the Mentor EDGE model, the leadership development aspect 
was highlighted and yielded more consistent interactions with the mentors. 

Finally, faculty had varying perceptions of the initial program vs. the Mentor 
EDGE program as shown in Table 4. While faculty were initially excited about 
the prospect of mentoring graduate students, the realities of the workload began 
to be realized. Put simply, mentoring 3 - 4 students over a year is time consum-
ing. Given the other requirements of a full teaching load, this caused issues for 
both students and faculty. Perhaps even more concerning was that in the initial 
mentoring program, there was no grade attached to student efforts. Conse-
quently, a lack of accountability resulted. One challenge of distance education is 
maintain such accountability with students as the combination of work and 
school become overwhelming. If there is no grade attached to the program, it is  

 
Table 3. Themes from mentors by cohort. 

Cohorts 1 and 2 Cohorts 3, 4 and 5 

• Mentors enjoyed giving back 

• Was a nice way to stay connected 
to the program 

• Matching done by the program 
director inconsistently 

• Meaningful to see the growth in student 

• Industry mentors enjoyed giving back 

• Integrated approach is innovative 

• Matching done by the program director based on interest, 
career focus, and demographics (Rare issues) 

• Mentors more prepared to work with mentees 

• Support person provided to monitor the program provided 
a central source of consistent information 
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Table 4. Themes from faculty by cohort. 

Cohorts 1 and 2 Cohorts 3, 4 and 5 

• Interactions were meaningful 
• Time consuming and took time from teaching and research 
• Not linked to a grade which made accountability difficult. 
• Inconsistent use of the LDP yielded inconsistent experiences 

for students 
• Varying degree of qualification and commitment by faculty 

• Can still engage in informal 
“mentoring” 

• Students better at reflection 
• Learning loops 
• Opportunities for integration (i.e. 

project) 
• Innovative program level 

assessment 

 
likely the first assignment to be neglected. This was particularly true with the 
LDP which was part of the mentoring program. Faculty did not use the LDP 
equally due in some cases to a lack of understanding and in others because of 
discomfort with the leadership component. 

The Mentor EDGE program began with these difficulties in mind. First, a 
grade was attached to the mentoring program and all corresponding touchpoint 
assignments. Essentially the mentoring program was a class that overlaid course 
content. This immediately added gravity to missed assignments or a lack of ef-
fort on the part of students. In addition, the built-in feedback, reflection and 
learning loops enhanced the student’s connection to leadership development. 
Since the feedback was provided by a respected industry person, it carried, in 
many instances more weight. This feedback was often timelier as a result. With 
meetings scheduled regularly and in advance, it provided a more consistent ve-
hicle for important industry or leadership advice. Finally, the industry mentor 
was able to contribute to the student’s capstone project at a different level than 
with faculty. Given the vast amount of experience these professionals had, the 
feedback had a more practical feel. Students felt confident in the advice they 
were receiving which positively impacted their final projects. The changes from 
Cohort 1 and 2 to the Mentor EDGE Program ultimately created a better fit be-
tween the mentor and mentee thereby improving the overall experience. 

5. Discussion 

The purpose of this investigation was to overview a dynamic model of mentor-
ing in the distance education space called Mentor EDGE. The theoretical foun-
dations support the use of a leadership competency model, self-development, 
experiential education and feedback and reflection. By creating a student driving 
process, moving to industry mentors, and crafting strategically designed touch-
point activities, a more cohesive and consistent leadership development process 
resulted as indicated by students, faculty and the mentors themselves. Implica-
tions exist for such leadership development, distance learning and mentoring. 

5.1. Leadership Development 

The mentoring model developed by the department evolved from an informal 
faculty-led mentoring process to a highly structured, student-led industry men-
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toring process. As with any new program, growing pains occur and resulted 
here. However, the lessons learned transformed the program into a center-piece 
of the degree versus simply an extra set of activities. By creating a student driven 
process, students take responsibility for their own leadership development. This 
accountability forces the leadership development message to remain in the stu-
dent’s consciousness throughout the entire program. This was vital in the de-
velopment process, particularly in the online space where students can become 
overwhelmed by the workload. Hospitality and tourism educators seeking to 
create mentoring experiences might do well to consider how students themselves 
can drive the process. An ancillary benefit of students controlling the process is 
that industry mentors who are generally busy are more likely to take part in the 
program. We have had many instances where upon hearing how the students 
would schedule meetings and that there would be formal topics and assign-
ments, potential mentors were eager to participate. 

Rather than “one off” meetings with little structure or connectedness to other 
assignments, touchpoints allowed us to provide a more consistent learning expe-
rience. The level of structure provided in a mentoring program can impact the 
quality of the experience for both participants (Ehrich, Hansford, & Tennent, 
2004). Those responsible for mentoring programs should consider seeking out 
more structure in the process as is practicable. In addition, they might consider 
the timing of the student assignments. Ideally, these assignments match some 
element of the degree program. For example, in the Mentor EDGE program, 
touchpoints that take place later in the degree, are directly related to the cap-
stone project. This adds an element of utility to the mentor meetings and tends 
to be more valuable. 

Another implication that can be drawn from the Mentor EDGE program is 
the value of industry mentors. This is particularly true in the vein of leadership 
development. Industry professionals who are willing to make the commitment 
to a student are invaluable. Above and beyond the career development growth 
that can take place through interaction with the mentor, these professionals be-
come role models for students. Industry mentors can inspire students through 
their actions but also provide advice that a faculty member, without comparable 
industry experience could not. In addition, mentors are likely not limited by 
geography. Given how dispersed students in online programs can be, senior 
leaders in hospitality and tourism are likely available in most cities and large 
towns. Again, matching these industry mentors with formal touchpoint assign-
ments was a significant success in the Mentor EDGE program. 

5.2. Distance Learning 

In terms of distance education, the model provided here helps to transition 
e-learning from what Adams & Morgan (2007) refer to as the “first generation” 
to the “second generation”. First generation e-learning utilizes early approaches 
to distance education primarily focused on developing technical skills. This ap-
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proach is characterized by an instructor controlled, linear, technology driven 
process that views theory separate from practice. Emphasis is placed on visual 
cues to engage the learner and use separate systems for learning and knowledge 
capture and dissemination. Clearly there are limitations, just as there were limi-
tations in the educational process before an “adult learner” process was adopted 
as a mainstream methodology. 

The second generation model, which is ideally suited for developing soft skills 
is far more integrated and pedagogy drives the process. Rather than a linear 
process, integrated theory and practice is self-organizing and executed in real 
time. Reflection is a central component of second generation e-learning. It is our 
hope that applying this approach to a leadership-focused mentoring model helps 
to contribute to the development of the next tier of distance education. Educa-
tors in the hospitality context, particularly in the online space would do well to 
consider how to apply these second generation concepts their current platform. 

5.3. Mentoring 

With regard to mentoring, the Mentor EDGE model provides some direction for 
the process. Mentoring is not without challenges as the literature suggests 
(Cutterbuck, 2005; Gannon & Maher, 2012; Woodd, 1997). Those either devel-
oping or revising their mentoring programs may benefit from reviewing the 
progression of our model from the first two years of the program to today. San 
Diego State benefits from having a wide variety and large quantity of potential 
industry mentors. In smaller cities and towns where the availability may be li-
mited, using the touchpoint approach shown here may help. The structure of the 
assignments and the student-led nature of the process reduce potential issues 
with matching mentors and mentees. Because of the prescriptive nature, some of 
the potential confusion, disorganization, or even power struggles that can 
emerge in mentoring may be minimized (Spence & Hyams-Ssekasi, 2015), which 
may benefit both parties. 

In addition, guided reflection as denoted in the Mentor EDGE program pro-
vides a vehicle for increased trust between mentor and mentee. Often, mentees 
can “hide” or remain surface level with their thoughts or emotions. The struc-
tured nature of the reflects provides opportunities for mentors and mentees to 
speak more openly about delicate issues. The result should be a closer relation-
ship between the pair. 

5.4. Overall Significance 

Lastly, the model developed and shown here provides an example of extant 
theoretical principles of leadership development in action. Educators, particu-
larly those with an applied nature such as Hospitality and Tourism are constant-
ly seeking innovative methods of delivery. We hope that the model of the gradu-
ate curriculum provided in Figure 1 and the sample touchpoint in Appendix A 
help in this regard. No individual model created for one program works perfect-
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ly for another, but certainly these tools may be idea generators. 
Additionally, this model may provide some direction for theory building. By 

overlaying a leadership development model on a graduate distance education 
program, several opportunities exist for increased social, cognitive and teaching 
presence. Social presence refers to the sense of connectedness with others in the 
e-learning space (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2014), while cognitive presence is related 
to the types of deep and relevant cognitive activities used to create understand-
ing (Dunlap et al., 2007). Teaching presence is denoted by using both social and 
cognitive presence as well as facilitation of communication and interaction 
among the stakeholders in the online space (Dunlap et al., 2016; Le Roux & Na-
gel, 2018). Educators seek to create what Garrison et al. (2000) refer to as Com-
munities of Inquiry by including all three elements in the online space. The rela-
tionship developed between the mentor and mentee provides a sense of social 
prescience. Regular interactions add a richer social context that is often hard to 
achieve in the online space. By adding the mentoring component, interactions 
between student-student and student-instructor are complimented, minimizing 
transactional distance. In terms of cognitive presence, the use of touchpoint as-
signments with heavy focus on reflection provides this deep level of cogni-
tive-processing. 

Each touchpoint and the corresponding reflection provide an opportunity to 
enhance conceptual understanding. Again, this is more effective when the 
touchpoints are in sync with the content and requirements of the program. Both 
social and cognitive presence are planned and facilitated through teaching pres-
ence. Teachers use any and all means necessary to maximize the student expe-
rience. This includes design and organization, facilitating discourse and direct 
instruction (Le Roux & Nagel, 2018). Looking at future research, several ques-
tions emerge. For example, how can both social, cognitive and teaching presence 
processes be enhanced in such mentoring programs? How can hospitality edu-
cators build on the initial steps provided here? To what extent can levels of ref-
lection be elevated so that deeper levels of understanding result? These questions 
are all potential areas of inquiry moving forward. 

Another unique characteristic of the Mentor EDGE program that provides 
opportunity for further research is what we term “mentoring UP”. With the 
student guiding the process described here, there is a potential pathway for in-
creased student leadership. In what ways can students guide more online educa-
tion as well as traditional learning? What are the limitations of student driven 
processes in education? Further research may explore these questions and push 
the boundaries of the student’s traditional role. 

Finally, there may be opportunities to explore the relationship between leader 
self-development and leadership development in organizations. Leadership does 
not take place in a vacuum, nor does leadership development. The context of 
each learning experience is unique. Consequently, what may work in one organ-
ization may not work in another. As a starting point, can the process described 
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here be used in hospitality organizations seeking to develop leadership in its 
ranks? If so, what elements might work and which may need alteration? How 
does such a process change based on the type of organization? Such questions 
provide direction for scholars seeking to further enhance leadership in the hos-
pitality and tourism context. 

6. Conclusion 

The theory, process and examples provided here illustrate how a mentoring 
program, particularly one in a hybrid environment can be developed. What 
seems clear is that such mentoring programs need to be based on foundational 
research in the areas of leadership competencies, self development, experiential 
learning, and feedback and reflection. It is hoped that this is starting point for 
further refinement of this program and others like it. Only through continued 
refinement can leadership development efforts be maximized, particularly when 
today’s environment allows for less one-on-one contact. 
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