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Guest Editors’ 
Letter
Building for the Future: Advancing Nordic Business Education

Finnish universities are committed to research-based education, and business education is no 
exception. Traditionally, this has been interpreted that the content of what we teach—be it for 
example finance, accounting, management, human resources, or marketing—should be de-
rived from current research in the respective fields. In other words, the substance of education 
is expected to reflect the advancements and discoveries made through scholarly inquiry.

While incorporating research findings into the curriculum is essential, it is also critical 
to examine whether the pedagogy used in teaching is also based on research. The reasoning 
behind this is that good teaching is about more than just transmitting knowledge. It is about 
enabling the students to understand, apply, and create through trial and error processes. It is 
about constructing a positive and safe space that fosters deep learning and transformation. 
Research in higher business education plays a vital role in addressing this. By grounding teach-
ing practices in research, business educators can ensure that the learning environment is sup-
portive in fostering critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and a deep understanding of the 
content matter.

We had the privilege of facilitating a track titled “The Future of Nordic Business Education” 
at the 2022 Nordic Academy of Management Conference in Örebro, Sweden. The track featured 
a diverse group of business educators and researchers presenting their research on business 
education. We are pleased to showcase three of these studies in this special issue of the Nordic 
Journal of Business. Each paper presents a unique viewpoint and contributes to the evolving 
discourse on fostering business education.

In the first article, Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius, and Katri Ruth ex-
amine the “first-year experience” of business students during the COVID-19 pandemic. While 
prior research has demonstrated the pivotal role of the first year in integrating students into 
the academic community, the context of the pandemic offers a unique lens to understand this 
engagement or the lack thereof. The authors recommend that business educators place greater 
emphasis on the first-year experience. This can be achieved by fostering a genuine sense of 
community and belonging, nurturing trusting relationships with teachers and staff, bolstering 
students’ self-direction and academic study skills, providing flexible study modes, and leverag-
ing students’ advanced digital skills.

The pandemic also inspired the second article, in which Mona Enell-Nilsson, Minna-Maarit 
Jaskari, and Päivi Borisov examine competence development from a student’s perspective. Us-
ing a user innovation course as their context, they compare how the transition from a predom-
inantly face-to-face and blended learning mode to a fully online mode influenced students’ 
perceptions of their competence development. The longitudinal data spans five years, encom-
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passing both quantitative and qualitative student data – three years prior to the pandemic and 
two years during it. The authors discuss how three underlying factors – roots and premises, 
freedom and independence, and social connectedness and support – appear to shape percep-
tions of competence development more than the teaching mode itself.

The third article shifts its focus from early business studies to the later phase of career-read-
iness. Sari-Johanna Karhapää and Mirjami Ikonen delve into the mentoring process, specifi-
cally examining trust in the mentoring relationship from the mentor’s perspective. While trust 
has been recognized as a pivotal element in a successful mentoring process, its evolution is 
not thoroughly understood. In their study, the authors employ qualitative interviews and a 
narrative approach to comprehend how trust evolves throughout the different phases of the 
mentoring process. Their findings highlight that a mentor’s competence of listening and hear-
ing, combined with socioemotional communication skills with benevolence, and actions that 
demonstrate integrity, are vital in fostering trust. The authors underscore the significance of 
mentoring programs in enhancing business students’ career-readiness.

Although all three articles differ from one another, they all emphasize the significance 
of communication, social interaction, and guidance in student learning, well-being, and ca-
reer-readiness. These articles undoubtedly provide food for thought, especially in the current 
context of business education development. In this environment, there is a push to shorten 
the duration of studies, increase the annual number of study achievements, transition courses 
online, and scale them for larger student populations.

We hope you find these articles both engaging and thought-provoking.

Minna-Maarit Jaskari and Jenni Kantola
Guest Editors 	
Nordic Journal of Business



200

NJB Vol. 72 , No. 4 (Winter 2023) Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius and Katri Ruth

Where is My 
Community? First-
Year Experience of 
Business Students 
during the Pandemic
Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius and Katri Ruth

Abstract

Early engagement with the academic community significantly impacts both educational and 
career trajectories. This study investigates relatedness, self-efficacy, autonomy, and career 
orientation within the first year of the 2020 student cohort, whose primary semester was 
conducted predominantly online due to COVID-19 restrictions. The analysis is based on 120 
reflective papers written by first-semester students. These papers underwent qualitative con-
tent analysis using ATLAS.ti. Contrasting these findings with a 2018 cohort study uncovers the 
pivotal role of a supportive academic community and alumni interactions in motivation and 
engagement – elements notably lacking in 2020. Despite this absence, students’ motivation re-
mained unaffected, emphasizing the significance of belongingness. Both cohorts encountered 
academic study skill challenges. Therefore, targeted emphasis on academic skills for first-year 
students and fostering relatedness among the ‘COVID cohort’ are crucial.

Keywords: 

first-year experience, pandemic, self-determination theory

Helena Kantanen is a Senior Lecturer at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland. 
Leena Penttinen is a Development Manager at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland.
Päivi Rosenius is a University Teacher at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland.
Katri Ruth is a Study Counselling Psychologist at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland
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1. Introduction

Engagement developed during the first months of study is crucial for integration into the 
academic community and the orientation towards the future profession (Krause & Coates, 
2008). Engagement can be defined as ‘the quality of effort students themselves devote to 
educationally purposeful activities that contribute directly to desired outcomes’ (Krause & 
Coates, 2008, p. 494). The whole academic community contributes to the engagement pro-
cess by providing supportive interaction with teachers and staff, significant learning experi-
ences and academic challenges (Annala et al., 2012). A successful first-year experience (FYE) 
contributes to students’ satisfaction and academic success (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Tinto, 
2000). Moreover, successful integration into the university community and with peers forms 
a good foundation for students’ professional identity and career prospects (Mäkinen, 2012; 
Shin & Lee, 2017).

Normally, FYE includes an intensive presence on campus but during the autumn of 2020, 
students started their studies almost entirely online because of the COVID-19 pandemic re-
strictions. During the autumn of 2020, the pandemic situation had already stabilized a little, 
and emergency remote teaching was no longer required (Hodges et al., 2020) as it was during the 
spring term of 2020. Distance education could be considered as an option, not as an obligation 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). However, many Finnish higher education institutions chose to offer a 
major part of their teaching remotely because the pandemic situation varied, and universities 
wanted to avoid unnecessary hopping between onsite and online modes. 

According to de Klerk et al. (2021), studies on the impact of COVID-19 on higher education 
have focused mainly on the institutions and faculty but little on students and their learning. 
However, it has been noted that students have faced several digital problems, and their self-ef-
ficacy has been challenged because of the urgent need to be able to regulate their own learning 
(Hodges et al., 2020). This study expands on our previous research on students’ FYE and career 
orientation by examining these phenomena during the exceptional circumstances caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Kantanen et al., 2020). Research has indicated that the pandemic time 
involved several sources of stress for students related to isolation and fear of contagion (Zurlo 
et al., 2020), food insecurity, financial hardships, lack of social connectedness and a sense of 
belonging, and uncertainty about the future (Lederer et al., 2021; Quijada, 2021). Therefore, it 
is important to know whether the circumstances affected students’ engagement with the study 
environment and their own academic field. Moreover, we wanted to know whether the FYE of 
the ‘COVID cohort’ was different from the FYE in normal circumstances. For the comparison, 
the dataset collected in 2018 was used.

The FYE is studied through the dimensions of self-determination theory (SDT), encom-
passing relatedness, self-efficacy/competence, and autonomy (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Moreover, we examined how students’ career orientation 
developed during the first months of business studies. The aim of the study was to understand 
what kinds of impacts the COVID-19 pandemic had on the FYE of business students and offer 
practical recommendations for those who plan and instruct first-year studies.  Based on this, 
the following research questions were formulated:

1.	 How did the pandemic affect the needs of relatedness, competence, and autonomy of 
first-year business students?

2.	 How did the pandemic affect the career orientation of first-year business students?
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The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The following two sections review the lit-
erature on the pandemic and HEIs and explain the use of self-determination theory (SDT) and 
career orientation in this study. Section 4 then offers the research context and methodology. 
Section 5 presents key findings, while sections 6, 7, and 8 cover discussion, conclusions, peda-
gogical implications, and suggestions for future research.

2. The pandemic and higher education institutions

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged societies, institutions and individuals to an extent not 
seen since World War II. Some authors have even labelled the pandemic as ‘one of the most 
significant collective traumas of the 21st century’, as it was sudden and rapid; radical, deep, and 
holistic; imposed from outside on the victims; and unexpected, unpredicted, and shocking 
(Town et al., 2020, p. 254). All educational institutions were forced to adopt the distance mode 
in March 2020, and the restrictions continued over the next two years in different forms. Re-
search studies published to date within organizational research emphasize the need for emo-
tional support, empathy, and both vertical and horizontal informal communication to reduce 
uncertainty during a major health emergency (e.g., Qin & Men, 2023; Rowe & Alexander, 2020). 
Moreover, research demonstrates the importance of good and trusting relationships as a pre-
requisite for coping with uncertainty (e.g., Reynolds & Quinn, 2008).

A study of the impact of the pandemic in higher education in 31 countries (Bozkurt et al., 
2020) revealed several issues of concern during the pandemic, namely trauma, psychological 
pressures, and anxiety (see also Morales-Rodríguez, 2021). It emphasized a pedagogy of care, 
which involves listening to students and open dialogue. In practice, this care could involve 
flexibility in terms of course requirements, clear communication, multiple contact points, 
personal connections, counselling services, and teaching practices that enhance a climate of 
care, such as collaborative learning spaces for students to establish peer contacts and gain peer 
support (Bozkurt et al., 2020). New solutions for the overwhelmingly stressful situation could 
be offered, such as alternative assessment methods.

Holzer et al. (2021) studied university students’ psychological well-being in Austria and 
Finland during the pandemic using the SDT framework. They maintain that the lack of physical 
presence, informal discourse, and spontaneous interaction contributed to the risk of transac-
tional distance, which could create negative emotions, gaps in understanding, and misconcep-
tions (p. 2). They stated that numerous studies have proved that social relatedness and academic 
success are connected and that relatedness contributes to psychological well-being. On the 
other hand, social isolation caused by the pandemic can predict anxiety, stress, and depression 
(e.g., Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Juntunen et al., 2022).

Aaltonen (2022) examined the FYE within the framework of the sociology of loss. The con-
text of her study is the same as the one of this study. She maintains that even students who 
do not have earlier experience of university studies have many expectations of their new aca-
demic life. In this setting, losses mean lost opportunities from the point of view of experiences 
and relationships related to the start of university studies. She concludes that the university 
established several efforts for student well-being (e.g., new study counselling psychologists, 
well-being coordinators, and student-to-student contacts) but the major deficit was the loss of 
informal encounters outside the official curriculum work (Aaltonen, 2022).

In their study within a large Finnish university, Penttinen and Miettinen (2022) found 
that the majority of new students, particularly younger students, felt they suffered from the 
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pandemic situation. Social factors seem to be critical at the beginning of first-year university 
students’ studies. Belonging to peer student groups and social support from fellow students 
were important factors during the exceptional situation of starting university studies during 
the pandemic. The lack of social relationships within the university community might have 
consequences for the dynamics of smaller-group engagement and a sense of belonging to the 
university. The study also confirmed the important role of teachers and staff in early engage-
ment. Because of the pandemic situation and online interaction, it was impossible to create 
normal relationships with teachers. Therefore, this was not the most appropriate starting time 
for the identity negotiation processes that are particularly important for new students.

Previous studies have demonstrated that first-year students often have challenges with ac-
ademic study skills (e.g., Kantanen et al., 2020). In 2020, students had to adopt new ways of ac-
ademic learning, but also the principles of distance learning. Farid (2014) outlined e-learning 
readiness on the basis of a literature review and concluded that ‘e-learning readiness is a mul-
tidimensional construct that refers generally to computer Internet self-efficacy, self-direction, 
motivation, interaction, and attitude’ (p. 380). In summary, authors seem to relate e-learning 
readiness to technical readiness and self-directed and self-regulated learning competencies 
(e.g., Holzer et al., 2021). Studies on digital competence have, for their part, outlined that digital 
competence consists of technical skills, cognitive skills, and ethical knowledge (e.g., Heidari 
et al., 2021). The European Framework for the Digital Competence of Educators (Redecker & 
Punie, 2017) maintains that learners’ digital competence includes information and media lit-
eracy, digital communication and collaboration, digital content creation, responsible use, and 
digital problem-solving.

Bozkurt et al. (2020) discussed the topic of the digital divide or digital gap, which has gained 
a great deal of attention over the past decade (e.g., Ragnedda & Muschert, 2013), and particu-
larly during the pandemic. Broadly, digital inclusiveness refers to inclusion in a society under-
going a digitalization process. In Northern Europe, we usually have internet access but there 
are inequalities in terms of bandwidth distribution, data price, and internet speed. Moreover, 
digital skills may vary, and usually, those who already have good skills to function in the digital 
society benefit most from different digital services, including education (Kuusisto et al., 2022). 
Moreover, digital devices, digital literacy, and digital skills are not enough, as self-directed learn-
ing skills are also needed to benefit from online education (Bozkurt et al., 2020).

To conclude, studies about the learning challenges during the pandemic emphasize chal-
lenges related to 1) self-directedness, 2) social relatedness, 3) uncertainty and anxiety, and 4) 
digital competence.

3. Self-determination theory and career orientation

Self-determination theory is a psychological framework for understanding human motivation 
and personality development (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Self-determination theory was considered 
appropriate for the study of FYE because a student’s own activities play a key role in his or 
her successful engagement. Moreover, the theory helps us to understand students’ personal 
growth and development, which is an essential aspect of academic studies.

Self-determination theory states that motivation can be explained by the psychological 
needs of relatedness, self-efficacy/competence, and autonomy and that these needs must be 
met for people to function and grow optimally (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000). Relatedness encompasses the basic needs of security, connectedness, and 
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caring; competence comprises people’s need to control their performance, cope with chal-
lenges, and experience mastery; and autonomy means the need to work towards inner coher-
ence and integration and to act on the basis of one’s intrinsic motivation, not on the basis 
of external pressures. If these three needs are not met, individuals may experience a lack of 
motivation and decreased well-being. (Ryan & Deci, 2000.)

Relatedness refers to students’ social integration and connectedness to their peers and the 
faculty (Brooman & Darwent, 2014); the need for belongingness is very strong at the early stage 
of studies. Researchers have identified different prerequisites for the development of success-
ful integration, such as information and counselling, sufficient support, participation, posi-
tive learning experiences, clear and logical study structures, and continuous interaction with 
peers, staff, and faculty (e.g., Jamelske, 2009; Krause & Coates, 2008; Lay-Hwa Bowden, 2013; 
Leese, 2010; Tinto, 2000).

During the first months of studies, students negotiate their own identities as university stu-
dents. A positive identity formation process predicts academic attachment, participation, and 
engagement. This process requires adopting and mastering learning and time management 
skills and the new tools needed for academic studies, so that students can feel competent, and 
their self-efficacy is strengthened. A confident student works harder, accomplishes more, and 
perseveres in the face of challenges (Brooman & Darwent, 2014).

The third element of SDT, autonomy, refers to an individual’s capability and willingness to 
behave in line with his or her own interests and make his or her own choices on the basis of 
intrinsic motivation (Jungert, Van den Broeck, Schreurs & Osterman, 2018). In the ideal case, in-
trinsic motivation makes an individual energetic and enables high-level self-regulation, while 
extrinsic motivation is driven by external rewards (Shin & Lee, 2017).

In the FYE, the overall economic and employment situation can play a significant role in 
the engagement process as a wider issue of career prospects in the life-world of students (see 
Annala et al., 2012; Mäkinen & Annala, 2011). Successful integration into the university commu-
nity and with peers forms a good basis for students’ professional identity and career prospects 
(Mäkinen, 2012; Shin & Lee, 2017). At the beginning of studies, the encounters with working life 
can foster the development of a personally meaningful learning process, which Jackson (2016) 
calls the development of a pre-professional identity.

The essential part of becoming a professional in the field is a process of differentiation from 
those outside one’s own profession, in addition to identifying oneself as a member of the com-
munity (Trede, Macklin & Bridges, 2012). In their study of Finnish university students, Lairio and 
Penttinen (2006) observed that concerns about future career prospects are already prevalent 
during the early stages of their academic journey. The nascent career orientation during these 
formative years is predicated upon inquiries of a distinct nature, encompassing considerations 
of skills, knowledge acquisition, and personal values entwined with career prospects and the em-
ployability potential that education can provide (Penttinen, Skaniakos, & Lairio, 2013). Hodkin-
son and Sparkes (1997) posit that the social context plays a pivotal role in shaping career choices. 
In this study, we integrate Hodkinson and Sparkes’s socio-cultural theory with the individual 
aspects of the first-year experience as the initial step towards career orientation.

While traditional career theories have historically emphasized individual aspects such as 
the alignment between personality and work environments (Holland, 1959; Järlström, 2002) or 
the maturation of career decision-making (Super, 1990), Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) under-
score the significance of social and cultural factors in career decision-making. They introduce 
the concept of “horizons of action” to elucidate the socio-cultural experiences that influence 
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individuals’ perceptions of potential career trajectories. 
Within the realm of higher education, the cultivation of career orientation is fostered 

through educational initiatives, individual courses, and everyday interactions with peers and 
faculty members, collectively contributing to the development of a pedagogical framework 
that shapes one’s perspective on working life during their academic pursuits (Penttinen et al., 
2013). This sociological perspective on career orientation highlights the intricate interplay 
between the broader landscape of employability and work-related opportunities, juxtaposed 
with the personally significant objectives that students hold for their educational journey. 
Career orientation can be linked to the SDT through supportive environments that answer to 
the psychological needs of an individual and thus strengthen individual life goals (see Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). By focusing on both sociocultural factors and individual aspects such as motiva-
tion, self-efficacy, and autonomy, this study yields pertinent insights for the advancement of 
pedagogy within the context of the FYE.

4. Methodology

4.1. Research context

The context of this study is a medium-sized Finnish university, specifically its Business School, 
which comprises 1600 students across two campuses. The University of Eastern Finland, like 
many Finnish universities, applies holistic, student-centred guidance (Lairio & Penttinen, 
2006) during the introductory period, including peer tutoring and meetings with academic 
and support staff. In recent years, the introductory period has involved online pre-materials, 
an onsite week on campus, and a second part later in the autumn. The most important benefits 
of the week, from students’ point of view, have been social interaction, information, a feeling 
of belongingness, and getting to know the campus. Each department or school also has its own 
introductory programme, such as the Business School that developed a term-long programme 
first implemented in 2018 (Kantanen et al., 2020).

As far as the pandemic is concerned, the university had applied different tools to enhance 
student well-being. It participated in a project funded by the Ministry of Education and called 
Bridges during 2021–2023, the aim of which was to strengthen the engagement and inclusion 
of students and prevent exclusion through peer-counselling activities and community support 
(https://kamu.uef.fi/en/bridges-project-supports-students-wellbeing/). For example, in Febru-
ary 2022, 15,000 text messages and emails were sent to students, asking how they were doing, 
and offering the possibility of talking with trained peer counsellors.

4.2. Data collection and analysis

The data consist of 120 reflective student papers written by 60 first-year business students of 
the University of Eastern Finland in Kuopio campus at the beginning and at the end of a three-
month-long introductory course. The students were asked to write about their choice of study 
field and their expectations and experiences. The original number of informants was 68 but 
eight students did not give their consent for the research use of their writings. Altogether, the 
data comprise 151 pages of written text. The papers were mandatory course assignments, but 
they were not graded. Of the students, 37% were female and 63% were male. The average age of 
the students was 22 years old.
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Qualitative content analysis was performed on the data using ATLAS.ti software. The pro-
cess included open coding, category creation, and abstraction (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). 
The first stage of the analysis was inductive and involved open coding. The second stage was 
deductive and involved the classification of the codes into theory-driven categories. For exam-
ple, all challenges mentioned in the texts were coded, and in the second round of coding, over-
lapping codes were merged, leading to the categorization of challenges into distinct groups, 
including those associated with the SDT elements of relatedness, self-efficacy, and autonomy, 
challenges pertaining to career orientation, and specific challenges arising from the COVID-19 
pandemic. For the trustworthiness of the analysis, the team discussed the categorization and 
quotations. Additionally, the researcher’s influence was assessed. According to Miles and Hu-
berman (1994) the researcher is a good instrument in qualitative research when she or he is 
familiar with the phenomenon, when she or he has strong conceptual interests, when a multi-
disciplinary approach is used, and when the researcher has good investigative skills. The team 
that conducted this study fulfils all these requirements.

The main categories of the analysis, derived from the SDT, were the following:
- Relatedness (expressions of security, belonging, and caring);
- Self-efficacy/competence (expressions of control of performance, coping with challenges 

and experiences of mastery within the field of business; basic skills to learn, including produc-
tive study habits); and

- Autonomy (expressions of inner coherence and integration, acting on the basis of intrinsic 
motivation).

Moreover, the category of career orientation (expressions of academic competencies, future 
visions, and career prospects) was included. Both joys and challenges were included within 
each category, even though the emphasis was on the challenges met.

In the following, the findings are presented within the framework of the STD and career 
orientation.
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Table 1. Categorisation of first-semester experiences.

CATEGORIES KEY CODES EXAMPLES OF QUOTATIONS

Relatedness: 
expressions of security, belonging, and caring

Challenges: 
lack of peer learning and class discussions, loneliness, 
uncertainty

Joys: 
study buddies, learning circles, family and friends in town

Challenges: 
Familiarization with other students and teachers has remained very superficial. (informant 405)
For me it is not a challenge to meet deadlines; it is a challenge to struggle alone in your own nook. (informant 387) 

Joys:
A big thank you for getting us started goes to the tutors, who did a fantastic job despite the constraints. (informant 435)
I’ve made a lot of new friends in my new city, which has made it easy to adapt. (informant 425)

Self-efficacy/competence: 
expressions of control of performance, coping 
with challenges and experiences of mastery 
within the field of business; basic skills to learn, 
including productive study habits

Challenges: 
concentration, asking for help, heavy workload, time ma-
nagement

Joys: 
theoretical approaches, exchange options

Challenges: 
It has been hard to study mathematics in a distant mode. I am poor at asking for help and without face-to-face contacts with teachers I have been left alone 
with my problems. (informant 394)
Normally you would get help during classes but asking for help in mathematics by email just does not work. (informant 407)
It is hard to stay motivated when you have so many stimuli around you. (informant 392)
It was hard to stay awake during some of the lectures when you studied from your own couch. (informant 412)

Joys:
Theoretical studies suit me, and that’s one of the reasons why I applied to university. (informant 322)
In the autumn of my third year, I went on a student exchange to Switzerland. Studying there was similar to what I imagine university studies are like in Fin-
land, and I didn’t want to go back to the university of applied sciences. (informant 321)

Autonomy: 
expressions of inner coherence and integration, 
acting on the basis of intrinsic motivation

Challenges: 
motivation, study rhythm and routines, long lectures

Joys: 
flexibility, better work/life balance, own field, motivation built 
in open university, answer to high ambitions

Challenges: 
The coronavirus has thrown a wrench into my study routine. I still don’t quite feel like I’m attending a university because I do all my work from home, and it’s 
challenging to stay focused. (informant 451)

Joys:
With distance learning, courses offer more flexibility. For example, lectures can be watched as recordings, and you don’t have to rush from one on-campus 
lecture to another all the time. (informant 389)
The quality of teaching has been very good, which, in itself, fosters enthusiasm and interest in future courses. (informant 427)
I haven’t minded distance learning at all because I’ve been working alongside my studies. (informant 402)

Career orientation: 
expressions of academic competencies, future 
visions, and career prospects

Challenges: 
second choice

Joys: 
appreciated degree, good employment prospects, variety of 
employment options, long-term interests (e.g., investments, 
finance, marketing, fashion), possibility to enhance compe-
tence, secure income, own firm, international options

Challenges: 
I decided to apply for business studies as a second choice if I weren’t accepted in medicine. (informant 309)

Joys:
Particularly, the fact that business studies offer excellent employment opportunities in various professions helped me make my choice. (informant 311)
I expect the job to be challenging enough and to test my skills. (informant 333)
I have worked in our family firm over the past six years. (informant 380)
I didn’t know what I’d like to be when I grow up, so I was fascinated by the versatility of business studies. (informant 317)
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5. Findings

5.1. Relatedness and the pandemic

Loneliness and lack of belonging were significant problems for these students. They missed 
the opportunity to meet teachers and peers in classes and cafés, to get to know them, and to 
share problems and find solutions. It was a challenge to work in groups when not knowing one 
another.

We had some class sessions during the autumn, and I realized that it was a totally different 
feeling to work together on campus after classes. I felt that each time I got some extra 
boost for studies, and the assignments were completed in a much more efficient way than 
at home. (informant 408)

The students missed class discussions, which they felt would have been deeper and richer on
site than online, particularly during their Introduction to Management course.

I don’t like online learning and hope we could return to contact teaching as soon as pos-
sible, COVID permitting. Interaction is so important and, unfortunately, you cannot make 
such contact with teachers and other students online as you would make onsite. (infor
mant 418)

Actually, the first-term studies did not cause too much stress to the students and Teams and 
Zoom classes were basically fine – the problem was the monotonous life indoors, studying 
alone, and lack of collaborative learning. The first-year students missed the student life they 
had expected: going to classes and events with peers.

I have done pretty well despite the virus, but I think it is obvious that this situation is 
definitely not a good way to start university studies; a social animal becomes very lonely, 
all of a sudden. (informant 426)

One could think that previous open university studies would have prepared the students for 
independent planning and studying, but this was not always the case.

Even though I studied for years in the open university, where they expect total indepen
dence, I have been surprised to realize how alone I was left with my studies. (informant 430)

There were also some positive examples of solutions to the lack of relatedness. A few students 
mentioned that the university town was their hometown, so they already knew the city and had 
family and friends there. Some had spent most of their time in their hometown elsewhere in 
Finland. Some students had formed their own learning circles during the first weeks of study 
when they met on campus with their tutor group, and these circles had been an enormous 
support to them in their struggle with distance studies. They had both studied together and 
found common leisure-time activities.
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5.2. Self-efficacy/competence and the pandemic

The pandemic challenged students’ self-efficacy in many ways. Several students reported that it 
was very difficult to ask for help during online classes. They missed both the teacher’s and their 
peers’ presence and help. This was particularly true during the Business Mathematics course, 
which the students considered demanding; students found that it was extremely difficult to 
ask for help online or by email. Moreover, the whole campus remained quite distant to the 
students; as one of them put it:

The threshold to visit the university or study counsellor has become high because these 
locations have not become a part of our everyday life. (informant 416)

Several students reported that they had visited the university premises only a few times dur-
ing their first study semester. The students pondered their course choices for the second study 
year, and felt uncertainty and loneliness, did not understand the degree structure, and did not 
know whom to ask, when or how.

It is common that first-year students may experience several challenges with their ac-
ademic study skills, and so it was with this group, too. It was hard to find a rhythm for life, 
develop schedules, and follow them. Distance studies at home challenged their acquisition of 
productive study habits. Several students mentioned that they had trouble concentrating be-
cause of the many stimuli at home, and because of the exhaustion caused by several long online 
lectures in a row. Some students also actively sought solutions to the remoteness of studying.

I have tried to find tools to concentrate on long online lectures and realized that good sleep, 
fresh air, sports, and varied and regular meals help with concentration. (informant 444)

5.3. Autonomy and the pandemic

Several students mentioned challenges in terms of their motivation. However, almost all re-
ported that they were still very enthusiastic about business studies as such but the exceptional 
conditions and lack of onsite classes and student events had weakened their motivation. On 
the other hand, the study revealed the other side of distance learning: flexibility, easier time 
management, better work-life balance, more leisure time, and less traveling.

This arrangement has suited me very well. It was a soft start for university studies when 
you can study from your home coach. The first exam was not too exciting when I could do 
it at home, having breakfast at the same time in my night gown and wool socks. (inform-
ant 416)

… distance studies have fitted in well with my life situation. It has not been too painful 
to balance work, family, and floorball. This combination would have been much more 
challenging with ‘normal’ ways of studying. (informant 448)



210

NJB Vol. 72 , No. 4 (Winter 2023) Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius and Katri Ruth

5.4. Career orientation and the pandemic

The variety of different kinds of experiences of the first semester was not seen in the students’ 
career orientation. In general, when choosing business studies, students appreciate the variety 
of options and careers this path can offer, an appreciated degree, and secure future employ-
ment.

I do not know yet what profession would interest me most, so I thought that at least busi-
ness studies offers several options. This was the main reason why I applied. (informant 369)

I pondered some options, of which business studies turned out to be the most interest-
ing. I thought it was a good option because I had heard that the degree opens diverse 
options to working life. The business degree is also appreciated and employment options 
are good. The variety of specialization alternatives sounded interesting. Several future 
opportunities will be open to you when you can work on so many different assignments. 
(informant 362)

For some, the way to Business School had been clear and predetermined, while others had first 
preferred another option (usually medicine or law), had tried other fields (such as engineer-
ing, pharmacy, or environmental science), or had tried business studies at the university of 
applied science level. For some, an orientation towards business studies had grown during 
their gap year or when working in the field of business. Quite a number of students had started 
business studies in the open university and gained a strong motivation there. Actually, in this 
cohort there was only one student who did not know why he was studying business and, even 
at the end of the first semester, still pondered whether he was in the right place.

Already at the beginning of the first semester, some students had clear visions of their fu-
ture employment.

Employment in marketing or management in the field of fashion, video games or beauty 
business sounds interesting. (informant 328)

I wish my future job would be somehow connected to finance and financial organiza-
tions. (informant 345)

My dream is to have a job connected to sports. (informant 371)

Even more frequent were general mentions such as ‘a position that I can be proud of ’ (inform-
ant 344), ‘work that is in line with my values’ (informant 348), and ‘neat but challenging and 
rewarding office work’ (informant 383).

An interesting feature in the data was the students’ orientation towards entrepreneurship. 
They mentioned entrepreneurship as a serious career option. Twelve students talked about 
their entrepreneurial families and how they had followed their parents’ work. Four students 
had already established their own businesses. They were also aware that entrepreneurship is 
not a popular career option for business students, as described by the following informant:

I learned that Finnish business school graduates are not eager to set up companies be-
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cause of high risks. Then I decided that my goal is to start my own business and study 
management and marketing. (informant 379)

One of the students whose family runs a firm dreamt of an innovative career of his own to avoid 
the constant comparisons to his family members. (informant 347)

6. Discussion

In this study, the aim was to find out how the pandemic had affected first-year students’ needs 
for relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Moreover, the study sought to determine whether 
the pandemic had affected the career orientation of these students. To explore the impact of 
the pandemic, we utilized our previous study about first-year business students’ needs for re-
latedness, competence, and autonomy, as well as their career orientation (see Kantanen et al., 
2020). Table 2 summarises the major differences and similarities between the 2018 and 2020 
student cohorts.

Table 2. Comparison of the results of the 2018 study with a regular first-year student cohort and the 2020 study 
with the pandemic cohort.

ELEMENTS ENHANCING 
ENGAGEMENT IN STUDIES

RESULTS OF THE FIRST-YEAR 
EXPERIENCE IN 2018

RESULTS OF THE FIRST-YEAR 
EXPERIENCE IN 2020

Career prospects involved in 
introductory period: Working life 
encounters and alumni visits.

Central to strengthening motivation 
and visioning career prospects.

No working life encounters or 
alumni visits.

Pedagogical practices and learn
ing experiences

Significant learning experiences in 
introductory courses.
Supportive and caring environment: 
Peer support and approachable 
staff.

Lack of shared learning expe-
riences and peer support in intro-
ductory courses; few self-made 
learning circles.
Passive participation and interac-
tion with teachers.
Uncertainty about how and where 
to find help when needed.

Motivation and study skills Challenges in terms of self-direct-
edness, academic study skills, and 
time management.
Intrinsic motivation.

Challenges in terms of self-direct-
edness, academic study skills, and 
time management vs. increased 
individual flexibility.
Good digital study skills.
Entrepreneurial ambitions.
Strong intrinsic motivation.

Studying at home was often boring and lonely. The students reported disruptions that made 
concentration difficult but no technical challenges. For example, Kyne and Thompson (2020) 
found in their study that a poor internet connection and other technical problems made stud-
ying hard. Therefore, one could conclude that the concept of the digital divide was not an issue 
for this student cohort.

Our previous study (Kantanen et al., 2020), as well as other studies in the field, have empha-
sized the importance of a supportive study community for a successful student transition. Thus, 
meaningful relationships with peer students and staff are needed for a successful transition 
during a ‘complex new life chapter, where students are often leaving their established support 
networks (family, schools, social) and are suddenly presented with new intellectual, social, and 
personal challenges’ (Kyne & Thompson, 2020, p. 3382). The cohort of 2020 also missed the FYE 
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of their expectations, as one of our informants (424) put it: ‘I have missed the normal first-year 
experience of business students as it has been described to me.’ Aaltonen (2022) examined this 
phenomenon within the framework of the ‘sociology of loss’. Fortunately, in 2020 the onsite 
introductory week could be held, and during that time some of the students managed to build 
their own small learning communities. The current study reveals the importance of these first 
weeks of study for the transition: significant relationships and study habits are formed, and 
students’ understanding of the new academic environment increases. This time can be char-
acterized as particularly vulnerable, but also as a window of opportunity (van Herpen et al., 
2020).

Compared to the previous study, the pandemic challenged the transition in many ways. 
Alumni visits were not possible during the autumn of 2020, and the first-year students could 
not gain inspiration and motivation from their working life experiences. When it comes to 
learning experiences, for some the online introductory courses were just fine, while many felt 
that they would rather have studied onsite. The major challenge was the lack of relatedness: a 
lack of peer and staff support. This is a serious factor, because there is a connection between 
relatedness and academic success, and between relatedness and psychological well-being 
(Dutcher et al., 2022; Holzer et al., 2021). According to the literature, a pedagogy of care with in-
formal encounters, listening, and dialogue would have helped students during the pandemic 
(Aaltonen, 2022; Bozkurt et al., 2020). Moreover, trusting relationships and sharing could have 
reduced their stress and anxiety. However, it seems that the first-year students of 2020 lacked 
the emotional and practical support of their academic community and, therefore, their en-
gagement with their study environment may have remained superficial. Furthermore, they 
needed help with the development of their academic study skills, just like the cohort of 2018. 
In addition, quite advanced digital study skills were required of the cohort of 2020, but this was 
not a problem for these students.

An interesting finding is that, despite some challenges, young students’ motivation to 
study business seemed to remain strong. The pandemic did not harm their motivation and 
orientation towards their future career. Recent research has shown that intrinsic motivation 
and a positive attitude towards change can buffer the burdening impacts of new situations 
(Juntunen et al., 2022). Without comparative data from any other study field, we cannot say 
whether the strong career orientation is connected to this specific study field. We can only note 
that first-year business students did not struggle with their career prospects although the pan-
demic caused other challenges for starting studies in an exceptional situation. Hence, the stu-
dents have a strong foundation for the development of their professional identities, however, 
the absence of interaction and social support still poses a potential threat to this affirmative 
progression (see Jackson, 2016). Figure 1 contains a summary of the key findings.
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Figure 1. The pandemic situation as a challenge for a successful first-year experience (modified from Kantanen 
et al., 2020; Annala et al., 2012; Mäkinen & Annala, 2011).

7. Conclusion and pedagogical implications

The study proves the importance of relatedness for successful integration into the academic 
community and for the orientation towards one’s own academic field and future profession. 
Moreover, it demonstrates the different needs of students: for some, online studies offered 
more flexibility and better study-life balance, while others suffered from loneliness and the 
lack of collaborative learning.

Recent research on pandemic-time learning has emphasized the importance of motiva-
tion. Juntunen et al. (2022), for example, identified six expectancy-value-cost profiles in their 
study of 2,686 Finnish university students: moderately motivated, utility-oriented, disengaged, 
indifferent, positively ambitious, and struggling ambitious. They suggested that motivational 
mindsets may relieve the eventual negative outcomes of remote studying, and buffer against 
these. Therefore, and in line with the present study as well, more attention should be paid to 
students’ motivation and its maintenance.

The results of this study will be useful from the point of view of developing online and 
blended learning. They may also be helpful for those in charge of planning post-pandemic 
support programmes for those students who missed their important first academic year of col-
laborative learning. In practice, there is a need to pay attention to the development of first-year 
students’ career orientation with the help of older students, alumni, and other business profes-
sionals, and to the relatedness of the pandemic-time intakes of 2020 and 2021. Recent research 
has shown that feelings of belonging shape mental health among young adults (Dutcher et al., 
2022). Therefore, we should give our ‘COVID cohorts’ trusting relationships with teachers and 
peers and a true sense of belonging. In summary, our recommendations for those who plan 
and instruct first-year courses include:
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1.	 Foster a genuine sense of community and belonging among students. For instance, 
strengthen relationships between first-year students, peer tutors, teachers, and staff, all 
working toward the common goal of student well-being.

2.	 Cultivate trusting relationships with teachers and staff. Consider introducing first-year 
teachers and student advisers in face-to-face meetings early on and actively promote in-
teraction.

3.	 Enhance students’ self-directedness and academic study skills. Discuss these topics dur-
ing the orientation period for first-year students and provide practical tools for time man-
agement and academic writing.

4.	 Provide flexible study options tailored to students’ needs. Avoid mandating 100% attend-
ance and offer online alternatives when learning objectives can be achieved through on-
line means.

5.	 Harness students’ advanced digital skills. Allow students to share their favorite schedul-
ing apps or collaborative tools.

8. Limitations and future research directions

While we possess a comparable dataset from the pre-pandemic era, it is important to acknowl-
edge that our data is confined to a specific academic discipline and a relatively small student 
cohort. Nevertheless, there is potential to conduct a more in-depth analysis of these student 
cohorts by tracking their career trajectories throughout their degree programs. This would 
involve examining the evolution of their motivation over the years, assessing the realization 
of their career aspirations, and evaluating their academic performance. Student well-being is 
intricately connected to pedagogical leadership and teacher well-being (e.g., Mäki et al., 2021), 
both of which are pertinent and current research areas. Additionally, teachers have been in 
need of information and support, encompassing the mental, pedagogical, and technical as-
pects. Skillfully led and participatory post-pandemic learning communities have the potential 
to not only support instructors but also foster student engagement within their academic en-
vironment and chosen fields of study.
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Abstract

The development of generic competencies relevant to graduates lies at the heart of higher education. Ge-
neric competencies development is challenging in today’s VUCA – volatile, uncertain, complex, ambigu-
ous – world, and the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this challenge as educators were forced to change 
from classroom to online teaching with very short notice. In this paper, we analyse how the change in 
teaching mode influences students’ perception of the development of their generic competencies. Our 
longitudinal data consists of five years of student feedback from a multidisciplinary and practice-ori-
ented user innovation course in a higher education context. We analysed how students perceive their 
development of specific generic competencies and surprisingly found no statistical differences over the 
five years studied, not even when moving from blended teaching to a fully online setting. We discuss 
how the three underlying factors – 1) roots and premises, 2) freedom and independence, and 3) social 
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1 Introduction

We live in a world where the pace of change is increasing and which is becoming more unpre-
dictable with each passing day (Anttila et al., 2018). Changes are happening faster and faster 
– and they are becoming ever more dramatic and disruptive. As events unfold in completely 
unexpected ways, determining cause and effect becomes impossible. This world is sometimes 
referred to as VUCA – volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (Bennet & Lemoine, 2014; Chan 
et al., 2017). During the last couple of years, we have all experienced this VUCA world due to the 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (Hadar et al., 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic changed not only society but education as well. Almost all higher 
education institutions around the world were affected by the pandemic. It changed the tra-
ditional classroom teaching setting by forcing business educators to move rapidly to online 
teaching, often to a fully online teaching mode (Marinoni et al., 2020). In most cases, the main 
challenges were lack of technical infrastructure, competence in distance learning pedagogy as 
well as discipline-specific challenges (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2023; Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Beech 
& Anseel, 2020; Bhuwandeep & Mishra, 2023; Marinoni et al., 2020; Turnbull et al., 2021). How-
ever, it also ushered in new opportunities: for instance, more accessible forms of education, 
new teaching methods and insights into issues such as which parts of courses can be asynchro-
nous and which parts benefit from face-to-face interactions (Beech & Anseel, 2020; Govindara-
jan & Srivastava, 2020).

The development of generic competencies relevant to graduates lies at the heart of higher 
education. These competencies are important not only to ensure work-ready graduates (e.g. 
Chan et al., 2017; Freeman et al., 2017; Pažur Aničić et al., 2023), but also to enable employees 
to keep up with all the changes influencing future work (Anttila et al., 2018; Ekonomit, 2020). 
Generic competencies are also of interest to policymakers. For example, in educational policy, 
several lists of important generic competencies have been drafted (e.g. OECD, 2019; Opetushal-
litus, 2019), and suggestions for life-long learning policies have been developed (Anttila et al., 
2018). The development of generic competencies is more important than ever in the VUCA 
world, in which students struggle substantially with their circumstances (Hadar et al., 2020). 
Generally, there is a growing research interest in how students learn generic competencies 
(Boelt et al., 2022; Tuononen et al., 2022) and how they perceive the importance of generic 
competencies (Koponen et al., 2022). Moreover, pedagogical practices fostering the learning of 
generic skills in higher education have been studied (Bautista, 2016; Boahin & Hofman, 2014; 
Lee et al., 2019; Virtanen & Tynjälä, 2019).

The effects of teaching modes have so far received only limited attention in research on 
the learning of generic competencies (e.g. Tuononen et al., 2022), especially when it comes to 
comparing the achievement of similar learning goals in different teaching modes (e.g. Jaskari 
& Jaskari, 2016). Thus, there is a need for more research to gain insight into how students learn 
generic competencies in different teaching modes. This is especially true now, as online and 
blended teaching have become increasingly important in education around the world.

Therefore, in this article, we study students’ perceptions of the development of generic 
competencies in higher education. Our specific context is a multidisciplinary course on user 
innovation. A longitudinal study design enables us to compare the students’ perceptions dur-
ing a time when the teaching mode was changed due to COVID-19 restrictions. More specifi-
cally, we aim to answer the following research questions: 
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(1) How did the students perceive the development of generic competencies in the individual 
years of the analysed time frame?

(2) How did the perception of the development of generic competencies change within the 
time frame when comparing years with blended and online teaching modes? 

(3) What aspects of the students’ learning experience can be interpreted as positive elements 
enhancing the development of generic competencies?

Regarding RQs 1 and 2, we apply a quantitative survey method to analyse the students’ ratings 
of their development of specific generic competencies. To answer RQ3, we use a qualitative 
method and analyse the students’ reflections on their positive course experiences. 

We contribute to the literature on teaching and learning of generic competencies in a busi-
ness education context by showing that the change in the teaching mode did not influence 
students’ perception of the development of generic competencies and arguing that roots & 
premises, freedom & independence, and social connectedness & support were the three under-
lying positive elements enhancing the development of generic competencies.

The paper proceeds as follows: in Section 2, we briefly look into earlier literature on devel-
oping generic competencies. In Section 3, we introduce our case course, and in Section 4, we 
describe our research data and method. In Section 5, we present our findings regarding the stu-
dents’ ratings of the development of specific generic competencies. In Section 6, we describe 
our results related to positive elements enhancing the development of generic competencies. 
We finally conclude in Section 7 with suggestions to business educators.

2 Developing generic competencies

The term competence is central in education. However, it is defined in many different ways, 
and in many studies only implicitly (El Asame & Wakrim, 2018; Le Deist & Winterton, 2005; 
Parry, 1998; Passow & Passow, 2017), if at all. There are also several terms used when referring to 
competence, such as competency, skills, capabilities and attributes (Chapman & O’Neill, 2014; 
Kallioinen, 2010; NCVR, 2003; Passow & Passow, 2017; Schlee & Karns, 2017), and these terms 
are often used interchangeably (Edwards-Schachter et al., 2015; Le Deist & Winterton, 2005; 
Salman et al., 2020). In this study, we define competence as knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
values that can be applied in a specific job, role and situation (Mulder et al., 2009).

The multiple definitions of competence seem to have three dimensions in common. First, 
competence is defined as a characteristic of an individual, which consists of different com-
ponents such as knowledge, skills and attitudes. For example, Edwards-Schachter et al. (2015) 
conclude that the concept of competence identifies both the combination of related traits, 
knowledge, values, attitudes, skills and abilities in a determined context and the process of 
their development.

Second, in addition to the abovementioned individual characteristics, the definition of 
competence includes its context-dependency, for example, “in a determined context” (Ed-
wards-Schachter et al., 2015) or “necessary conditional for task performance and problem-solv-
ing in a certain profession, organisation, job, role and situation” (Mulder et al., 2009). Also,  
competence can relate to a specific occupation or domain, referred to as, for instance, occupa-
tional or functional competence (Salman et al., 2020).

Third, the definitions point out that competence is something that can be learned and 
that competence development occurs in a learning process (Edwards-Schachter et al., 2015). 
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For example, Hoffmann (1999) describes two approaches: an output-based approach describ-
ing what needs to be done by individuals to demonstrate competence, and an input-based 
approach focusing on the content of training and learning experiences that will lead to com-
petent performance. In both cases, learning or the process of learning is evident. Our study 
adopts the input-approach in the sense that we focus on the learning experience of the stu-
dents and how it enhances how they perceive their competence development.

Generic competencies (also e.g. transferable skills, soft skills, generic skills) are not tied 
solely to a certain context, degree or occupation. They can be deployed in various contexts and 
are transferable by nature (Edwards-Schachter et al., 2015). Following our earlier definition of 
competence, we adopt a definition of generic competencies as clusters of knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values, which can be applied in different situations regardless of discipline (Ed-
wards-Schachter et al., 2015; Passow & Passow, 2017).

Earlier research has studied generic competencies in the higher education context from 
different perspectives. One of the most cited sources in generic competencies development 
in higher education, Evers et al. (1998), focuses on generic competencies needed to improve 
work-readiness in higher education. Tuononen et al. (2019) highlight the importance of di-
verse generic competencies, and also an ability to recognise them at the time of graduation, 
not only in employability but also in terms of later career success. The importance of explicit 
development of generic competencies in higher education was also noted by Tuononen et 
al. (2022). In their review, they synthesised theoretical, methodological and empirical view-
points on learning generic skills in higher education. They found, for instance, that students 
developed generic competencies in courses that intentionally integrated the learning of them. 
Regarding enhancing and impeding factors of learning generic competencies, the results in-
dicated that these factors were contextual, especially with respect to the teaching and learning 
environment. For example, active learning methods emphasising students’ own activity and 
role were seen as enhancing the learning of generic competencies.

The development and learning of generic competencies to enhance the employment of 
graduates and their success in their careers has also received much attention in business edu-
cation (e.g. Ekonomit, 2020; Finch et al., 2012; Finch et al., 2013; Freeman et al., 2017; Gray et al., 
2007; Hopkins et al., 2011; McArthur, 2017; Plant et al., 2019; Schlee & Karns, 2017). To illustrate, 
Schlee and Harich (2010) found that new and recent marketing graduates rely more on generic 
competencies than marketing knowledge and skills when they enter the workforce. Bedwell 
et al. (2014) discuss ways to effectively integrate interpersonal skills into MBA programmes, as 
executives see these as critical for their work performance, but expect those skills to be learned 
before entering the workforce. Also, Koponen et al. (2022) conclude that future leaders per-
ceive that communication competencies are highly necessary. Finch et al. (2012) even – based 
on a practitioners’ perspective – suggest that learning outcomes linked to the development of 
generic competencies should be prioritised over subject-specific knowledge in course and pro-
gramme development. A literature review by Chan et al. (2017) shows that there are challenges 
in the development and implementation of generic competencies in the higher education 
curriculum, such as lack of institutional and curriculum support, operational challenges (con-
ceptualisation, teaching pedagogy and assessment) and teachers’ and students’ perceptions of 
generic competencies development.

Even though the importance of the development of generic competencies is acknowledged 
and there is a growing research interest in how students learn generic competencies, not much 
is known regarding how students develop generic competencies, how these should best be 
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taught, or how different teaching modes influence the learning of generic competencies (Boelt 
et al., 2022; Smith & Bath, 2006; Tuononen et al., 2022; Virtanen & Tynjälä, 2019). The recent and 
imperative shift to online teaching due to the COVID-19 outbreak provides a fruitful context to 
study how students perceive the development of generic competencies in two different teach-
ing modes. Next, we present our study context.

3 Case course: User Innovation

The specific course used as the case for our study is a 5 ECTS course in User Innovation, which 
was open to students from different disciplines at the University of Vaasa, Finland in 2016–2021. 
In 2016, the course was carried out as a pilot, and our data collection stems from the five years 
(2017, 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021) when the course had found its general course structure after 
the pilot round in 2016. Due to a change in the study programmes, the User Innovation course 
has not been offered after 2021.

The course structure is visualised in Figure 1. The main learning goal of the course was that 
the students understand and experience a user innovation process through a user innovation 
(UI) team project. The user innovation project was carried out by a multidisciplinary team in-
cluding students from different disciplines at the University of Vaasa (business studies, tech-
nology, administrative studies and communication studies). The multidisciplinary student 
teams had four to six members and were formed at the beginning of the course by the course 
coaching team. This experiential project was supported in two ways during the course: first, by 
individual theoretical assignments (IAs) based on video lectures and other online materials, 
and second, by team-specific coaching sessions (TCSs) and related team assignments (TAs). In 
the coaching sessions, each team discussed its progress in the user innovation project with a 
multidisciplinary coaching team consisting of university staff members. The course spanned 
over the autumn semester, from September to December, lasting 12–13 weeks in total. As Figure 
1 shows, it included a course kick-off, three team-specific coaching sessions, and a final event 
where the student teams presented the user innovations developed in the course.

Figure 1. General User Innovation course structure.
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Regarding intended learning outcomes, the course description lists the following: after com-
pleting the course, the student should be able to (1) identify, explain and compare basic con-
cepts of user innovation, (2) explain the different parts of the user innovation process, (3) apply 
the tools of user innovation, (4) create a user innovation concept in teams, and (5) evaluate the 
success of user innovations. In addition to this, the working life skills of taking initiative, team-
work skills, innovativeness, and creativity were explicitly mentioned in the course description. 

How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the teaching mode of the case course? Table 1 sum-
marises the differences in the course format before and during the pandemic.

Table 1. User Innovation course arrangements before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

PRE-PANDEMIC ARRANGEMENTS 2017–2019 ARRANGEMENTS DURING THE PANDEMIC 
2020–2021

Face-to-face sessions with all course participants 
present (course kick-off, final event)

Online sessions with all course participants present 
(course kick-off, final event)

Online asynchronous video lectures and learning 
materials

Online asynchronous video lectures and learning 
materials

Face-to-face sessions with the student and the 
coaching team present (team coaching sessions)

Online sessions with the student and the coaching 
team present (team coaching sessions)

Face-to-face meetings of the student team throug-
hout the course 

(Mostly) Online meetings of the student team throug-
hout the course 

As Table 1 shows, all the sessions arranged face-to-face in 2017–2019 were carried out online in 
2020–2021. Specifically, the course kick-off, the team-specific coaching sessions and the final 
event were arranged as face-to-face sessions before the pandemic, and as online sessions dur-
ing the pandemic. The meetings of the student teams were also mainly arranged online dur-
ing the pandemic. Asynchronous online teaching, namely videos and assignments, was kept 
online – only one exam that ran earlier in the electronic examination room on the university 
campus was transferred to the Moodle learning management system. 

As described above, creativity and teamwork in a multidisciplinary setting are key elements 
of the course. Earlier research on innovation acknowledges the importance of cross-functional 
elements in the innovation process; however, companies often struggle to implement them 
successfully (McDonough, 2000). The user innovation course aims to develop innovativeness 
and creativity as generic competencies, and we assume that giving students the possibility to 
work in multidisciplinary teams is an essential learning experience that effectively prepares 
them for meeting the demands of future workplaces. Earlier research has shown that team-
work in general, and multidisciplinary teamwork in particular, is difficult to carry out without 
face-to-face sessions and discussions (Jaskari & Jaskari, 2016), and thus our study design pro-
vides an interesting setting to assess the challenges of online teaching. Next, we describe our 
research data gathering and analysis methods.
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4 Research data and analysis

The data for this study was collected with an evaluation and reflection assignment at the end 
of the case course. The assignment was voluntary and the students were informed that the data 
would be used for course development and educational research purposes. The data collection 
period was 2017–2021.

The final dataset includes data from five different years and from five different student 
groups. The data consists of 136 responses, of which 45% were male, 47% female and 8% were 
N/A. During the five years, the number of participants in the course, as well as the number of 
responses received, decreased mainly due to changes in study programme requirements. The 
detailed number of responses per year is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Number of student responses to the evaluation and reflection assignment. 

YEAR N %

2017 42 30,9

2018 21 15,4

2019 29 21,3

2020 26 19,1

2021 18 13,2

Total 136 100,0

Regarding the categorisation of generic competencies, the existing literature proposes a vari-
ety of models (e.g. Binkley et al., 2012; Evers et al., 1998), in the same way as there are various 
definitions of the term competence (see Section 2). In our study, we apply the comprehensive 
list of 16 generic competencies defined and described by Passow and Passow (2017), which was 
also applied in Enell-Nilsson et al. (2019). Passow and Passow (2017) employed an extensive 
quantitative synthesis and qualitative thematic analysis focusing on engineering education, 
discussing generic competencies and their relative importance for professional practice. The 
list was compiled from an engineering point of view, but it functions well in other contexts 
too, as the competencies “are important across disciplines and practice areas”, as pointed out 
by Passow and Passow (2017: 503), and it has been used by others in the business education 
context as well (e.g. Depoo et al., 2020). For the context of our study – a user innovation course 
offered to students from different disciplines – Passow and Passow (2017) forms a suitable 
framework since the competencies described relate to different aspects of (team) innovation 
processes, which corresponds with the main learning goal of the case course.

The generic competencies are (Passow & Passow, 2017): (1) solve problems, (2) communi-
cate effectively, (3) coordinate efforts, (4) take initiative, (5) think creatively, (6) take respon-
sibility, (7) measure accurately, (8) interpret data, (9) define constraints, (10) devise process, 
(11) gather information, (12) expand skills, (13) make decisions, (14) design solutions, (15) 
apply knowledge and (16) apply skills. For the context of our study, we made the decision to ex-
clude devise process, since it did not really relate to the User Innovation course contents, as the 
course focused on teamwork rather than project management as such. Instead, we included 
the competencies of cross-cultural skills, multidisciplinary teamwork and time management. These 
are all covered by Passow and Passow (2017) as aspects of some of the 16 competencies listed 
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above: Passow and Passow (2017) see time management as an element of define constraints, 
and cross-cultural skills and multidisciplinary teamwork are both included in communicate 
efficiently. As the format of our evaluation form did not allow for the inclusion of any longer 
definitions, we felt it was important to explicitly mention these three, as they all were impor-
tant elements of the User Innovation course. 

We were interested in students’ perceived competencies. The term perceived competencies 
refers to students’ self-reports of their knowledge acquisition, typically based on some self-re-
flection, whereas actual competencies refer to a change identified with some rigorous meas-
urement system (Bacon, 2016). As modern pedagogies emphasise the use of different assess-
ment methods, such as students’ capability for self-assessment, the perceived competencies 
development provides a valuable point of view and is thus adopted in this study. This approach 
is also widely used when investigating students’ learning of generic competencies (Boelt et al., 
2022; Tuononen et al., 2022).

Students’ perception of their development of the chosen competencies was measured us-
ing a Likert scale 1–5, where 1=Very much and 5=Very little. For the analyses, the variables were 
reversed so that 5=Very much and 1=Very little. In order to answer RQ 1, we analysed the ratings 
of each generic competence for each year, and for RQ 2, an analysis of variance was used to pin-
point differences in student groups (Metsämuuronen, 2009: 782). We used IBM SPSS Statistics 
26 in our statistical analysis. 

In order to answer RQ 3, we analysed the responses the students provided to one of the 
open-ended questions in the evaluation and reflection assignment. In this question, we asked 
the students to mention the three best things about the course. We chose to analyse the re-
sponses to this question in greater depth since our general analysis of the responses to the 
open-ended questions showed that students mostly highlighted aspects of perceived learning 
in this part of the course evaluation. 

The responses to the open-ended questions were analysed using qualitative content analy-
sis (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016; Miles and Huberman, 1984). The anonymous responses were 
transferred to a shared sheet. At this point, we had 394 mentions about the best things of the 
course. For each of these, the keyword was identified and coded using open-ended inductive 
coding. Each author conducted parts of the data coding independently, and after this the au-
thors discussed, compared and reviewed the individual results until an agreement on the cod-
ing was reached. The authors categorised and combined codes using the abductive method, 
and this thematic iteration led to the formulation of three partly overlapping themes: roots 
and premises, freedom and independence, and social connectedness and support. 

5 Students’ perceived generic competencies development

In the first part of the analysis, we focused on how the students perceived the development of 
generic competencies. In order to answer RQ 1, “how did the students perceive their generic 
competencies development in the individual years 2017–2021”, we analysed the responses 
year by year in the final course evaluation and reflection assignment to the question, “How 
did the course support the development of the following competencies/skills relevant for 
working life?” The mean rates for the different generic competencies in the five analysed years 
are shown in Table 3. The table applies a Likert scale ranging from 1–5, where 1=Very little and 
5=Very much. The numbers to the right of the mean indicate the position in the 1–5 ranking for 
each individual year.
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Table 3. Mean rates and ranking positions 1–5 for the generic competencies.

Table 3 reveals that the competence think creatively is ranked the highest in each analysed year. 
The competencies design solutions and make decisions are also ranked high each year, with both 
of them being included in the top 3–6 in the individual years. In general, the ten competencies 
at the top of the list (think creatively – coordinate multiple competencies to accomplish a goal) are 
ranked with high scores in the years 2018, 2020, and 2021: in 2020, all competencies ranked 
with a mean of 4,17 or more can be found in this group. In 2018, the competencies ranked 4,05 
or higher belong to this group except for apply skills. In 2021, time management is in addition to 
these competencies ranked 4,00 or higher. In the years 2017 and 2019, there are in general less 
competencies ranked with a mean of 4,00 or higher. However, also in these years, the compe-
tencies that are ranked high can be found among the five first on the list, with the exception of 
cross-cultural skills, ranked with a mean of 4,00 in 2017. Reflecting back upon the working life 
skills explicitly mentioned in the User Innovation course description (see Section 3) – taking 
initiative, teamwork skills, innovativeness and creativity – we can say that the students’ compe-
tencies development perception is in line with the intended course outcome, as think creatively, 
multidisciplinary teamwork and take initiative are typically ranked high; in the years 2017, 2019 
and 2021 they can be found in the top five.

All years and competencies combined, the students perceived that the course developed 
mostly their ability to think creatively (M=4,6, SD 0,6), followed by design solutions (M=4,3, 
SD=0,8) and make decisions (M=4,2, SD=0,8). The only statistical difference based on gender in 
perceived competencies was in cross-cultural skills, where females perceived greater competen-
cies development (M(M)=3,3 vs M(F)=4,0), F=5,064, sig ,008.

In order to answer RQ 2, “How did the perception of the development of generic compe-
tencies change within the time frame when comparing years with blended and online teach-
ing modes?”, we analysed whether the years differed statistically in terms of perceived generic 
competencies development. Since there were five groups, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
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used (Metsämuuronen, 2009: 783). To our surprise, the analysis shows no statistical differences 
between any of the 19 listed competencies in different years. These findings are aligned with 
Virtanen and Tynjälä’s (2019) claim that the learning of generic skills does not depend on any 
single method of teaching. This finding led us to look deeper into the open-ended question 
about the best things in the course.

6 Positive elements of the learning experience

To look behind the numbers, we analysed the answers to the open-ended question: what were 
the three best things during the course? The 394 mentions were initially coded inductively, 
forming several themes ranging from course structure to freedom to innovate, from coaching 
sessions to the final event, and from individual assignments to multidisciplinary teamwork. 
After thematic iteration, three main themes arise from our data: 1) roots and premises, 2) free-
dom and independence; and 3) social connectedness and support. As with the quantitative 
data, there were no clear differences between the years studied: similar themes arose every year 
in the open-ended question. 

6.1 Roots and premises

The roots and premises laying the ground for competencies development include the catego-
ries of the course topic itself, learning by doing and course structure. These categories empha-
sise the knowledge factor of the course, the practical application of that knowledge, as well as 
the instructional design made in planning and implementing the course.

Several students mentioned that the course topic itself was interesting and new to them. 
They already had an interest in the topic when they enrolled in the course and potentially had 
the internal motivation to study the subject. It is not surprising that they appreciated the the-
oretical knowledge content; as one of the students described it: Learning the theory behind user 
innovation. (F_18_2020)1

Some of the students emphasised the practical side of the course – learning by doing – 
not only knowing and understanding the different phases of the user innovation process, but 
actually exploring the phases themselves. For some of the students, this kind of course was 
something totally new, whereas others were more familiar with learning by doing. As two of 
the students described: 

Main focus on the team project, best to learn by going to the user innovation process by ourselves. 
Project divided into many steps, good for not postponing the work and doing the project in the last 
week with poor quality. The course was informative and useful, I had never really thought about 
the possibilities of users innovating. (M_12_2020)

Learning how user innovations come to life and what is the process from an idea to a product for 
consumers. (F_8_2018)

The course structure, including for example modules, tasks and schedules, was mentioned sev-
eral times. The students seemed to find the balance between individual tasks and teamwork 
successful; as one of the students wrote: 
1 All examples from the user innovation course evaluation and reflection assignment in the following are quotations.
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I enjoyed how this course was formulated. The course was very well balanced and the content of 
the individual assignments, team assignments, coaching sessions and the final event was great. 
(F_02_2021)

The findings show that the premises that lay the ground for competencies development (such 
as knowledge content, practical application and course design, including for example mod-
ules, tasks and schedules) were perceived as one of the best parts of the course in both the 
blended and online modes. Also, earlier research has recognised that skillful pedagogical 
course design and the usage of various teaching and learning methods are essential when in-
vestigating students’ learning of generic competencies (Virtanen & Tynjälä, 2019). Thus, our 
findings emphasise the importance of the pedagogical know-how of the educators. 

6.2 Freedom and independence

The second theme that arises concerns students’ self-directedness and autonomy. Many re-
spondents mentioned freedom and independence in their answers. The students valued the 
possibility of being creative and innovative during the course, both individually and in their 
teams. As one of the students formulated it: 

The best aspect of this course was the freedom with the innovations! I really like to be creative 
and go wild with the ideas and that is exactly what we could do during this course. (M_07_2017) 

Others also mentioned the innovative project as a positive aspect of the course: the chance to be 
innovative and creative (F_09_2018) and have freedom to innovate (M_21_2018). They stated that 
the course built confidence that users can create great things: the understanding that how one 
can innovate and the confidence that we users can create great things (M_12_2021).

The nature of independence during the course was described as the freedom given to each 
project team to work independently and take responsibility for its work. Sometimes, independ-
ence can also cause uncertainty and hopes for more guidance, as one of the students explained: 

The third aspect that I would like to pick from the course is the ability to conduct the innovation 
course quite freely and independently in teams, however, I would have wanted a bit more guidance 
in the course. (M_6_2019) 

Earlier research (e.g. Boelt et al., 2022; Tuononen et al., 2022) has shown that teaching approaches 
and learning methods emphasising students’ own activity and encouraging students to engage 
in self-directed learning and taking an independent role can enhance the learning of general 
competencies. Moreover, our findings are supported by Wood (2003), who introduces the con-
cept of psychological ownership as a key part of success in student learning. He argues that psy-
chological ownership is more than an involvement – it is a state of mind where students feel that 
the project is truly theirs due to their sense of power and influence (Wood, 2003). 
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6.3 Social connectedness and support

Many of the students mentioned teamwork and group assignments as one of the best things in 
the course. Teamwork helped the students to think from different perspectives and to get new 
ideas. Team meetings and group assignments were mentioned along with learning teamwork 
skills. As one of the students wrote: 

Also, it was really instructive to work on an own innovation with the team. (M_23_2019)

The teams were formed by the teachers during the first session so that each group had mem-
bers from different disciplines. This was a positive aspect for many participants, as several stu-
dents mentioned these multidisciplinary teams as one of the best things in the course: 

Group projects offered a nice chance to enhance the ideas together. We were able to learn a lot from 
each other as we all had different majors. (F_33_2017)

Fellow students in the group were from different faculties. In my opinion this kind of group work 
was a wonderful opportunity to interact, exchange ideas and learn. (N_13_2017)

The multidisciplinary teamwork was not always easy, but some of the students were able to see 
it as a learning opportunity:

I enjoyed the multidisciplinary aspect of it – it is challenging and at the same time beneficial to 
work with people from different study area and learn other “languages” business vs engineering. 
(F_7_2020)

On top of multidisciplinary teams, some teams were culturally diverse. This forced the teams 
to communicate in English and also made them more aware of the cultural differences, as one 
of the students described: 

To learn working in English and having different cultures that needed to take into consideration 
also innovating together was fun once the group was familiar with each other. (F_08_2021)

One aspect of the course that gained plenty of mentions each year was the coaching sessions. 
The format of the coaching sessions was such that the students always first presented their 
project process and then received feedback from a panel of coaches. These coaches were teach-
ers, PhD students and university specialists in commercialisation and innovation. Different 
coaches attended at different times, making it easier for each coach to participate. The stu-
dents appreciated the coaching staff’s “heavy involvement” (M_20_2019) and “personal support” 
(M_04_2021), as well as the atmosphere of the sessions: 

Really liked those coaching sessions where the teachers gave the attention to our group and in the 
process there was no pressure from other teams and competition. (F_8_2018)

The course was organized really well. I liked the fact that even though we were working mostly 
in groups by ourselves, the teachers had team coachings with us. I have had a lot of group as-
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signments this fall, and this is the only course where I felt the teachers were really focused on us 
students and wanted us to do well. As we got feedback about our work and ideas throughout the 
course, it encouraged me to keep working hard together with the team members. It also created a 
sort of a nice community for us students, teachers and other faculty members participating in this 
course. (F_8_2020)

The final presentations were mentioned several times and each year. During the pre-pandemic 
year, we organised a public innovation fair. All the innovations and their proofs of concept 
were presented to the public in the library lobby. Not only the students, but other visitors as 
well were able to attend the fair and vote for the best innovation ideas. There were prizes for 
different categories, such as the most innovative and most feasible innovation. This fair had an 
impact on many students, as two of the students described: 

The final presentation session: we got to introduce our project to so many. (F_14_2019) 

The final event where we presented our concept was really inspiring, at least to Finns like me it is 
good to get used to marketing your own ideas. (M_25_2017)

When planning the online course, we thought that it would not be possible to have a fair on-
line. However, we decided to arrange the fair in Teams. It succeeded quite well, as some stu-
dents stated that the final event was one of the best things about the course even during those 
years: the final event was a fun way of presenting the ideas. (M_16_2020)

One of the students nicely wrapped up the main point of social connectedness and support 
resulting in a learning community: 

It also created a sort of a nice community for us students, teachers and other faculty members 
participating in this course. (F_8_2020)

 These extracts show the importance of the social dimensions of learning environments. Multiple 
students stated that not only the teamwork but specifically the interactions in multidisciplinary 
teams were the best parts of the course. These findings are aligned with earlier research. For ex-
ample, Smith and Bath (2006) found that generic competencies tend to be best developed in 
contexts with high interaction and collaboration with peers and faculty. Also, other studies (e.g. 
Ballantine & McCourt Larres, 2007; Boelt et al., 2022; Crebert et al., 2004; Kember & Leung, 2005) 
support our findings on social connectedness and support the argument that interaction, collab-
oration and group activities are an essential part of the learning of generic competencies. 

To sum up, our findings show that roots and premises, freedom and independence, as well 
as social connectedness and support are perceived as positive elements enhancing the devel-
opment of generic competencies.

7 Conclusions

In this study, we have looked into students’ perceived learning of generic competencies in the 
context of a multidisciplinary User Innovation course in the higher education context. We 
were particularly interested in seeing whether and how the perception of competencies de-
velopment has changed, as the teaching mode had changed to a fully online mode during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic. Further, we wanted to analyse what aspects of the course the students per-
ceived as positive elements enhancing generic competencies development. We collected data 
over a five-year period; three years before the pandemic and two years during the pandemic. 

The User Innovation course and its implementation is perceived to support the develop-
ment of the generic competencies of the students. It was an interesting finding that the results 
were similar in both the blended and online modes of teaching, as students’ perceptions of the 
development of different generic competencies were stable over the years within the analysed 
period of time. Thus, the change from a blended teaching mode to a fully online mode is not 
reflected in the students’ perceptions of the development of generic competencies. From the 
student perspective, the teaching mode itself does not seem to influence how they perceive 
their learning of generic competencies. 

Pre-pandemic research had a rather pessimistic view of online teaching settings for courses 
with a constructive approach. For example, a study on constructive coaching in sales manage-
ment courses, at a time when it was uncommon to include synchronous sessions in online 
courses, found that constructive client-based teaching was very difficult to manage in an on-
line setting (Jaskari & Jaskari, 2016). However, COVID-19 resulted in a radical shift to online 
teaching. Despite its difficulties, the technical and pedagogical challenges were mostly con-
quered (Beech & Anseel, 2020; Govindarajan & Srivastava, 2020; Marinoni et al., 2020). Also, 
students were forced to learn new ways to learn. Indeed, in just a few short years, much has 
happened in educational technology. Now, technical solutions enable teachers and students 
to communicate online more easily, and new pedagogical methods and practices for online 
teaching have emerged. Indeed, the student feedback from the User Innovation course shows 
the importance of synchronous coaching sessions; discussions (whether blended or online), 
social interactions in multidisciplinary groups and the coaching sessions were reported as the 
best parts of the course. Earlier studies (e.g. Ballantine & McCourt Larres, 2007; Boelt et al., 
2022; Crebert et al., 2004; Smith & Bath, 2006) support our findings on social connectedness 
and support the argument that interaction, collaboration and group activities contribute to 
the development of generic competencies.

Based on our findings we want to conclude with three recommendations to business edu-
cators. First, we encourage teachers to continue using online tools to teach remotely in cases 
where it is pedagogically reasonable. After the shift to online teaching during the pandemic, 
many higher education institutions have pondered what amount of teaching can be done re-
motely and what needs to be carried out in face-to-face contact. It is generally considered that 
online teaching will become increasingly important in the future. However, we urge business 
educators to be sensitive to the learning outcomes – which of them can be acquired via online 
teaching and how can the online teaching be implemented?

Second, we encourage business educators to put emphasis on interactive, social methods 
while teaching generic competencies. As Virtanen and Tynjälä (2019) found, traditional forms 
of university teaching and studying, such as reading, lecturing and working alone, actually 
correlated negatively with the learning of generic skills. Our findings highlight the positive 
elements of social interaction in learning new skills through team innovation. 

Third, as earlier research suggests (Finch et al., 2012; Hadar et al., 2020; Koponen et al., 
2022), generic competencies are essential for business graduates in a VUCA world and should 
continue to be intentionally integrated in business curricula. In this context, the findings by 
Tuononen et al. (2022) are important to consider: students tend to develop generic competen-
cies in courses that intentionally integrate the learning of them. Thus, higher education insti-
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tutions need to explicitly consider what generic competencies should be developed and how 
they are enhanced, not only during one particular course, but at the programme management 
level in general.

Our study is not without limitations. First, even though the students’ subjective percep-
tion of the development of competencies is important and has been commonly used in earlier 
studies (Tuononen et al., 2022), future studies could focus more on the actual learning of spe-
cific generic competencies (Bacon, 2016) or self-assessment based on more defined evaluation 
criteria or using a more diverse competencies framework. Second, the open-ended feedback 
focused only on the positive aspects of the course. Future studies could also use other methods, 
such as interviews, to gain a more holistic and balanced view of the students’ perceptions.
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Mentoring Process 
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Abstract

This study examines how trust evolves in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective 
by adopting a process approach to trust as a leap of faith resulting from interactions and based 
on trustworthiness at the initiation, cultivation, separation, and redefinition stages of the 
mentoring relationship. Based on ten mentors’ interviews, qualitative methods with a narra-
tive approach are applied to analyse textual data in a business student mentoring programme. 
By acknowledging the process nature of trust the findings show how abilities of listening and 
hearing, socioemotional communication embodying benevolence, and demonstrating integ-
rity are the drivers for the leap of faith and for trust to evolve during the mentoring relation-
ship. The study contributes to the trust literature on mentoring and to empirical trust research 
applying qualitative methods with a process view. The findings offer actionable knowledge to 
practitioners on how to manage mentoring programmes in a higher education context. 
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1. Introduction

‘By not mentoring, we are wasting talent.
We educate, and train, but don’t nurture.’

(Wright and Wright, 1987)

Trust is inherent aspect of successful mentoring relationships to foster interaction in which an 
experienced individual, a mentor, share their knowledge, wisdom, and psychosocial support 
with a less experienced actor (e.g., Noe, 1988; Kram, 1983; Chao, 1998; Wang et al., 2010). The 
mentor is usually a senior, experienced individual who serves as a role model and provides di-
rection and feedback to the younger actor regarding career plans and personal development. 
There is sharing and exchanging of knowledge between a mentor and an actor in a mentor-
ing relationship. The mentor also helps to increase the networks of the actor, and this may 
influence the actor’s future career opportunities (Noe, 1988; Chao, 1998; D’Abate & Eddy, 2008; 
Manderstedt et al., 2022). 

Mutual trust forms the basis of cooperation in mentoring relationships (Lewicki & Bunker, 
1996; Wilson & Patent, 2011). Both mentors and actors are responsible for creating a trusting 
relationship (Manderstedt et al., 2022), but particularly, the ability to build trust is one of the 
key capabilities of the mentor (Dubrin, 2005). Surprisingly, trust has received only a little em-
pirical attention in mentoring research despite its importance for functional interpersonal 
relationships (Wang et al., 2010). Furthermore, there is a call to devise a process framework for 
empirical qualitative research on trust in the certain context of the relationship (Lewicki et al., 
2006; Möllering, 2013; Karhapää & Savolainen, 2018; Karhapää et al., 2022).

The type of mentoring depends on the context and the phase of the actors’ lives (Dono-
van, 1990; Putman et al., 1993; Wilson & Patent, 2011). The mentor-actor relationship is par-
ticularly important in the pre-career context, when an actor is choosing an initial occupation 
and forming a professional identity (Thomas, 1990). This research gap is especially visible for 
mentoring business students in an academic environment (Jacobi, 1991; Schlee 2000; Crisp & 
Cruz, 2009). Additionally, little information is available on the keys to the success of mentoring 
programmes or their inner workings, particularly in the pre-career context (McDonald et al., 
2007). This study provides actionable knowledge on how to manage mentoring programmes 
in a higher education context.

Recently, studies on youth mentoring relationships suggest training to foster trust devel-
opment in mentoring relationships (Williamson et al., 2020). Moreover, the recent research 
suggests deepening our understanding on both the context and advantages of trust devel-
opment (Hancock et al., 2023). Recently, studies on youth mentoring relationships suggest 
training to foster trust development in mentoring relationships (Williamson et al., 2020). 
Moreover, the recent research suggests deepening our understanding on both the context and 
advantages of trust development (Hancock et al., 2023). In the current study, the mentors are 
experienced business professionals and actors are business students who are finalizing their 
studies. In this case, mentoring enhances the students’ connections to the world of business 
and offers students ‘a glimpse at life in a business setting’ (Schlee, 2000, p. 332). Mentoring can 
reduce stress, enhance career success, and increase satisfaction with career choices (Allen et al., 
2006). Previous research has commonly focused on the perspective of the actor rather than the 
mentor (Higgins & Kram, 2001; Wang et al., 2010). Therefore, it is important to shed a light to 
the mentor’s perspective in mentoring process.
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In the current study, the mentors are experienced business professionals and actors are 
business students who are finalizing their studies. In this case, mentoring enhances the stu-
dents’ connections to the world of business and offers students ‘a glimpse at life in a business 
setting’ (Schlee, 2000, p. 332). Mentoring can reduce stress, enhance career success, and in-
crease satisfaction with career choices (Allen et al., 2006). Previous research has commonly 
focused on the perspective of the actor rather than the mentor (Higgins & Kram, 2001; Wang 
et al., 2010). Therefore, it is important to shed a light to the mentor’s perspective in mentoring 
process.

This present study seeks to contribute to the implementation of formal mentoring pro-
grammes by business schools and examines trust from the mentor’s perspective in the mentor-
ing process. In formal mentoring programmes, relationships are not naturally evolved based 
on mutual attraction, respect, or interest (Wang et al., 2010). Therefore, it is important to exam-
ine trust development in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective.

The research questions of this study are:

1.	 How does trust evolve in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective?
2.	 How do critical events occur in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective?

2. Trust in the mentoring process 

Mentoring relationships can be examined via the main characterizing features of the process 
view, which are temporality (time), dynamics (interaction), and context (Langley et al., 2013). 
Additionally, for trust, the notion of time is essential since trust may be seen as a process (Kar-
hapää & Savolainen, 2018; Savolainen & Ikonen, 2016; Möllering, 2013). Trust relationships in 
mentoring are multifaceted, interactive, and contextual. Both the mentors and actors them-
selves are involved in the forming of these relationships. Wang et al. (2010, 358) define men-
toring as “a relational process whereby a more experienced individual, usually more senior, 
contributes to the professional development of a protégé…”. The paper is one of the scarce 
studies of trust in mentoring.

Here, trust is viewed as socially constructed in the interaction between the mentor, actor, 
and context. Trust in the other individual means ‘to accept vulnerability based upon positive 
expectations of the intentions or behavior of another and a willingness to be vulnerable’ (Rous-
seau et al., 1998, 395; Mayer et al., 1995, 712). Vulnerability appears in most definitions including 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral components of trust (McAllister et al., 1995) in the form of 
not being able to monitor or control the actions of the other party in the relationship (Mayer 
et al., 1995). 

When a mentoring relationship evolves, a ‘leap of faith’ has been taken. The risk is accepted. 
There is a process that enables the mentor and actor to cope with uncertainty and vulnerabil-
ity (Möllering, 2006). Possible doubts are suspended, and the other party is assumed to be 
trustworthy. Through ‘a leap of faith’, trust transforms uncertainty into an assessable risk that 
the trustor is prepared to accept and thus creates opportunities for interaction which might 
otherwise not exist (Möllering, 2006; Bachmann & Inkpen, 2011). Thus, the leap of faith in trust 
means adopting a process perspective involving social practices that support positive expecta-
tions in the face of vulnerability and uncertainty in a relationship (Nikolova et al., 2015). Straus 
et al., (2013) found that successful mentoring relationships are characterized by reciprocity, 
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mutual respect, clear expectations, personal connection, and shared values. On the other hand, 
according to Straus et al., (2013) failed mentoring relationships are characterized by poor com-
munication, lack of commitment, personal differences, perceived (or real) competition, con-
flicts of interest, and the mentor’s lack of experience.

In this paper, trust is studied at an interpersonal level adopting a relational view of trust 
development where trust is built between mentors and actors. Trust in relationships has cog-
nitive and affective aspects (McAllister, 1995; Lewis & Weigert, 1985). Cognitive-based trust and 
affective-based trust may be viewed as dimensions of interpersonal trust (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002), 
where cognitive-based trust reflects aspects of trustworthiness and affective-based trust re-
flects a concern for the trustee’s welfare. In other words, affect-based trust is “trust from heart” 
promoting social ties whereas cognition-based trust “from the head” fosters professional col-
laboration (Chua et al., 2008; Eun et al., 2021.)

Trust within the mentoring process is explored based on three dimensions of trustworthi-
ness: ability, integrity, and benevolence (Mayer et al., 1995). Trust initiates and develops based 
on a cognitive evaluation of another individual’s (trustee’s) trustworthiness. Ability or compe-
tence is one of the three dimensions of trustworthiness presented by Mayer et al. (1995). This 
consists of the skills, competencies, and characteristics of an individual. Competence can be 
situation-specific or task-based. Integrity, as the second dimension of trust, is the most essen-
tial in the early stages of a relationship and includes features of the trustee such as reliability, 
fairness, justice, and consistency, which the trustor considers to be acceptable (Mayer et al., 
1995). Judgements of competence and integrity form quite quickly during the relationship 
(Mayer et al., 1995; Tomlinson & Langlinais, 2021).

The third dimension of trustworthiness, namely benevolence, includes the notion that the 
trustee (mentor) wishes to do good to the trustor (actor), rather than acting on opportunistic 
motives and that the trustee cares for the trustor (Mayer et al., 1995).  The benevolence building 
phase takes more time. The impact of benevolence on trust increases with interaction over time 
as the relationship develops (Mayer et al., 1995; Tomlinson & Langlinais, 2021). Therefore, com-
munication is essential in the development of a mentoring process. Trust may be built through 
the narrative as a social process of interaction and conversation (Ikonen, 2013; Bruner, 1986; 
Polkinghorne, 1995; Pentland, 1999). Communication is a key to building trust, even if the com-
munication is technology mediated (Savolainen & Ikonen, 2016; Wright & Ehnert, 2010).

The prior literature suggests that mentoring relationships go through four phases, which 
are initiation, cultivation, separation, and redefinition (Kram, 1983; Chao, 1998). During the in-
itiation phase, the mentoring relationship is started by gathering mentors and actors together 
in a common meeting. In the current context this means through the mentoring programme 
in this study. During the cultivation phase (Kram, 1983), the mentor-actor relationship is ac-
tive, and the range of functions provided expands to the maximum between the mentor and 
the actor based on their own timetable. In this study, in addition to the initiation meeting, 
there is another common meeting, where all the mentors and actors gather at the midpoint 
of the programme. In the final common meeting, in the separation phase of the mentoring 
relationship, the experiences are summed up. In the separation phase (Kram, 1983) the estab-
lished nature of the relationship is substantially altered. During the redefinition phase (Kram, 
1983), the relationship evolves to a new form that is significantly different from the past, or the 
relationship ends entirely.

Mentoring as a ‘leap of faith’ is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Mentoring as a ‘leap of faith’

3. Methodology

In this study qualitative research methods (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016) are adopted to de-
scribe how trust evolves in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective between a 
mentor and an actor in the pre-career context of business students. More specifically, a narra-
tive approach is considered as an applicable method to identify how critical events occur in the 
mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective (Bruner, 1986; Polkinghorne, 1995; Pentland, 
1999). We draw on social constructionism with temporality, patterns, and context with consti-
tutive interpersonal communication (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Baxter, 2004). 

4. Data and data analysis

The empirical data consists of semi-structured thematic interviews with 10 mentors who par-
ticipated in a business school mentoring programme in Finland. The mentoring programme 
was facilitated by the Association of Finnish Business School Graduates. Nine of the interviews 
were conducted by a master’s degree student serving as a research assistant in 2018 (Moorrees, 
2019) and one interview was conducted by the researcher in 2020. The mentors represent a va-
riety of business contexts or occupations. The age of the mentors varied from 40 to 66. Several 
mentors were experienced in mentoring. For instance, they had acted multiple times as men-
tors or as actors during their careers. The mentors mainly formed a single dyadic relationship 
with the actors. In a few cases there was group mentoring with two actors and one mentor. 
Nine of the mentors had been mentors in Finland and one in Denmark and Finland. The men-
toring focused on counselling business students for the transition to the labour market.

The study follows a qualitative approach (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). The mentoring pro-
cess followed formal business students’ mentor programmes which were nine months in length. 
Typically, themes in mentoring discussions are based on the actor’s wishes, so the mentor does 
not define nor direct the themes discussed in the meetings. The data is shown in Table 1.

redefinition 
-the relationship evolves in a different 
form 
or 
-the relationship ends

Integrity

benevolence
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Table 1. Data 

Pages Interview: number of words Gender Age /Year of acting as a mentor

67 pages 
transcribed

 31,606 words 6 males and 4 females age 39–66 / 2015–2020

First, the qualitative interview data was transcribed and read meticulously through several 
times to gain a holistic view of the data corpus and to reflect on the content of the data. Second, 
the empirical data was analyzed using a thematic content analysis (Riessman, 2008; Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) combined with theory-driven perspectives. Themes related to the mentoring 
phase, evolvement of trust and critical events were identified. The example of the thematic 
content analysis focusing on the initiation phase and the evolvement of trust within each di-
mension (ability, integrity, benevolence) with related critical event is shown in Table 2. Third, 
the empirical data was organized and interpreted applying a narrative analysis (Bruner, 1986; 
Polkinghorne, 1995) to describe how trust evolves in the mentoring process and how critical 
events occur. Narratives (what is being spoken and the way of speaking) were constructed for 
interpretation and discussion (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016).

In this study, each narrative is constructed from the interviews into a new narrative, a 
story interpreted and written by the researchers. Applying a narrative approach, it is analyzed 
how the mentors themselves interpreted events, and then the researchers interpreted these 
interpretations. None of the reported narratives were told by a single mentor. Excerpts from 
the original data are presented to demonstrate the reasoning (why and how, Flick, 2007) and 
interpretation to the reader. In so doing, the reader can evaluate the interpretations made by 
the researchers. 
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Table 2. Example of the data analysis focusing on the initiation phase and the evolvement of trust within each 
dimension (ability, integrity, benevolence) with related critical event

CITATION FROM THE DATA MENTORING PHASE EVOLVEMENT OF 
TRUST

CRITICAL EVENT

INITIATION ABILITY

“I felt that based on my career I 
can share my work experience 
and provide a student with 
somebody to talk to about 
their future possibilities in their 
career.” 
1M1M

“To get insights into what the 
current young generation and 
graduating business students 
expect from working life and how 
they see and think about things.” 
8M5M

The mentoring rela-
tionship is started by 
gathering the mentors 
and actors together.

The mentors reflect on 
their competencies as 
mentors.

The mentors gain abili-
ties from the mentoring 
process.

The mentors share 
their wisdom and 
learn from the actors 
as well.

CITATION FROM THE DATA INITIATION BENEVOLENCE CRITICAL EVENT

“…I remember myself being in 
that phase (pre-career), I could 
have used some support.” 8M5M

“I have hired young people, 
and also my own children were 
young, …when they entered 
working life… I also see things 
through these experiences…
that how I would like my young 
children as employees to be 
treated and supported.” 4M3N, 
3M2N, 7M4N

The mentoring rela-
tionship is started by 
gathering mentors and 
actors together.

Relatedness The mentors felt 
related to the stu-
dents through their 
own experiences in 
the pre-career phase 
of their studies.

The mentors felt 
related to the stu-
dents through their 
children.

CITATION FROM THE DATA INITIATION INTEGRITY CRITICAL EVENT

“It demands self-sacrifice to 
the degree that one is willing to 
sacrifice few hours of one’s life…
life is so hectic…it helps when 
you are genuinely interested…” 
9M6M

The mentoring rela-
tionship is started by 
gathering mentors and 
actors together.

Investing time in the 
mentoring process.

A mentor shows 
reliability, fairness, 
justice, and consis-
tency.

The research ethics has been taken into account as the participants are presented anonymously 
in this study. Furthermore, the interviewees participated voluntarily in this study. The research 
participants were also informed of the aims of the research, how the research data would be 
analyzed, and how the findings would be reported.
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5. Findings

It is argued that trust is an inherent aspect in successful mentoring relationships which fosters 
interaction. Specifically, an essential ability of the mentor is to build trust (Dubrin, 2005). Next, 
it is explored how trust evolves in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective. The 
findings are discussed through three narratives of trustworthiness: the narrative of ability, the 
narrative of benevolence, and the narrative of integrity. Within each narrative it is shown how 
critical events occurred in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective.

5.1. The mentor’s narrative of ability in the mentoring process

The mentor’s narrative of sharing and gaining abilities evolves from the outset of the mentor-
ing process. The formal mentoring relationship between the mentor and actor (that is: busi-
ness student) is initiated when the mentor and actor meet in the first common meeting organ-
ized by the mentoring program. Trust in the mentoring relationship is based on the mentor’s 
knowledge and skills. A mentor shares one’s abilities and competence based on the seniority 
and expertise in business: “...to share my life experience and management expertise.” 5M2M, “…. 
based on my career I can share my work experience and provide a student with somebody to talk to 
about their future possibilities in their career,” 1M1M. 

The mentor gains knowledge and learns from the actor. The mentor gets insights about the 
views and values of the younger generation who are entering to labour market. The mentor’s 
narrative of ability is constructed through communication of gaining knowledge: “...I wanted 
to get an opportunity to understand current students’ views and perspectives…” 3M2N, “To get in-
sights into what the current young generation and graduating business students expect from working 
life and how they see and think about things.” 8M5M. The mentors had gained insights from the 
young actors’ current ideas and values, which seemed to be less harsh,:: “…I gained more know
ledge about my ideas of what there is (in the air or in the minds of the young people) at the moment,” 
8M5M, “I have gained insights into today’s students’ values, which seem to be less harsh compared the 
values during my studies,” 10M7M.

The narrative highlights that the socioemotional communication abilities of the mentor 
are active in the cultivation phase of the mentoring process. The mentor raises the actors’ 
awareness of career possibilities during the cultivation phase when the mentoring relation-
ship was active, and the range of functions provided expanded to the maximum between the 
mentor and the actor. The mentors perceived the actors’ communicating their insights and 
novel ways of thinking as a critical event: “The best moments were those when (the actor said that) 
‘I have not thought about it that way (before)’…Like when you realize that one plus one is not two, it is 
an entity, it is not even a number,” 1M1M , “The key moment is when the actor seemed to become aware 
that this (career prospect) interests him…” 9M6M.

The mentor’s socioemotional communication abilities also support the actor’s self-esteem: 
“I mentioned many times how good they were…that they noticed it, ..like, did you see how you just said 
that? And it shows that you are good at this and this, and that they would be themselves and believe 
that it is enough,” 4M3N. Key moments in the cultivation phase occurred when the mentors per-
ceived the actors’ self-esteem and courage: “(when applying for a new job): trust...self-confidence. 
When you go there, you can go in with bright eyes and say, I can do this, I know how, and I want to do 
this. It is important to catch that level,” 1M1M. In order for trust to develop between the mentor 
and actor in the cultivation phase of the mentoring process a critical factor seems to be match-
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ing chemistry: “...there should be matching chemistry…that is needed for trust to develop,” 3M2N, 
and commitment to the mentoring between both parties:“(to develop trust)…often the three first 
glances will tell whether the other party is involved and what kind of person is in question,” 8M5M.

Additionally, the mentor’s interaction skills are crucial since interaction builds trust: “We 
met so many times, so there was trust,” 3M2N, and open communication builds trust: “It is like 
catching a ball that is thrown by the student. You catch a ball and pass it around,” 5M2M. In order 
to trust someone, there is ‘a leap of faith’ needed, as the mentors put it: “You have to build trust, 
if it is not there, you may not know how to proceed and what to say next and have interaction, or dia-
logue…you should throw yourself in (and take a leap of faith),”. 4M3N, 6M3M

In the separation phase of the process the mentors reflected on the abilities they had gained 
from the mentoring process. The mentor gains knowledge from the mentoring and learns new 
abilities: “…for me (mentor) it was also about learning about guidance, how to lead things forward 
in this small group,” 1M1M. Some mentors noted that they had gained courage during the men-
toring to reflect on own career prospects and opportunities: “During the mentoring programme 
significant things tend to happen to people, and it did happen, my work changed after the mentoring 
programme.” 3M2N, “It happened to me…so now I have implemented a change. So…, during the men-
toring process, I set major wheels in motion concerning my career. And I made a change. Now, I live my 
dream in my working life, and it is great.” 9M6M

One important impact of mentoring is to bring visibility to business skills and competen-
cies that are found in the local area because of the business education. Mentoring enabled 
some mentors to gain abilities and business competence in the local area: “...often, people com-
plain that you cannot find a job in this area, while the business world here complains from their side 
that you cannot find employees…” 8M5M. Mentoring made the career opportunities for business 
students more visible in the local area: “...to be able to widen the perspective to find employees, and 
to find jobs. The aim should be that not everybody (students) needs to complete ‘circumbendibuses’ far 
away (abroad) but it is important to find (good) jobs here in this area,”8M5M.

Additionally, mentoring enabled the mentors to “pay something back” to society: “…when 
you have gained an expensive education, it is beneficial to go to work and pay society back (reclaim),” 
9M6M.

5.2. The mentor’s narrative of benevolence in the mentoring process

The mentor’s narrative of benevolence cross-sections all phases of the mentoring process. The 
narrative of benevolence highlighted empathy and relatedness. Additionally, the narrative of 
benevolence stressed reciprocity. The mentor’s willingness to do good, help students, and ‘give 
something of oneself ’ during the initiation phase was narrated: “…if I can smooth (the route), 
and share information about possible options,” 7M4N. From the mentor’s perspective, the notion 
of benevolence was reciprocal as they got energy from the actors: “When I spent one afternoon 
with the actor, it gave me such energy as well,” 4M3N.

The mentor’s narrative of benevolence reflects relatedness to the student’ situation. From 
the mentor’s perspective, it seems that they could have benefited from mentoring in the pre-ca-
reer context of their studies. Thus, the mentors felt related to the actors through their own 
experiences: “I would have needed (mentoring),…about the needs of different firms and competence 
[…] When I graduated, I would have liked to toss concrete ideas around with experienced business 
professionals and have a conversation about future options,” 9M6M. The mentors also felt related 
to the actors through their own children’s experiences: “I mirrored the (mentoring) discussions 
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through my own children’s experiences,” 3M2N, 7M4N. The mentors positioned themselves as a 
parent who would like their own children to be treated with respect in work life: “I also see 
things through these experiences…in terms of how I would like my own children as employees to be 
treated and supported,” 4M3N.

The mentors felt that this relatedness gave them the ability to communicate with the actors 
better: “It helped me to guide the students and relate to their situation, listen to them open-mindedly, 
then ask (the student) if they you thought about it in this way,” 3M2N, 7M4N. Furthermore, the men-
tors felt related to the actors through their experiences of hiring young people: “I have hired 
young people, and also my own children were young, …when they entered working life… I also see 
things through these experiences… how I would like my young children as employees to be treated and 
supported,” 4M3N. So, mentoring was seen as an opportunity to make work life better in that 
sense.

Critical events were related to building a good atmosphere, positivity and consequently, 
open discussions. In the cultivation phase of the mentoring, building a good atmosphere in 
the mentoring relationship is critical. The senses of empathy and positivity were essential: “The 
sense of empathy was very high, but I had to adopt a very relaxed feeling, so it created a similar feeling 
for the actor as well,” M3N, “Positivity, because it gives energy, not cynicism,” 9M6M.

Benevolence in the mentoring relationship enhances open communication and trust: “The 
most important thing is to get the other party to talk. Of course, at first trust must be built, in the sense 
that next we are going to discuss these issues,” 4M3N “The key moments have been…when (the actor) 
has started to talk…openly, about their own dreams and plans…so the actor trusts in me,” 4M3N.

During the separation phase of the mentoring process benevolence was shown as the men-
tors narrated about what they gained from and shared in the mentoring process. The mentors’ 
faith in future employees had grown: “…faith in these young people…we have good employees for 
our future working life…. Also, I mirrored myself, what there is for me ahead, say in ten years, what I 
want or what my motives are,” 1M1M.

Additionally, the mentors wished to leave something good for the young actors: “...the older 
you get the more you would like to leave something good behind…like, this is what I have learned, and 
I would like to share it,” 6M3M.

The mentors wanted to help the actors and act as the mentor had wished someone would 
have acted when they were in the pre-career context themselves,: “The willingness to help is built 
into me (mentor)..so why not use it in this way (mentoring),” 6M3M “...what I (mentor) have needed 
sometimes when I studied was someone ‘to kick ideas around with’,” 9M6M.

The mentors perceived mentoring as rewarding: “Personal and professional development and 
the joy of sharing feel meaningful, when by making quite a small effort you are able to give ideas 
and something to think about to someone who is making important choices. … This is a meaningful 
activity,” 10M7M.

In the redefinition phase of the mentoring process, the mentoring relationship evolved 
a new form that was significantly different from the past, or the relationship ends entirely. 
Most of the mentor-actor relationships ended since the relationships are somewhat forced. 
Here, a mentor narrates: “Some actor-mentor -relationships may almost become friendships, but I 
had the feeling from the beginning that this would not happen…this is a sort of forced relationship, 
even though it’s voluntary. Still, I was wondering whether I should commit myself even more (take a 
leap of faith), openly…or is it just when the right chemistry is better,” 2M1N.

Additionally, in this case the mentor-actor relationship did not become a friendship since 
there were no personal life connections, or desires to socialize: “We (mentor and actor) were in 
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just such different phases of our lives, that it (friendship) did not happen…” 2M1N, “We were not such 
people who would go out and have a beer…as I heard might have happened in some other mentor 
relationship,” 2M1N.

However, some mentoring relationships seemed to evolve into a form of friendship. This 
was enhanced by the fact that the mentor was interested in the future career development of 
the actors, as one of the participants narrates: “Our connection will continue after mentor pro-
gramme. I shall hear from them (the actors) and find out about their future careers,” 3M2N. Further-
more, a friendship relationship is could also be possible because it had a positive impact on 
mentor: “I felt wistful, how things are built up, all that happens in life…it gave me a good feeling.” 
3M2N.

5.3. The mentor’s narrative of integrity in the mentoring process

The mentor’s narrative of integrity highlighted reliability and presence. At the initiation of the 
mentoring process, the narrative of integrity evolved as the mentors demonstrated reliability 
by investing time in the mentoring: “It demands self-sacrifice …that is to be willing to sacrifice 
a few hours of one’s life, …although life is so hectic, …it helps when you are genuinely interested,” 
9M6M. Our findings also indicated that mentors should stay focused and present in the men-
toring discussions. This entailed the mentor committing to and genuinely liking mentoring 
for the mentoring process to be successful, as narrated by the mentor: “It is important that you 
really like to do mentoring, not just fill in the mentoring meetings in your busy calendar, …and that 
you are mindful in the meetings, being present 100 percent and forgetting everything else,” 3M2N, 
while another stated: “You have to genuinely get into mentoring or otherwise not participate in the 
process…” 8M5M.

During the cultivation phase of the mentoring, the mentor’s narrative of integrity circu-
lates between authenticity, presence, and confidentiality. One mentor emphasized the impor-
tance of honesty and humbleness: “Authenticity is the number one thing, no matter what you do it 
applies, …to building a career as well, you cannot build it on fake role, it will fall apart and you cannot 
manage it if you cannot be yourself, and another this is humbleness,” M3N. The mentor’s narrative 
of integrity related strongly about how to listen to an actor: “There are just two people talking 
to one another without any kind of power relation, nor ‘know-it-all’’ -actions…” 1M1M. “A listener, 
that is what I tried to be. But when you get excited yourself, you easily forget to be a listener, and 
you are so eager to share your own thoughts as well.” 4M3N. “It entails that you are with it, and in 
its’ best, let it (conversation) flow forward…”3M2N, 9M6M. Additionally, it is important to find a 
balance between listening and sharing. When mentors share things about themselves, it builds 
trust and helps the discussion to unfold: “(trust develops) when you open up about yourself, share 
things…so the other party also opens up and shares things. This is interaction, it is how trust is devel-
oped,” 6M3M, “...there should be trust, and then you have courage to ask, tell, say, and maybe ques-
tion,” 6M3M, “(mentoring relationship) is an interactive, where through the constructive discussion 
an actor’s strengths are brought up. It gives an actor courage to follow one’s own way...” 1M1M, 8M5M.

Additionally, the mentor’s narratives on actually hearing the actor reflects trustworthiness: 
“A mentor is like a sounding ear or a wall, where an actor throughs balls against it,…the mentor should 
be able to respond to the needs of the actor.,” 2M1N, or “The role of a mentor is sparring, to give a space 
to the other party,…, it is not for me to show off, ” 2M1N, or “You have to know how to listen, and it 
means that you are not talking yourself all the time and focussing on yourself and underpinning your 
own career,” M3N. So, to act as a mentor seems to entail maturity of character: “…a mentor has to 
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be mature enough to share one’s experiences and to participate in mentoring,” 8M5M.
Confidentiality builds trust and is emphasized in the mentor’s narrative: “…the conversa-

tions stay here, you have to agree to these rules,” 6M3M, and, “...at first, you keep yourself hidden until 
there is trust…the actor notices that they can share things with you. It (conversation) does not open 
right away,” 5M2M. One key moment was perceived by one mentor when an actor asked the 
mentor’s view on a topic. The mentor explained this by saying: “I perceived trust when the actor 
did not ask for help, but rather asked what I thought of the matter,” 4M3N.

Additionally, when talking about working life, one mentor highlighted hard work and 
presence in supervisor-employee relationships: “To appreciate (hard) work...it is my (mentor’s) 
key asset in working life. Also, in working life employees are not necessarily relaxed with their super-
visors, …you just have to break it, ...and the best way to do it is to do nothing. Just be present,” M3N. 

Both mentor and actor should invest in the mentoring relationship for trust to develop. A 
critical event that hinders trust and fosters distrust is a lack of commitment in the mentoring 
relationship: “If the prerequisites are not applicable it creates challenges. Logistics, finding common 
time slots, changes in life, unexpected situations (like covid). These create trust breaks and lack of 
commitment (in mentoring),” 9M6M.

There were challenges in the group mentoring process. The challenges related to the 
phases of the studies of the actors: “The actors were in different phases in their studies, so the discus-
sions did not benefit both, thus one actor faded away from the mentoring process…” 2M1N. Another 
problem involved the different personalities of the actors which raised challenges, as one of 
the mentors narrates: “The other actor was ‘strong’ and took up the whole discussion environment. 
So, I (mentor) had to direct the conversation in order to allow the voice of the other actor…,” 3M2N. 
Thus, in the mentoring process it seems that it is all about finding a balance: “You have to keep 
the balance between respect and justice,” 5M2M.

The separation phase of the mentoring process was reflected upon by the mentors. Al-
though the mentoring programme followed a formal pattern with a common initiation meet-
ing, a midpoint meeting and a final meeting during nine months period, a more structured 
process was called for. According to the mentors, the themes in the mentoring meetings could 
have been specified by the mentoring programme: “It would help to realize and emphasize the 
themes which are relevant for the mentoring process,” 1M1M. Additionally, the evolvement of trust 
in the mentoring relationship could be facilitated: “For example, after the first meeting, the facil-
itator (formal mentoring organiser) should have a brief discussion about how the mentor-actor rela-
tionship has been started and how it feels...,” 8M5M. Additionally, the mentors could have been 
introduced to one another more properly: “I recognized some colleague mentors from the publicity 
material but I did not know them earlier,” 7M4N.

Even though there had been some challenges in the group mentoring, one of the mentors 
felt that that one of the actors who dropped out may have gained insights anyway. This mentor 
noted: “…an actor said something that I (secretly) smiled at myself and thought ‘the actor got it’: the 
actor seemed to learn that people might think so differently from my own thinking,” 2M1N. All in all, 
mentoring was seen as beneficial for the students: “I think all students should have possibility to 
participate in mentoring,” 1M1M.

The summary of the main findings is shown in Table 3. In Table 3 it is shown how ability, 
benevolence, and integrity are the drivers for trust in the mentoring process.
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Table 3. Summary of the findings: ability, benevolence, and integrity as drivers for trust in the mentoring process 

Evolvement of 
trust

Ability
Skills, competen-
cies, and characte-
ristics of a mentor

Benevolence
Good will, empathy, 
attachment of a 
mentor towards an 
actor

Integrity
Reliability, fairness, 
justice, and consis-
tency of a mentor

Distrust
Factors hindering 
trust in the mento-
ring relationship

Mentoring phase

Initiation
The mentoring re-
lationship is started 
by gathering the 
mentors and actors 
together

1. Share expertise 
in business
2. Gain insights 
from the young 
generation

1. To do good, help 
2. Reciprocal: 
energy from 
actors  
3. Relatedness: 
remembering own 
experiences as a 
student

1. Reliability 

Critical event Reciprocal: sharing 
knowledge and 
learning

Reciprocal: sharing 
good and getting 
good energy. Relat-
edness: empathy

1. Reliability: 
-investing time 
in the mentoring 
process 
-presence in the 
encounters 
-commitment

Cultivation
The mentoring re-
lationship is active, 
and the range of 
functions provided 
expands to the 
maximum between 
the mentor and 
actor

1.socioemotional 
communication
2.supporting 
self-esteem of an 
actor
3.interaction
Mentors raising the 
actors’ awareness 
of career possibi-
lities, self-esteem, 
and courage

1. Empathy, po-
sitivity 
2. Open communi-
cation and trust

1. Authenticity 
2. Presence: no 
power-relations 
3. Honesty and 
humbleness: the 
mentor did not 
‘show off’ (with their 
own achievements) 
4. Listening and 
sharing things:  
without ‘know-it-all’ 
actions
5. Hearing the ac-
tor; actor learning 
about different 
ways of thinking
6. Confidentiality

Integrity:
The mentors’ and 
actors’ lack of 
investment and 
commitment in 
mentoring relation-
ship

Challenges in 
group mentoring:
-different phases of 
the studies of the 
actors
- overly different 
personalities of the 
actors

Critical event Mentors perceive 
the actors’ novel 
way of thinking, 
self-esteem, and 
courage. The 
mentor’s and 
actor’s matching 
chemistry and 
commitment enact 
interaction and 
communication, 
which build trust

Relaxed atmos-
phere building 
trust in mentoring 
relationship

Listening and 
hearing; gives 
courage to actor to 
follow the own way.
-‘At first you keep 
yourself hidden 
until there is trust’
-mentor share 
things about one-
self in order trust to 
develop

Relating to group 
mentoring:
Finding a balance 
between respect 
and justice

Relating to mento-
ring program:
More structured 
procedure; ap-
pointed themes 
during mentoring 
discussions, 
facilitating the 
initiation of mento-
ring relationship, 
introducing mentors 
to each other more 
properly
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Separation
The established na-
ture of the mento-
ring relationship is 
substantially altered 
as the mentoring 
programme ends

1.The mentors de-
veloped guidance 
and leadership 
abilities 
2. The mentors 
gained courage 
to make their own 
career changes 
3. The mentors 
gained insights 
from young actors’ 
ideas and values 
4. Impact in the 
local area

1. Faith in the fu-
ture employees 
2. To leave good 
behind 
3. Meaningful 
activity

1. Commitment 
2. Liking 3. Finetu-
ning the mentoring 
process

Critical event The mentors gain 
insights and make 
career changes

Visibility for bu-
siness skills and 
competencies in 
the local area

Redefinition
The mentoring 
relationship evolves 
into a new form that 
is significantly diffe-
rent from the past, 
or the relationship 
ends entirely

1. The relationship 
ends if there are no 
personal life conne-
ctions, or desires to 
socialize 
2. The relationship 
continues if there 
is interest in the 
future career 
development of the 
actors

Critical event The mentoring 
relationship ends: 
-natural social 
interaction was 
not involved in the 
mentoring relation-
ship
-The mentoring 
relationship evolves 
into a new form: 
friendship

6. Conclusions & Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine how trust evolves from the mentor’s perspective in the 
mentoring process. The findings indicate that mentors’ competences of listening and hearing, 
socioemotional communication skills with benevolence, and actions demonstrating integrity 
are the drivers for the leap of faith. Consequently, there is a basis for trust to evolve during 
the mentoring relationship. Moreover, it seems that trust in mentoring relationships is based 
on affection-based trust rather than cognition-based trust (McAllister, 1995; Lewis & Weigert, 
1985), since the mentors are concerned for the actors’ welfare and future success in their ca-
reers and lives. Affective-based trust is manifested in the mentor’s narrative of benevolence 
which cross-sections all phases of the mentoring process.

This study contributes to the previous literature (Jacobi, 1991; Schlee 2000; Higgins & 
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Kram, 2001; McDonald et al., 2007; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Wang et al., 2010) by revealing how trust 
evolves in the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective, and how critical events occur 
when mentoring business students in an academic environment. The findings reveal that at 
the initiation of the mentoring process trust evolves based on the mentor’s seniority and exper-
tise, so the findings are in line with the previous literature (e.g., Noe, 1988; Kram, 1983; Chao, 
1998; Wang et al., 2010). 

The findings contribute to mentoring literature (e.g., Manderstedt et al., 2022) about 
knowledge exchange in mentoring relationship by emphasizing that in addition to sharing 
knowledge the mentors’ gained insights from the current young generations’ ideas and their 
expectations of working life. Besides this, the findings indicate how mentor developed trust 
during the mentoring process to make a leap of faith for oneself and make one’s own career 
changes.

The study contributes to the trust literature on mentoring and to empirical trust research 
applying qualitative methods with a process view on several ways. First, by acknowledging the 
process nature of trust, the findings show how the ability to listen and hear are the drivers 
for a leap of faith and for trust to evolve during the mentoring relationship. Even though the 
relationships are to a degree somewhat forced in the formal mentoring programme, the men-
tors felt a sense of relatedness to the actors in two ways: through their own experiences in the 
pre-career phase, and through their own children. From the mentors’ perspective, mentoring 
was seen as an opportunity to make work life better in that sense. Additionally, the mentors 
perceived that this relatedness gave them the ability to communicate with the actors better. 
Based on the findings it seems that for trust to develop it is critical that the mentor is commit-
ted and willing to sacrifice their time in their encounters with an actor. The findings show how 
doing good, engaging in self-reflection and relatedness are the drivers for trust to develop at 
the initiation the mentoring process from the mentor’s perspective.

Second, findings indicate that socioemotional communication embodying benevolence is 
one of the drivers for trust to evolve during the mentoring relationship. The socioemotional 
communication skills of the mentor come into play for ‘a leap of faith’ and engaging in proper 
conversation with the actor who could perceive a safe space in which to open up. Based on the 
findings in this study, the senses of empathy and positivity are critical in order to build a good 
atmosphere in the mentoring relationship to enhance open communication. Additionally, the 
mentors should engage with the actors using their listening and hearing skills without any 
power relations or ‘‘know-it-all’ actions. Findings indicate that the mentoring relationship be-
comes deeper through presence, empathy, authenticity, and confidentiality. 

Straus et al., (2013) argue that failed mentoring relationships are characterized by poor 
communication, lack of commitment, personal differences, perceived (or real) competition, 
conflicts of interest, and the mentor’s lack of experience. Based on our findings in this study, it 
seems that mainly a lack of commitment and mismatched chemistry characterized the failed 
mentoring relationships. To evolve into a friendship, the mentoring relationship was enhanced 
if the mentor was interested in the future career development of the actor.

Thirdly, the findings reveal that that by not mentoring, we are wasting talent and expertise, 
especially concerning the local area business needs. Mentoring enhances the opportunities for 
the students to be employed in the local area because of the university and the business edu-
cation.  The findings contribute to previous literature (e.g., Wright and Wright, 1987; Schlee, 
2000) by emphasizing impact of the mentoring to the local business area. 



NJB Vol. 72 , No. 4 (Winter 2023) Sari-Johanna Karhapää and Mirjami Ikonen

252

6.1. Managerial implications 

This present study contributes to the implementation of formal mentoring programmes by 
business schools. The findings offer actionable knowledge to practitioners on how to man-
age mentoring programmes in higher education contexts. This study brings insights to youth 
mentoring about how to develop training in the mentoring programme to foster trust devel-
opment in mentoring relationships.  The findings are in line with Williamson et al., (2020) 
suggesting training to foster trust development in mentoring relationships. Based on the 
findings of the current study, the evolvement of trust could have been better facilitated in the 
mentoring programme through feedback discussions after the first meetings. Additionally, 
facilitating the interaction between mentors could have benefited the mentoring and better 
enabled the sharing of experiences and good ideas.

Concerning group mentoring, challenges arose if the actors were in different phases of 
their studies. Thus, group mentoring could benefit if the students are in the similar phase in 
their studies. Also, the mentoring programme could have facilitated better interaction by ap-
pointing certain themes to be discussed during the mentoring. All in all, based on the findings, 
the critical factors for trust to develop seem to be a matching chemistry and commitment to 
the mentoring between both parties. 

6.2. Limitations and future research

The research data in this study includes mentoring relationships which have been mainly 
successful. Therefore, trust deterioration, trust breaches and distrust as such are scarcely de-
scribed in the data, even though factors for successful mentoring relationships were discussed. 
Future research could comprise also the actor’s perspectives, for example a study conducted 
with business students’ perspectives included in the mentoring process. Moreover, it would be 
interesting and probably revealing to explore cultural aspects of the mentoring process and 
to compare Western and non-Western cultures, e.g., patterns of communication, and collab-
oration. Nevertheless, further research is required on trust development processes in order to 
better manage mentoring process. 
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