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Unpacking Engineering Faculty’s Discrepant Views of Mentoring 
through the Lens of Attachment Theory 

 
Abstract 
The term mentorship can be interpreted in a variety of ways. This research paper examines the 
interpretation and individual mentoring experiences of three engineering faculty across ranks to 
capture their discrepant views toward faculty support relationships. In the context of a larger 
qualitative study to identify and compare perceptions of effective engineering faculty-to-faculty 
mentorship from the perspectives of both mentors and mentees, three engineering faculty stood 
out as markedly different from their fellow interviewees. Specifically, these three stood out 
because, while they each actively provide mentor-like support to other faculty or students, they 
expressed reluctance or aversion toward labeling these relationships as mentorship. This 
seemingly contradictory set of attributes motivated a closer examination of their stories. Data for 
this work are semi-structured interviews collected during the larger study. We frame our analysis 
using Attachment Theory, which describes how and when humans seek out support through 
"safe haven" and "secure base" functions. Safe Haven support is sought when an individual is in 
distress, and Secure Base support provides an anchor for independent exploration. The 
attachment system produces differing states of security related to underlying anxiety and 
avoidance dimensions. Differences in attachment states influence responses to social interactions 
and willingness to participate in close relationships such as mentoring. Our findings highlight the 
characteristics, causes, and consequences of three attachment states as they relate to faculty 
support interactions. By considering outlier cases of faculty support relationships, this work 
provides new ways of thinking about faculty mentorship and offers an approach to potentially 
remediate negative mentoring experiences. 
 
Introduction  
An activity often cited as critical for success in any field is mentorship. However, scholars from 
education, management, and psychology have defined mentorship differently [1], often 
conflating such activities with other types of developmental functions or relationships such as 
role modeling [2], teaching or coaching [3], and professional development training [4]. This 
variation in how mentorship is perceived can lead to challenges clarifying mentorship as a 
phenomenon [5]. Therefore, it’s important to understand effective mentorship and how it might 
vary from person to person to ensure such interactions benefit all involved. 
 
The current reported effort contributes to the growing body of knowledge and resources 
generated by the multi-institutional Mentorship 360 (M360) project, funded by the Kern Family 
Foundation. Junior and senior faculty were interviewed to examine perceptions of mentorship 
held by faculty mentees and mentors. Comparisons across mentors and mentees provided 
insights into existing alignments and misalignments regarding interpretations of effective 
mentorship [4], [6].  
 
A subset of engineering faculty interviewed for this project stood out as unique from other 
participants because their perceptions of mentorship were fraught with uncertainty and/or 
inconsistencies despite being actively engaged in mentor-like support relationships with others. 
In these discrepant or deviant (i.e., outlier) cases, the participants expressed markedly different 
perceptions than their peers about mentorship. Each called into question or doubted whether their 



experiences should be labeled as mentorship. These were not anticipated responses from 
participants choosing to participate in a study about effective mentorship [7], [8]. While other 
participants shared negative stories or gave examples of ineffective mentorship, none expressed 
reluctance or refusal to label their support relationships as mentorship. The seemingly 
contradictory combination of providing mentorship while questioning or invalidating one’s own 
mentorship experiences motivated a closer examination of these faculty members’ stories to 
determine what lessons could be gleaned from their perspectives [5], [7]–[9]. Analysis of 
discrepant cases that fall outside the norm is a critical strategy in qualitative research [7]–[9]. 
The uncertainty and inconsistency involved in such outlier cases do not invalidate the 
participants’ stories but instead reflect the complexities in the phenomena under study [5], in this 
case, mentorship. Discrepant cases can provide clues to generating innovative hypotheses and 
understandings not readily apparent in more common responses [5], [8], [10], and, as such, 
require close examination to reveal their meaning [8].  
 
We leverage attachment theory as a psychological and developmental lens [11], [12] to guide 
this study. Attachment theory has been extensively used to examine mentoring relationships and 
the underlying factors determining their involvement and success levels [11], [13]–[23]. The 
underlying goal of analyzing this subset of cases is to yield new insights into how some faculty 
engage in mentorship activities with other faculty. Two research questions guide this inquiry:  
 

1. What are the mentoring perceptions, experiences, and behaviors of engineering faculty 
who hold discrepant views of mentorship? 

2. How can this knowledge inform changes to faculty mentorship programs? 
 
Background and Motivation 
Effective mentorship varies from situation to situation and person to person. Common attributes 
of mentorship identified across the literature include a relationship that 1) has a dynamic impact 
over time and 2) functions as a way to learn and grow that is reciprocal but asymmetrical [1]. 
These attributes are found in the recent working definition of mentorship proposed by the 
National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine [3] and prescribed by the M360 
project: 

 
“Mentorship is a professional, working alliance in which individuals work together over 
time to support the personal and professional growth, development, and success of the 
relational partners through the provision of career and psychosocial support.” [3, p. 37].  
 

The benefits of faculty receiving mentorship are well documented and include increased 
productivity, career satisfaction, career success, organizational commitment, and general well-
being [13], [14]. Comparatively, little research has examined challenges associated with 
mentorship [15], even though a mentoring relationship, like every other human relationship, 
involves negative and positive experiences. The consequences of poor mentoring experiences 
can be harmful to mentors as well as mentees. Such experiences can sometimes be worse than 
the absence of any mentoring at all [24]. They can potentially hinder faculty’s career progress, 
create tensions within departments, and drive promising faculty away from institutions or 
academia altogether [15]. 
 



Our preliminary analysis of engineering faculty interviews collected for this study found that 
junior faculty in engineering define effective mentorship as access to support networks of peers 
and senior faculty, emphasizing the importance of human connection [4]. Senior faculty 
described effective mentorship in terms of the support they provided, such as making themselves 
available through being accessible and helping junior faculty build a sense of independence by 
fostering agency [6]. Emergent perceptions of mentorship have generally aligned with the 
literature, including the NASEM’s proposed definition of mentorship [3, p. 37]. Our motivation 
for this study is to do a deeper dive into faculty stories that represent a departure from the views 
of the rest of the participants. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
We frame our discussion of discrepant views of mentorship using attachment theory. Attachment 
theory is one of the grand theories of social and development research [18], involving the 
interrelated behavioral systems of attachment, caregiving, and support-seeking. Caregiving and 
support-seeking are reciprocal functions that strengthen adult relationships [11]. They exist in 
hierarchical forms of mentorship [2] and even more so in informal mentorship developed from 
interpersonal connections [23]. Attachment theory in adults explains the balance of dependence 
and autonomy between two people and how caregiving and support-seeking contribute to both 
parties’ growth and exploration. This paper describes attachment theory in terms of the mentor as 
the caregiver or attachment figure and the mentee as the support seeker, recognizing that faculty 
members could find themselves in either or both roles throughout their careers. 
 
Attachment can be conceptualized as a behavioral system explaining how humans (e.g., mentees) 
seek support [25]. The attachment system is activated when the mentee experiences distress and 
resolves when the goal of felt security is met. An attachment figure (e.g., a mentor) can help satisfy 
the attachment system through safe haven and secure base functions. Safe haven occurs when a 
mentee seeks support from a mentor in response to a concern and then perceives that the mentor 
addresses their need expediently. Availability, responsiveness, and consistency are critical attributes 
of safe haven and are more important in achieving felt security for the mentee than the content of the 
advice or support provided [11]. The safe haven function restores well-being. Secure base occurs 
when the mentee engages in exploratory behavior as a result of believing the mentor’s help is 
available if needed. A mentee's experience of a secure base contributes to goal-striving, personal 
learning through trial-and-error, and high levels of confidence and self-efficacy. Mentors can 
cultivate a mentee’s experience of secure base by showing interest, encouraging the pursuit of 
challenges, helping remove obstacles, and not interfering or intruding on exploratory behavior. [26]–
[28]. The secure base function advances well-being.  
 
Safe haven and secure base contribute to a resolved attachment system, resulting in a secure 
attachment state. Indicators of secure attachment are the combined dimensions of low anxiety 
(i.e., positive self-concept, worthiness of support) and low avoidance (i.e., a belief in the 
dependability of others). Secondary attachment strategies may be employed when the safe haven 
and/or secure base functions are absent. For example, inconsistent or intrusive behavior from a 
mentor may communicate to the mentee they are unworthy of time and attention, hyperactivating 
the attachment system and creating a state of anxious attachment. This psychological state can 
lead to self-blame, a negative self-concept, and intensified support-seeking behavior [29]. 
Conversely, non-responsiveness or rejection can communicate to the mentee that others are 
unreliable and, therefore, untrustworthy, deactivating the attachment system and creating a state 



of avoidant attachment. Even though the mentee’s need is not resolved, support-seeking 
behavior ceases, and the mentee withdraws to attend to their issue alone. While attachment states 
during early life can solidify into lifelong dispositional attachment styles [11], adult attachment 
can also be event-specific, relationship-specific [23], and shift over time [30]. Therefore, secure 
attachment may be possible in specific instances or relationships, regardless of dispositional style 
[23]. 
 
Research Methods 
The data for this paper comes from a research study investigating engineering faculty's 
perceptions of effective faculty-to-faculty mentorship [4], [6]. A total of 31 tenured/tenure-track 
faculty – 16 senior faculty and 15 junior faculty – were interviewed using a semi-structured 
interview protocol following a critical incident approach [31]. Senior faculty included those at 
the Professor rank and Associate Professor rank for a minimum of two years. Junior faculty 
included those at the Assistant Professor rank and Associate Professor rank for less than two 
years. Participants were recruited from the top twenty largest US doctoral-granting engineering 
schools, as determined by the 2021 American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE) 
Engineering by the Numbers report [32]. The research team contacted the heads/chairs of 
engineering departments within each of these twenty institutions with a request to share a study 
invitation and screening survey link with their engineering faculty. The screening survey was 
designed to take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. It contained questions about the 
participant's academic job, mentoring relationships as a mentor (for senior faculty) or mentee (for 
junior faculty), and demographic information. Participants were only eligible for the study if they 
were a tenured or tenure-track faculty member. 

 
Selected faculty were invited to participate in a 60-minute follow-up interview via Zoom, 
which was audio recorded and transcribed. Purposive sampling was used to ensure diversity of 
faculty rank, engineering discipline, geographical region, race, gender, and citizenship status in 
the responses. Interview questions asked participants to share incidents in which they provided 
or received formal and/or informal mentoring in three areas: (1) the job duties associated with 
their faculty job, including teaching, research, and service, (2) the interpersonal aspects of their 
faculty job, and (3) issues relevant to their held identities in their faculty job. Participants were 
also prompted to describe what effective faculty-to-faculty mentorship meant to them and 
discuss their mentoring experiences more generally. Faculty who participated in both the 
survey and the interview received a $99 Amazon gift card as compensation. 

 
Patton [33] recommends the study of “outlier” or “deviant” cases in qualitative research for 
their potential to illuminate valuable insights that can be generalized to the study population as 
a whole. Unlike quantitative research, where outliers are discarded from the dataset, 
understanding what contributes to the variance exposed in disconfirming or discrepant evidence 
is vital to the interpretation of qualitative research [5], [7], [9]. Failure to investigate cases that 
do not conform to theoretical predictions could introduce bias and cause valid alternate 
explanations to be overlooked [7], [8]. The current paper focuses on three outlier participants 
from the larger sample because they each conveyed uncertainty or inconsistency in labeling 
their mentoring experiences as mentorship. No other participants in the larger study expressed 
such views. The outlier participants in this study represent the three faculty ranks included in 
the study and come from different engineering disciplines (aerospace engineering, biomedical 



engineering, environmental engineering). All participants identified as women. Additional 
demographic attributes are given in the findings section as they relate to the narratives being 
shared. We do not draw any conclusions about the influence of gender or any other 
demographic characteristics on the views presented because of the small sample and 
unanticipated, emergent nature of the findings. New hypotheses derived from analyzing these 
cases will be used to reevaluate the rest of the dataset [10]. Further data collection may be 
necessary to explore demographic influences.    
 
We used a priori coding [34] in three passes to analyze the three participants' transcripts. The 
first pass coded how they defined effective mentorship or described mentoring experiences using 
attributes from the NASEM definition of mentoring (relationship, growth, and type of support). 
The second pass coded evidence of the attachment functions of (secure base, safe haven).  The 
third pass coded for dimensions of anxious, avoidant, and secure attachment. Emergent findings 
are presented as narratives to make the participants’ experiences more accessible, engaging, and 
impactful [34]. Each narrative was created by summarizing the participant's interview using the 
participant's own words to the greatest extent possible. All quotations come directly from the 
transcripts, edited for tense and grammatical changes or the redaction of personally identifying 
information only. Following each narrative is our analysis of the narrative using attachment 
theory. Specifically, we interpret the participants’ recollections of their mentoring experiences 
through the lens of the safe haven and secure base functions and their mentoring behaviors 
through the lens of the three attachment states (i.e., anxious, avoidant, and secure). We inferred 
each participant’s attachment state based on available evidence in the transcripts of anxiety and 
avoidance levels, as defined by attachment theory [17]. Importantly, this inference is not meant 
to characterize the dispositional attachment style of any participant, which must be measured 
using validated test instruments [11]. 
 
Positionality Statement 
The research team for this study consists of a doctoral student (the lead author), an assistant 
professor, and an associate professor. All affiliate with the engineering college at a single, large, 
very high research, doctoral-granting university. The lead author has also spent time as a non-
tenure track faculty member at a large, high-research, doctoral-granting university. We 
collectively have a slight bias toward the value of faculty mentorship, having received 
mentorship from others and given mentorship to others. During sense-making discussions, the 
lead author drew from past professional and personal experiences with educational and human 
developmental theories to recognize patterns of attachment states that existed in the stories of 
faculty. All three authors resonate with the impact that attachment states and functions have had 
in our professional and personal lives.  
 
Results 
The emergent stories of three faculty members with discrepant views of mentorship are broken 
down in the following sub-sections. Each story provides evidence to frame their discrepant view, 
which is then framed using the functions of safe haven and secure base. The presence of these 
functions allowed for each participant to be classified within one of the attachment states – 
anxious, avoidant, and secure.  
 
The assistant professor, Blake – “I don't know if that counts as mentorship.” Blake defines 



effective faculty mentorship as “anticipatory, understand[ing] what I'm trying to do and mak[ing] 
recommendations and giv[ing] advice when I ask for it and before I ask for it." Despite having a 
strong idea of what mentorship should look like, she continually questions whether the 
experiences she shares qualify as mentorship. Blake describes one interaction with a senior 
faculty member that she initially refers to as a mentor but ends the story by saying, “[U]h, they're 
not my mentor. They're just another faculty member in the department.” She also recounts 
seeking out help for a class she was teaching from one of her formally assigned mentors, 
particularly with materials and information on procedures for selecting a textbook and finding 
her roster. Describing what she found helpful from the interaction led to her noting, “I don’t 
know if it’s their mentorship, but the way that they set up their course was really organized.” 
Blake is even uncertain whether specific career advice from another one of her assigned mentors 
counts as mentoring when she shares, “…part of their recommendation as a mentor is that 
[classroom strategy] increases your [student evaluations] a lot… so, I guess that's a form of 
mentorship." She recalls times of receiving help and affirmation, stating, “ [Another] professor 
just in passing [said], ‘yeah, I have lab get-togethers,’ and I said, ‘yeah, I do that too.’” Here she 
continues to be uncertain whether these interactions were mentorship when she adds, “I don’t 
know if that counts.” Blake seems more confident identifying non-relational forms of 
mentorship, saying that she “Google [s] about it a lot, so it’s like the hive mind of mentorship 
(laughs), and [she goes] to workshops [that are] not really like one-on-one, but kinda 
programmatic mentoring.” 
 
Although she gets answers to her questions and positive reinforcement, Blake is clearly not 
satisfied with the mentorship she is receiving as a junior faculty member. She laments that “…no 
one was going to tell [her] how to [perform a routine job task] if [she] didn't seek that out” but 
that “once [she] did ask, it was all right there and then even more than what [she] asked for.” She 
pinpoints the missing ingredient when she shares, “… it's reactive. I haven't been getting much of 
that anticipatory stuff as I would've hoped for.” Far from feeling free to explore and take risks, 
she describes how the mentorship she received from a senior faculty member may have held her 
back: "I felt like I had to adhere so strictly to this structure, [that it] hampered my academic 
freedom that I didn't realize that I had…. [the mentoring] hampered my development.” Still, 
Blake avoids speaking negatively about the people who have helped her despite the low 
satisfaction. Instead, she wonders, “I have so many mentoring mechanisms, but I don't know if 
it's my fault for the way I execute using them.” Blake’s past experiences have shaped how she 
approaches being a mentor to her students: “ [M]entoring is something that I think is really 
important because I had a bad experience and then tried to…. I spent so much time trying to be a 
good mentor. I feel like I spent a little bit too much time on it.” 
 
Blake's expectations of mentoring align with the attachment functions of secure base and safe 
haven. Mentees experience secure base when feeling their needs are seen and safe haven when 
knowing they can turn to the mentor for help [19]. Blake expresses the general ability to find 
help when she looks for it, which satisfies the safe haven function of the attachment system. 
Although she appears to benefit from these interactions, she doubts whether they are mentorship. 
The common element across all these episodes is a lack of relational connection [27]. 
Importantly, Blake mentions incidental encounters with other faculty members and faculty 
professional development as her two main avenues for obtaining help. Both avenues lack an 
intentional and relational alliance component [3], [4], which means that Blake does not have a 



mentor(s) specifically attuned to her needs. She, therefore, lacks a secure base [19], which 
diminishes her experiences with mentorship.  
 
Blake’s desire for a secure base and difficulty finding it appears to contribute to an anxious 
attachment state. Anxious attachment can be observed as hyperactivation and escalation of 
support-seeking [20]. Someone experiencing anxious attachment still hopes for the dependability 
of others but, like Blake, worries that they are to blame for their unmet needs [23]. Blake 
demonstrates further evidence of anxious attachment in her role as a mentor to her students. 
Mentors with anxious attachments can experience hyperactivation in their caregiving roles, 
similar to support-seeking hyperactivation [30]. Persistent hyperactivation of support-seeking 
and caregiving behaviors can, in turn, lead to negative outcomes, such as impacted cognitive 
functions [11] and eventual burnout [30].  
 
The associate professor, Alex – “I hate that hierarchy of mentor-mentee.” Alex identifies as a 
Latina scholar and Faculty of Color. For mentorship to be effective, she believes, " [b]uilding … 
trust is key. Then, being strategic about goals and … provid[ing] strategic advice." Alex 
describes strategic as “not just any advice, [like] ‘oh, here's this [random workshop],’ but really 
looking at it as a roadmap. You have a strategic plan of where [does the mentee] see [themself] 
in the next three, five years.” Alex considers a mentor someone who understands their mentee 
and avoids espousing generic advice: “As a senior mentor, you need to have some knowledge of 
the scope of [the mentee's] work and identify those strategic areas.” She indicates that strategic 
planning “helps set goals and helps [the mentee] take [chances],” and that mentors should 
encourage risk-taking and exploration: “… life is uncertainty. So, you take the detours, there's 
another grant in another area, and that's fine; go work on that too.” 
 
Alex’s formal mentoring experiences have not lived up to her ideal. She shares, “I honestly don’t 
see they are effective. [On] a scale from zero to ten, maybe four or five. In my experience, being 
the recipient [of mentorship] hasn’t been too effective.” As a mentee, Alex has experienced 
inattention, aloofness, and angry responses from those who are supposed to provide her with 
support. In addition, her previous mentors’ advice to just emulate their actions has not gone over 
well with her. She remarks, “When the whole advice is… ‘[this is] who I am, and you should do 
the same, then you will get to where I am’… it is not very conducive to building trust or having 
the kind of relationship that is important.” When she seeks out support today, Alex “manage[s]… 
to find other ways or reach out to other people who do not have that label of mentor.” 
 
Mentorship still appears to be important to Alex. She shares stories of multiple faculty members 
to whom she has provided strategic advice through relationships built on trust, aligning with her 
definition of mentorship. She also repeatedly disqualifies these interactions as mentorship, 
instead equating mentorship with a deficit, hierarchical approach: “When I talk about mentoring, 
[I am referring to] a top-down approach…I always try to move beyond [that] deficit model 
because, honestly, in the process, she also gave me advice.” Relaying her experiences mentoring 
another Latina scholar, she reacts negatively and becomes visibly frustrated when the interviewer 
describes mentoring as needing help or support. Alex clarifies that “it wasn’t, ‘Oh, she needs 
help, and then I mentored her’… I’m not superwoman, [and] she’s not a poor woman.” Instead, 
she reiterates, “I really would like to move beyond the deficit model here…. She didn’t need to 
feel supported… She’s very independent and very mature, a scholar. I didn’t work with her to 



give her support, [nor did] she work with me to receive support.” Eventually, Alex rejects even 
the terms mentee and mentor. She concludes another story: “I wanted to share that advice with 
my… my friend. I don’t want to call her my mentee. She’s… my colleague.”  
 
Alex’s story can help us understand the characteristics, causes, and consequences of avoidant 
attachment. Avoidance in attachment theory is characterized by a negative internal working 
model of others [20]. Alex doesn’t hesitate to point out the negative qualities of “mentors” who 
let her down—her description of a top-down deficit model of mentorship better fits the term 
antimentor, someone who impedes the professional development or achievement of another [35]. 
The avoidant attachment state is also called “dismissive” due to how legitimate needs and the 
importance of support providers are downplayed [29]. Alex repeatedly highlights the strengths of 
junior faculty, denying that there is even a need for support. When seeking support for herself, 
she avoids “people labeled mentor” because they are not dependable. The avoidant attachment 
state is a strategy for unmet attachment needs and involves deactivating the attachment system 
by denying needs and emphasizing self-reliance to avoid negative feelings [11]. 
 
Alex has fortunately not withdrawn completely from support relationships and still relies on 
friendships with colleagues to give and receive support [19], [23]. Even those with avoidant 
attachment can experience security in close relationships or when provided with safe haven and 
secure base functions. When Alex describes her support relationships (which she does not 
classify as mentorship) as building trust and strategic planning, she is describing safe haven and 
secure base. She knows that trust develops over time in small gestures that let a mentee know 
help is available when asked for and that a strategic plan is a powerful boost for exploration and 
risk-taking. She understands that mentors who want to create clones of themselves do not 
necessarily provide junior faculty with the trust and freedom to feel secure and be successful 
[13], [23]. She also reciprocates the trust and freedom given to her. Our results suggest that Alex, 
by all accounts, is engaged in relationships aligned with the mentoring literature, but her 
avoidant attachment as a de facto mentor could have negative consequences. Mentors with an 
avoidant attachment style could inadvertently contribute to deactivation in mentees by 
invalidating genuine needs or implying a necessity for independence [19]. 
 
The full professor, Jordan – “I don't believe in mentorship.” Jordan initially defines 
mentorship simply as “friendship.” She later differentiates mentorship and friendship: “People 
tell me that they see me as a mentor, and I tell them that we’re just friends and I’m just sharing 
my experience.” She accepts the continued use of the terms mentor and mentee throughout the 
interview but occasionally raises objections with a mixture of annoyance and amusement. While 
she acknowledges, “there are a number of people that I mentor around the world,” she admits to 
thinking that “mentorship is overrated.” Jordan says of the mentorship she’s received, “…if you 
insist that I must have had mentorship, then I would say I probably had people around me [that] I 
would go and ask this or that.” She also reflects on the mentorship she’s provided: “ [I might] be 
his official mentor, I don’t actually know. I actually don’t believe in formal mentorship.” Jordan 
expresses confusion about mentorship, saying that to her, having a mentor means “follow[ing] 
the path that someone has already paved, [even though] that’s not how you become successful.” 
Unable to reconcile this seeming contradiction, she concludes, “I don’t know what [being] a 
mentor or role model means.” 
 



Jordan’s apprehension around mentorship has been shaped by negative mentoring experiences. 
Jordan explains, “…in the first few years, [some mentors] did stuff to me that I had to undo in 
the following few years.” She recalls how she shared a visionary research idea with a mentor 
early in her career that was “immediately dismissed, [like] ‘nobody would ever buy into that,” 
only for the mentor to write a proposal based on the idea six years later. Jordan excuses this 
breach of trust “because that’s the world he knows,” but notes, “[Y]ou should be able to tell from 
what I’ve said…. that I haven’t had a good mentor, and that’s why I don’t believe in mentorship 
[or] think formal mentorship works.” She warns that “mentors can actually be quite dangerous” 
if they do not understand their mentee. Jordan second-guesses whether she has ever had faculty 
mentorship, stating, “I don’t think I had a mentor.” She notes having to look outside her position 
for mentorship when stating, “I probably would say I’ve had two dozen mentors over time, and 
they’re not necessarily people that are in my career [or] more senior to me.” 
 
Despite her negative experiences, Jordan takes the success and well-being of her mentees 
seriously. She makes herself available and freely shares resources, casually describing her 
generosity as “I think I just did stuff.” She proactively provides mentees with opportunities to 
network by extending invitations “to come and give a talk” or “join when I’m having dinner with 
some program managers.” She also describes how she both actively nudged and passively 
monitored one mentee: “I got her talking to people and, I guess over time, sort of watched out for 
her.” Jordan typically does not know what mentees do with her advice. She is content to give her 
support and let them decide whether to use it or ignore it. Regardless of how she defines 
mentorship, Jordan’s core philosophy in support relationships is to foster the mentee’s 
confidence by assuring them they can:  
 

What I found is that once [junior faculty] are given the permission to whatever it is … if 
they feel that they have the right to do whatever it is they need to do, then they absolutely 
flourish. And I think all it is, is just giving them that permission. 

 
Negative experiences have caused Jordan to reject the idea of formal mentorship. She instead 
seeks support in the form of friendships. Jordan expresses no ill will toward the mentors whom 
she perceives harmed her. Her mentoring experiences have made her question the meaning of 
mentorship and whether she’s ever received mentorship, but she neither blames herself for her 
unmet needs nor engages in excessive support-seeking or caregiving. The inherent contradictions 
involved in Jordan’s story make identifying her attachment state more complicated. She does 
appear to display characteristics of secure attachment, the internal psychological state 
characterized by low anxiety and low avoidance. Negative experiences influence those 
experiencing secure attachment less than those with anxious or avoidant attachment [23].  
Jordan’s secure attachment is particularly evident in how she values her experiences while 
humbly avoiding taking credit for her mentees’ successes. She speaks highly of her mentees, 
frequently referring to their accomplishments and fostering their independence. She also has a 
forgiving and kind attitude toward her past mentors. 
 
Jordan’s example shows how secure attachment in a mentor can mitigate negative mentoring 
experiences. Her secure attachment orientation helps her to provide a secure base and safe haven 
function to her mentees. Jordan is responsive when someone has a growth opportunity, seeks 
help, or could benefit from support [11], [27]. She uses her professional experience and 



connections to help mentees identify potential opportunities and warn about potential pitfalls [6], 
[15], [19]. Jordan benefits from providing support by experiencing confidence and personal 
growth through her mentees' novel activities and enjoying the psychosocial benefits of 
friendships, an element of mentorship that differentiates effective dyads and marginal ones [23]. 
Secure attachment could be Jordan’s dispositional attachment style from childhood or partly 
because of her current career stage. As a full professor, she may have reached a point where 
previous negative experiences with mentorship have less of an impact on her attachment system. 
 
Discussion and Implications  
This paper explored the mentoring experiences, perceptions, and behaviors of three engineering 
faculty members with discrepant (i.e., outlier) views of mentorship. Blake, Alex, and Jordan all 
had negative mentoring experiences, leading to confusion, rejection, and contradiction regarding 
the terms mentors and mentorship. The outcome for each participant manifests itself in a slightly 
different way. Blake constantly has to seek out support, a hyperactivation of her attachment 
system, indicating an anxious attachment state. Alex withdraws and rejects the idea of her 
mentees needing support, a deactivation of her attachment system, indicating an avoidant 
attachment state. Jordan manages to maintain a balance of autonomy and dependence in her 
professional support relationships, even if she doesn’t call them mentorship, and has a high view 
of herself and others, seemingly indicating a secure attachment state. These examples can begin 
to identify the characteristics of each mentorship attachment state within our own mentoring 
relationships and programs. 
 
Secure attachment and felt security are crucial to differentiating successful mentoring 
relationships from marginal ones [23]. If insecure attachment states are detected in mentoring 
relationships, the next step is to examine what is interfering with felt security. The participants’ 
attachment states can be traced back to causes rooted in the attachment functions of secure base 
and safe haven. Blake is missing a relational commitment from a mentor who anticipates her 
needs; she is not experiencing the benefits of a secure base from which she can confidently take 
risks and explore. Alex, on the other hand, was let down by “mentors” who were supposed to 
provide support. She internalized that mentors are untrustworthy and that no safe haven exists for 
her to seek refuge when she needs it. When mentors are unhelpful, unreliable, or interfering, they 
fail to provide the two basic psychological functions needed and expected from a mentee. 
Although negative mentoring experiences have less of an impact on someone with a secure 
attachment state, either by disposition or developed over time [23], Jordan’s experiences 
similarly show that assigning the term “mentor” to someone who does not provide a secure base 
and safe haven is detrimental to mentees, departments, mentoring programs, and the concept of 
mentoring itself. 
 
Mentorship without understanding can be dangerous, as Jordan warns us. The danger comes 
from giving someone the label of mentor who is unavailable, unresponsive, inconsistent, 
intrusive, arrogant, or sabotaging. For Blake, her mentoring experiences have hindered her 
academic freedom and caused her to question herself. Alex’s experiences have caused her to 
deny her support needs and the needs of the junior faculty she works with. Jordan, who displays 
the characteristics of an excellent mentor, does not want to be called a mentor or be involved in 
formal mentorship programs. Mentors who expect to be emulated or who stifle growth and 
innovation in mentees could be doing so without realizing it. University mentoring programs 



could also be damaged by mentors with bad reputations, wasted resources, and the loss of 
participation by excellent mentors. The definition of mentorship, along with the human 
attachment system, creates an implicit expectation that “mentors” will provide support and felt 
security through the safe haven and secure base functions. Substantial personal, professional, and 
intrapsychic damage can befall the mentee when that doesn’t happen [20]. 
 
Attachment theory provides a way of shifting our perspective of mentorship from a role-based or 
task-based concept to a functional concept. Positive mentoring experiences can create secure 
relationship-specific attachment orientations, regardless of the mentee’s dispositional style [23]. 
We can address mentorship challenges by first acknowledging the potential for dysfunction in 
mentoring dyads and the complexities of mentoring relationships and then conceptualizing 
mentorship in terms of the functions of safe haven and secure base. Some mentoring programs 
have attempted to apply these ideas by type-matching dispositional attachment styles when 
assigning mentoring dyads [21], but successful mentorship outcomes rely more on what occurs 
during the relationship than any single pre-existing characteristic of the parties involved [35]. 
Knowledge of attachment theory constructs can help mediate insecure attachment styles in both 
mentors and mentees [30]. Integrating the functions of safe haven and secure base with a goal of 
felt security into the mentorship process will help undergird the development of quality 
mentoring relationships [23]. 
 
It might be tempting to think that all mentorship should be informal and organically developed. 
Still, an ad-hoc approach is overly reliant on the initiative of mentors and mentees and may leave 
some individuals without the adequate support they need [14]. Faculty mentorship outcomes are 
influenced by institutional involvement, and the investment made into mentoring programs could 
have a greater impact by shifting the approach [1], [4], [14], [18], [35]. For instance, similar to 
the way responsiveness and availability of a mentor are more important than the actual support 
provided, satisfaction with a mentoring relationship has a greater impact on positive mentoring 
outcomes than any design feature of a formal mentorship program [23], [24]. If the mentor’s key 
goal is understood as building felt security through safe haven and secure base functions, then 
institutions can support this goal through facilitation and training. Training both mentors and 
mentees in attachment theory can help with goal setting, communication, and troubleshooting 
issues. Mentoring programs can focus their efforts on structures that facilitate dyad matching 
(such as Yun et al.’s mutual mentoring program) versus assigning or legislating matches [2], [4]. 
Additionally, understanding the psychological dynamics of attachment can help administrators of 
mentoring programs broker interventions to assist mentoring dyads that may be failing [15].  
 
Future Work 
Future research for the ongoing study of engineering faculty-to-faculty mentorship will involve 
examining the rest of the data set for evidence of attachment function in both effective and 
ineffective mentorship [10]. Particularly since all three of the participants highlighted in this 
paper are women, additional data collection could be conducted to seek out others who question 
or reject the concept of mentorship [5], [9]. Such data will help understand the influence of 
gender and other demographic characteristics on these findings. The discrepant views found here 
can help us challenge conventional thinking around mentorship [10] and lead to the development 
of frameworks [15] to help with training and facilitation strategies, such as assessing exploration 
and well-being as positive outcomes of mentoring [23]. Further investigation is needed into the 



impact of felt security on research productivity, creativity, and self-management [17] and how 
attachment, caregiving, and support-seeking behaviors are coordinated in mentoring dyads [36]. 
The sum of this work will advance our understanding of faculty mentorship and inform potential 
shifts in how faculty-to-faculty mentorship is executed within engineering units. 
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