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Abstract
This article explores paradoxes that emerge in the mentoring of highly-educated,
female, foreign-born job-seekers in Finland. Theoretically, the study is linked to
the growing body of research scrutinising the integration or discrimination of migrants in working life. It analyses cultural practices and ideas that are visible and
affect the mentoring interaction. On a more practical level, the paper determines
how the mentors and mentees experience the mentoring, and how intercultural
mentoring could be improved in order to promote mentees’ employment. The article is based on ethnography and 11 semi-structured interviews.
Two major paradoxes and their links to cultural meanings were identified: the
over-emphasised focus on Finnish language (the language paradox), and the myth
of the strong Finnish woman (the support paradox). These can be seen as having
aspects of both cultural awareness and situation-specific awareness. Using situation-specific awareness, some mentors understood the best way forward was to
break the rules of the mentoring programme and not to use Finnish in all communication. This enabled a more equal setting for professional discussions. In some
rare cases, when the mentors did not use situation-specific awareness, a vicious
circle emerged and mentees felt even worse about their abilities and working life
opportunities. Similarly, although the myth of the strong Finnish woman can be
an empowering and positive model for the mentee, it can have a negative impact
on the mentor, enabling undercurrents in the mentoring discussions which can
be experienced as harsh and even hostile. This, instead of encouraging and supporting, can result in the undermining and ‘othering’ of the mentee.
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Introduction
The aim of this article is to explore paradoxes that emerge in the mentoring of
highly-educated, female, foreign-born job-seekers in Finland. We are interested in
how the mentors and mentees experience mentoring, and how intercultural mentoring could be improved in order to promote mentees’ employment. The employment rate of migrants is usually lower than that of native people in Europe and
North America (Petrovic 2015). In Finland, the employment rate of foreign-born
women is approximately 56%, thereby lower than the average employment rate of
69%, the employment rate of foreign-born men (71.2%), or that of women with a
Finnish background (73.5%) (Nieminen et al. 2015). The language skills needed
in the new home country, ‘foreign’ qualifications, a lack of local work experience
and social networks are all hindrances for foreign-born job-seekers (Ahmad 2005,
Jaakkola & Reuter 2007, Povrzanović Frykman 2012, Tarnanen & Pöyhönen 2011,
Wolanik Boström & Öhlander 2011). In addition to the challenges of learning a
new language and updating one’s qualifications, prejudice, xenophobia and discrimination are also encountered in the labour market (e.g. Aalto, Larja & Liebkind
2010). In the European context, immigrants who have obtained their higher education, skills and credentials abroad have been identified as a particularly vulnerable group in the labour market (Kyhä 2006, Petrovic 2015, Tuori 2009:43).
Previous research has indicated a lack of studies dealing specifically with the
manner in which culture influences mentoring programmes and relationships
(Kent et al. 2013). Theoretically, our study is linked to the growing body of research scrutinising the integration of or discrimination against migrants in working life. Often the emphasis has been on what foreign-born people should do
differently in order to integrate (Tuori 2009). Recent reports have indicated that
Finnish society has failed to improve the inclusion of its new citizens, as their
employment rates are relatively low and racism is widespread (European Agency
for Fundamental Rights 2018, oecd 2018). Previous research has indicated that
in Finland there is a very strong link between language, nationality and identity, although the homogeneity of Finns is often exaggerated (e.g. Elmgren 2016,
Knuuttila 1996). Highly skilled migrants perceive Finns as being a closed, homogenous group that values security, tradition and the status quo (Koskela 2013).
This idea is in line with what, for instance, Homi K. Bhabha (1994) has written
about how culture is often understood as a homogenised unit with clear boundaries. Different cultural units are the basis for the production of cultural meanings,
for instance ‘othering’ and hierarchies. In line with Bhabha, our epistemological
understanding of culture is that differences in interaction or customs are true in
everyday life, but that in essence, culture is hybrid and complex. From this stance,
the term intercultural mentoring (Osula & Irvin 2009) can be criticised for highlighting differences instead of shared ambitions, qualities, and values linked to
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working life. Therefore, it is important to scrutinise mentoring as an interactive
cultural practice without assuming that only the jobseeker or mentee has to adapt
to the new socio-cultural context. Instead, in today’s globalising work markets,
organisations also need to be prepared to adapt to a diverse workforce, as typically
assumed in the literature on mentoring (e.g. Casado-Lumbreras et al. 2011). At
the same time, our understanding of mentoring is that it is a constructive learning
process (e.g. Cooper 1993) that highlights the active role of the mentee (see more
in the Ethnography section). In addition, we should pay attention to the cultural
meanings of the Finnish language as these can be central to the success of mentoring. In this frame, we will explore which cultural practices and ideas are visible
and affect the mentoring interaction.
Mentoring has been targeted towards unemployed, foreign-born women on
a larger scale in North America, but is now increasingly being targeted towards
this group in Europe (Petrovic 2015). For example, in Germany, the non-profit
organisation Beramí has been providing a mentoring network for highly qualified,
foreign-born women since 2005. Approximately 18 mentoring dyads have been
formed annually in the Beramí programme so far. In Denmark, immigrant and
refugee women have been targeted by the kvinfo Mentor Network which aims
to help migrant women by building their social and professional network. Since 2002, over 6000 women have participated in more than 3000 mentoring partnerships in this Danish programme (Petrovic 2015, kvinfo 2017). kvinfo has
acted as the model for womento, a mentoring programme established in 2012
by the Family Federation of Finland. The results of the womento programme
have been encouraging: in 2012–2014, 37% of the 60 mentees who took part in
the programme found a job, 30% of whom obtained a job in the field of their own
profession during the mentoring process (Family Federation of Finland 2017).
The mentoring programme studied in this article was based on the womento
model, and its focus was on integration, improvement of language skills and enhancing employment among the mentees (Family Federation of Finland 2017).
In the studied programme, the womento model (described in more detail in Kinnunen 2013) also accepted foreign-born women as mentors, whereas the original
model only permitted women with a Finnish background to be mentors. The studied programme was organised by an anonymous non-governmental organisation (ngo) that provides several kinds of service to migrant women. Our research
material consists of personal interviews, participant observations and the mentoring documents provided by the ngo. Both the mentees and the mentors in the
observed programme were women. The aim of the interviews was to determine
how the women perceived the programme and their own career prospects and
opportunities, as well as to more extensively map out the views of the interviewees
regarding Finnish working life.
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In the preliminary analysis of the field notes and the interviews, some issues
arose that we interpreted as paradoxical. We assessed their importance as high
and assumed that applying a paradox framework (outlined by Schad et al. 2016)
would be a fruitful way of scrutinising the sources. The framework, which has
theoretical roots in philosophy and psychology, aims to provide a deeper understanding of the constructs, relationships, and dynamics surrounding organisational tensions. The paradox framework allows us to make visible the controversial
nature of mentoring for foreign-born women, because, despite good intentions,
formal mentoring programmes for these women may be embedded with paradoxes which, in addition to enabling, may also constrain their job-seeking opportunities. This combination is in line with the aims of a paradox frame that scrutinises
complexities rather than ‘either-or’ results (Schad et al. 2016). We seek to answer
the following research questions: What are the major paradoxes linked to a formal
mentoring programme for foreign-born women? How are these paradoxes linked
to the mentees’ job-seeking capabilities?

Ethnography
After successful access negotiations, the ethnographic research process began at
the beginning of 2016. We chose a combination of participant observation and semi-structured interviews as the method for this part of the larger research project.
First-hand knowledge of the programme participants’ perceptions of the mentoring was crucial, and we therefore conducted personal interviews. The participant
observation had a two-fold function: on the one hand it was a preliminary investigation in order to determine what questions are relevant in this context. On the
other hand, it was a method to gain an ‘outsider’s’ view of the mentoring interaction and combine it with how the participants themselves presented mentoring in
their interviews (see e.g. Fangen 2005: 188–189). Participant observation enabled
us to obtain an overview of what was happening in the group meetings and gain
insights that would not necessarily surface in the interviews. Moreover, we presumed from the beginning that for practical reasons, all the mentors and mentees
could not be interviewed, and participant observation was a way in which to include as many participants as possible.
The first mentoring group we observed started in the autumn of 2015, with
11 mentors and 11 mentees. The second observed group began in the autumn of
2016, with 17 mentors and 17 mentees. The programme consisted of a kick-off
meeting, a mid-evaluation and a final meeting. During the eight months of the
mentoring process, the dyads also met according to their own schedules, and kept
in touch via, for example, email or Messenger.
In addition to the three mentoring meetings of each group, monthly joint

Paradoxes of Mentoring

278

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

gatherings were open to all the participants. These meetings, all held in Finnish,
consisted of workshops or presentations given by visitors on themes such as entrepreneurship and recruitment processes. In the kick-off meeting, the mentors and
mentees listened to a presentation on the principles of mentoring and signed a
mentoring contract. This was a simple paper in Finnish consisting of the mentor’s
and the mentee’s contact details and space to describe the goal of the mentoring
in one or two sentences. The introductory text of the form also emphasised that
the mentor’s task was not to find a job for the mentee. All the materials, for example the slides of the speakers, job adverts and other interesting information,
were emailed to the participants after the meetings.
The ethnography began with discussions with the organising ngo’s employees and the observations of three of the joint meetings of the mentoring group,
the purpose of which was to get to know the field in order to specify the research
interests as well as build trust with the participants to facilitate later finding interviewees. In one of the joint meetings, the researcher presented the WeAll Project (Social and Economic Sustainability of Future Working Life Consortium) as
a whole, explaining the aim of finding mechanisms of inequality. In these first
meetings, the researcher did not write a field diary, but made notes after the meetings.
After the first group finished in the spring of 2016, all the participants were
invited to an interview. We conducted 11 personal interviews with the women
who had taken part in the first group as mentees (5), mentors (5) or organisers
(1). These took place in the spring of 2016 and were supplemented at the beginning of 2017. The interviews lasted about one hour and were audio recorded and
later transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriber. When they were contacted, and before recording began, the interviewees were informed that good research ethic guidelines, including anonymity and confidentiality, would be followed
throughout the research process (see the National Advisory Board on Research
Ethics 2009).
We introduce the interviewees by presenting some basic knowledge about
them in the list of references. The pseudonyms are popular women’s names in
English. The mentors’ pseudonyms begin with the letter M and the mentees’ names begin with the letter A, since the word aktori, ‘actor’ is used for mentee in
Finnish language. ‘Actor’ highlights the expected active role of the mentee as the
‘subject of the mentoring, the “apprentice or trainee”, an active participant and
the owner of the mentoring process’ (Ahlfors et al. n.d., Kanniainen et al. 2017).
Nevertheless, in the text we use the term mentee, as ‘actor’ in English already has
several meanings.
All except one of the interviewed mentees were from different European
countries, including western parts of Russia. Some of those who were from, for
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example, the Middle East, did not come forward to be interviewed. This could
be due to the lack of a common language, because apart from Finnish, English
was the only language offered in the interview invitation. The researchers did not
define the level of education of the mentees: this was done by the ngo when the
mentees were signed up for the programme. Three of the mentors had a Finnish
background and two had a foreign, European background.
The interviews were semi-structured and included open-ended (Fägerborg
1999, Hennik et al. 2011) questions about the mentoring process and the mentoring programme, how the interviewee saw her future in Finnish working life, and
what factors could hinder or help her in achieving her career goals. The themes
were similar in both the mentees’ and mentors’ interviews. All the interviewees
were asked to introduce themselves in their own words. We deliberately did not
underline the interviewees’ journey or reasons for coming to Finland, in order to
keep the focus on working life.
Most of the interviews were conducted in Finnish. In the case of two mentees, the language was English, and in two other mentees’ interviews, a mixture of
languages was used. Many of the interviewees were very busy and the researchers
were fortunate to be able to get an interview at all. The interviewer, a member of
the research team, felt that even though the interviews were rather short, they
were open and relaxed. Although they covered difficult issues, the atmosphere was
positive, with joking and laughter.
The second mentoring group, which started in the autumn of 2016, was followed throughout its different phases. Our researcher took part in five meetings
(of the seven in total), including the kick-off, the mid-evaluation and the final
meeting in the spring of 2017. The researcher acted as a participant, except in
the discussions of mentoring dyads in the first meeting. The form of ethnography
used was active participation: the researcher sought to participate in many activities without being a mentor or a mentee herself (Hennik et al. 2011: 182). She
presented the aims of the research in the kick-off meeting and the participants
were given the option of declining to take part in the research. She explained that
anonymity and confidentiality would be carefully adhered to throughout the project. The research team decided to also anonymise the NGO for the benefit of the
participants.

Paradox as a framework for the analysis
In this study, we define a paradox as consisting of contradictory yet interrelated
elements, which seem logical in isolation, but absurd and irrational when they appear simultaneously (Schad et al. 2016, Lewis 2000). Some researchers have emphasised the persistency of the contradiction between interdependent elements
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(Schad et al. 2016). For us, the key characteristic of a paradox is the simultaneous
presence of contradictory, even mutually exclusive elements (Cameron & Quinn
1988). For example, collaboration – competition tensions in organisations, or social mission – financial performance in social enterprises, have been identified as
paradoxes (Schad et al. 2016).
In accordance with Quinn and Cameron (1988), we perceive a paradox as
an ongoing process that reflects cyclical dynamics that can be either reinforcing
or self-correcting (Sundaramurthy & Lewis 2003). We do not perceive paradoxes
as positive or negative as such. Instead we try to tap into the possibilities that
the identification of paradoxes offers. We hope that ‘coping with’ or even ‘working through’ paradoxes will help us find ways of improving the mentoring of
foreign-born women (see Schad et al. 2016).
The analysis was conducted in three stages, and we applied the paradox meta-theory framework generated by Schad et al. (2016). First, we identified the paradoxes in the sources through closely reading the interviews and field notes. At this
stage, we identified and categorised tensions and examined the interplay between
interdependent contradictions. Second, we chose two thematic ‘clusters’ – paradoxes that we assessed as most significant for the mentees’ job-seeking and career
capabilities. We selected the paradoxes for closer analysis on the basis of previous
research on the employment of foreign-born women, especially in Finland. At this
stage, we elaborated the analysis by stressing collective approaches and individual
responses: the individual actors’ capabilities, cognition and emotional responses.
In the third stage of the analysis, we aimed to find practical solutions for developing the career mentoring of foreign-born women, specifically in the Finnish
context. In the meta-theory framework, this third stage includes deepening the
understanding of the outcomes and the impact of the paradox, including its dynamics and cyclical processes which can both enable and constrain. In practice,
these stages of the analysis were intertwining and cyclical, as the exploratory analysis had already started with a preliminary study and was further accelerated by
stakeholder meetings. The stakeholder meetings took part throughout the journey
of the analysis.

Mentoring in an intercultural context
Drawing on Eby’s definition (2010: 505), we see mentoring here as ‘a developmentally oriented interpersonal relationship that is typically between a more experienced individual (i.e., the mentor) and a less experienced individual (i.e. the
protégé)’. We decided to use the term mentee since it better reflects our view of
mentoring: instead of the more traditional idea of mentoring as a hierarchical relationship we think mentoring should be understood as a dialogue based on equ-
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ality, interaction and trust. The goal of the process is to meet the mentee’s needs,
and thus the mentee plays an active role in the dialogue (Law 2013). In an intercultural context, the participants benefit from cultural awareness, which includes cultural self-awareness and situation-specific awareness (Osula & Irvin 2009).
The development of intercultural competence demands self-reflective processes
to encounter embedded stereotypes, fears and uncertainties, and thereby the tolerance of confusion and complexity – according to Holmes and O’Neill (2012:
717) it ‘involves critical cultural awareness of Self and Other in an intercultural
encounter, with appropriate attention to relationship building, monitoring and
managing emotions, empathy, and facework’.
According to Kram’s classic text (1983), the functions of mentoring tasks can
be categorised as psychosocial and career enhancing. The psychosocial functions
refer to the mentee’s experience of self-image and capability being encouraged
through role modelling, acceptance, counselling, friendship, and confirmation in
the mentoring relationship. The career-enhancing functions refer to actions and
activities through which the mentor provides the mentee with sponsorship and
coaching, sets challenging assignments, and increases visibility to advance the
mentee’s career (Allen & Eby 2004). Formal mentoring programmes, which have
a systematic approach to mentoring and are frequently used by working life organisations, typically aim to advance the mentees’ competences and career and enhance employee retention and workforce diversity (ibid., Eby & Lockwood 2005).
The programmes may involve training before and during the mentoring process
to clarify both the mentor’s and mentee’s roles and responsibilities, and to make
them feel comfortable with the mentoring process (Eby & Lockwood 2005).
In mentoring research, a dominant interest has revolved around the advantages that mentoring provides participants (Eby et al. 2008, Gentry et al. 2008).
For example, mentoring has shown to advance a mentee’s self-efficacy, networking
and job performance ratings (Kram 1983, Scandura & Williams 2004, Mutanen
& Lämsä 2006, Lester et al. 2011). Furthermore, mentoring has the potential to
also promote the mentor’s career success and personal and job satisfaction (Kram
1983, Allen et al. 2004, Eby et al. 2008). Despite these various important benefits,
it is essential to recognise that a mentoring relationship is an interpersonal relationship that is intensive by nature (Kram 1983). Various studies show that unpleasant, conflicting, unexpected and surprising events and outcomes also occur
in such relationships (Eby et al. 2000). In general, researchers have largely ignored the negative aspects of mentoring (Scandura 1998, Eby et al. 2000). The ‘dark
side of mentoring’ seems to have become a taboo subject in mentoring discourse
(Scandura 1998). However, in line with Duck (1994), instead of a purely black
and white division into the positive and negative characteristics of mentoring relationships, it is important to recognise their multiple and complex nature.
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The language paradox
The most conspicuous paradox in the mentoring programme was the use of
Finnish language as the only ‘official’ language in the process. The paradox is that,
even though learning Finnish was very important for the mentees, having Finnish
as the only language in the programme also caused considerable problems for
some of the participants. Learning the language of one’s new home country is one
of the most crucial skills needed for finding employment (Ahmad 2005, Eronen
et al. 2014, Jaakkola & Reuter 2007, Nieminen et al. 2015, Tarnanen & Pöyhönen
2011). This is why the language of the mentoring programme was Finnish, despite
the fact that some of the mentees did not yet have the skills to use the language in
spoken and written forms in the depth required to communicate on issues crucial
for working life. For some mentees, the language requirement evoked frustration
and other negative emotions. In these contexts, we argue this is not favourable for
learning and strengthening the professional self-assurance of the mentees.
The most notable language problems occurred in the joint meetings of the
programme. The learning of Finnish and the level of language skills was a frequently discussed topic in these gatherings: the mentees were well aware of the
importance of learning Finnish, and the topic kept arising in the discussions. The
Finnish language skills of the mentees varied greatly. Some were fluent in speech
but expressed a need for more advanced language courses that emphasise written
language and details of grammar, since the language requirements in their desired
jobs were high. Some other participants could not take part in the discussions at
all, because it was difficult for them to understand the presentations of the guest
speakers or the organisers, or to effectively follow the discussions. Some could
understand most of what was said but found it very hard to express themselves
in Finnish. A more critical notion would be to ponder why the reasons for the
majority of mentees not taking part in discussions in the general meetings was not
addressed. Were the organisers avoiding pressuring the mentees to talk? Was it
due to the ideal of efficiency, common in working life in Finland (e.g. Niemi-Kaija
2014)? The visiting organiser’s comment was pronounced and spontaneous and
could thus be interpreted as an unconscious ‘symptom’ of the idea of status quo in
the power relations (see Koskela 2013; Tuori 2009), maintaining the more knowledgeable and active ‘helper’ role of the organisers and mentors and passive role
of the mentees as parties to be ‘helped’. Behtoui et al. (2017) have concluded that
in working life contexts, the racialised and less powerful tend to resort to silence
rather than voice or exit.
Astrid, who has a PhD from her native country, explained she had difficulties
with the language:
Astrid: Of course, I, it was very, very good that I had to eeh, [try to cope
in Finnish] but it was tiresome also. Very fast I had to understand so-
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mething pretty clear [and] I couldn’t. I had to have a tablet to translate
it. It was multitasking and I am not a multitasker, I am not.

The need to use a tablet computer in order to translate while the speaker was already moving to the next topic felt troublesome and tedious, at least for Astrid.
Very few of the interviewed women were as outspoken about their difficulties in
understanding what was being said, but the problems were reflected in the general
discussions of the joint meetings, in which the mentors and organisers took more
part than the mentees. Despite her difficulties, Astrid felt the organisers had a
positive attitude: she felt safe and ‘could ask anything’. She even went on to say that
only in Finland can she feel so free in a meeting: people were joking and were free
to say what they were thinking. Based on the ethnographer´s experiences of the
meetings, it seems fair to say that the participants felt safe. Most mentees left the
gatherings with a hopeful mindset, even though they might not have understood
everything that was said.
However, this was not always the case. In most meetings, there was time for
all the mentees to tell the group how they were doing and what they were doing
with their mentor. On one of these occasions, one mentee mentioned that she had
felt very low after a mentor – not her own mentor – had said in the previous joint
meeting that her Finnish skills were not good enough for the profession for which
she had a university degree from her homeland. This incident was immediately
identified as important by the researcher:
In principle, I agreed with the mentor, since the mentee’s profession involves knowing details in complicated texts and being able to correctly find different interpretations of literary expressions. On the other
hand, this mentee, like many foreign-born women I have met during
the course of this research, underestimate the level of their language
skills and are often too modest. Yet in this case the mentor had a point
as regards the particular job the mentee was applying for. However, she
expressed this view in such a blunt way that the mentee felt thoroughly
dispirited and told us she left the meeting with tears in her eyes: ‘In
the last meeting there was a mentor who was sounding off that everyone
needs to learn Finnish. I felt like going away to cry. Always the same thing,
even here.’ The strict language requirements felt particularly unfair, even
cruel, in the light of the long waiting lists for language courses, and the
lack of higher-level Finnish courses (Field note diary).

On one occasion, the organisers of the programme also pushed the use of Finnish
to an extent that could have discouraged the mentees. In the kick-off meeting of
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the second observed mentoring group, the mentors and mentees had just met for
the first time to get to know each other and discuss the process that was about to
start.
The dyads had spread out in the venue of the first meeting. Two dyads
stayed in the meeting room in which I was chatting with one of the organisers and a representative [of another NGO that offers a similar kind
of mentoring] who had given a presentation at the beginning of the
gathering. In the middle of our chat, this [other NGO’s] expert shouted to the other end of the room where the two mentoring dyads were
concentrating on the initial discussions, telling them to speak Finnish.
The power relations were further highlighted by the fact that we were
standing up and looking down at the mentoring dyads, sitting down in
relaxed positions (Field note diary).

The suspense was discharged by one of the mentors replying with a serious expression that they had decided that using English was the best solution for now.
The other dyad simply continued their discussions in English without even responding. The other NGO has stricter language requirements than this observed
programme, which makes the expert’s comment understandable. Language can
only be learned if it is used and the learner should exploit every possibility to use
it. However, in this programme, the language skills of the mentees differed greatly,
and it was clear that some of the mentees were not able to carry out the programme in Finnish. The sudden requirement of speaking Finnish may thus result in
some of the mentees feeling shut out – a result that is contradictory to the aim of
the programme to promote the inclusion of the mentees in Finnish society. Therefore, this could be seen as a situation that contradicts everything that mentoring
stands for.
In her interview, Ann questioned the emphasis on the use of Finnish language
in the dyad. To her it was an inconvenience and made her career aspirations progress slower, even though she fully recognised the importance of learning Finnish.
Ann said she was happy that she and her mentor could speak the same language:
according to her, this made their discussions ‘fast and more efficient’.
Ann: In my opinion, the person should be in the centre [of the process]
so that it really moves forward.
Interviewer: So, the mentee should be in the centre?
Ann: Yes, she and her working life. Not learning the language. That will
follow automatically, if she gets a job.
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In the one-to-one mentoring relationship, the dyads were able to choose ways in
which to communicate more freely. Several mentoring dyads chose to speak English or another common (native) language, but some used Finnish throughout
the process. Still, none of the interviewed mentees mentioned any improvement
in their Finnish language skills as a result of the mentoring, although some said
that the opportunity to practise Finnish was a positive thing. Myrtle described the
challenges of working strictly in Finnish in the programme from a mentor’s point
of view.
She was aware of the importance of Finnish for the mentee but pointed out
that teaching Finnish and the complex issues of job-seeking and careers at the
same time was too great a task. She also questioned these strict language requirements. Implicitly, Myrtle highlighted that the over-ambitious language requirements had resulted in another disappointment and exclusion of at least one of the
mentees who ‘could not cope’ and quit the mentoring process because she did not
know enough Finnish. Myrtle brought up this criticism of the programme while
talking about the tasks and the role of the mentor. She stated that the mentor’s
role is to listen to the mentee and respect their wishes throughout the mentoring
process. She concluded that although it is possible to guide, you cannot force the
mentee to do anything. By enforcing the use of Finnish in the mentoring process,
the mentor also maintained her status as the more knowledgeable and competent
member of the mentoring dyad.
Mollie, who is a professional career coach, decided to have the discussions
with her mentee in English, but expected the mentee to provide some job-seeking
related texts in Finnish. Mollie herself was from a Swedish-speaking family, and
instead of pointing out the importance of Finnish, she emphasised that she hoped
she could help her mentee identify her fields of expertise, her strengths and her
potential, so that the she could then verbalise to employers who she is and what
she is capable of. Mollie seemed to feel the need to apologise for her decision to
use English in the discussions with her mentee but justified the language choice by
saying that mentoring was much more effective this way. She highlighted that she
wanted to start the dyadic process by enabling her mentee to assert her self-esteem.
In Mollie’s case, effectiveness can be seen as a culturally acceptable reason to use
English instead of Finnish.

The support paradox
Despite the common instructions and the mentoring agreement signed by both
mentor and mentee, the participants had varying expectations of the mentoring
process and its implications. Some of these inconsistent expectations and practices can be seen as contradictory elements which we have compiled here as the
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support paradox. This paradox is based on the contradiction of the mentor taking
an excessively enthusiastic role in the interaction: this enables and even encourages the mentee to take a passive, withdrawn role.
Several mentees highlighted that ‘fixing’ the mentee’s cv was one of the mentor’s most important tasks. In at least two cases, the mentor actually wrote up
the mentee’s cv, although in most cases the mentor preferred to comment on the
document, which the mentee improved and finalised herself. Improving a cv is
indeed an important step and help from someone who is familiar with current
recruitment processes can be a decisive factor in presenting the job-seeker in an
effective way. Nevertheless, if the mentee herself is not the subject of the process but merely a receiver of a ready-made list of career details, she will still lack
cv-making skills after the mentoring process is over. This might even result in an
awkward situation for the mentee if, in the recruitment process it emerges that she
does not possess the word processing skills that were needed to make the cv, for
instance. Thus paradoxically, the much-needed help provided by the mentor does
not always advance the mentee’s capabilities and independence.
Some of the interviewed mentees had very high expectations of the mentoring process. They expected the mentor to be a professional from their own occupation, someone who could give them a job or at least a training position. For
example, Alice had a positive attitude towards the mentoring but said it was too
general for her. She wanted the mentor to concretely arrange a job for her, by for
instance, inviting her for training or a work trial at her own workplace.
Alice: It would be good if the pair was made up from people who have
the same profession or the same background or that the mentor already
works in the institution where the mentee would like to work. Then,
the mentor could invite the mentee for practical training or a work trial. That way, the mentee could practice first and build some networks
too.

The mentoring contract states that it is not the mentor’s task to find a job for the
mentee – thus avoiding the mentee taking on the role of a ‘protégée’. In this sense,
Alice’s wish seems unrealistic, although organising training or the possibility of
a work trial can be seen as different to finding a ‘proper’ job. Alice was the only
mentee who said so openly that she expected this. She highlighted the importance
of the mentor being, if possible, from the same occupation as the mentee. This was
also the wish of other mentees and some mentors.
In practice, the organisers had very limited resources for trying to find mentors. Indeed, most of the mentoring dyads could be seen as practising ‘general’ career mentoring with overarching goals, as Mollie, Alice’s mentor, described in the
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previous section. In her interview, Mollie said she was pleased to see Alice ‘start to
bloom’ during the mentoring process. Mollie used blooming as a symbol for the
process in which Alice’s self-esteem grew through her increased self-knowledge.
The paradoxical aspect here is that Alice might not have been able to utilise any
opportunities provided by a mentor from her own occupation until she regained
her self-assurance. This is a two-fold argument. Firstly, self-doubt after a longer
period of unemployment can make it difficult to tell even someone with the same
occupation about your skills and abilities. Sometimes an ‘outsider’ can also see
the job-seekers’ opportunities through a wider scope, not only within the shared
occupation (which might not deliver as many possibilities, for instance, because of
language requirements). Secondly, if the mentee is not sure what she wants from
her working life or from the mentoring process, the mentor might not be able to
help, whatever their occupation.
In two cases, the mentees had difficulties following ‘assignments’ such as
amending their cv, in the way their mentors would have liked them to. One of
these mentees fell ill during the mentoring process and another began to study.
Nevertheless, they both blamed themselves explicitly for being lazy or implicitly
for being incapable of meeting the requirements of the mentor and the job market. Observation of the group discussions made it clear that some mentees had
mixed feelings about being helped by a mentor. Some said the mentor was the
more active part of the dyad: they seemed to feel uncomfortable about this, as they
knew that the mentee should actually be the carrier of the process. It remains unclear whether the professional background of the mentee had anything to do with
the difficulties they experienced. Before becoming unemployed, both these interviewed mentees had years of experience in occupations in which they had worked
as therapists. It is possible that part of their difficulties was born from the paradox
of now being the helped instead of the helper. In some discussions with the mentors, a sense of disappointment emerged about the mentee not being more active
and making the collaboratively planned changes to their CV, for example. This
mentee reluctance is in parallel with Colley’s (2003) finding regarding the power
of the mentee: the mentees were not passive recipients of mentor support, but
exercised their own agency and resistance, although with contradictory results.

Improving mentoring through a paradox analysis
Through our analysis, we interpreted two paradoxes in the studied mentoring programmes: the language paradox, and the ‘clustered’ support paradox. Both paradoxes have cyclical dynamics which are easier to control when they are identified.
The detected language paradox maps out the enabling and restricting aspects
of using Finnish as the only ‘official’ language in the studied programmes. Using
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the Finnish language fosters the improvement of the mentees’ vital language skills.
At the same time, when the mentee’s Finnish language skills are somewhat deficient, the situation becomes constraining and can create a vicious circle of negative experiences for the mentee: negative experiences are harmful to the mentee’s
self-esteem, and this feeling of inadequacy may even force them to use the Finnish
language which, in turn, causes further negative experiences. Culturally, the language paradox is based on the strong position of the Finnish language in Finland.
Almost nine out of ten people in Finland speak Finnish as their first language.
Finnish as a language is strongly connected to Finland becoming an independent
state and, as in many other countries, there is a strong link between language and
identity (e. g. Koivunen 2012). Fears about the extinction of Finnish are often currently expressed in the press. Based on this research, many ‘immigrant’ job-seekers
are keen to learn Finnish (see also Nieminen et al. 2015, 54). In the mentoring
process, talking about career goals, occupational skills or other complicated matters in another, situationally more functional, language should not be a concern.
In line with Osula & Irvin (2009), we suggest that especially in an intercultural
context, the mentor should be careful when correcting the mentee or challenging
their aspirations, to avoid questioning the security of their relationship.
Learning a new language is a complicated and multifaceted process. For an
adult, it is a challenge that typically requires a great deal of time, practice, repetition, motivation, and opportunities to exercise the language (Perdue 1993: 254–
270, Sudhershan 2014). The Finnish language is exceptional compared to most of
its neighbouring countries’ languages and other European languages: its vocabulary is idiosyncratic and its structures are considered complex, making it relatively
difficult to learn (Tarnanen & Pöyhönen 2011). Learning a new language often
requires intensity, which a mentoring relationship can rarely provide due to the
fact that a mentoring dyad, as was the case in the studied programme, usually only
meets once or twice a month. Thus, mentoring targeted at supporting job-seeking
is not really a language course.
Based on the findings of this study, we suggest that to avoid a negative cycle,
the organisers of mentoring programmes for foreign-born people should select
the participants for the programme carefully: the required level of language skills
should be defined beforehand and the participants’ language skills should be
evaluated before their recruitment. In addition, mentoring programmes such as
that studied here would benefit from some practical educational tools that combine Finnish studies, knowledge of the Finnish labour market and job-seeking in
Finland. For example, the participants may benefit from language learning tools
that they could use independently at home, including inspiration for how to take
advantage of surrounding learning material (websites, newspapers, books, podcasts, radio, television).
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Furthermore, the organisers could consider the possibility of including a person in the mentoring process who explains the principles and contents of mentoring to the participants in plain Finnish. A study by Lähdesmäki and Savela (2006)
of immigrants’ entrepreneurship training found that having a plain language
Finnish instructor, in addition to a content teacher, was very useful for the participants. It increased their chances of understanding the teaching and the training
programme gave them benefits for their entrepreneurial career. Since mentees
with more advanced language skills might find this practice demotivating, testing
the participants’ language skills to ensure that they are at approximately the same
level would eliminate this problem. In general, we believe that more research and
practical elaboration of the advancement of various developmental methods in
mentoring processes is needed. Digital technologies may offer solutions that could
be further studied in the future (see, for instance, Velghe & Blommaert 2014).
The support paradox is a cluster of aspects around the interplay between the
mentor, the mentee and the mentoring programme itself. In this paradox, the
mentee is positioned on the one hand as an object of the mentor’s direction, help
and instructions, which, according to Standing (1999), resembles the authoritative
way of mentoring and emphasises the hierarchical relationship between a mentee
and mentor. From this point of view, the studied mentoring programme may have
a constraining effect on the mentee in the long run in terms of her development as
an active and self-imposed job-seeker. Interestingly, in our study, both the mentee
and the mentor used and expected this kind of mentoring which, being very instrumental (see Kram 1983) and ad-hoc by nature, may occasionally be helpful in
a specific critical situation (for example, writing a cv for the mentee). However, in
the long run, this kind of relationship is problematic, because it does not effectively support the mentees’ own learning and growth of her development and skills,
which are crucial aims not only in the programmes studied but in mentoring processes in general (Kram 1983, Scandura & Williams 2004, Eby & Lockwood 2005,
Eby 2010, Lester et al. 2011).
Culturally, the overpowering attitude of the mentor can be linked to the myth
of ‘the strong Finnish woman’. In addition to being physically and mentally strong
(Koivunen 2003, Markkola 2002, Tuori 2009), especially during and after the Second World War, Finnish women were expected to accept great personal losses
without showing grief in public, while at the same time public expressions of joy
and happiness were also disapproved of due to the nation’s losses (Koivunen 2003,
Olsson 2011). The cultural practices of concealing one’s feelings are still very much
visible in, for example, national festivals and inexpressive international sport stars.
In the context of mentoring, the combination of the ideas of being strong, fact-focused and not showing your feelings can sometimes result in bluntness, which can
easily be interpreted as non-empathetic and unsupportive.
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On the other hand, in the support paradox, both the mentor and the mentee
also position the mentee as an active subject in the relationship. Such a mentoring
relationship refers to the empowerment and active development of the mentee
as regards her skills and other capabilities (Lester et al. 2011). The mentoring literature labels this kind of orientation a caring relationship between the mentee
and mentor (Colley 2003, Mutanen & Lämsä 2006). Such a relationship can be
regarded as a more enabling factor for the mentee’s job-seeking than merely being
given instructions on what to do.
In line with Lester and colleagues (2011), despite the argument that formal
mentoring is not as efficient as informal mentoring (for example Eby & Lockwood
2005), the results of our study indicate that formal mentoring can be helpful. It
can support the mentee’s – in this study, foreign-born, female mentees – capabilities to become more efficient and self-directed in job-seeking. Moreover, we
think that formal mentoring programmes also present a way to include people
other than officials in the process of ‘integration’, the mentors’ networks making it
more diverse and possibly more effective. It is possible that the positive results of
the mentoring programmes here, as well as in general (Allen & Eby 2004, Eby &
Lockwood 2005, Lester et al. 2011), may be linked to the proactivity of people who
seek to take part in the programmes as mentees. Like the foreign-born women in
this study, they are likely to be motivated and active, which generally helps them
progress in working life. All in all, we suggest that despite its complex and paradoxical nature, formal mentoring has the potential to offer support that can boost
the progress of foreign-born women in working life, specifically in job-seeking.
At the beginning of this article, we set ourselves the task of exploring the cultural practices and ideas visible in our sources in an ‘intercultural’ mentoring programme. Using the paradox frame as a lens, our interpretation is that the most
significant cultural meanings were the over-emphasised focus on the Finnish
language (the language paradox), and the myth of the strong Finnish woman (the
support paradox). These can be seen to have aspects of both cultural awareness
and situation-specific awareness (Osula & Irvin 2009). Using situation-specific
awareness, some mentors understood that it was best to break the rules of the
mentoring programme and not use Finnish in all their communications, enabling
a more equal setting for professional discussions. In some cases, when the mentors
failed to use situation-specific awareness, the mentees felt even worse about their
abilities and working life opportunities. Similarly, the myth of the strong Finnish
woman can be an empowering and positive model for the mentee, but can have a
negative impact on the mentor, enabling undercurrents in the mentoring discussions which may be perceived as harsh and even hostile. Instead of encouraging
and supporting, this may result in undermining and ‘othering’ the mentee.
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Notes
We use the words migrant and foreign-born as synonyms to a person with foreign
background, as defined by the Statistics Finland (http://www.stat.fi/meta/kas/ulkomaalaistaus_en.html).
2 In a previous project analysing interviews of female refugees (Steel & Tuori 2016), it
became clear that focusing on the journey to Finland and immigrant identity moves
the emphasis away from working life issues.
3For more on the fluid boundaries of analysis in research processes see, for instance,
O’Dell & Willim 2011.
4Finland has two main national languages: Finnish (88,3%) and Swedish (5,3%); offi1
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cial minority languages are three variants of Sami, Romani, Finnish Sign Language,
and Karelian. The most spoken other languages are Russian, Estonian, English, and
Arabic.

Interviews
The audio recordings and transcriptions of the interviews and the field notes are
currently in the possession of the WeAll Research Consortium at the University
of Helsinki. In the future, the anonymised transcriptions will be archived in the
Finnish Science Data Archive.

Presentation of interviewees
Pseudonym Age group

Background

Job market situation

Alice

30–39

European*

Pay subsidy job

Ann

50–59

European

Entrepreneur and job-seeker

Astrid

40–49

European

Job-seeker with a few hours of
work per week

Audrey

50–59

South-American

Pay subsidy job

Ava

50–60

European

Studying

Mary

50–59

European

Full-time employment

Melanie

30–39

Finnish

Full-time employment

Mia

20–29

European

Full-time employment

Mollie

60–69

Finnish

Entrepreneur

Myrtle

60–69

Finnish

Retired

Nancy

40–50

Finnish

Full-time employment (NGO)

* other than Finnish; by European we mean the geographical area of Europe including western parts of Russia
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