What research tells us about effective
youth mentoring programs

A WHAT WORKS, WISCONSIN FACT SHEET

BY STEPHEN A. SMALL
University of Wisconsin-Madison/Extension

January 2008

Program Design and Content

€ Frequent contacts between mentors and mentees are important — The strongest effects for
mentoring are found for those who meet an hour or more per week.

€ Mentors need to make a long term commitment to mentoring — Relationships 1 year or
longer are most likely to lead to positive outcomes in youth; progressively fewer positive effects
are found in mentoring relationships that last between 6 and 12 months; negative effects in
youth (e.g., drops in self esteem and perceived school competence) have been found in
relationships that ended within 6 months.

€ Regular participation in structured activities can lead to stronger mentoring relationships
— Mentoring relationships characterized by moderate to high levels of structured activities have
been found to be most successful.

€ Discussion of personal relationships and social issues can lead to closer mentor-youth
relationships and more positive outcomes for youth.

€ Mentors who develop relationships with key persons in the youth’s life, especially
parents, can increase the likelihood of the mentoring relationship having a positive
impact.

Program Relevance

€ Screening academically at-risk students so that mentors can better understand the risks
their mentees face can help target needed academic activities.

@ Activities should be appropriate to the mentee’s age — For instance, younger children enjoy
fun physical activities and rule-based play. However, they may have difficulty articulating the
activities they enjoy so adults may need to help identify them. Teens enjoy activities that let
them interact with their peers and provide opportunities to test out new abilities and take risks.




The success of the mentoring relationship can be increased through careful screening and
matching of the mentor and youth.

Matching by race, culture and ethnicity can be helpful but is not necessary for positive
relationships.

Matching on interests, skills and personality can lead to closer and longer-lasting
relationships.

Youth from higher risk environments have been found to benefit more from mentoring
than youth from lower risk environments or youth whose risk status is a function of a
psychological or behavioral disorder.

Boys and girls have different expectations about the mentoring relationship - Girls do
better in relationship-based mentoring while boys do better in activity-based mentoring.

Program Delivery
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Mentors with backgrounds in helping roles or professions have been found to be more
effective.

For school based mentoring programs, having the support of the school is important -
Mentoring relationships benefit when schools provide program resources such as a place to
meet, liaison staff and access to evaluation.

Strong mentor-youth relationships are key — Such relationships are characterized by
authenticity, empathy, collaboration and companionship.

Well trained mentors are more effective — Factors that have been found to increase mentor
effectiveness include:

An understanding of the developmental issues that their mentee is experiencing.

An understanding of the familial, cultural and community context in which their mentee
lives.

Having realistic expectations about the mentoring process and its outcomes.
Training in relationship building.
Training opportunities that are ongoing, not just at the beginning of the program.

Supervision by program staff increases the duration and success of mentoring
relationships — Supervision may be even more important with cross-age peer mentors than
adult mentors.

Adequate training of program staff can help ensure appropriate supervision and support
of matches and enhance their success.
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Program Assessment and Quality Assurance

€ Poorly implemented programs may not only be ineffective, but can lead to adverse effects
on youth.

€ Programs that adhere to recommended guidelines for effective mentoring practice have
been found to be more effective.

@ There is currently very little research on the effectiveness of cross-age peer mentoring
programs.

References

DuBois, D., Hollaway, B., Valentine, J. & Cooper, H. (2002). Effectiveness of mentoring programs for
youth: A meta-analytical review. American Journal of Community Psychology, 30, 157-197.

DuBois, D. & Karcher, M. (Eds.) (2005). Handbook of youth mentoring. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Hanson, K. (2007). One-to-one mentoring literature review. Philadelphia, PA: Big Brothers, Big Sisters of
America.

Karcher, M. (2005). Cross-age peer mentoring. In D. DuBois & M. Karcher (Eds.), Handbook of youth
mentoring, ( pp. 266-285). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Rhodes, J. & DuBois, D. (2006). Understanding and facilitating the youth mentoring movement.
Social Policy Report, XX, No. IIl. Ann Arbor, MI: Society for Research on Child Development.
Available from: http://www.srcd.org/spr.html

WHAT WORKS, WISCONSIN FACT SHEETS

This is one of a series of Fact Sheets prepared by the What Works, Wisconsin team at the University of Wisconsin—
Madison, School of Human Ecology, and Cooperative Extension, University of Wisconsin—-Extension. The fact sheets
and other related resources can be downloaded from: http://whatworks.uwex.edu/Pages/1factsheet.html

This publication may be cited without permission provided the source is identified as: Small, S.A. (2008). What
research tells us about effective youth mentoring programs. What Works, Wisconsin Fact Sheet. Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin-Madison/Extension.

This project was supported in part by Grant Award No. JF-04-PO-0025 awarded by the Wisconsin Office of Justice

Assistance through the Wisconsin Governor’s Juvenile Justice Commission with funds from the Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention.

THE UNIVERSITY

Extension

Cooperative Extension

What Works, Wisconsin Fact Sheet: Mentoring



