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ABSTRACT… Objective: To explore perceptions and experiences of undergraduate medical mentees and mentors on 
online mentoring sessions during COVID-19. Study Design: Qualitative study. Setting: A Private Medical College in Karachi, 
Pakistan. Period: January 2021-May 2021. Material & Methods: A qualitative study was designed using phenomenological 
approach and constructivist relativist paradigms. Maximum variation purposeful sampling technique was chosen to involve 
variety of participants from given population. Unstructured individual interviews and four focus group discussions were done. 
Content analysis was done for analysis of collected data. Results: Most mentors supported online mentoring. However the 
mentees opinion was different from mentors as most of them were not in favor of online mentoring sessions. Some mentees 
praised blended education since it removed some of the traditional teaching barriers. Mentors have common experience 
that face-to-face mentoring allows them to inspire mentees and have expressive and meaningful connections with them. 
Conclusion: Face-to face mentoring provides better opportunities to connect during mentoring sessions however blended, 
online and on campus mentoring sessions can be provided in emergency situations as COVID-19 crisis.

Key words: Online Mentoring, Medical Students, (COVID-19) Pandemic.

1. Master in Medical Education, Lecturer Medical Education, BUMDC-Karachi.
2. M.Phil, Professor Pharmacology/ Medical Education, BUMDC-Karachi.

Correspondence Address:
Dr. Khadija Farrukh
Department of Medical Education
BUMDC-Karachi.
khadijafarrukh2010@hotmail.com

Article received on:  13/05/2022
Accepted for publication:   04/07/2022

INTRODUCTION
An uncertain situation was caused due to 
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 
which disrupted medical education in Pakistan.1 
Government of Pakistan as directed by NCOC 
announced converting to digital format using 
online teaching strategies to all medical colleges 
of Pakistan in March 2020. Faculty and students 
both were affected by this modification of the 
learning environment from face-to-face to online 
teaching and also uncertainty caused by COVID-19 
situation.2 Many studies were conducted 
reporting a high prevalence of mental health 
symptoms among health care workers, medical 
teachers and students exposed to COVID-19.3 
Prevalence of mental stress was common among 
medical students, even in the absence COVID-19 
especially in those with low social support.4,5 
Social support for students was need of the 
hour, since structured mentoring programs may 

help resolve student issues, our institute medical 
and dental College offers a general mentoring 
program to all medical and dental students. Due 
to the pandemic, the mentoring program was 
transitioned into digital mentoring offered to first 
and second-year medical students only as the 
college environment was new for them and they 
were facing many challenges due to COVID-19.6,7,8 

Literature research showed only few studies 
exploring experiences of mentors and mentees 
and these studies employed quantitative design 
using questionnaire, so qualitative research was 
required for in-depth exploration of experiences 
and perceptions of mentors and mentees during 
COVID-19 situation.

An online mentoring program was started at our 
medical college from April 2020 as per already 
circulated memorandum to dedicated mentors. 
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Microsoft teams was used to take online 
mentoring sessions which included whole class 
of 150 students divided in ten groups facilitated 
by ten mentors each session was planned for 
time duration of 60 min. After 1 year of program, 
perceptions and experiences of first and second 
year students and mentors were explored using 
semi-structured interviews and focus group 
discussions. 

MATERIAL & METHODS
A qualitative design using phenomenological 
approach was conducted using individual semi-
structured interviews of participants and focus 
group discussions on basis of lived experiences. 
Focus groups facilitate the co-construction of in-
depth knowledge of multiple realities on research 
topic by mutual discussions among participants. 
Participants were selected by maximum variation 
purposive sampling technique, it implies 
choosing variety of participants from given 
population aligned with aim of research study. 
Five-high academic achievers five local residents 
of Karachi five residents of cities of Pakistan 
other than Karachi five low academic achievers, 
so total of twenty mentees from first and second 
year MBBS students who took online mentoring 
sessions were included. Exclusion criteria were 
first and second year students who were absent 
in online mentoring session third, fourth and final 
year students. Five mentors were selected using 
random purposive sampling. Group interactions 
during focus groups are often used to understand 
the factors which influence participants’ attitudes, 
actions, experiences and multiple perceptions. 
The questions designed were open-ended and 
the facilitator encouraged exploration of topics 
through follow-up questions or probes until no new 
information was expressed. Interviews and focus 
groups were audio-recorded and transcribed. 
Transcripts and coding were shared with 
participants to confirm results to follow strategy 
of member check. Minimal encouragement 
technique was used during interviews with 
prompt short responses by researcher to show 
maximum attention while listening to participant 
experiences. Twenty mentees and five mentors 
were included using maximum variation sampling 
technique these students and mentors then 

participated in individual interviews and four 
focus group discussions. Individual interviews 
and focus group were audio-recorded and 
transcribed by researcher triangulation as well as 
member check methods were used for creating 
credibility of data collected.

RESULTS

Experiences of Mentors

Technical issues and dearth of mentor and 
mentee connection
Mentors have common perception that face-to-
face mentoring allows them to inspire mentees 
and have expressive and meaningful connections 
with them. 

“When you are taking face-to face session you 
can understand mentees better as mentors are 
observing non-verbal communication and you 
feel special connection”

“Once as I started mentoring session my computer 
stopped working it was quite distressing as it took 
me twenty minutes to switch to other device and 
half of time of session was already gone”

They also agreed that direct learning provides 
a good environment for mentors and mentees. 
However, mentees living rural areas may not have 
equal opportunities to access technology and 
may experience technical issues.

“I had one mentee from Gilgit-Baltistan who 
faced connectivity issues in almost all mentoring 
session and he was very keen to attend mentoring 
session though…”

Mentors agreed that face-to-face mentoring 
sessions provides a better chance for personal 
professional development through enhanced 
team-work. Counseling skills are best delivered 
during face-to-face sessions. Mentors 
consistently mentioned the benefits derived from 
participating in this online program but they also 
highlighted importance of on campus mentoring 
sessions. The benefits mentioned were creation 
of a supportive mentoring group, opportunity 
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to exchange ideas and experiences; increased 
relevant knowledge and skills on stress coping 
mechanisms.

Creation of a supportive group
The satisfaction and sense of being connected 
to supportive mentoring group and opportunity 
for networking offered by the program was a 
noticeable theme across all focus groups.

“I felt honored when they appointed me as 
an online mentor although we are engaged in 
informal mentoring with students most of the time 
but during COVID-19 situation students need 
more structured program to cope the prevailing 
situation”

An opportunity to become a member of a 
supportive mentoring group remained a 
meaningful aspect of mentor’s experiences. 
Indeed, most mentors reported that they would 
like to create a more permanent relationship 
with mentees and continue collaboration. The 
presence of supportive faculty mentor emerged 
as an important component of the mentoring 
session. 

Opportunity to exchange ideas and experiences
Mentors identified the unique problems, ideas and 
experiences which different mentees conveyed 
during online mentoring program as a significant 
benefit for all mentees in session. Participants 
recognized that the program provided a platform 
for sharing ideas from across a wide range of 
resource levels, cultures, and settings.

“Listening to different types of ideas and 
experiences during mentoring sessions help all 
participant to learn”

Increased knowledge and skills on stress 
coping mechanism
Participants appreciated the importance of getting 
aware of knowledge and skills on stress copying 
mechanism, relevant to medical education. Self-
identification of stressors by mentees during 
online teaching in COVID-19 situation helped 
then to apply specific coping strategy.
“During initial mentoring session I use to identify 

mentees stressors and suggest specific coping 
mechanism but after few sessions’ mentees 
started self-identification of stressor”

Beyond the benefits of the knowledge itself, 
participants noted reductions in stress as mentors 
provided them with skills to better cope with their 
academic as well as personal requirements. 

Experiences of Mentees

Time management 
The difficulty of managing time constraints and 
balancing hectic online schedules to attend 
classes were noted as common challenges 
across the focus groups. Missing session leads 
to extra stress,

“Those days were certainly critical, and I couldn’t 
make it on time for the mentoring sessions. It was 
difficult for me to manage. Then you would feel 
bad that you are late or absent. That would stress 
you further because you missed out. That reminds 
me of the session where we were supposed to 
discuss interactively and I slept!”

Technical issues
This includes all essential technical elements, 
such as internet connectivity and the use of 
online tools. Participants listed many technical 
issues which they faced during online sessions, 
as mentioned in the following statements:

“Slow internet connectivity during online session, 
was one of the issue, most of our mentors have 
no experience in delivering online mentoring 
sessions. There was wastage of time every day 
because of technical problems.”

“I lived in Gilgit and use to face frequent 
disconnections.”

“Mentors sound problem like microphone got 
muted and mentor is continuing discussion and 
sound lagging due to technical error makes 
whole point useless”
Preferred Face-to face mentoring sessions
Most mentees and mentors preferred face-to face 
mentoring session as they are more engaging 
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and better at non-verbal communication which is 
merely possible during online sessions.

“Communication with mentor is difficult without 
facial expressions”

“My family doesn’t understand that I need privacy 
during mentoring sessions, most of the time it’s 
difficult for me to find suitable place at home to sit 
and take session”

“Once during my online mentoring session, 
I turned and saw my sister listening to all my 
conversation and it was so awkward”

“I felt better after most of mentoring session 
it’s good to exchange experiences with fellow 
mentees”

“Best part of online teaching were recorded 
lectures but in mentoring session there were no 
recording so we have to attend”

“Online mentoring sessions kept on interrupting, 
so focus was lost!” 

Suggestions for the future preferences
Mentees gave mixed response on preference of 
online mentoring sessions in future with or without 
out COVID-19 situation. Majority of mentees 
preferred on-campus mentoring sessions.

“On-campus sessions creates better connectivity 
with mentors”

Some students preferred online mentoring 
session experience, mostly those mentees who 
are not resident of Karachi. Its convenient for 
them to take online mentoring sessions from 
residence.

“I prefer to have few online mentoring sessions in 
future too, along with on-campus sessions.”

Mentees also note that the mentors became 
a trusted teacher and welcoming presence 
encouraging their sustained participation.

DISCUSSION
There was significant impact of COVID-19 on all 
types of social and educational activities, but the 
most affected area was educational systems, 
especially medical education as it is very difficult to 
teach clinical education by online strategies. After 
closure of educational institutes as directed by 
government colleges, universities switch to online 
or blended teaching system. Mentoring program 
was need of the hour especially for first and second 
year medical students who immediately switched 
to online teaching after admission in medical 
college. So this study especially targeted first 
and second year medical students, an equitable 
number of mentees and mentors responded 
to participate in this study on experiences of 
mentees and mentors during online mentoring 
session. Mentees and mentors participated in this 
study to ensure improvement in online mentoring 
session after learning from past experiences. It 
was important to explore mentees experiences 
as students were adapting to COVID-19 situation 
and were under stress. Students adapted to 
online mentoring system quickly as they are more 
technology friendly generation as compared to 
faculty members, this because of fact that they 
are more frequently involved in online social 
media communications.9,10,11,12 This explains their 
quick acceptance to online mentoring sessions 
and better adaptation than mentors. 

Previous studies have reported that hybrid 
learning is becoming more accepted among 
academic communities because it combines 
“the best of both worlds”.13,14,15 However, the 
effectiveness of hybrid learning depends on 
several factors, mainly adequate faculty training 
and institutional support. The primary challenging 
experience revealed by study participant was 
technical issues during online sessions and 
issues related to communication. However, 
mentees and mentors learned over period of time 
the importance of quick and concise feedback for 
better communication in online session. Different 
strategies of mentoring session delivery were 
used to reduce communication gap between 
mentors and mentees but improving technical 
difficulties remained main challenge. Faculty 
members struggled to adapt to online teaching 
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strategies and faced technophobia and pandemic 
related stress. Mentors reported that there is need 
to re-evaluate online mentoring system for better 
online mentoring sessions. Mentors need to learn 
the art of sense of community (SoC) refers to the 
cognitive or emotional connections established 
between physically separated mentees and 
mentors. 

The recent COVID-19 pandemic highlighted 
the need for practical guidelines on (SoC) and 
how to apply it during online medical education 
sessions. Despite these challenges, the online 
mentoring sessions during COVID-19 pandemic 
have had a positive impact on the mentees and 
mentors. Also, most of the study participants 
proposed integrating technical expertise into their 
future online teaching and learning strategies. 
However, integrating the technical skills required 
for online teaching into practice requires 
adequate faculty professional development. Most 
mentors supported online mentoring. However 
the mentees opinion was different from mentors. 
Some mentees praised blended education since 
it removed some of the traditional teaching 
barriers. Mentoring sessions can be scheduled 
and designed to match the requirements of 
mentees. The study has few limitations. We 
conducted the study during the third phase of the 
COVID-19 pandemic at a private institution where 
most students were financially secure and had 
resources needed for online teaching sessions. 
Strength of the study is that limited research 
has been done on experiences of mentor and 
mentees in online mentoring sessions during 
COVID-19 pandemic.

CONCLUSION
Face-to face mentoring provides better 
opportunities to connect during mentoring 
sessions however blended, online and on 
campus mentoring sessions can be provided in 
emergency situations as COVID-19 crisis.
Copyright© 04 July, 2022.
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