
Participant Selection & Pairing Guide 

Selecting the right participants and creating effective pairings are crucial for the success of your 
Reciprocal Mentorship Program. This guide will help you identify ideal candidates and navigate the 
pairing process, especially when starting with a small pilot. 

Eligibility Criteria 

The program’s eligibility criteria reflect a commitment to equity, fairness, and inclusivity. Selection will 
be based on potential, alignment with program goals, and willingness to engage in reciprocal learning 
— not solely on tenure, seniority, or prior opportunities. These guidelines should be adapted to the 
organization’s unique needs while avoiding barriers that might unintentionally exclude promising 
participants from diverse backgrounds. 

For Legacy Partners: 

●​ Experience & Knowledge – Holds deep organizational or specialized expertise critical for transfer 
(especially where knowledge may be at risk, e.g., retirement or role change). 

●​ Willingness to Share & Learn – Open to both imparting institutional insights and receiving fresh 
perspectives from Growth Partners. 

●​ Commitment – Able to participate for six months, with regular meetings (e.g., 1 hour/month) 
and dedicated time for knowledge capture.​
 

For Growth Partners: 

●​ Curiosity & Initiative – Demonstrates eagerness to learn, grow, and contribute. 
●​ Clear Development Goals – Has identified skills, knowledge, or career areas they wish to 

strengthen. 
●​ Commitment – Able to participate for six months, actively engaging in meetings and the 

knowledge capture process. 

Building an effective program means creating an environment where all participants feel valued and 
respected. This section combines best practices for ensuring a fair, inclusive, and safe mentorship 
experience. 

●​ Diversity: Actively seek diverse representation in your participant pool across various 
dimensions, such as gender, ethnicity, age, department, functional area, and background. 
Diverse pairs often lead to richer learning experiences and broader organizational insights. 
Avoid matching within direct reporting lines to ensure psychological safety. 

●​ Equity: To prevent bias and ensure a fair selection process when a program generates more 
interest than there are available spots, use a clear, open application process for all eligible 
employees. While manager referrals can be a useful tool for identifying high-potential 
candidates, they should not be the only method. When seeking referrals, ask managers to 
articulate why they are recommending an employee, focusing on their potential, curiosity, and 
alignment with program goals. This encourages thoughtful, specific feedback rather than 
relying on simple favoritism. Actively monitor the demographics of both applicants and 
selected participants to ensure the cohort reflects the diversity of the organization. 



●​ Inclusion: Ensure the program's language, processes, and communication are inclusive and 
welcoming to all. Provide a safe space for dialogue and encourage respectful challenging of 
ideas. 

●​ Confidentiality: Clearly communicate confidentiality expectations to all participants at the 
outset. Partners should understand that sensitive personal or organizational information shared 
within the partnership remains confidential unless explicitly agreed upon otherwise. Provide 
guidelines on what should and shouldn't be shared. 

Mitigating the Risk of Overlooking Talent 
Even with open criteria, it’s essential to avoid bias toward more visible or outspoken employees. This can 
be addressed through: 

●​ Implement a Structured Application Process: Instead of relying solely on manager referrals, 
which can favor employees who are more visible or "louder," use an open application process 
with clear criteria. This allows all interested and eligible employees to apply, giving them an 
opportunity to showcase their work and express their development goals directly. The 
application form should prompt them to articulate their contributions, skills, and why they 
believe their work aligns with strategic projects. 

●​ Solicit Manager Endorsements with a Specific Focus: While manager referrals can reproduce 
inequities, they can be valuable if used correctly. When you solicit referrals, ask managers to 
specifically highlight employees who possess deep knowledge or are key to strategic initiatives, 
even if they aren't always in the spotlight. Ask them to provide concrete examples of the 
employee's work ethic, potential, curiosity, and alignment with program goals. This encourages 
managers to think more critically about their teams and to consider quiet contributors. 

●​ Prioritize Knowledge-at-Risk: The program should prioritize partnerships where a senior leader 
holds critical organizational knowledge that is essential for future continuity and is at a high risk 
of being lost, for example, due to an imminent retirement. This strategy focuses on a tangible 
need and helps ensure that crucial institutional knowledge is retained, regardless of the 
employee's visibility. This can also provide a platform for less-known employees to step up and 
capture this knowledge. 

●​ Focus on Cross-Functional Pairing: Encouraging cross-departmental or cross-functional 
pairings can help break down silos and expose individuals to different parts of the organization. 
This approach allows for the transfer of knowledge that impacts multiple teams and 
encourages diverse thinking, which can be beneficial for quieter employees whose work may be 
less visible outside their immediate department. 

●​ Consider Diversity in All Its Forms: Actively seeking diverse representation across various 
dimensions, such as gender, ethnicity, age, and functional area, can lead to richer learning 
experiences. This intentional approach ensures that the program does not become 
homogenous and that a wider range of perspectives and experiences are included. 

Suggested Pairing Methods & Strategies 

You have various options for how to match partners, ranging from fully manual to data-driven. The best 
approach depends on your organization's size, culture, and program goals. For a pilot program, a hybrid 
or manual approach often works best. 

 



A. Pairing Approaches: 

●​ Manual Pairing (Recommended for Pilot): Program leaders make matches based on direct 
knowledge of individuals, their skills, needs, and personalities. This allows for nuanced pairings 
that might not surface in a survey. It’s ideal for a smaller cohort like 10 pairs, offering deep 
insight into match quality. 

●​ Survey-Based Pairing: Participants complete a detailed questionnaire about their learning 
goals, areas of expertise, preferred communication styles, and personality traits. Program 
leaders then use this data to suggest or make matches. This becomes more efficient for larger 
programs where individual manual pairing becomes impractical. Here is an example survey 
you could adapt for your organization. 

●​ Hybrid Approach: Combine a survey (to gather initial data on goals and preferences) with 
manual review and final decision-making by program leaders. This leverages data while 
retaining a human touch for optimal fit. 

B. Pairing Strategies (How to Organize Matches): 

Organizations can choose to organize pairs in various ways, each with different benefits: 

Within Department Pairing 

●​ Focus: Deep dives into specific departmental knowledge, faster onboarding for new roles within 
the department. 

●​ Benefit: Direct application of shared knowledge within immediate work context. 
●​ Consideration/Risk: May limit exposure to broader organizational perspectives. More critically, if 

direct reporting lines exist or there's a low trust environment, Growth Partners might be 
hesitant to share vulnerabilities or ask "dumb" questions for fear of professional repercussions. 

●​ Mitigation: If opting for within-department pairing, ensure there are no direct reporting 
relationships between partners. Reinforce psychological safety and confidentiality, ideally after 
conducting a trust readiness assessment. 

Cross-Departmental/Cross-Functional Pairing: 

●​ Focus: Fosters broader organizational understanding, breaks down silos, promotes 
cross-functional collaboration. 

●​ Benefit: Ideal for transferring knowledge that impacts multiple teams, or for Growth Partners 
seeking broader career paths. Encourages diverse thinking. 

●​ Consideration: May require more effort to find common ground initially or to ensure relevance 
if expertise is highly specialized. 

Cross-Level Pairing (Beyond Traditional Hierarchy): 

●​ Focus: Allows individuals from different organizational levels (but not direct reporting lines) to 
learn from each other. 

●​ Benefit: Offers unique perspectives on organizational challenges and opportunities from 
various vantage points. 

Project-Based Pairing 

●​ Focus: Matches individuals working on or interested in specific projects or initiatives. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdTTfFeSG49ZULCUh_Ixr5lDaSO-EOHLBxh7arN-eHeKUtk7w/viewform?usp=header
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdTTfFeSG49ZULCUh_Ixr5lDaSO-EOHLBxh7arN-eHeKUtk7w/viewform?usp=header


●​ Benefit: Direct application of knowledge and skills to immediate work, fostering practical 
learning and immediate impact. This approach allows mentorship to happen organically within 
the context of shared tasks and challenges. 

●​ How it Works: Instead of just meeting to discuss, partners actively collaborate on a specific 
project or a clearly defined sub-project related to the Legacy Partner's expertise and the Growth 
Partner's development goals. For example: 

○​ A Legacy Partner leading a critical system upgrade could pair with a Growth Partner 
who needs to learn that system for future maintenance. 

○​ A Legacy Partner with deep client relationship knowledge could pair with a Growth 
Partner to develop a new client engagement strategy. 

○​ A Growth Partner could lead a small initiative (e.g., researching a new technology), 
providing an opportunity for the Legacy Partner to offer strategic guidance and context. 

●​ Consideration: Requires a suitable project that aligns with both partners' capacities and 
program goals. Project scope needs to be manageable within the 6-month program timeframe. 
Clear roles and expectations within the project are essential. 

Managing High Interest When Spots are Limited (For a Pilot Program) 

It's common for a pilot program to generate more interest than there are available spots, which is a 
great sign! Here are strategies to manage this while maintaining positive engagement: 

1.​ Prioritize Strategic Needs: 
○​ Knowledge-at-Risk: Prioritize pairs where a Legacy Partner holds critical organizational 

knowledge that is essential for future continuity and is at high risk of being lost (e.g., 
due to imminent retirement). This directly supports your knowledge retention goal. 

○​ Succession Planning: Prioritize individuals identified as high-potential Growth Partners 
or those being groomed for specific roles that require knowledge transfer. 

○​ Strategic Initiatives: Prioritize partners whose current roles or development goals align 
directly with ongoing strategic projects or organizational priorities. 

2.​ Manager Referrals & Endorsements: 
○​ Actively solicit referrals from managers, especially for employees who hold key 

organizational knowledge or who are identified as strong candidates for development. 
Managers often have insights into who would be most committed and benefit most. 
This also helps ensure leadership buy-in. 

○​ Ask managers to articulate why they recommend a particular employee, focusing on 
their potential, curiosity, and alignment with program goals. 

3.​ Application Process with Clear Criteria: 
○​ For the initial pilot, you can implement a simple application outlining the program's 

purpose, expectations, and commitment. 
○​ Evaluate applications based on factors like: 

■​ Clarity of development goals (for Growth Partners). 
■​ Expressed willingness to share (for Legacy Partners). 
■​ Alignment with strategic knowledge transfer needs. 
■​ Demonstrated commitment to personal and professional development. 
■​ Diversity considerations to ensure a balanced cohort. 

4.​ "First Right of Refusal" for Future Cohorts: 
○​ Communicate transparently with interested individuals who aren't selected for the pilot. 

Let them know they are highly valued and will be given priority for future cohorts as the 
program scales. This maintains enthusiasm. 

Characteristics That Make an Ideal Partner 



Beyond eligibility, certain characteristics enhance the partnership experience and knowledge transfer. 

Ideal Legacy Partner Characteristics: 

●​ Deep Subject Matter Expertise: Holds unique, specialized, or historical knowledge crucial to 
the organization that needs to be captured. 

●​ Humility & Vulnerability: Possesses the humility to acknowledge that they, too, have areas for 
growth and are willing to be vulnerable in a learning relationship. This helps them embrace the 
"reciprocal" aspect and a new role in the organization as a knowledge steward, which can 
sometimes be a challenging shift from a traditional leadership position. 

●​ Generosity & Patience: Genuinely enjoys sharing their wisdom and can explain complex topics 
clearly and patiently. 

●​ Reflective: Can articulate not just "what" they do, but "how" and "why" they do it, including 
lessons learned from mistakes. 

●​ Open-minded: Willing to receive new ideas and insights from a Growth Partner, recognizing 
the reciprocal nature of the learning. 

●​ Good Listener: Actively listens to understand the Growth Partner's needs and challenges. 

Ideal Growth Partner Characteristics: 

●​ Proactive & Inquisitive: Takes initiative in seeking information, asking questions, and driving 
the learning agenda. 

●​ Long-Term Potential: The company sees them working here for a while and wants to invest in 
their growth due to the potential they've shown and their alignment with future organizational 
needs. 

●​ Respectful & Appreciative: Values the Legacy Partner's experience and time. 
●​ Good Listener & Note-Taker: Able to absorb complex information and process it effectively. 
●​ Action-Oriented: Willing to apply new knowledge and skills, and share results. 
●​ Resilient: Comfortable with challenges, asking for help, and learning from mistakes. 

Leveraging AI for Matching (e.g., ChatGPT) 

While a tool like ChatGPT can be incredibly helpful for larger programs, for a small pilot of 10 pairs, 
manual pairing is often more effective. 

How AI can assist (for future scaling or insights): 

●​ Initial Candidate Screening (for larger pools): If you have a very large pool of applicants, 
ChatGPT could help analyze their survey responses (e.g., identify common themes in goals, flag 
keywords indicating expertise) to narrow down potential candidates for manual review. 

●​ Generating Pairing Ideas (for larger scale): For a much larger program (e.g., 50+ pairs), after 
collecting detailed survey data, you could input anonymized profiles into ChatGPT and ask it to 
suggest potential matches based on criteria like shared interests, complementary skills, and 
learning goals. You would then review and refine these suggestions. 

●​ Refining Match Rationales: You could provide ChatGPT with the profiles of two potential 
partners and ask it to articulate the strengths of that pairing based on their stated goals and 
experience. 

For your 10-pair pilot, focus on the strategic prioritization and manager referrals. The human touch in 
matching these initial crucial pairs will likely yield the strongest results and provide valuable lessons for 
future program scaling. 



 


	Participant Selection & Pairing Guide 
	Selecting the right participants and creating effective pairings are crucial for the success of your Reciprocal Mentorship Program. This guide will help you identify ideal candidates and navigate the pairing process, especially when starting with a small pilot. 
	Eligibility Criteria 
	The program’s eligibility criteria reflect a commitment to equity, fairness, and inclusivity. Selection will be based on potential, alignment with program goals, and willingness to engage in reciprocal learning — not solely on tenure, seniority, or prior opportunities. These guidelines should be adapted to the organization’s unique needs while avoiding barriers that might unintentionally exclude promising participants from diverse backgrounds. 
	For Legacy Partners: 
	●​Experience & Knowledge – Holds deep organizational or specialized expertise critical for transfer (especially where knowledge may be at risk, e.g., retirement or role change). 
	●​Willingness to Share & Learn – Open to both imparting institutional insights and receiving fresh perspectives from Growth Partners. 
	●​Commitment – Able to participate for six months, with regular meetings (e.g., 1 hour/month) and dedicated time for knowledge capture.​ 
	For Growth Partners: 
	●​Curiosity & Initiative – Demonstrates eagerness to learn, grow, and contribute. 
	●​Clear Development Goals – Has identified skills, knowledge, or career areas they wish to strengthen. 
	●​Commitment – Able to participate for six months, actively engaging in meetings and the knowledge capture process. 

	Mitigating the Risk of Overlooking Talent 
	Suggested Pairing Methods & Strategies 
	You have various options for how to match partners, ranging from fully manual to data-driven. The best approach depends on your organization's size, culture, and program goals. For a pilot program, a hybrid or manual approach often works best. 
	A. Pairing Approaches: 
	●​Manual Pairing (Recommended for Pilot): Program leaders make matches based on direct knowledge of individuals, their skills, needs, and personalities. This allows for nuanced pairings that might not surface in a survey. It’s ideal for a smaller cohort like 10 pairs, offering deep insight into match quality. 
	●​Survey-Based Pairing: Participants complete a detailed questionnaire about their learning goals, areas of expertise, preferred communication styles, and personality traits. Program leaders then use this data to suggest or make matches. This becomes more efficient for larger programs where individual manual pairing becomes impractical. Here is an example survey you could adapt for your organization. 
	●​Hybrid Approach: Combine a survey (to gather initial data on goals and preferences) with manual review and final decision-making by program leaders. This leverages data while retaining a human touch for optimal fit. 
	B. Pairing Strategies (How to Organize Matches): 
	Organizations can choose to organize pairs in various ways, each with different benefits: 
	Within Department Pairing 
	●​Focus: Deep dives into specific departmental knowledge, faster onboarding for new roles within the department. 
	●​Benefit: Direct application of shared knowledge within immediate work context. 
	●​Consideration/Risk: May limit exposure to broader organizational perspectives. More critically, if direct reporting lines exist or there's a low trust environment, Growth Partners might be hesitant to share vulnerabilities or ask "dumb" questions for fear of professional repercussions. 
	●​Mitigation: If opting for within-department pairing, ensure there are no direct reporting relationships between partners. Reinforce psychological safety and confidentiality, ideally after conducting a trust readiness assessment. 
	Cross-Departmental/Cross-Functional Pairing: 
	●​Focus: Fosters broader organizational understanding, breaks down silos, promotes cross-functional collaboration. 
	●​Benefit: Ideal for transferring knowledge that impacts multiple teams, or for Growth Partners seeking broader career paths. Encourages diverse thinking. 
	●​Consideration: May require more effort to find common ground initially or to ensure relevance if expertise is highly specialized. 
	Cross-Level Pairing (Beyond Traditional Hierarchy): 
	●​Focus: Allows individuals from different organizational levels (but not direct reporting lines) to learn from each other. 
	●​Benefit: Offers unique perspectives on organizational challenges and opportunities from various vantage points. 
	Project-Based Pairing 
	●​Focus: Matches individuals working on or interested in specific projects or initiatives. 
	●​Benefit: Direct application of knowledge and skills to immediate work, fostering practical learning and immediate impact. This approach allows mentorship to happen organically within the context of shared tasks and challenges. 
	●​How it Works: Instead of just meeting to discuss, partners actively collaborate on a specific project or a clearly defined sub-project related to the Legacy Partner's expertise and the Growth Partner's development goals. For example: 
	○​A Legacy Partner leading a critical system upgrade could pair with a Growth Partner who needs to learn that system for future maintenance. 
	○​A Legacy Partner with deep client relationship knowledge could pair with a Growth Partner to develop a new client engagement strategy. 
	○​A Growth Partner could lead a small initiative (e.g., researching a new technology), providing an opportunity for the Legacy Partner to offer strategic guidance and context. 
	●​Consideration: Requires a suitable project that aligns with both partners' capacities and program goals. Project scope needs to be manageable within the 6-month program timeframe. Clear roles and expectations within the project are essential. 
	Managing High Interest When Spots are Limited (For a Pilot Program) 
	It's common for a pilot program to generate more interest than there are available spots, which is a great sign! Here are strategies to manage this while maintaining positive engagement: 
	1.​Prioritize Strategic Needs: 
	○​Knowledge-at-Risk: Prioritize pairs where a Legacy Partner holds critical organizational knowledge that is essential for future continuity and is at high risk of being lost (e.g., due to imminent retirement). This directly supports your knowledge retention goal. 
	○​Succession Planning: Prioritize individuals identified as high-potential Growth Partners or those being groomed for specific roles that require knowledge transfer. 
	○​Strategic Initiatives: Prioritize partners whose current roles or development goals align directly with ongoing strategic projects or organizational priorities. 
	2.​Manager Referrals & Endorsements: 
	○​Actively solicit referrals from managers, especially for employees who hold key organizational knowledge or who are identified as strong candidates for development. Managers often have insights into who would be most committed and benefit most. This also helps ensure leadership buy-in. 
	○​Ask managers to articulate why they recommend a particular employee, focusing on their potential, curiosity, and alignment with program goals. 
	3.​Application Process with Clear Criteria: 
	○​For the initial pilot, you can implement a simple application outlining the program's purpose, expectations, and commitment. 
	○​Evaluate applications based on factors like: 
	■​Clarity of development goals (for Growth Partners). 
	■​Expressed willingness to share (for Legacy Partners). 
	■​Alignment with strategic knowledge transfer needs. 
	■​Demonstrated commitment to personal and professional development. 
	■​Diversity considerations to ensure a balanced cohort. 
	4.​"First Right of Refusal" for Future Cohorts: 
	○​Communicate transparently with interested individuals who aren't selected for the pilot. Let them know they are highly valued and will be given priority for future cohorts as the program scales. This maintains enthusiasm. 
	Characteristics That Make an Ideal Partner 
	Leveraging AI for Matching (e.g., ChatGPT) 


