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Objectives: This paper explores a scarcely researched topic, namely, mentoring discourse. In particular, it addresses an underex-
plored issue that commonly exists in managerial mentoring. While leaders are encouraged to mentor their subordinates, the ulti-
mate objectives of managing and mentoring may be quite distinct as the former orients to the company’s goals while the latter fo-
cuses on the subordinate’s development. This paper attempts to explore how leaders make use of discourse strategies to accomplish
mentoring and managing practices in authentic leader-subordinate communication, with a focus on giving corrective feedback.
Methods: The study adopts a discourse analytic approach and the research data consists of 14 hours of recordings of business meet-
ings collected from a Hong Kong company, complemented by semi-structured interviews and workplace observations.

Results: It is found that the leader under examination puts great emphasis on advancing the subordinates’ competence and is fre-
quently engaged in mentoring. He often employs evaluating, explaining, and demonstrating to help subordinates recognize their
mistakes and understand the rationale behind the mistakes. When a conflict between the subordinate’s interest and the company’s
interest appears, the leader may, in addition to similar discourse strategies for giving corrective feedback and, give explicit instruc-
tions to ensure compliance.

Conclusions: By conducting a detailed analysis of mentoring discourse, this study demonstrates that leaders skillfully make use of
discourse strategies to do mentoring and managing simultaneously. It serves as a starting point for more comprehensive studies of
mentoring at work in the future.
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Introduction

It is emphasized in many managerial handbooks that mento-
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tions. Good leaders are expected to mentor and empower their
team members, enhance their performance, and bring the best
out of their subordinates (Brent & Dent, 2015; Gilley & Gilley,
2007; Wellington, 2017). However, from a critical perspective,
the discourse of mentoring is not “innocent” (Gray, Garvey, &
Lane, 2016). In the context of managers being mentors, The ul-
timate objectives of mentoring sometimes may clash with those
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of managing. Mentoring focuses on the interests of the person
being mentored (Holmes, 2005; Kurian, 2024; Nielsen & Ner-
reklit, 2012), yet, managing places emphasis on organizational
goals (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2016). Tension may emerge when
there is a conflict between the two. Little is known about how
leaders balance the two conflicting objectives (mentoring vs
managing) in actual leader-subordinate communication.

Many activities at work are enacted through talk (Boden,
1994) and the literature on workplace discourse has grown rap-
idly over the last three decades (e.g., Holmes & Stubbe, 2015;
Koester, 2010; Stubbe et al., 2003; Vine, 2017). However, much
of the mentoring literature adopts quantitative methods and
draws on self-reported data such as questionnaire surveys and
interviews. Few studies focus on the discourse of mentoring
per se, and within this small body of literature, a considerable
portion focuses on educational and medical settings (e.g., Kane
& Saclarides, 2023) and sports coaching (e.g., Cushion, Stodter,
& Clarke, 2022). The literature on mentoring discourse in work-
place settings is scarce.

Against this background, the present study employs a dis-
course analytic approach to examine the discourse of a Hong
Kong company director who sees himself as a mentor to his
employees and often does mentoring in their regular senior staff
meetings. In particular, the paper focuses on instances of the
director giving corrective feedback to his subordinates for the
purpose of correcting undesirable behavior and improving the
subordinate’s performance. It is hoped that the analysis reported
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in this paper provides new insights into mentoring practices in
authentic leader-subordinate communication.

Literature Review

The act that an experienced individual transfers knowledge,
experience and expertise to a less experienced individual for
the purposes of enhancing the latter’s professional competence
and/or career development can be referred to mentoring (e.g.,
Gray et al., 2016; Higgins & Kram, 2001; Holmes, 2005; Kurian,
2024).

The literature on mentoring in general is enormous, yet the
topic started to receive scholarly attention in the fields of man-
agement and business only recently. A search on the Web of
Science Core Collection using “mentoring” as the topic term,
refined to articles and book chapters and with a restriction to
English language, yielded 24,020 results (as searched on 15
January 2025). However, many of the publications were in the
fields of health sciences and education, and only 1,282 (6.4%)
fell within the fields of management and business (Figure 1),
most of which were published in the past five years (Figure 2).
While the search results reflected the situation in one literature
database, it to some extent revealed that mentoring is an im-
portant topic and much more work should be done to develop
a more comprehensive understanding of mentoring in manage-
ment and business contexts.

Although mentoring may be conducted formally or infor-
mally (Clutterbuck, Kochan, Lunsford, Dominguez, & Had-
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Figure 1. A screenshot of a treemap showing the top 20 Web of Science categories of fields among the search results by using “mentoring”

as the topic search word (as on 15 January 2025).

86 | http://www.e-bcrp.org

https://doi.org/10.22682/bcrp.2024.7.2.85



Angela Chi Kuen Chan

110
100
90
80
70 -
60
50
40
30

20 H

0 T

BCRP

$ S

T T T
\ o
N N

T T
N \ %
N N N
A S 3

T T
> > \J
N N N
N S 2

T T
© Q @
N N N
A D

Figure 2. A screenshot of mentoring publications in fields of management and business over time (as on 15 January 2025).

dock-Millar, 2017), many business enterprises have implement-
ed it in formal mentoring programs (Deng, Gulseren, & Turner,
2022). A large portion of the mentoring literature also focuses
on the outcomes of formal mentoring (Janssen, van Vuuren, &
de Jong, 2016).

Much research has revealed that mentoring is beneficial to
both employees and organizations. Brent and Dent (2015) con-
sider mentoring as an effective way to help leaders to resolve
human and relational issues. Jones, Woods, and Guillaume
(2016) report that internal workplace mentoring is eftective to
employee learning and development. Managerial mentoring
can empower employees (Jepsen & Dehlholm, 2020), improve
employees’ performance and productivity (Whitmore, 2002),
and therefore has positive effect on employees’ work satisfac-
tion, role clarity, and organizational commitment (Birtch, Cai,
& Chiang, 2024; Kim, 2014). In multinational enterprises,
home-country mentors may play important roles in promoting
expatriate voice on psychosocial support, role modelling, and
career development (Zhuang, Chu, Yang, & Chang, 2023) and
have positive effect on expatriates’ organizational knowledge
and job performance (Carraher, Sullivan, & Crocitto, 2008).

Mentoring is often linked to the concept of leadership and is
stated as an effective managerial strategy and strongly advocat-
ed. Clutterbuck (2008) reports that the trend to equip all man-
agers with mentoring skills is likely to accelerate. Managers at all
levels are encouraged to mentor their team members (McCarthy
& Milner, 2013), and mangers who provides mentoring to their
subordinators are considered as good leaders (Gilley & Gilley,
2007; Wellington, 2017). Mentoring is considered as a typical
transformational leadership behavior (Scandura & Williams,
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2004) or a type of participative management (DiGirolamo &
Tkach, 2019).

While the potential of managers as mentors is highly praised,
little research has pointed out that there are possible conflicts
between mentoring and managing in many aspects. A prima-
ry cause may be their different focuses. Managing tends to be
task-oriented (Booth, 1996) and usually places emphasis on the
advancement and the development of an organization (Hunsa-
ker & Hunsaker, 2016). On the other hand, mentoring is con-
sidered more person-oriented, focusing on the interests of the
mentee and aiming at the advancement of the mentee’s compe-
tences and the development of his/her career in the organiza-
tion/profession (Higgins & Kram, 2001; Hunsaker & Hunsaker,
2016; Nielsen & Norreklit, 2012). Inevitably there are situations
that the mentee’s desire conflicts with the manager’s desire to
accomplish the organizational/team objectives. However, such
complexity of mentoring is seldom addressed in the literature
(Jespen & Dehlholm, 2020).

Also scant is the study of mentoring from discourse analysis
approaches to examine the actual use of linguistic strategies in
naturally-occurring mentoring contexts in the workplace. One
exception is Holmes (2005) which explores how leaders does
mentoring when they talk to their subordinates in one-on-one
settings. Holmes reports five discourse strategies employed by
leaders to do mentoring, namely, procedural coaching, correc-
tive, approving, advising, and indirect coaching. Holmes points
out that the five strategies exhibit different degrees of explicit-
ness and directness in doing mentoring. Holmes’s work nicely
illustrates that mentoring is complex and how it is actually
done in workplace interaction deserves more direct attention.
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However, after almost 20 years, not much similar work has been
published.

Research on mentoring has primarily relied on data gathered
using self-reporting techniques such as interviews and ques-
tionnaires (e.g., Allen, Eby, O'Brien, & Lentz, 2008; Cushion et
al,, 2022; Maynard-Patrick & Baugh, 2019). While these types of
data provide a generalizable understanding of communication
practices and norms, they rely on respondents’ interpretations
which may be potentially biased and reflect what respondents
thought they do rather than what they actually do. They may
not be able to reflect genuine practices in actual scenarios.

In view of this, the present study adopts a discourse analytic
approach to explore how managers deal with the distinct fea-
tures of managing and mentoring when interacting with their
subordinates/mentees, with a focus on a common managerial/
mentoring activity, namely giving corrective feedback. The aim
of giving corrective feedback is to correct poor or undesirable
performance or behavior (Bee & Bee, 1996). The activity is
usually accomplished in a sequence of actions including identi-
fication of an issue, evaluation, explanation, and plan for future
action (Svennevig, 2011). It is a rather challenging task; but if
done effectively, it can lead to better performance (Cushion et
al., 2022; Holmes, 2005).

Methods

This paper draws on 14 hours of audio and video recordings
of regular senior staff meetings collected from a paint manu-
facturing company in Hong Kong, pseudonymed Rainbow.' In
order to facilitate understanding of the video recordings, a set
of supplementary data including one-on-one semi-structured
interviews, workplace observations and workplace culture ques-
tionnaires collected from the research site. Each of the record-
ed meetings is about 2 to 3 hour long and involves the senior
members of several departments including production, sales,
and accountancy, as well as the company director, Mr Liu (here-
after ‘Liv’), who is the most senior person among the partici-
pants in terms of organization position and age. The language of
the meetings is Cantonese which is the native language of all of
the participants.

Analysis of the data has drawn on the principles and ana-
Iytical techniques developed in three discourse analytic frame-
works, namely, conversation analysis (Sacks, 1992), social con-
structionism (Holmes, 2003), and the community of practice
theory (Wenger, 1998) to scrutinize the data at different levels.

" The names of the participants and all names of people, places, and
organizations mentioned in the data have been changed to protect the
participants’ identities.
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Conversation analysis pays special interest to turn design and
sequential organization of interaction and provides a fine-
grained analysis of talk in interaction while social construction-
ism and the related community of practice theory take the con-
textual settings embedded in the interaction into account and
examine how interlocutors construct/negotiate their social and
professional identities in relation to the practices and norms
about the identity in the immediate workplace or broader or-
ganizational or societal contexts. These frameworks emphasize
a participant-based approach towards the issue of context and
argue that the construction of identity is not merely predeter-
mined by general conventions but is interactionally negotiated
between the interlocutors in an on-going conversation (Holmes,
2003).The three frameworks have been used individually or
in combinations as effective tools for analyzing language use
in workplace contexts (e.g., Boden, 1994; Chan, 2017; Chan
& Du-Babcock, 2019; Clifton, 2019; Holmes & Stubbe, 2015).
In the course of analyzing the meeting recordings, the re-
searcher often poses questions such as “What is the participant
attempting to do now?” and “What identity is the participant
attempting to construct now?” in a particular utterance. The
researcher seeks to identify answers to these questions through
analyzing the transcript in a line-by-line, moment-by-moment
manner, supplemented with a range of contextual data involved
in the interaction, from the interactional setting (e.g., a business
meeting) and the immediate physical setting (e.g., a work orga-
nization), to the relationships between the participants and the
broader cultural norms about the identity in the society (e.g.,
Hong Kong). It is hoped that this study can provide in-depth
analysis of the research data and contribute to further under-
standing of mentoring discourse in workplace settings.

It should be noted that by drawing on a set of data collected
from one workplace, this study attempts to serve as a case study
and a starting point for more comprehensive studies of men-
toring discourse at work in the future. The findings discussed
below should be treated as suggestive, instead of conclusive.

Through workplace observation and participant interviews, the
researcher has found that at Rainbow employee advancement
was highly emphasized. Employees were encouraged to take off
site courses with financial support from the company. Work-re-
lated seminars were organized, and employees were encouraged
to share their experiences and knowledge with each other.

In particular, the company director, Liu, often provided his
subordinates with detailed work instructions and feedback
on their performance along with elaborated explanation. He
believed that through teaching and sharing his knowledge and

https://doi.org/10.22682/bcrp.2024.7.2.85
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experiences, his subordinates would improve and develop. The
meeting recordings and interview data also revealed that the
subordinates highly respected Liu and valued his knowledge
sharing and opinions, admitting that they could benefit greatly
from his expertise. From a social constructionist perspective,
Liu appears to construct himself as a mentor rather than a
boss, and his subordinates as mentees rather than employees.
This suggests the existence of informal mentoring relationships
between Liu and his subordinates (Dougherty, Turban, & Hag-
gard, 2007; Holmes, 2005; Janssen et al., 2016).

The research data reveals that in the recorded business
meetings Liu often self-initiates to provide advice, feedback,
and guidance to his subordinates to advance their competence
and performance. In some instances, it seems obvious that Liu
does mentoring and attaches high attention to the subordinate’s
interest while in other instances, both the subordinate and the
company appear to be the beneficiaries: the ultimate purpose
of Liu’s discourse is to improve the subordinate’s competence so
that they would better accomplish their work for the company.
These instances suggest that Liu attempts to do mentoring and
managing simultaneously.

In the following, two representative excerpts are presented
to illustrate Liu’s mentoring discourse. Both excerpts involve
the same subordinate, Anthony, the manager of the production
department as well as the chair of the recorded meetings. Ac-
cording to Liu, Anthony was knowledgeable in his profession
but lacks managerial competence (interview); and he therefore
intended to advance Anthony’s managerial skills, partially
through correcting Anthony’s undesired practices. In Excerpt
1, Liu gives corrective feedback that appears to orient to the
improvement of Anthony’s reporting skills while in in Excerpt
2, Liu’s discourse shows an orientation to the advancement of
Anthony’s human management ability so as to avoid potential
negative impact on the company. Excerpt 1 can be regarded as
an instance of mentoring while Excerpt 2 can be regarded as an
instance of mentoring and managing. Similar and different dis-
course strategies are exhibited in these excerpts.

Example of Mentoring

Excerpt 1 takes place in the middle of Anthony’s report on the
work progress of the production department. Prior to this ex-
cerpt, Anthony informs the other participants that they are go-
ing to replace material A with material B in their products and
points out that during the transitional period, products made of
either materials co-exist. Daniel, a sales executive, then suggests
some measures that may be taken to distinguish these products.
After their conversation, Liu comes in to comment on Antho-
ny’s reporting skills in line 2. The Chinese characters represent
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the transcript in the original language (Cantonese, occasionally
mixed with English words) while the italicized words in English
are the free English translation of the transcript (see the Appen-
dix 1 for transcription conventions).

Excerpt 1: RBW04A_00:09:10-00:10:54

0.4)

IEMKAE T —RUE, BARA

Look you should say it in this way next time:
3 Anthony: &

2 Liu

Yes.

4  Liw ((points at Daniel)) FEZZIE: Tt- /REIAMEE
FREGIE
((points at Daniel)) It should be- I mean the
sentence you just said,

5 Daniel:  ((points at Anthony)) {EzEMEN
((points at Anthony)) It should have been said
by him.

6 Liw ((points at Anthony)) FE{FRaE 28
((points at Anthony)) should have been said
by you.

Daniel:  heh heh [heh]

8 Liw 5]  FUERE[ER]

[Yeah]. Now we the pro[duction line]

9  Daniel: [((Clears throat))]

10 Liu A EEERIR <¥TH > MAME(E: eh eh eh

The production department <plans> that
during the: eh eh eh

11 MAMEEIE R AAZEE, Tt SRR
the transition period, we'll do this and that.

12 Anthony: Mm

13 Liw IE. SRR, (0.3) BIERELEE R
Yeah. Just like this. (0.3) So you're not bringing
up the issue for discussion.

14 (0.6) RIRE 2IRHIRS, IRE 2R, 1%

(0.6) You were reporting on that issue. You

yourself, yeah.

A

Notifying us.

17HE. (fRE2) <BfF> (0.6)EBLRILAE, #1:

(0.5)

That's right. (You yourself) <But> (0.6) they

could, in response to: (0.5)

17 fR:MB- FREAMEIB0B(0.3)7BTLL ((pretentious
tone)) MH? ME,
what you: t- have said, (0.3) they could ((pre-
tentious tone)) what? Hey,

15 Daniel:

16 Liu:

http://www.e-bcrp.org | 89
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18 PERIE T 5E: (0.3) MR IEHEMREER.
it should not be like this (0.3) It won't work.
19 ((normal voice)) 1BRt AT DAMBRES.
((normal tone)) They could say something like
this.
20 Anthony: (&M
Yes
21 ((transcript of 70 seconds omitted, Liu further

explains why he considers Anthonys reporting
skills unsatisfactory, pointing out some nega-
tive outcomes of presenting the issue as a dis-
cussion item, and demonstrating the “correct”
way of presenting the issue))

22 Liw S ot PR PRAPEE 75 TU 2SR
We should have done it this way.
23 Anthony: Mm
24 Liu: FIEGFM? (0.3) B2 ((touches Daniel and
Anthony))
Is that all right? (0.3) Come ((touches Daniel
and Anthony))
25 Anthony: %
okay=
26 Liw =R EHBEE
=come, start over again
27 All: ((lafugh))]
28 Liu: [(FHEHE
[that was a rehearsal]
29 Liw ((smiling)) EFTHEEG. 18

((smiling)) Start over again. yeah

The brief pause in line 1 indicates that the discussion between
Anthony and Daniel has finished. In line 2, Liu comes in and
starts his turn with a particle, ‘look, which functions as an atten-
tion seeker to get the participants’ attention. Expressions such as
‘next time, ‘should’ and ‘like this’ suggest that Liu is about to give
corrective feedback (Svennevig, 2011). It seems that he attempts
to be rather vague here by not naming the addressee and using
the determinant ‘this’ instead of specifying the subject. Yet, from
lines 2, it is clear to Daniel (and the other participants) that he is
addressing his feedback to Anthony and ‘this’ refers to the fact
that what Daniel just said should have been said by Anthony.
Anthony’s minimal response ‘yes’ in line 3 shows his under-
standing that he is the recipient of Liu’s feedback.

From line 4 onward, including the omitted transcript, Liu
does evaluation and teaching more overtly. He demonstrates a
“proper” way of reporting (lines 8-11), and repeatedly points
out that Anthony should have reported the issue rather than
bring it up for discussion (lines 13-14 and in the omitted tran-
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script). In addition, Liu then projects some potential responses
from the sales department to the arrangement and explains
why Anthony should have indicated in the beginning that he is
informing the audience about the new arrangement rather than
soliciting suggestions for the arrangement (lines 16-19). Lastly,
Liu repeats his point in line 22 that they should do it this way (as
he has demonstrated), checks Anthony’s acceptance ‘Is it okay?’
(line 24) and ends with a humorous suggestion that Anthony
starts over again (lines 26 and 29). Throughout the excerpt, An-
thony acknowledges Liu’s talk with minimal responses such as
‘yes’ and ‘mmn’ In response to Lius checking in line 24, he utters
‘okay’ in line 25. All together suggests that Anthony accepts Liu’s
feedback and agrees to follow his suggestion.

Liu’s teaching tone is clearly displayed in this example. The
long sequence consists of attention seeking, problem identifica-
tion, demonstration, tactics for dealing with possible responses,
explanation, and repetition of his suggestion. By suggesting for
starting over and referring to the scenario as a rehearsal which
usually allows mistakes and improvement, Liu further mitigates
the tension that might have created during his long speech and
constructs himself as a teacher rather than a manager. All these
strategies are commonly used by teachers. Moreover, although
effective measures for distinguishing the products with two
similar materials is important to the running of the organiza-
tion, Liu’s remarks seem to exhibit genuine interest in enhanc-
ing Anthony’s reporting skills. In this respect, Liu’s behaviour
can be regarded a typical example of mentoring that attempts to
correct undesired behavior and to improve the mentee’s perfor-
mance (Holmes, 2005).

Example of Mentoring and Managing

Prior to Excerpt 2, Daniel complains that a technical staff mem-
ber in Anthony’s department does not adhere to the company’s
standardized procedures to measure temperatures when con-
ducting experiments. In lines 1-3 Anthony indicates that he
has kept an eye on the technician’s work and that the technician
is aware of the correct procedures. In line 4, Daniel interrupts
and accuses that the technician ‘does not do it any more’. In line
8, Liu instructs Anthony to follow up on the technicians work
and explains that ‘otherwise no matter how well we have set the
procedures’ (line 10). Grammatically his utterance is incomplete
and line 12 indicates his intention to continue.

Excerpt 2: RBW2a_010236-010354
1 Anthony: PER, FAE-EXIE: chEFERE

No. I know he- he knows: eh he needs to adjust
the temperatures

https://doi.org/10.22682/bcrp.2024.7.2.85
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2 [EIR(BABENIZMEH IR AR-MSOEME (0.5)
and: he knows how to do it and he has done it
before. (0.5)

3 BMEEREFE [

I'mean he doesn’t [do:]

4 Daniel: (7] BR: MERTI1H
[not] following, he doesn’t
do it any more

5 Anthony: Mm

Daniel: X1
he doesn’t do it any more
(1.6)

8  Liw ( )E- MERHHEETIF
() need- you should follow up on his work

9  Anthony: Mm

10 Liu: WNERIE RIS UF AP ER LS
Otherwise no matter how well we have set the
procedures

11  Anthony: Mm

12 Liu: 1% {E-

Yeah he-

13 Anthony: >BMA<MK(E TVEFLIERE eh:
>I mean< this task is not like eh:

14 ((Anthony continues to explain the proce-
dures that the technician has employed to
measure temperatures and states that his
procedures are consistent with the depart-
ment’s practices))

15 Anthony: MEF:—FEREHEBFREEE
I: will go out and find out what'’s going on.

16 Daniel: Mm

17 (1.8)

18 Liw BB e AR B EBIE
I mean we should correct a wrong way of do-
ing things immediate.

19 Anthony: Mm

20 Liw: NRIBHEEEOER

otherwise the figures become useless
21 Anthony: &
Yes

22 Liu: £ (04)FRAFAZ
second (0.4) an error passed on for a long time
may be interpreted as correct

28 (0.3)

29 Anthony: &
Yes

30 Liu: BENREERAE

Itd be a big trouble if a bad practice is formed

https://doi.org/10.22682/bcrp.2024.7.2.85
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31 ((Transcript of 20 seconds omitted. Liu ex-
plains why it is so important to develop cor-
rect concepts and job procedures. If a wrong
procedure is employed, the test results will be
meaningless and the tests have to be redone,
which will cause great loss)).

32 Liw PR LU BSRE R L A E Bt
Therefore sometimes you need to check on
them

33 Anthony: Mm

34 Liw FABRAA, (FIPTE RG]
Check on his way of doing the tasks, [ask him
how he does his work.]

35 Daniel: [( )]

36 (0.4)

37 Daniel: {h5- HEES (Daniel continues))

Also- Also just now ((Daniel continues))

While line 12 suggests that Liu intends to continue speak-
ing, Anthony takes over the floor and produces a long speech
to explain the procedures that the technician has employed to
measure temperatures and indicates that his procedures are
consistent with the department’s practices (lines 13-14). He
ends his talk with I will go out and find out what’s going on’ (line
15). This does not serve as an agreement to Daniel’s criticism
nor a compliance to Lius instruction (to check on the techni-
cian’s work). It seems apparent that Anthony intends to defense
his team member. A tension seems to emerge.

From line 18 onward, Liu repeatedly highlights the impor-
tance of correcting wrong practices immediately and imbuing
subordinates with correct perceptions; he also portrays negative
consequences of bad practices. In lines 32 and 34, he reiterates
that Anthony should monitor the technician’s work. The epi-
sode discontinues when Daniel comes in to shift the discussion
to another topic.

Like in Excerpt 1, a range of discourse strategies (mainly
teaching) are used by Liu in Excerpt 2. For example, he explicit-
ly tells Anthony what should be done (lines 8, 18, 32, & 34); he
structures his teaching in a point form and numbers the points
to facilitate understanding (line 22 and in the omitted tran-
script); and he uses the first personal plural pronoun to include
himself and the others (in the omitted transcript). Moreover,
Liu provides detailed accounts for his feedback, and highlights
the importance of correcting a wrong practice as soon as it is
identified (as if this is beneficial to Anthony). By doing so, he
constructs himself as a mentor that aims at developing Antho-
ny’s human managerial competence.

On the other hand, Liu’s talk in Excerpt 2 could be interpret-
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ed as a disapproval of Anthony’s managerial skills regarding
managing the technician. Unlike in Excerpt 1 in which he
demonstrates and constructs a learning scenario, in this excerpt,
he repeatedly gives out instructions. Despite Anthony’s promise
to follow up on Daniel’s complaint, Liu repeatedly instructs An-
thony to keep an eye on the technician and correct wrong do-
ings on the spot, implying that Anthony has not properly man-
aged the technician. It seems that in this excerpt Liu pays little
respect to Anthony’s autonomy which is regarded as a crucial
strategy to empower and motivate subordinates (Hunsaker &
Hunsaker, 2016). Moreover, by drawing Anthony’s attention to
the negative impact of any possible wrong concepts held by an
employee, Liu appears attempting to correct Anthony’s percep-
tion as well. It is reasonable to argue that Liu tries to manage the
technician in question via managing Anthony, correcting the
technicians “wrong” perception by imbuing Anthony with the
“right” perception. This except nicely illustrates that when there
is a conflict between the subordinate’s interest (i.e., autonomy
in this case) and the company’s interest (i.e., employees’ correct
work attitude), the leader may choose to persuade the mentee
to align with the company’s interest.

In conclusion, in Excerpt 2 Liu simultaneously constructs him-
self as a mentor and a manager, displaying his orientation to both
Anthony’s interest and the company’s interest. Similar examples
are common in the recordings collected from the workplace.

Discussion

This paper has examined how the director of a Hong Kong work-
place does mentoring and managing in authentic leader-subordi-
nate communication in meeting settings. The paper has particu-
larly focused on instances of giving corrective feedback, a typical
mentoring activity. In Excerpt 1, the director constructs himself
as a mentor and orients to the development of the mentee’s re-
porting skills. In Excerpt 2, the director deals with the conflict
between the mentee’s autonomy and the company’s long-term
interest by doing mentoring and managing simultaneously: he on
the one hand orients to improve the mentee’s managerial compe-
tence, on the other hand, attempts to correct improper behavior
s0 as to prevent potential damage to the company.

Unlike the existing literature on mentoring that tends to draw
on self-reported data such as questionnaires and interviews, this
paper examines authentic interactional data from a discourse
analytic approach. The analysis of the director’s mentoring
discourse has enriched our understanding of the discourse
strategies employed by a leader to mentor their subordinates. In
the two selected excerpts, Liu speaks at the end of a prolonged
discussion among his subordinates, showing his patience and
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respect for the subordinates’ opinions. By identifying and ex-
plaining a mistake and demonstrating a correct practice, he
shares his experience and knowledge with the subordinates,
allows them to understand the rationale behind the corrective
feedback, and therefore facilitates the subordinates’ learning
from his experience. It is evident that Liu employs a range of
discourse strategies that are commonly used by teachers and
mentors, suggesting that he attempts to portray himself as a
mentor rather than a manager (DiGirolamo & Tkach, 2019;
Nielsen & Norreklit, 2012).

On the other hand, when a subordinate’s behavior may po-
tentially harm the company’s interest as illustrated in Excerpt 2,
Liu may provide with spelt-out instructions with explanation
so as to ensure compliance and to minimize possible risks of
unsatisfactory performance. Similar strategies are commonly
observed in the research data. Liu’s behavior is consistent with
common managerial responsibilities as described in the mana-
gerial literature (e.g., Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2016; Mintzberg,
2007). With detailed instructions provided, Anthony does not
have to work out by himself how to accomplish the tasks. His
responses and acknowledgements, such as “mm” and “yes”
throughout the excerpts, show his attention and understanding
of Liu’s turns, assuring Liu that the messages and instructions
have been well-received.

A comparison of the mentoring strategies identified in this
study with those reported in Holmes (2005) yielded some inter-
esting observations. Liu’s discourses of correcting and advising
appears to be more explicit and face-threatening (Brown &
Levinson, 1987) than those identified in Holmes's study which
drew on mentoring interaction recorded in New Zealand work-
places. Our data illustrates that such face-threaten and bold-on-
record strategies are normative and acceptable in the workplace
under examination. The interviews have shown that Liu’s ex-
plicit and direct teaching was welcomed and well-received. and
his fatherly figure was reciprocally recognized. Lius discourse
in these excerpts appears to demonstrate authority and benev-
olence, which are essential aspects of paternalistic leadership
(Farh & Cheng, 2000; Pellegrini & Scandura, 2008). Previous
research on paternalistic leadership has revealed that this type
of leadership is culturally-linked (Hiller, Sin, Ponnapalli, & Oz-
gen, 2019; Mansur, Sobral, & Goldszmidt, 2017). It would be
possible that mentoring practices are also culturally bounded.
Further exploration of cultural impact on mentoring practices
would constitute an interesting research topic.

Conclusion

To sum up, the present study has presented a case study of how
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a leader does mentoring through the use of discourse strategies
in meeting settings. It expands the scope of investigation into
mentoring practices from formal to informal relationship, from
one-on-one private settings to multi-partied meeting settings,
the literature of which is rather rare (Janssen et al., 2016). Al-
though the mentoring practices observed in this study are rath-
er limited, it offers some empirical evidence for the complexity
of mentoring at work, and reveals the challenges that leaders
face to deal with the tension between mentoring and managing
in authentic workplace settings. It is hoped that more studies
like this one will be conducted to shed further insights into the
actual mentoring practices in everyday workplace interaction.
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Appendix

Appendix 1. Transcription conventions

BCRP

©)
(n)

> e N v

.hh
(word)
>word<
<word>
word
°word°
((louder))
()

[

]
heh

word (h) word

Untimed brief pause

« »

Timed pause where “n” indicates the interval measured in seconds

Lengthened sound

Sudden cut off

The second utterance is latched onto the first one
Falling intonation

Level intonation

Rising intonation

Sudden falling in intonation

Sudden rising in intonation

Audible inhalations (more hs indicate longer sound)
Word in doubt

Word uttered at a faster pace

Word uttered at a slower pace

Stressed word

the word is said softer than the surrounding items
Paralinguistic features

Indecipherable speech

The beginning of overlapping

The end of overlapping

Laughter (hah is used to represent louder laughter)
Words are said while the speaker is laughing
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