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Abstract 
Enterprise mentoring is an important means of helping employees to gain 
career success and is also one of the important research topics in organiza-
tional behavior. From the perspective of social capital theory, this paper re-
views and summarizes the research papers on enterprise mentoring from the 
two ways of network structure indicators and social resources indicators. It 
also points out the shortcomings of the current situation and possible direc-
tions of future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Han Yu’s “On Teachers” says, “A teacher is one who passes on the truth, imparts 
knowledge and solves puzzles.” It can be seen that the mentor-student relation-
ship has existed since ancient times, not a modern product, and has a history of 
thousands of years. At first, the mentoring system was implemented in the edu-
cation industry. Both sides of the system referred to teachers and students. As 
the mentoring became more mature, it was introduced in all walks of life, espe-
cially for skilled workers. The industries with great demand and the positions 
that need a lot of tacit knowledge, such as haircutting, repairing, textile, and 
scientific research, are all inseparable from the operation and maintenance of the 
mentoring. 

After experiencing the silence of the mentoring in the 1980s, and with the 
rapid development of information today, the enterprise mentoring has regained 
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vitality. With the development of the sharing economy and “Internet+”, human 
capital dividends have become apparent, employees have become more eager for 
knowledge and growth, and companies have paid more attention to the cultiva-
tion and shaping of employees. Therefore, as an important means of selecting 
talents and cultivating personal capabilities, enterprise mentoring has been 
widely welcomed by many companies. Ensher and Murphy (2005) conducted 
interviews and surveys with 50 US executives and found that almost all execu-
tives have a “one-to-one” or “many-to-one” relationship with a strong mentor 
consulting team [1]. This not only indicates the importance and necessity of the 
enterprise mentoring, but also indicates that the relationship between mentors 
and apprentices will develop into a complex network structure in the future. 
Zhou et al. (2009) found that the social capital of the staff mentor network has a 
significant impact on the effectiveness of the mentor network and the level of 
mentor network effectiveness is positively related to the employee’s career suc-
cess [2]. Xu and Liang (2015) also did empirical research and confirmed that a 
good mentoring relationship can significantly improve the subjective and objec-
tive success of employees [3]. All this shows that enterprise mentoring is of great 
value to the companies and employees. Therefore, this topic has been popular in 
the section of organizational behavior since the 21st century. 

So what is the enterprise mentoring? How does the master-student relation-
ship form? What effect does it have? Through Web of Science, it was found that 
studies on mentoring originated in the 1980s, and they had in-depth research on 
the concept, types, formation, mediation variables, moderating variables, and 
benefits of mentoring. This article only reviews the enterprise mentoring from 
the perspective of social capital theory, in an attempt to lay a certain research 
foundation for scholars and give some suggestions to practitioners. 

2. Enterprise Mentoring and Social Capital 
2.1. Enterprise Mentoring 

There are many definitions of enterprise mentoring at home and abroad. The 
more classic one is the definition made by Kram (1985), that is, enterprise men-
toring refers to the relationship between the senior mentor and the supervised 
protégé. Or is it a relationship between peers that can provide psychological 
support and career guidance to gain personal success and organizational identi-
ty. This is the original “one-to-one” dualistic relationship between master and 
apprentice, which plays a role in both career-related function and psychological 
function (Kram, 1985) [4]. Career guidance refers to the master teaching the ap-
prentice the skills, efficient methods and experience required by work, and 
helping the apprentice to rationally plan his career development. Psychological 
support is that the master helps the apprentice build cooperation, trust, and 
mutual care with others, provides affirmations at work, and assists students in 
building self-confidence in solving work problems independently and sense of 
responsibility and belonging to the organization. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2020.82055


M. Shen 
 

 
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2020.82055 894 Open Journal of Business and Management 
 

As the economy develops and the economic situation becomes more and 
more complicated, one mentor seems to become insufficient. The concept of 
“multiple mentors” has emerged, and the “one-to-one” dual relationship has 
gradually developed into a “one-to-many” or “many-to-one” mode. It is found 
that “multi-mentors” also has a promotion effect on apprentices’ job perfor-
mance, career planning, and organizational commitment. And the function of 
mentoring is no longer limited to vocational guidance and psychological sup-
port. Scandura (1992) believes that the master is an example for the apprentice, 
so role modeling is also used as one of the mentoring functions. The role model 
refers to the master setting a good example for the apprentice with his own 
working ability, behavior and moral principles [5]. 

Higgins et al. (2010) pointed out that today’s domestic and international eco-
nomic and workplace situations have undergone major changes, and “borderless 
occupations” and variability have become the characteristics of today’s 
workplace that cannot be ignored [6]. In order to adapt to such changes, the li-
near and tree-like mentorship has not been able to meet the needs of the 
workplace (Dobrow, 2012) [7], and the concept of “mentor network” came into 
being. The “Mentor network” looks at the relationship between mentors and 
students and the relationship between mentors and mentors from the perspec-
tive of social capital. It is defined as a group of mentors who can provide profes-
sional guidance and psychological support to students in their own social net-
works through introducing potential opportunities and passing on human capi-
tal (Janasz et al., 2003; Zhang, 2013) [8] [9]. The mentoring relationship builds a 
connected social network and forms a structural social capital. The network 
works because there exist many weak ties and structural holes. Relative to the 
dualistic mentorship and the concept of multiple mentors, “Mentor network” 
extends the enterprise mentorship to the perspective of social networks, reflect-
ing the trend of mentoring and apprenticeship towards dynamic and networked 
development. 

2.2. Social Capital 
2.2.1. The Definition of Social Capital 
Since Bourdieu introduced the concept of “social capital” into sociology, social 
capital theory has really begun to shine. Scholars in different fields have defined 
the connotation of social capital. Generally speaking, there are four representa-
tive types in the academic world: First, theory of social structure. Social capital is 
defined according to their function. They are composed of the various elements 
that make up the social structure and facilitate individual actions within the 
structure (Coleman, 1990) [10]. Second, theory of organizational characteristics. 
Social capital refers to the characteristics of social organizations, such as trust 
and norms, which can improve social efficiency by promoting coordinated ac-
tions (Putnam, 1993) [11]. Third, ability theory. Social capital refers to an indi-
vidual’s ability to mobilize scarce resources in a network or wider social struc-
ture (Alejandro Portes, 1996) [12]. The last is relationship resources theory. So-
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cial capital is a collection of various resources, and the opportunity to use re-
sources and capital can be obtained by occupying a certain network structure 
(Burt, 1992; Nahapiet, Ghoshal, 1997) [13] [14]. 

There are two kinds of connotations of enterprise-level social capital. One is 
from the theory of capabilities (Alejandro Portes, 1995; Bian, Qiu, 2000; Wei, 
2007) [12] [15] [16], the other is derived from the resource theory (Nahapiet, 
Ghoshal, 1997; Leenders, Gabbay, 1999) [14] [17]. The most classic and general-
ly accepted is the definition proposed by Nahapiet and Ghoshal, that is, embed-
ded and available resources derived from the inherent and potential resources of 
social networks owned by individuals or social units. Social capital is divided in-
to three dimensions: structural dimension, relational dimension, and cognitive 
dimension, which provides a clear research framework for empirical research. 

2.2.2. The Main Theory of Social Capital 
Social capital theory mainly includes weak ties theory (Granovetter, 1973), 
structural hole theory (Burt, 1992), and social resource theory (Lin et al., 1981) 
[18] [13] [19]. Weak tie is the opposite of strong connection, which refers to the 
connection that is generated through social contacts in social networks, but the 
interaction frequency is low and the intimacy is low. It plays an important role 
in the social structure and can create the shortest path and speed up the speed at 
which information is transmitted between different groups. Besides, individuals 
tend to have direct connections with certain nodes in social networks and indi-
rect connections with other nodes. The phenomenon of indirect connections 
means the existence of structural holes, which represents non-redundant con-
nections in social networks. At the same time, structural holes play an important 
bridging role. Occupying more structural holes means occupying more social 
capital. The last, social resources theory is proposed by Lin Nan et al. He believes 
that social resources are embedded in the individual’s social network and exist in 
the relationship between people. They must be obtained through contact and in-
teraction, emphasizing the diversity and importance of the resources obtained by 
individuals. Weak ties and structural holes are indicators of social network 
structure which can be used to examine the relationships between individuals 
and other departments or other people. Social resource is an indicator of social 
network benefits. It examines the difficulty of obtaining resources and shelter in 
the workplace. 

3. The Mechanism of Enterprise Mentoring 

Many scholars have studied the intermediary mechanism of enterprise mentor-
ing, which mainly divided into four perspectives of social learning theory, social 
exchange theory, social identity theory, and social capital theory. Social learning 
theory explains the role of enterprise mentoring through knowledge sharing and 
self-efficacy, especially the positive impact on disciples’ career planning, job sa-
tisfaction, and organizational commitment (Han et al., 2013; Li, Wang, 2013; Li, 
Guo, 2017) [20] [21] [22]. Social exchange theory starts from the material and 
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spiritual exchange between the master and the apprentice, and elaborates the 
role of the apprenticeship between the master and the apprentice. This kind of 
studies mainly pays attention to apprentice’s influence on the master, but there 
is a lack of research literature on the organizational level (Ragins, Scandura, 
1999; Feeney, Bozeman, 2008) [23] [24]. Social identity theory mainly explains 
the mechanism of enterprise mentoring between self-identification and team iden-
tification. Most of the literature focuses on the “one-to-one” dual mentoring rela-
tionship, but deep research on organizational identity is still few (Ellemers et al., 
2004) [25]. From the perspective of social capital theory, the mentor-apprentice 
relationship breaks through the “one-to-one” pairing model and develops into a 
more complex social network, thereby it is possible to master certain structural 
or cognitive social capital. At the same time, the existing literature pays more at-
tention to the influence of mentoring on apprentices, and research is mostly li-
mited to the individual level (Han, Yang, 2012; Xu, Liang, 2015; Carter, Yous-
sef-Morgan, 2019) [26] [3] [27]. 

Taking enterprise mentoring as the antecedent variable, career success and 
organizational effectiveness as the outcome variables, this article sorts out the 
mediating variables from the perspective of social capital theory, and attempts to 
unveil the mechanism of enterprise mentoring from social capital perspective for 
everyone. 

3.1. Network Structure Indicators 

Based on the theory of weak ties and structural holes, many scholars have intro-
duced the theory of social capital into organizational behavior and studied the 
intermediary mechanism of enterprise mentoring in an attempt to unveil the in-
fluence path of the mentor network from the perspective of social capital. 

Some scholars have found that some structural indicators of the mentor net-
work are significantly related to employees’ job performance, career satisfaction, 
and organizational commitment. Zhou et al. (2009) found through empirical 
analysis that tie strength of the employee’s mentor network has a significant 
positive correlation with the benefits that employees receive from the mentor 
network. The level of occupational support and psychological support obtained 
is measured, and these two network benefit variables are positively related to 
employee salary levels and promotion times, and significantly positively related 
to professional satisfaction [2]. Hassan et al. (2017) also conducted research and 
analysis based on questionnaire data of female faculty members of Nigerian 
universities, and reached similar conclusions, arguing that social capital va-
riables, especially the level of tutoring system, network level and government 
agencies, are the important factors for the promotion of female faculty members 
of Nigerian universities. The empirical model has confirmed the role of social 
capital in enterprise mentoring [28]. Not only is the mentor-student relationship 
in the actual work environment affecting the disciples’ professional success and 
organizational effectiveness, the E-mentoring network has also attracted scho-
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lars’ attention. After research, it is found that the quality of the relationship has a 
positive impact on job self-efficacy, increasing adolescents’ objective expecta-
tions of careers (DiRenzo et al., 2013) [29]. Dong et al. (2014) used 252 new re-
cruits from a public copper smelting company in China as a sample to examine 
the relationship between enterprise mentoring and career success under differ-
ent social network densities. It is found that the strength of the mentor team is 
positively related to job satisfaction. Besides, the network density moderates the 
relationship between the strength of the mentor team and job satisfaction, that 
is, the relationship is positive when the network density is low, and negative 
when the network density is high [30]. 

In addition, based on the above research results, some scholars have explored 
how to establish a high-level, high-quality mentor-apprentice relationship. Kim 
Seong-Kook et al. (2007) believe that the personal characteristics of disciples will 
affect the structural characteristics of the mentor network, such as self-monitoring 
tendency has an impact on the tie strength of the mentor network [31]. Rochelle 
et al. (2013) emphasized the importance and necessity of establishing a mentor 
network, and argued that the dual relationship cannot meet the changing and 
complex professional situation [32] Lee et al. (2012) believes that the similarity 
between disciples and mentors and the degree to which disciples are willing to 
open to the mentor network will affect the effective establishment of the mentor 
network [33]. 

At the same time, there are a few scholars who believe that the structural cha-
racteristics of the mentor network are limited and cannot significantly affect the 
personal success and organizational effectiveness of the disciples. Nikos Bozio-
nelos and Li Wang (2006) conducted research in the Chinese context and con-
cluded that the relationship between social capital and career success is limited. 
Specifically, the number of employees’ mentors is related to their internal career 
success, but has nothing to do with their external career success. Besides, the 
number of ties has nothing to do with both internal and external career success 
[34]. 

3.2. Social Resources Indicators 

The social capital brought by the enterprise mentoring undoubtedly has an im-
pact on the professional success and organizational effectiveness of the appren-
tices. In addition to the network structure indicators of the mentoring system, it 
can also be explained from the social resource theory proposed by the scholar 
Lin Nan. The mechanism is as follows: In the enterprise mentoring system, the 
mentor and apprentice form a crisscross social network. The mentor uses his 
own social network to help the apprentice to establish his own network of con-
tacts, thereby mastering more social relationships and social resources, and re-
ceiving professional and psychological support to get professional success. 

In the employee’s mentor network, the social resources of the mentor are po-
sitively related to the professional and psychological support received by the 
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employee, thereby enhancing the employee’s professional satisfaction level 
(Zhou et al., 2009) [2]. When there are mentors in the mentor network who are 
outside the organization, the mentors can bring a lot of and diverse social rela-
tionships to the apprentice, which can bring more job opportunities and useful 
information to the apprentice, and increase the apprentice’s exposure probability 
(Feeney, Bozeman, 2008) [24]. Viator and Dalton (2011) take the specific profes-
sion of CPA as an example. It is recommended that CPA professionals seek 
more familiar and advanced managers or partners, establish a variety of guiding 
relationships, and obtain richer social resources. More professional and psycho-
logical support also makes it easier to obtain career success and promotion [35]. 
Gayle et al. (2005) did a more in-depth study and found that the density of the 
mentor network in the early career of employees is negatively related to profes-
sional identity and job satisfaction. The reason is that the sparser the mentor 
network is, the less redundant the social relationships and resources provided by 
mentors are. It means that apprentices are more likely to achieve professional 
success [36]. These findings support the notion that social resources have a posi-
tive effect on career success. In the Chinese context, due to the particularity of 
Chinese culture, Nikos Bozionelos and Li Wang (2006) have concluded that they 
are completely inconsistent with traditional cognition. They found that there is 
no significant relationship between the social resources of the mentor network 
and the internal and external professional success of employees. 

4. Summary and Future Outlook 

After sorting out the above, this paper finds that from the perspective of social 
capital theory, domestic and foreign research literature on enterprise mentoring 
starts from two aspects of network structure indicators and social resource indi-
cators, and explores the influencing mechanism of social capital of the enterprise 
mentoring on professional success and organizational effectiveness. 

From the perspective of social capital theory, the research still has some 
shortcomings. First, this paper mainly focuses on the positive impact of enter-
prise mentoring on apprentices’ career success and psychological support, while 
less attention is paid to the negative impact on the apprentice. Second, most of 
the literature is limited to the individual level of employees, and lacks cross-level 
research on individual-team-organization. Therefore, in view of the actual situa-
tion and theoretical development, this paper believes that the future research of 
enterprise mentoring from the perspective of social capital theory may have the 
following trends: 

First, make more empirical research on the negative effects brought by enter-
prise mentoring to both mentors and apprentices. In the “one-on-one” dual ap-
prenticeship, some scholars have also studied the negative effects of enterprise 
mentoring. For example, the black halo effect, that is, the exclusion and decline 
of the mentor in the enterprise will bring a lot of big negative effects to appren-
tices. Well, in the mentor network, the mentor failure theoretically can also 
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greatly reduce the apprentice’s social capital, and even fall into the political 
struggle of the enterprise. However, this area still lacks the support of empirical 
research. Whether the tutor network will bring negative effects to both the 
teacher and apprentice, and whether the negative effects are severely hit still 
need further empirical tests. 

Second, the mediating variables from the perspective of social capital theory 
can be further enriched. At present, the mediating variables of this perspective 
are mainly the structural variables of the mentor network and the indicators of 
social resource efficiency, which are mainly tie strength, network density, and 
social resources. Indicators of centrality and network factions in social capital 
theory can also be considered, not only to study the relationship between the 
master and the apprentice, but also to consider whether the relationship between 
the master and the apprentice will affect the apprentice. For example, in the tu-
tor network, there may be different factions in the mentor network, so the qual-
ity of vocational guidance, effectiveness of knowledge transfer, and career plan-
ning of apprentices may be affected, which is also a possible trend for future re-
search. 

Finally, pay more attention to cross-level research on individual-team-organization. 
In this perspective, the existing literature is mostly limited to the individual level, 
and few cross-level studies are conducted. However, in reality, the mentor net-
work involves more employees, and the levels of employees are different. Tur-
bulence and change of one person are likely to affect the stability of the entire 
mentoring system, while turbulence in small groups will affect the cohesion, 
centripetal force, and performance of the entire organization. Therefore, cross-level 
research will also be a direction for future research. 
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