
0

Diversity Driver Downloads 

Feb 2021

Sergio Panday
How to build a virtual mentoring scheme

Prepared by Arushi Bhalla and Florence Hunt



1

Building a virtual mentoring scheme

Sergio Panday

Co-Founder of Roots Inpire

Diversity Driver

With a sudden shift to digital-only interactions in the era of

COVID, the Diversity & Inclusion agenda should not just

stop…now more than ever we need to invest in the personal

development of diverse corporate talent

Roots Inspire (www.rootsinspire.com) is a fully digital mentoring 

platform that connects diverse corporate talent in the UK and 

Netherlands with ethnic minority leaders across industries

15+ years experience in 

corporate banking at a.o.  

ABN AMRO, before founding 

Roots Inspire in 2020

Companies wanting to accelerate the development of their 

ethnically diverse future leaders

Who should apply this Download?

http://www.rootsinspire.com
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Context and case for launching the virtual mentoring platform

Throughout his career, Sergio 

observed a lack of ethnic 

diversity in the senior layers of 

European corporations. When 

the BLM movement spilled 

across the world, he looked for 

a way to contribute while being 

based in Singapore – and 

realised that today’s digital age 

opened up new possibilities.

Together with a friend, he 

started brainstorming on setting 

up a digital platform to support 

ethnic minority corporate 

talent. This idea, through 

iteration, eventually led to the 

birth of Roots Inspire.

Research shows that ethnic 

minorities tend to focus on the 

hard skills at work – there is 

often an approach to "keep your 

head down, and get the work 

done."1

In reality, soft skills and 

networking are essential for 

career progression, especially 

towards those senior levels.

Underrepresentation in 

companies makes it harder for 

ethnic minorities to establish 

senior support networks, and 

makes it harder for companies 

to retain and nurture talent. 

Sergio and his co-founder

launched Roots Inspire with 3 

specific goals in mind:

• Showcase ethnic minority 

industry leaders

• Nurture up-and-coming 

ethnically diverse talent 

• Increase the numbers of 

ethnic minority leaders in 

senior corporate positions

With 50+ ethnic minority 

industry leaders as Roots 

Inspire’s mentors, the platform 

aims to inspire talent and 

provide them with credible 

feedback for career progression.

Context Case for change Summary

1. https://hbr.org/2018/03/diversity-and-authenticity
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Actions that Diversity Driver took to set up Roots Inspire

Researched extensively Developed blueprint Operationalised blueprint Launch!

Actions

Challenges

• Interviewed ~100 people 

across potential mentees, 

mentors, corporate partners 

and mentoring experts

• Most interviewees belonged 

to the co-founders' network 

or responded to cold LinkedIn 

outreach 

• Understanding of pain points 

in existing mentoring 

programmes and what makes 

successful mentee/mentor 

relationships

• 100 interviews also means a 

100 different views - it is 

important to strike a balance 

between listening to all 

feedback, but also have a 

clear vision yourself

• Tested specific concepts with 

interviewees during research 

phase, including:

– What would incentivise 

mentors to join (e.g., easy 

scheduling, paid vs. not 

paid, opportunities to 

network with other 

mentors)

– What would incentivise 

mentees to join (e.g., 

quality of mentors)

– What would incentivise 

corporates to join (e.g., 

scale of platform)

• Built website incorporating 

feedback from all interviews

• The challenge was to keep it 

simple – this meant that some 

good ideas had to be 

postponed to future 

iterations

• Outsourced the IT 

infrastructure, hired a full-

time employee for the 

operations with co-founders 

spending most of their time 

on business development 

• Recruited mentors out of own 

network and asked for 

referrals to other high quality 

mentors – "referrals are the 

best quality control we could 

have"

• Developed digital mentoring 

programme including 

onboarding e-learning training 

for mentors and mentees

• Working towards a launch 

requires wearing many hats in 

parallel - bringing sufficient 

high-quality mentors on board 

while also refining the platform

• Kicked off with 50+ inspiring 

mentors across industries, 

regions and backgrounds

• Arranged pilot projects with a 

number of first moving 

corporate partners

• Started building a social 

media presence to introduce 

the concept directly to 

ethnically diverse employees 

as well

• To make a meaningful impact 

Roots Inspire is set up for scale 

– the challenge will be to keep 

a high quality standard while 

scaling up
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Actions to apply this Download within your organization

Use digital as an opportunity: 

Consider what you could do 

now with a mentoring scheme 

that wasn't possible before –

tap into schedules of those 

mentors unavailable for in 

person meetings? Connect 

people across countries?

Take time to understand the problem: 

Spend time speaking to those most 

involved in the issue you want to address. 

Understand what would be most 

beneficial, and where the biggest 

challenges are today.

Throughout the process and beyond, make sure your organisation continues to shine a light on ethnic minority leaders 

within your business, providing them with support and opportunities to grow and develop

Don't reinvent the wheel: 

Find out what is already in 

place. Leveraging external 

platforms like Roots Inspire 

can generate high impact in a 

short amount of time. 

Gain buy-in from stakeholders: 

Come at the problem from a position of 

strength. Whether talking to senior execs to 

get buy-in, or recruiting mentees for a 

mentorship program, do not approach it as 

'ethnic minorities need more help' but 

instead as 'this talent is out there, we need 

to find ways to accelerate their 

development' 

Keep listening to the (potential) mentees:

Approach a handful of mentees to 

participate in a pilot programme, listen to 

their feedback and make them the 

champions to roll out the programme 

further in the organisation

Factor in a clear plan for impact 

measurement from the start: 

Focus on shorter-term data as well as more 

macro aims – how can you demonstrate and 

measure success in months rather than 

years? Have this plan in place when getting 

buy-in from senior stakeholders.  
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What does impact look like 
for Roots Inspire?

How to measure impact in 
your organisation

Short-term
• Finalise at least 10 successful pilot 

programmes with corporate partners 

across different industries by end of 2021

• Measurable change in mentees' self-

evaluation of their development

• Being recognised as a quality personal 

development program

Longer-term
• More diversity in senior positions at 

participating corporate partners 

• Reach across multiple markets in NW Europe 

and beyond

• On-board 300 mentors onto platform in 3 

years to fast-track the careers of 1200 

mentees as our future role models!

Self-evaluation is a powerful tool – build this into 

your plan where possible 

Track short-term progress as well as long – core 

outcomes like more ethnic diversity in senior 

leadership positions will take longer to manifest

Promotion statistics can be misleading – when 

captured over short time-horizons the data can be 

unreliable, and doesn’t capture the sustainability of 

building a strong bench for future leadership

Measuring KPIs alone is not enough – hard KPIs are 

a good indication that your organisation is serious, 

but these need to be matched with investing in 

talent and practicle initiatives
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