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Ethical beauty products retailer The Body Shop has launched a mentoring 
programme that is proving as radical and innovative as the retailer’s founder, 
Dame Anita Roddick, both for mentors and the mentees. Liz Hall reports

body and soul

 T
he ingredients 
behind The Body 
Shop’s success 
include its 
innovative spirit and 

an emphasis on responsibility –  
its founder, the late Dame Anita 
Roddick, was known for her 
radical approach to business. 

 Now part of L’Oréal, a 
mentoring programme launched 
last year by the retailer is also built 
on the pillars of innovation and 
responsibility. Here, it’s about 
encouraging employees to take 
more responsibility for developing 
themselves and facilitating the 
development of others. The 
exceptionally high levels of 
support for mentors mark out the 
programme as somewhat radical. 

International director for 
learning and talent, Sarah Burns, 
who spearheaded the programme, 
believes anyone launching a 
mentoring programme has a 
responsibility to maintain the 
same level of support for mentors 

as is expected in supervision for a 
professional coach.  

The first cohort of mentors and 
mentees went ahead in October 
2012, with a second cohort 
following in early 2013. More than 
20 pairs were trained, matched and 
are now at different stages of their 
mentoring relationships. The two-
day training for mentors and one 
full-day training for mentees was 

mandatory, unlike some internal 
mentoring programmes which do 
not offer mentee training.  

Initially, all mentors gave a 
handwritten welcome letter to their 
mentee, suggesting dates for a first 
meeting – using recycled brightly 
coloured paper and envelopes, in 
true Body Shop style. At the end of 
the training workshop, mentees 
discovered who their mentor 

Make it work

l Think about the context of mentoring and try to approach the programme holistically.  

Consider capability and skill level.

l Think about how to ensure a really top quality programme using the resources 

available. If you can’t get everybody together for a full day or two-day training, what other 

ways can you check in and support your people?

l Consider what your intent is through using a mentoring programme and how/whether 

it differs from coaching, buddying, sponsoring, etc.

l Consider how much responsibility you can, and will, take for supporting your mentors 

or offer ongoing supervision.

l Set up continuing feedback loops with mentees, mentors and maybe line managers or 

HR teams as this will help you make any desired shifts as you go along.

l Don’t be afraid to launch, knowing that nothing is ever perfect!
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Feedback from mentors is that 
they feel valued because of the 
investment in their own 
development as well as gaining 
satisfaction in helping someone 
else develop. One mentor said, 
“Making the commitment to meet 
every month is hugely 
motivational. Having time for 
mentoring allows me to recharge 
my batteries and forces me to 
reflect on good practice. I have 
become a better manager  
because I’m considering how I 
communicate with others. A key 
learning for me is that I am not 
developing people when I am in 
directive mode.”

The mentees have valued the 
openness and honesty of their 
mentoring conversations as well as 
the networking opportunities the 
experience afforded. Taking time to 
build the relationship encouraged 
one mentee to deal with issues head 
on and encouraged them to speak 
up. Through the mentoring 
dialogue, mentees recognised ways 
of having different conversations 
and how to come at situations from 
different angles.

Both mentees and mentors are 
keen to see the programme 
continued.  n

would be by receiving this letter. 
Emily Cosgrove and Sara Hope, 
who have been supporting the 
programme, describe mentees’ 
response as “inspiring and another 
example of The Body Shop’s totally 
unique approach”. One mentee 
said it was “like Christmas”.

An action learning set met six 
times during the nine months of 
the programme. This enabled 
ongoing peer supervision and a 
more structured and formal 
approach to receiving 
feedback on individuals’ 
listening and 
questioning skills. Each 
participant was given 
an attractive reflection 
journal, and mentors 
received a half-day 
booster/review session. 

The company has been keen 
for both mentees and mentors to 
transfer the classic coaching/
mentoring skills of listening, 
questioning, summarising and so 
on, into their wider role as leaders.  

Burns says, “I’m a big believer in 
helping people see that learning is 
happening all the time around 
them – transferring this learning 
and experiencing the change that 
occurs as a result is very powerful.”

One mentor became a facilitator 
for a global cross-functional team. 
She described using her raised 
awareness from the mentoring 
programme to help her navigate 
through difficult conversations, be 
more attuned to what people were 
not saying as well as what they 
were, and enabling other people’s 
thinking through incisive 
questions and time to think. 

A second mentor described  
his coaching approach to  
everyday conversations as  
“free-range mentoring”.

There was an initial 
expectation from many 
mentees that a mentor 
would be taking more of 

a directive sponsorship 
role. However, it was 

clarified that developmental 
mentoring was required.  

“Over time this has been more 
widely embraced by mentees and 
demonstrated through 
recognition that developing 
deeper self-awareness and taking 
ownership and responsibility, can 
be incredibly powerful. This is 
particularly evident when working 
with someone in a more senior 
role,” says Hope. 

One mentee said their 
mentoring experience now 
enables them to “have a better 
understanding about my 
emotions and how to take 
ownership and responsibility of 
my choices and actions”. 

Another mentee shared the 
impact the mentoring has had  
on her own leadership 
development: “I have been able  
to focus on my priorities – 
identifying who I should be 
spending time with. It’s been 
about teaching me that it doesn’t 
all have to be about business.”

Learning points

l Taking an innovative approach can unlock new, energising and exciting ways for both 

mentees and mentors to engage with a mentoring programme from the outset.  

l Maintaining a broader view of how mentoring and coaching sit together supports wider 

leadership development and can have a far-reaching impact.

l Be brave enough to hold a more holistic view about the purpose of a mentoring scheme, 

and trust that developing and supporting people develops and supports business. 

l Investing before kick-off in managing expectations of the type of mentoring on offer, 

and where on the sponsorship–developmental spectrum it sits, helps align mentee and 

mentor expectations.

l Taking time to establish rapport and helping the relationship to grow allows for more 

challenging conversations and ultimately increased mentee confidence.

coachIng the body shop

Top left: Sarah Burns; left (from left): Sara Hope (The Internal 

Coach) and Emily Cosgrove (The Internal Mentor)




