
 

How should you find an academic mentor? 

In a recent survey of young investigators awarded their first career awards from the Alberta 

Heritage Foundation for Medical Research, the preferred route was for the host departments 

to provide a list of potential mentors and let the newcomers meet them informally and 

identify the one that best matched their needs and aspirations. As emphasized earlier, 

women must have ready access to additional mentoring around the issues of women in 

academia, from another source if necessary. 

What should you look for when picking an academic mentor? 

Your academic mentor should possess six crucial prerequisites: 

1. Your academic mentor has to be a competent investigator. Although most will 

be clinicians, this needn’t be the case. Some of the most successful academic 

clinicians I know (including me) were mentored by biostatisticians. 

2. Your academic mentor must not only have achieved academic success 

themselves, but must treat you accordingly. That is, your academic mentor 

must feel secure enough that they are not only comfortable taking a back seat to you 

in matters of authorship and recognition. They must actively pursue this secondary 

role. Everything fails if your academic mentor competes with you for recognition. 

Unfortunately, such competition is common, and you should seek help from your 

chair or program director if this happens to you (I devote lots of time to trying to 

resolve such conflicts before they destroy friendships and damage careers.) 

3. Your academic mentor should not directly control your academic 

appointment or base salary. Such controls interfere with the free and open 

exchange of ideas, priorities, aspirations and criticisms. For example, you may find it 

difficult to turn down an irrelevant, time-consuming task offered by your academic 

mentor when they also control your salary. 



4. Your academic mentor must like mentoring and be willing to devote the 

time and energy required to do it well. This includes a willingness to explore and 

solve both the routine and the extraordinary scientific and personal challenges that 

arise when they take on this responsibility. 

5. Some institutions still lack policies for stopping the tenure clock for 

childbirth and caring for a young child, or for “re-entry” rights and 

discounted “résumé gaps.” Your academic mentor should be informed about 

these, and should fight for them when they are lacking. 

6. Finally, your academic mentor must periodically seek feedback from you 

about how well they are performing. They must periodically evaluate their own 

performance, decide whether they remain the best person to mentor you (and, if 

not, help you find a more suitable mentor), and identify ways to improve their 

mentoring skills. 

Excerpted from the CanMEDS Research Guide, copied with permission. Harvey BJ, Lang ES, 

JR Frank, editors. The research guide: a primer for residents, other health care trainees, 

and practitioners. Ottawa: Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada; 2011. pg 

32. 
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