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Abstract: Millennial generation entrepreneurs are showing a higher than average interest in starting new companies. This 

generation is key to economic success in Canada since the millennial generation comprises roughly 25% of the Canadian 

population. Mentors may make the difference between success and failure of these new ventures. This multiple case study 

explored 6 millennial generation small business owners participating in the Futurpreneur Canada mentoring program. Data 

included semistructured interviews with participants of the Futurpreneur mentoring program, experience profiles of these 

participants, and public information about the Futurpreneur program. The analysis of the data demonstrated that mentors 

provided career support by serving in the following roles: (a) advisor for entering new markets, (b) connector to experts, and 

(c) advisor on a business function. Insights from this study may help program designers, entrepreneurs, and mentors work 

together to enable entrepreneurs to develop their organizations and set them on the path to success. 
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1. Introduction 

Entrepreneurs face numerous challenges when starting a 

new business. In Canada, only 63% of new businesses 

survive to the five-year mark while only 43% are still in 

operation after 10 years. [1] Despite these long odds, 

millennial generation entrepreneurs are taking on these 

challenges, but many of these founders lack the experience 

and competencies needed. [2-3] Mentors are one tool small 

business owners can use to navigate these challenges. [4] 

Little research exists on how millennial generation small 

business owners use mentors to improve their business 

performance. A Canadian entrepreneurship program targeting 

millennial generation was studied to explore how the 

successful entrepreneurs in the program used mentors to 

improve performance.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Millennial Generation 

Millennials, those born between 1980 and 2000, are now 

the largest generation in both the United States and Canada. 

[5] The millennial generation includes over 76 million people 

in the United States and 6.9 million in Canada. [6-7] This 

generation is entering the workforce in an unfavorable 

employment environment where unemployment of younger 

adults is twice as great as the remainder of the population 

forcing over 25% of this generation to work in jobs they are 

overqualified for. [1, 8] 

The poor employment environment, coupled with what 

millennials desire from employment, is making 

entrepreneurship an attractive option for this generation. 

Buzza explored what millennials want from the workplace 

and found millennials were significantly more attracted to 

jobs offering work-life balance and job advancement was not 

a significant attractor. [9] Ferri-Reed found millennials 

require continuous feedback to understand how they are 

performing. [10] Additionally, Gursoy et al. found 

millennials desire work-life balance, good pay and benefits, 

the prospect of rapid career advancement, meaningful work 

experience, and a nurturing work environment. [11] The 

combination of these desired traits with an unfriendly 

employment environment is making entrepreneurship an 
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attractive choice for millennials. Millennials are twice as 

interested in starting businesses as the rest of the population. 

[12] 

2.2. Adult Learning Theory 

Knowles noted that adults learn best when they are 

involved in the design of the learning, have someone 

providing support, and are in control of their learning. [13] 

Adult education programs should recognize adult learners are 

(a) are independent and capable of directing their learning, 

(b) want to apply their new knowledge immediately, (c) have 

a history of experiences that contribute to learning, (d) have 

learning needs that reflect their changing social roles, and (e) 

are intrinsically motivated. Werth and Werth indicated there 

is a generational shift underway in training environments 

around the world suggesting millennials dislike the lecture as 

a mode of instruction, desire a greater integration of 

technology in the classroom, and learn best when the teacher 

performs the role of facilitator rather than lecturer. [14] 

Werth and Werth went further noting a shift away from 

lecture-based learning to more interactive learning such as 

mentoring. [14] Mentoring practices, like other adult 

education methods, are most effective when the mentors 

recognize the characteristics of adult learners. [15] Mentoring 

has become one of the most common forms of professional 

development. [16-17] 

2.3. Entrepreneur Education 

Entrepreneur education programs have expanded 

exponentially over the past two decades. [18] Despite this 

growth, there remain many challenges with teaching this topic. 

Of note is the difficulty in making any single educational 

program relevant to all participants due to the diversity of 

owners and their businesses. Several researchers have found 

evidence that entrepreneurship is teachable. [19-20] Prabhu, et 

al. highlight the importance of entrepreneurial education to 

building confidence and Nabi et al., found entrepreneurship 

education in the first year of higher education develops 

entrepreneurial intentions. [21-22] Smith and Paton posited 

that traditional higher education institutions might not be well 

suited to educate entrepreneurs since course designers structure 

programs around specific silos of knowledge while 

entrepreneurs must think across disciplines and work with 

people with varied areas of expertise. [23] One effective 

alternative to these traditional educational programs may be 

learning on the job as entrepreneurs start their new businesses. 

[24] Cassar supported this alternative by showing experience 

improves an entrepreneur’s ability to evaluate a business 

opportunity, enabling more realistic expectations, and 

increasing the likelihood of survival. [25] 

2.4. Mentoring and Mentoring Functions 

Understanding how adults learn may assist with the 

transfer of knowledge from mentor to protégé. A mentor is 

characterized by altruism, expertise, patience, and 

experience. [26] Leveraging these characteristics, the 

mentors educate through a variety of roles. [27] Mentoring, 

in the entrepreneurship context, enables novice entrepreneurs 

to learn as they operate. [28] Mentoring can lead to better 

business performance. [4, 29] Yusuf examined the 

effectiveness of support to new businesses and found outside 

assistance improved the chances of a start-up successfully 

transitioning to an operating firm. [30] Futurpreneur Canada 

offers a mentoring program, in line with these findings, by 

providing mentors who provide on the job support to 

entrepreneurs while they run their businesses. [31] 

Mentors can provide three types of support to protégés: 

psychosocial support, career support, and role modeling. [32] 

St-Jean found the career mentoring function is the most 

significant regarding stimulating learning by the 

entrepreneur. [33] Career support mentoring functions are the 

most objective outcomes and include coaching, sponsorship, 

exposure, and protection. [34] McKevitt and Marshall noted 

that mentoring career support often manifests as teaching 

firm-specific knowledge such as legal, marketing, or business 

planning. [34] Terjesen and Sullivan demonstrated mentoring 

career functions eased the transition between corporate 

employment and the entrepreneurial life that, in turn, 

improved the chances of new business success. [35] 

Colakoglu and Gokus noted that new entrants want to make a 

real contribution and career functions provided by mentors 

can create opportunities for advancement. [36] 

3. Method 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore 

how successful, millennial generation entrepreneurs used 

mentors to enhance company performance. The qualitative 

method was appropriate for this study since the task was to 

explore mentorship by engaging with individuals who 

experienced a mentoring relationship while they started a 

company. This method allowed participants to describe their 

experiences in sufficient detail to reveal themes that should 

provide insight into the research question.  

A holistic, multiple case study design was implemented to 

explore the topic of how Canadian small business owners use 

mentors. Each small business owner represented a case 

within the broader context of the Futurpreneur mentoring 

program. A single case study is analogous to a single 

experiment, and whenever possible, researchers should use a 

multiple case study design. The study sample consisted of six 

Canadian millennial generation business owners identified as 

success stories by Futurpreneur Canada. Futurpreneur 

Canada is a not-for-profit organization that provides 

financing, mentoring, and support tools to small business 

owners aged 19-39. Futurpreneur Canada exists to improve 

the performance of small businesses, and the organization 

offers a mentoring program to support small business 

owners. [31] Futurpreneur Canada lends money to young 

entrepreneurs starting new businesses and assigns a business 

mentor to guide the entrepreneur through the first two years 

of running the business.  

Following the case study protocol, data was collected from 
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three different sources: the Futurpreneur Canada mentoring 

documents, the success story experience summaries, and 

semistructured interviews. We reviewed Futurpreneur 

Canada annual reports, the mentoring program description, 

and other documents authored by employees at Futurpreneur 

Canada. The interviews were conducted using the video 

conferencing software Skype and FaceTime. Deakin and 

Wakefield found potential interviewees often stated they did 

not have time to conduct a face-to-face interview, but when 

offered an online option, they were willing to participate. 

[37] A Skype interaction provides similar access to social and 

non-verbal cues as an onsite exchange. [38] Online 

interviews were of particular value to this study since the 

participants are busy entrepreneurs with unpredictable 

schedules and located in cities across Canada. Using online 

tools allowed adjustment to the entrepreneurs’ schedules, 

accommodating such challenges as different time zones. 

Once the data was collected, a thematic analysis of the 

codes from each case was performed. These themes enabled 

an interpretation of the data and a contrasting of the findings 

between cases and to existing literature. These themes were 

compared to past research on the topics of the millennial 

generation, entrepreneur education, and mentoring. The 

interpretations were shared with the participants, providing 

them an opportunity to comment on these interpretations and 

provide feedback being careful to rely on our interpretation 

of the data for conclusions. This member checking process 

improves the validity of the findings by improving the 

accuracy of the interpretations. [39] 

4. Results 

Based on the multiple sources of data used in this case 

study, it was identified that these mentors provided three 

career functions to their protégés. The career roles that 

emerged were (a) advisor for entering new markets, (b) 

connector to experts, and (c) advisor on a business function.  

4.1. Advisor for Entering New Markets 

The entrepreneurs used mentors to help connect them with 

members of the mentor’s generation. In some cases, this 

meant the younger entrepreneur was using the older mentor 

to connect with the older generation while in other cases the 

mentor and the entrepreneur were of the same generation. In 

either of these cases, the entrepreneur leveraged the mentor’s 

understanding of the generation to allow the entrepreneur to 

sell goods and services to this group. For example, 

Participant 4’s mentor provided insight into the baby boomer 

generation who were the decision makers in the corporate 

market Participant 4 was attempting to penetrate. Through 

recommendations and introductions, Participant 4’s mentor 

held open the door to his mentee as they entered a new 

market. Participant 4’s experience was an example of a 

mentor/mentee relationship where the difference in 

generations was helpful. There were also examples where 

both parties were of the same generation, but the outcome of 

having the mentor as a valuable connection to a particular 

demographic proved valuable. Futurpreneur staff introduced 

Participant 2 to a potential mentor who was much older. 

Participant 2 decided this was not a good fit because his 

target market included younger people. Eventually, he found 

a mentor who, in his words “knew how to bring a hip new 

product into the city” citing the importance that his mentor 

understood the demographic the entrepreneur was targeting. 

Participant 2 added to this perspective in his experience 

profile where he stated, “Having a female perspective was 

constantly refreshing.” This perspective, which was different 

from his, provided insight into his market. Having a 

perspective that differs from the entrepreneur’s perspective 

can offer insight into new markets. 

Through Participant 1’s responses to the interview 

questions, she indicated having a mentor who could connect 

her to new markets was important. She described an instance 

where her mentor, who is part of a market she was trying to 

penetrate, visited her business and noticed several gaps in the 

experience for people like him. The entrepreneur adapted the 

business offering based on these recommendations and her 

sales improved. This positive outcome was a result of her 

mentor offering advice on how to attract people like himself. 

Similarly, Participant 5 found peer mentors were able to 

provide valuable feedback. He attributed this valuable 

feedback to the fact they are in his demographic, which is 

also his target market. Sometimes an entrepreneur can be too 

close to the product or service to see different ways to 

perceive different aspects of their target market. Having a 

mentor who can see things differently may enable the 

entrepreneur to tap into new markets.  

4.2. Connector to Experts 

While a mentor may not always be much older than the 

entrepreneur, the mentor must be more experienced than the 

mentor to bring credibility and value to the relationship. One 

way mentors exhibited their experience was through their 

vast network of connections. Most of the entrepreneurs used 

their mentors to make valuable connections in the 

community. Participant 6 described this when she said her 

mentor seemed to, “Know everyone in the business 

community.” She explained how her mentor seemed to 

introduce her, “To his team of advisors” and he gave her 

access to them whenever she required their help. She felt this 

gave her many tools she would not have had without her 

mentor. Participant 1 indicated her mentor had, “A lot of 

connections so if he does not know how to handle an issue he 

will connect me with someone who does.” Participant 2 

cited, “The biggest impact, without a doubt, was her 

connections with people… the individuals she connected us 

to made the biggest difference.” He stated his mentor was 

very popular in their operating area, and the mentor 

introduced him to many valuable people during the early 

stages of his company. He felt his mentor was very good at 

introducing him to people through email. The mentor would 

often know people who could use the product and use email 

to make the connection. Participant 4’s mentor made 

connections similarly. She stated her mentor would, “Send 
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out an email that he copies me on introducing what we do 

and then it is up to me to connect with the person and it is 

expected that I will connect, bring them some samples to see 

what they think.” 

This theme surrounding the connector to experts can be 

further refined into two strategies. The first was evident when 

the entrepreneur used the mentor’s connections to provide 

advice and the second where the mentor leveraged their 

connections to drive business towards the entrepreneur. 

Participant 6 used her mentor to connect with individuals 

who could help her navigate through challenges related to 

running her business. Alternatively, Participant 2 and 

Participant 4 used their mentors to connect them to new 

customers. The overall strategy is to leverage the mentor’s 

network, but these are two distinct uses of the network. This 

strategy is evident in the material provided on the 

Futurpreneur website. The website indicated one of the 

benefits entrepreneurs should expect from having a mentor is 

to enhance their business network. [31] A non-participant 

entrepreneur profiled on the Futurpreneur website indicated 

his “mentor brings not only strong business acumen, wisdom, 

and experience, but also connections and success from his 

own business.” [31] Entrepreneurs can readily gain 

connections to experts through the establishment of a 

mentoring relationship. 

4.3. Advisor on a Business Function 

Several of the mentors provided their protégés with advice 

on specific business functions. For Participants 2, 3 and 4, 

the mentor performed the role an employee or consultant 

might otherwise. The mentors provided specific advice on 

marketing tactics and the development of a comprehensive 

marketing plan. In each of these cases, the fact the mentor 

had marketing experience was what drew the entrepreneur to 

the mentor in the first place. For Participant 2 this worked 

very well since his mentor, as he stated, “Forced us to make a 

one-year marketing plan.” The mentor augmented this by 

prompting questions like how Participant 2 plans to thank 

customers. Participant 3 indicated her mentor, “has way more 

experience than I do in marketing.” She noted her mentor 

reviewed her marketing plan and made suggestions for the 

use of social media. In her experience summary, Participant 3 

stated her mentor was instrumental in helping her create a 

brand for her business.  

Similar to Participants 2 and 3, Participant 4 

acknowledged she needed help in marketing and sales and 

sought a mentor who could advise in these areas. 

Futurpreneur matched her with a sales professional who was 

not an entrepreneur. This mentor taught the mentee sales 

techniques by modeling the techniques. He followed this by 

encouraging Participant 4 to try the techniques on real clients 

while he supervised and provided feedback following the 

exercise. Through this hands-on training, this mentor taught 

Participant 4 how to be a better salesperson. In addition to 

this training, Participant 4’s mentor recommended different 

marketing initiatives that, as Participant 4 describes, “Have 

become core parts of our business.” 

According to other stories highlighted on the Futurpreneur 

website, marketing advice is a popular benefit received from 

mentors. One entrepreneur highlighted on the Futurpreneur 

website stated their mentor’s “Marketing background was a 

critical part of meeting our goal.” [31] Participant 6 used her 

mentor for a different business function. She relied on her 

mentor to provide financial advice due to his background as 

an accountant. She described her mentor as her “financial 

strategist,” indicating he played the role of the finance 

department for her company. 

In each of these cases, the entrepreneurs used their mentor 

to make up for a deficiency in a specific business function. 

By selecting a mentor with a particular skill set, these 

entrepreneurs were able to strengthen their corporate 

knowledge and make better business decisions. They were 

able to achieve this improved capacity without paying for 

expensive advice in these critical business functions. The 

participants’ experiences show using a mentor to play a 

specific role is a cost-effective way to improve the 

performance of a new company. 

5. Discussion 

The benefit of providing new connections and expanding a 

mentee’s network is widely covered in the literature. [4, 40] 

However, we did not uncover any discussion of mentees 

using their mentors to connect with the mentor’s generation. 

Using mentors as a connection to a new market seems 

natural. The fact the participants used their mentors to 

connect to a new market supports the premise of social 

penetration theory where relationships that offer more 

benefits than costs are more likely to continue. [41] In these 

cases, the mentee is benefiting by leveraging the mentor’s 

knowledge of the mentor’s generation to market to this 

group. 

Existing literature supports the notion the participants in 

this study had about the valuable connections they made 

because of their mentor. Connections are part of creating a 

successful business and having a well-connected mentor is a 

shortcut to building a strong network. [42] Allen and Poteet 

found researchers present exposing a mentee to a new 

network as a career function of mentoring. [43] When Smith 

and Beasley studied how mentors can help entrepreneurs 

overcome obstacles, they found providing the entrepreneur 

with access to specialist advice through their networks was 

helpful. [40] The interviews with the participants validated 

these findings and supported the notion new entrepreneurs 

should seek to leverage the networks of their mentors to 

improve their chances of success. 

Based on existing literature, mentors provide specific 

business advice. Some of the entrepreneurs relied heavily on 

their mentors for specific information and guidance that 

would otherwise be costly to obtain through hiring 

employees or paying consultants. Having a mentor provide 

specific advice is a beneficial outcome for new entrepreneurs 

who are, based on their novice status, likely to have many 

gaps in their knowledge. 
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The experiences of the entrepreneurs studied in this 

multiple case study support Knowles’ adult learning theory. 

[13] Smith and Beasley found that new entrepreneurs often 

lack general business skills and specialist knowledge. [40] 

Knowles recognized that adult learners are independent and 

are capable of directing their own learning. Creating an open 

forum to ask questions and seek advice capitalizes on the 

mentees’ intrinsic motivation, which was another tenet of 

Knowles’ (1973) adult learning theory. Through the career 

functions identified in this study, participants’ mentors 

augmented shortages that the entrepreneurs had. Similar to 

the participants of past studies, the participants in this study 

indicated they benefited from the mentoring relationship. [33, 

44]. 

6. Recommendations for Further 

Research 

This group of participants described their mentoring 

experiences while their businesses operated successfully. Not 

all of the mentoring relationships were successful, but the 

businesses were. Researchers could conduct a similar case 

study using participants who were not successful. These 

participants might provide additional recommendations for 

how entrepreneurs can use mentors to succeed by 

highlighting what their mentors did or did not do. These 

findings would contribute to building the body of knowledge 

around mentoring entrepreneurs. 

The participants in this study began their entrepreneurial 

journey with the help of Futurpreneur. Futurpreneur was 

responsible for coordinating the mentoring relationship in the 

early stages. Researchers should consider exploring the 

mentoring experiences of entrepreneurs who worked with 

different organizations. In a multiple case study design, the 

researchers could compare the outcomes of the different 

programs to expose the critical aspects of such programs. 

Future researchers might also want to study those 

entrepreneurs who have chosen not to pursue a mentoring 

relationship. 

One theme that emerged during our analysis was 

entrepreneurs benefited from insight into their mentor’s 

demographic. For some of the entrepreneurs, this proved 

critical to their success, as the mentor was able to make 

important connections and advise on the best way to 

penetrate a market. Researchers should consider exploring 

the role this characteristic plays in entrepreneurial mentoring 

experiences. Researchers might explore the question: how 

much economic benefit do entrepreneurs experience when 

the mentor is part of the target market? Researchers could 

also examine the question: what percentage of mentoring 

relationships succeed when the mentor is not part of the 

target demographic? Based on the responses of the 

participants and the lack of research in this area, this could be 

a valuable contribution to entrepreneurial mentoring 

literature. 

Finally, the specific nature of this case study limited the 

generalizability of the findings. The design requires the 

reader to assess the generalizability of the findings. 

Researchers could carry out a study of the mentoring 

experiences of millennial generation entrepreneurs using a 

more generalizable design. This could produce findings that 

have a broader impact than those found here.  

7. Conclusions 

The three career functions identified in this case study may 

help new small business owners determine what they should 

expect from their mentor. This may also assist entrepreneurs 

in evaluating what capabilities and experience they should 

look for in a mentor. Rather than just meeting with a mentor 

without expectations, new entrepreneurs can refer to these 

findings to establish what their mentor can do for them as 

they build their new business. This may require new 

entrepreneurs to realistically assess their capabilities and note 

their weaknesses so that they can use a mentor to augment 

those identified weaknesses. 

These findings are also relevant to those developing 

mentoring programs for millennial generation entrepreneurs 

and entrepreneurs in general. By identifying the roles 

mentors play, designers can advise mentors on how to work 

with their mentees. The program designers can develop 

training programs that help mentors be effective in their roles 

and to look for opportunities to assist their mentors. 

Mentoring organizations, like Futurpreneur, should advise the 

entrepreneur of the roles their mentor could play in their 

success. Mentoring organizations should incorporate these 

lessons into training programs for entrepreneurs and mentors. 

Mentors should seek out further education to become more 

proficient in these roles. 

These findings are relevant to the practice of mentoring. 

Mentors may use these roles as a guide for becoming better 

in their role. For example, they might invest in learning more 

about how to write an effective introduction email to improve 

the value they offer to the mentee. Further, they might better 

see how their experience can augment that of their mentee 

and offer specific guidance on a business function. 

Educating entrepreneurs is a complex and ever-changing 

challenge that will require continuous adaptation and 

improvement to improve the performance of new 

entrepreneurs and the firms they create. These findings 

contribute to refining the educational offering to 

entrepreneurs by highlighting successful entrepreneurs and 

uncovering their reflections regarding mentoring 

relationships. The findings in this study have the potential to 

pay significant dividends far into the future if millennial 

generation entrepreneurs, program designers, and mentors 

can learn from the findings. 

Mentoring organizations such as Futurpreneur Canada can 

apply these findings to their program development and 

delivery methods. As entrepreneurs and mentoring 

organizations improve their relationship, their increased 

performance should improve the performance of new 

businesses and increase the otherwise poor success rate. 
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Stronger, more innovative companies will build healthier 

communities and enable entrepreneurs to contribute to 

solving problems. 
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