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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This research synthesis report was commissioned by the Victorian Youth Mentoring 

Alliance, the Office for Youth (OFY) and the Helen Macpherson Smith Trust (HMST) 

to bring together recent, high quality research evidence about the value and 

effectiveness of youth mentoring. 

What is youth mentoring? 

Youth mentoring is, according to the Australian Youth Mentoring Network, defined as 

‘a structured and trusting relationship that brings young people together with caring 

individuals who offer guidance, support and encouragement’. The goal of youth 

mentoring is to enhance social engagement and thereby minimise negative 

behaviours through growth in social and developmental behaviours. The purpose of 

youth mentoring, according to the evidence, is to provide a range of functions. These 

include: 

 Operate as an early intervention program for youth at risk. 

 Provide an avenue for young people to develop skill sets they are unable to 
access elsewhere. 

 Create a mechanism to ensure continued social inclusion and community 
connection. 

The literature provides evidence that: 

 Youth mentoring is a unique form of early intervention for youth at risk. 

 Early interventions for youth at risk are necessary to ensure young people’s lives 
are not derailed. 

 Youth mentoring can make a contribution to early intervention programs by 
providing young people with access to adult connections. 

 Youth mentoring builds young people’s resilience, capacity and social inclusion. 

 Successful early interventions have been found to decrease the financial burden 
to the state over a person’s life. 

Youth mentoring outcomes 

The evidence on youth mentoring demonstrates that a well-managed mentoring 

program with effective relationships between mentors and mentees can produce a 

range of positive outcomes for young people. These are in the form of both: 

 Developmental outcomes, which include: leadership, communication, self-esteem, 
teamwork, and social development. 

 Instrumental outcomes, which include improved academic results and reduced 
truancy. 

Other instrumental outcomes such as educational, training and/or employment 

outcomes and reduction in recidivism have been found to be difficult to measure and 

therefore the effectiveness of youth mentoring in these areas is less known. 

There are three main challenges to establishing the effectiveness of youth mentoring 

for achieving some instrumental outcomes: 

 There has been a dearth of evaluations of youth mentoring programs nationally 
and internationally. This lack of data has made it difficult to demonstrate a causal 
relationship between youth mentoring and some instrumental outcomes. 

 Past youth mentoring evaluations which have sought to establish the effectiveness 
of programs have been inadequate. These evaluations have asked the wrong 
questions with regards to effectiveness and utilised evaluative tools that are 
unable to establish the relationship between an intervention and sets of outcomes. 
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 Most youth mentoring evaluations have only been conducted over a short time 
period, whereas instrumental outcomes are long-term effects. As a consequence 
when measuring the efficacy of youth mentoring based on outcomes such as 
employment and educational attainment it is likely that youth mentoring is found to 
be ineffective. In contrast, the positive effect of youth mentoring in providing young 
people with life skills, self-confidence and positive decision making can occur 
within much shorter timeframes and these results have been demonstrated in the 
evidence base. 

Despite the lack of direct evidence about some instrumental outcomes, the youth 

mentoring literature shows that achieving developmental outcomes for young people 

has the potential to contribute to instrumental outcomes over the long term and/or 

may avert negative consequences of further social disengagement. 

Effective youth mentoring programs 

It is clear from the evidence that two key components are crucial in determining the 

positive outcomes of youth mentoring programs: 

 The way the mentoring program operates. 

 The nature of the relationship between the mentor and mentee. 

The evidence base also makes clear the need for these two components of a youth 

mentoring program to be evaluated separately and using different measuring tools. 

The literature establishes that the significant components of mentor-mentee 

relationships need to be assessed using different criteria to those of the program in 

which it is embedded. 

Successful youth mentoring programs have been found to be enhanced by a set of 

best practice principles which include: 

 Purposeful matching. 

 Effective recruitment and training strategies. 

 Length of match. 

 Clear mentoring program policies and procedures, including evaluations. 

Assessing the value of investment in youth mentoring 

Overall the evidence base on youth mentoring provides evidence regarding the value 

and effectiveness of youth mentoring programs. A clear weakness in the evidence 

base however is the lack of cost-benefit analyses and specific program evaluations of 

youth mentoring. As a result, a broader approach to analysing the cost effectiveness 

of youth mentoring is required to assess the value of a youth mentoring investment. 

The available cost effectiveness studies of broader early intervention programs for 

young people, together with the evidence regarding value and effectiveness of youth 

mentoring specifically, make it possible to demonstrate advantages for investment. 

Early intervention delivers significant cost savings for society and governments by 

reducing young people’s immediate and longer term reliance on the government. 

The literature has demonstrated that disadvantaged young people who are socially 

isolated and disconnected are disproportionately more likely to make poor choices 

and engage in destructive behaviours—such as criminal activity, and drug or alcohol 

abuse. These destructive behaviours ultimately result in reliance on the government in 

a vast array of areas—including health care, income support, and housing, and can 

result in loss of productivity. These outcomes are very costly to the government, 

especially when extrapolated for the young person’s lifetime and when 

intergenerational impacts are considered. Even when early intervention has limited 

effect (e.g. is effective for only a small percentage of the youth population), the 

financial savings to government are potentially very significant. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Purpose 

The Victorian Youth Mentoring Alliance is the voice of more than 200 youth mentoring 

programs and works in collaboration with the Office for Youth (OFY) and the Helen 

Macpherson Smith Trust (HMST) to build the capacity for youth mentoring in Victoria. 

The Victorian Youth Mentoring Alliance commissioned this synthesis report to provide 

current evidence on the costs and benefits of youth mentoring programs to support a 

credible assessment of the value of future funding of these programs. 

1.1.1 Research questions 

The project addresses the following research questions: 

1. In the literature, what developmental and instrumental outcomes are attributed to 
one-to-one relationship based quality mentoring programs for young people? 

2. Is there any evidence in the literature of comparison between outcomes for young 
people who have participated in mentoring programs and those who have not? 

3. What does the literature tell us about social and economic benefits of different 
mentoring programs? 

4. What are the critical elements of program design and delivery that are 
demonstrated as essential for effectively supporting for young people? 

5. What are the critical elements of the mentor/mentee relationship to deliver long-
term outcomes for young people? 

This synthesis provides an independent and rigorous analysis of the evidence focused 

on understanding the value of investment in youth mentoring programs (research 

questions 1–3) and the key elements of effective programs (research questions 4 and 

5). The synthesis will provide high level strategic evidence for program development 

and investment. 

The synthesis focuses on identifying recent evidence (2009–11) about the social and 

economic value and benefits and positive outcomes for youth of quality one-to-one 

relationship based mentoring for young people. The synthesis positions this in the 

context of earlier research to provide a robust assessment of the value of investing in 

youth mentoring programs for government, individuals and the community. 

1.2 Structure of the report 

This report is structured to provide an analysis of the effectiveness of youth 

mentoring. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the scope and quality of the evidence 

used in the synthesis, including an identification of strengths/weaknesses and gaps in 

research. Chapter 3 provides a discussion of the benefits of early intervention 

programs that target young people at risk. This includes a discussion of the different 

models used to frame youth mentoring. Chapter 4 provides a robust analysis of the 

evidence base on youth mentoring, with particular emphasis on the 2009–11 

literature. It also includes a brief summary of the literature on youth mentoring prior to 

2009. Much of this literature has previously been reviewed by the Office of Youth, so 

in order to avoid duplication only a brief summary of this work is presented. This 

previous research is used to provide contextual information to support the findings 

post-2009. Chapter 4 also outlines the evidence base on the mentor-mentee 

relationship, including models to understand relationship effectiveness. Chapter 5 

assessed the financial benefit of early interventions and youth mentoring. Chapter 6 

presents the conclusions of the synthesis and future directions for youth mentoring. 

Appendix 1 provides further details of some of the cost-benefit studies utilised in this 

report, specifically focusing on the methodologies used in the cited evidence. 
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2 SCOPE AND QUALITY OF THE EVIDENCE BASE 

This chapter details the quantity and quality of relevant research which has been 

synthesised, providing information on the synthesis search process and the strengths, 

weaknesses and gaps in the literature. 

2.1 Research identified 

A comprehensive search of the EBSCO academic research database, key journals 

and government and non-government websites was conducted to identify high quality 

studies relevant to the research questions. Search terms were derived from the 

research questions and the initial search phase produced around 66 potential 

sources. Additional sources were provided by both the Office of Youth and the 

Victorian Youth Mentoring Alliance to augment these literatures. 

Further assessment of these research sources identified approximately 43 rigorous 

studies directly relating to the following: 

 Youth mentoring. 

 Cost effectiveness of youth mentoring. 

 Cost effectiveness of early intervention. 

The sources included 32 relevant journal articles, 9 non-government agency research 

reports and three AHURI studies for the 2009–11 period. 

This evidence base was used to analyse the effectiveness of youth mentoring, as well 

as assess the cost effectiveness and benefits of youth mentoring. 

The studies used have the following characteristics: 

Table 1: Location of studies 

Location of study(s) Number of studies 

Australia 9 

United Kingdom 5 

United States 26 

New Zealand  2 

Asia 1 

 

Table 2: Characteristics of topics 

Topics covered Number of studies 

Youth mentoring 32 

Youth mentoring and cost –benefit 11 

Early interventions 6 

NB. These figures may not add up to 43, as some studies discuss more than one issue. 

2.2 Strengths, weaknesses and gaps in the research 

In 2009, the Office of Youth conducted a thorough review of the youth mentoring 

literature. The evidence from that report has been used to inform past and present 

policy development. This report extends on this previous work and provides an 

overview of the evidence base from 2009–11, to determine the strengths, weaknesses 

and gaps in research. 
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Overall the scope and quality of the research on youth mentoring in the 2009–11 

period is sound. By this we mean the literature is of good quality and provides a solid 

base to answer the research questions. Overall, the number of studies is relatively 

small in actual number; this, however, represents a significant evidence base over a 

short period of time. Likewise there is very little duplication of authorship amongst the 

evidence base; thus a wide variety of research and academic opinions are 

represented in the synthesis report. Furthermore, the journals in which the research is 

published are equally diverse. 

There is a small amount of peer reviewed literature internationally on youth mentoring 

during the 2009–11 period. In Australia, the peer reviewed literature is largely non-

existent during the specified time period. A cross-check of the Australian literature 

prior to 2009 also found few results, indicating that there is an enormous gap in the 

Australian evidence base. While the literature search conducted was not exhaustive, it 

does represent a point of saturation, where peer reviewed research is no longer 

providing ‘new’ evidence. 

Between the 2009–11 period, the literature is dominated by research undertaken in 

the United States. There are a number of statistically based research articles, 

however the vast majority would be categorised as qualitative. One of the strengths of 

synthesising these two different methodologies (triangulation) is to see the points of 

difference and convergence. 

Overall the evidence base on youth mentoring is solid and provides substantial 

evidence regarding the value and effectiveness of youth mentoring programs. 

A clear weakness in the evidence base is the lack of cost-benefit analyses and 

specific program evaluations of youth mentoring. What this means is that a broader 

approach to analysing the cost effectiveness of youth mentoring is required. The 

available cost effectiveness studies of broader early intervention programs for young 

people, together with the evidence regarding value and effectiveness of youth 

mentoring specifically, make it possible to demonstrate advantages for investment. 



 

6 

 

3 YOUTH MENTORING AS A FORM OF EARLY 
INTERVENTION 

3.1 Overview 

The evidence base on youth mentoring clearly establishes this program as a form of 

early intervention. Early intervention can be defined as sets of preventative strategies 

that target people at risk. Early intervention programs have been developed nationally 

and internationally with young people at risk to prevent, for example, homelessness; 

the development of mental illness; substance use and abuse; withdrawal from the 

education system; and other destructive behaviours that may result in juvenile 

incarceration. 

Effective youth mentoring is part of a broader spectrum of early intervention services 

that aims to assist young people at risk. For example, Barron-MacKeagney et al. 

(2000, p.40) suggest: 

Mentoring can help the person to get on a successful life track, specifically, by 

preventing premature derailment that often comes with school dropout or 

involvement with drugs, crime and violence. 

The literature on youth mentoring outlines how this form of early intervention provides 

young people with a range of social connections and the development of skills 

necessary for young people’s growth. For many young people at risk, youth mentoring 

provides one-to-one connections with an adult from outside the young person’s family 

or social network. The development of independent but purposeful adult relationships 

is one of the unique characteristics of youth mentoring. These are unlike adult 

relationships young people attain in other spheres of their lives. 

The evidence on youth mentoring demonstrates that a well-managed mentoring 

program with effective relationships between mentors and mentees can produce a 

range of positive outcomes for young people. What the evidence is unable to do is 

demonstrate a causal relationship between youth mentoring and instrumental 

outcomes. Likewise, it is difficult to measure cause and effect with respect to youth 

mentoring and developmental outcomes. The literature does, however, provide 

substantial evidence that: 

 Youth mentoring is a form of early intervention for youth at risk. 

 Youth mentoring does build young people’s resilience, capacity and social 
inclusion. 

 Early interventions for youth at risk are necessary to ensure young people’s lives 
are not derailed. 

 Youth mentoring can make a unique contribution to early intervention programs by 
providing access to adult connections. 

 Successful early interventions have been found to decrease the financial burden 
on the state during a person’s life. 

3.2 Early interventions 

The medical profession has firmly established an evidence base demonstrating the 

success of early intervention, especially for young people with mental health issues 

(Vos et al. 2005; Wade et al. 2007). Likewise, those working in the field of 

homelessness have found an overwhelmingly positive effect of early intervention 

programs for youth at risk (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2003). Early intervention 

programs target specific people or groups who are considered ‘at risk’ in order to 

reduce short- and long-term harmful effects. 

There is a vast array of early intervention programs directed towards young people, 

especially during their early years. Some programs are based within school settings 
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and aim to ensure young people remain engaged: with the education system, their 

peers, and their community. Karoly et al. (1998) suggest that early intervention is a 

formal and targeted process that supplements the supports given to young people 

from their families, peers, schools and community. 

Early intervention programs have a diverse range of purposes but an overriding 

feature is to ensure the smooth trajectory of young people’s life courses. Manning et 

al. (2006) argue that these interventions can assist in the developmental progression 

of young people as they reach milestones or stages within their lives. The benefits of 

early interventions are equally diverse. According to Manning et al. (2006), who 

undertook an evaluation of early intervention programs in a disadvantaged area of 

Queensland, 

There is a growing consensus within policy and research circles that well 

designed intervention programs, especially those aimed at developmental 

rather than remedial intervention, can alter the pathways available to these 

children and their families and in so doing reduce the likelihood of participants 

achieving negative outcomes. (p.2) 

These negative outcomes are ones that can financially burden the state for significant 

periods of time (e.g. under-education and under-employment; increased usage of 

health services; income and housing support). Reynolds et al.’s (2001) 15 year follow-

up study of early intervention programs for youth in schools concluded that: 

Participation in an established early childhood intervention for low income 

children was associated with better educational and social outcomes up to age 

20 years. These findings are among the strongest evidence that established 

programs administered through public schools can promote children’s long-

term success. (p.2339) 

Apart from the success of early intervention programs for young people into the future, 

research studies have considered the financial impacts of early intervention. Early 

intervention programs are generally acknowledged within the literature as being a 

cost-effective mechanism to minimise negative outcomes for young people later in life. 

Manning et al. (2006) found that early intervention programs had positive 

developmental and instrumental outcomes. The authors also provided an analysis of 

the positive cost savings and cost benefits over a young person’s lifetime from 

reduced input from the state and increased productivity (see Chapter 5 for more 

detail). 

Youth mentoring, as a form of early intervention, will be discussed in more detail 

below. 

3.3 Youth mentoring 

Youth mentoring is a form of early intervention often targeting youth at risk. According 

to the Australian Youth Mentoring Network, youth mentoring is defined as: 

A structured and trusting relationship that brings young people together with 

caring individuals who offer guidance, support and encouragement.1 

The purpose of youth mentoring is to provide: 

 An alternative pathway for young people who are disengaged from their school, 
families, peers and community. 

 An alternative mechanism to develop skills of young people through formal and 
informal relationships with non-family adults (Baker & McGuire 2005; Office of 
Housing 2006). 

                                                
1
 This definition is taken from the Australian Youth Mentoring Network website 

www.youthmentoring.org.au. 
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Youth mentoring generally aims to develop skills, self confidence of young people. 

According to Bellamy et al. (2006), youth mentoring is targeted to youth who are 

socially and economically disengaged. 

The goal of mentoring is to enhance social engagement and thereby minimise 

negative behaviours through growth in social and developmental behaviours. The 

purpose of youth mentoring, according to the evidence, is to provide a range of 

functions (DuBois 2002; Grossman et al. 2002; Colley 2003; Rhodes & DuBois 2008). 

These include: 

 Operating as an early intervention program for youth at risk. 

 Providing an avenue for young people to develop skill sets they are unable to 
access elsewhere. 

 Creating a mechanism to ensure continued social inclusion and community 
connection. 

Mentoring, specifically that targeted to young people, has been shown in the literature 

to be effective with respect to: 

 Developmental outcomes, which include: leadership, communication, self-esteem, 
teamwork and social development. 

 Instrumental outcomes, which include improved academic results and reduced 
truancy. 

Other outcomes such as educational, training and/or employment outcomes, 

reduction in recidivism have been found to be difficult to measure and therefore the 

effectiveness of youth mentoring on these instrumental outcomes is less known. 

Williams (2011) also suggests that the effectiveness of youth mentoring in 

developmental areas is a crucial feature. The author focuses on the role of youth 

mentoring for young people in foster care. Williams (2011) suggests that in many 

instances, young people in foster care can have an absence of stable adult 

relationships, which means that they do not or cannot access information and 

resources to enable positive development. These deficiencies then have a detrimental 

effect on instrumental outcomes. According to Williams (2011): 

… mentoring programs work to ensure that youth can establish and maintain 

healthy relationships and that they are able to express feelings and emotions 

and develop healthy self-esteem. Other mentoring goals include developing 

the requisite social skills as well as the confidence and self-esteem to make 

healthy choices …. (p.63) 

Philip (2008) argues that in the UK, a substantial body of evidence has demonstrated 

that young people who are in the care of the State have disproportionately poorer 

outcomes with respect to education, employment, health and housing in adulthood. 

However, the direct connection between developmental and instrumental outcomes 

has often times, according to the literature, been over stated (Rhodes & Lowe 2008; 

Rhodes & DuBois 2008; DuBois 2006). Youth mentoring does however aim to build 

life skills for young people. The following section will outline the main ways of framing 

youth mentoring that provide a contextualisation of the benefits of youth mentoring in 

developmental outcomes. 

3.4 Ways of understanding youth mentoring 

Youth mentoring can be understood in the context of a number of different conceptual 

frameworks, including: capacity building, resilience, youth development and social 

inclusion. Within each of these frameworks, youth mentoring approaches the task of 

assisting young people in different ways. Each framework has a slightly different 

emphasis—both in terms of the needs of young people, and in terms of the 

intervention required. These frameworks, elaborated briefly below, provide some 

critical insights into how to measure the effectiveness of youth mentoring. 
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3.4.1 Capacity Building 

Some youth mentoring initiatives have explicit capacity building goals. These goals 

relate to the development of a range of skills, from relationship skills to community 

development and leadership skills. In this form of early intervention, mentoring assists 

young people to become more adept at helping themselves—by building relationships 

and extending support networks. 

Philip (2008a) examines the role of mentoring in assisting young people to renegotiate 

difficult family relationships. Philip asks: can mentoring assist some young people to 

build social capital by rebuilding ‘damaged’ relationships and making new contacts? 

The study distinguishes between building ‘bonding capital’, which relates to building 

relationships in existing social networks, and building ‘bridging capital’, which relates 

to extending contact into new social networks. The paper draws evidence from a 

qualitative Scottish study of planned mentoring interventions in three settings, in which 

mentees were to develop relationship skills through the establishment of meaningful 

relationships with their mentors. A mix of methods were adopted by the researchers, 

which included analysis of existing literature and documentary evidence, observation, 

individual and group interviews and case studies (p.23). 

Findings suggest that young people did develop meaningful relationships with 

mentors in certain circumstances, and that while these relationships were highly 

valued, they tended to be fragile and easily undermined. Philip (2008a) concludes that 

mentoring can assist young people in building up skills in dealing with relationships, 

but that this is an unstable and uneven process. 

The findings presented by Philip also showed that, where mentoring was successful in 

the eyes of the mentees, the following features were evident (Philip 2008a, p.24): 

 Mentors accepted young people on their own terms and were prepared to ‘share a 
laugh’. 

 Recognition of the young person as ‘worthwhile’ and ‘not being a case’. 

 Young people particularly valued mentors who shared their own experiences and 
backgrounds with them. 

 Trust, reciprocity, challenge, continuity, respite from difficult situations or 
relationships were all mentioned as components of successful relationships. 

 The friendly nature of the relationship with a mentor often softened the difficulties 
of accepting criticism. 

 The relationship was described as different from relationships with professionals, 
such as teachers and social workers. 

 Considerable emphasis was placed on the relationship as having some of the 
qualities of a friendship; a ‘professional friendship’ with flexible boundaries was 
valued. 

 Some young people valued the opportunity to have different mentors for different 
aspects of their lives.  

 A mix of individual and group work was often prized (Philip 2008a, p.24). 

Meanwhile, factors that were felt to undermine the development of successful 

relationships included: 

 Poorly managed mentor-mentee relationship endings. 

 Short-term relationships (less than 18 months). 

 Difficulties over confidentiality and boundaries. 

 Judgemental approaches (Philip 2008a, p.24). 
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In addition to building young people’s capacity to maintain existing relationships and 

develop new ones, youth mentoring has also been undertaken to build community 

capacity. The term community capacity is defined as ‘the combined influence of a 

community’s commitment, resources and skills that can be deployed to build on 

community strengths and address community problems and opportunities’ (Aspen 

Institute 1996 in Gillett 2010, p.55). In this framework, involving youth is understood to 

be a crucial part of building a community’s capacity, and young people’s skills are 

developed through modeling or mentorship. It is assumed that young people will also 

benefit in the longer-term from the greater capacity in the community. 

Gillett (2010) examines a particular case of youth engagement in community capacity 

building, which took the form of a community dinner organised by college students 

and high school students, under the guidance of community leaders. The project 

aimed to facilitate connections between people, programs and resources. Much of the 

learning came through working in smaller groups and from the older youth modeling 

leadership skills. This project had positive outcomes for the young people involved: 

 Many young people commented on the skills they gained in communication, 
especially with people they did not know. 

 All participants were familiarised with the elements of running an effective 
meeting, and some facilitated meetings. 

 Participants gained a better understanding of the resources in their community, 
and learnt how to reach out to different sectors of the community, including 
schools and businesses. 

 Half of the young people involved in the project said they would be willing to take a 
leadership role in future projects. 

3.4.2 Resilience 

Resilience is concerned with the capacity of individuals to succeed in spite of facing 

economic or social disadvantage (Philip 2008b). Youth mentoring has been identified 

as one of a number of ‘steeling’ mechanisms that can enhance resilience in young 

people by enabling them to deal successfully with challenges and overcome adverse 

circumstances (Philip 2008a, p.21). The framework of resilience underpins mentoring 

interventions in both the USA and the UK (Philip 2008b). 

Philip (2008a) investigates claims made by proponents of planned mentoring that the 

introduction of a mentor enhances resilience through the provision of a consistent, 

caring relationship that transcends professional boundaries. The paper draws on 

findings from a recent Scottish study of planned mentoring interventions in three 

different settings: a housing project for homeless young people; a befriending project 

in a large urban setting; and an alternative education project for young people who 

were excluded from mainstream schools. Philip concludes that youth mentoring 

enhanced resilience in some instances (2008a, p.30). For example, for one of the 

participants in the study, the mentoring relationship provided an opportunity to explore 

ways of negotiating and coping with her difficult relationship with her mother. The 

mentoring relationship fostered resilience for this person in two ways: firstly, by 

helping to develop strategies for coping with negative situations; and secondly, by 

helping to repair a damaged family relationship, which in turn offered a buffer against 

difficult circumstances. Philip advocates for building resilience by: 

 Employing ‘bottom up’ approaches in which mentoring interventions are 
embedded within community projects and social networks (2008a, p.31). 

 Nesting mentoring within settings in which young people feel they have some 
control over how relationships develop with adults and other young people, and 
where they can negotiate the agenda (2008a, pp.31–32). 
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According to the review of youth mentoring studies by Philip (2008b), the evidence 

base suggests very modest benefits from mentoring (p.27). Philip (2008b) presents a 

number of reasons which limit the impact of youth mentoring on building resilience: 

 There is an enduring question of whether mentoring contributes to developing 
resilience, or whether resilient young people are more adept at recruiting mentors. 

 There is a need for caution in identifying mentoring as a means of overcoming 
wider, structural problems (such as social divisions and inequalities) which 
confront some groups of young people. 

 The interpretation of resilience may be highly subjective and attempts to measure 
resilience need to take account of this. 

 Research findings have emphasised that mentoring interventions are less 
successful with young people who are the most disadvantaged and disaffected 
(Newburn et al. 2005; Rhodes & Lowe 2007 in Philip 2008b, p.21). Rhodes and 
Lowe (2008) conclude that mentoring is ‘a modestly effective intervention for youth 
who are already coping relatively well under somewhat difficult circumstances’ 
(Rhodes & Lowe 2008, p.14). 

In terms of achieving the benefits of mentoring, Philip (2008b) found: 

 The most beneficial mentoring relationships included elements of instrumental and 
expressive aspects (p.24). 

 The researchers found that where mentoring relationships were valued by 
mentees, they were described as offering a different kind of relationship to that 
with other professionals and adults in their lives (p.26). 

 Evidence that valuable support is often provided by peers, neighbours and family 
members suggests that youth mentoring may be more effective if it is linked into 
these existing networks (p.27). 

 It is possible that benefits could be maximised if mentoring is woven into other 
approaches which may have a more reliable pedigree in working with young 
people (Philip 2008b, pp.27–28). 

This study suggests that youth mentoring can build reslience for certain groups of 

young people but is not recommended in isolation, nor for those who are already at 

particularly high risk or highly disengaged. 

3.4.3 Youth development 

Researchers and practitioners are increasingly approaching adolescent development 

from the perspective of a positive youth development framework focused on youth 

assets. This responds to dissatisfaction with perspectives that have emphasized youth 

problems and deficits (Diehl et al. 2011). Youth development is defined as: 

… a process which prepares young people to meet the challenges of 

adolescence and adulthood through a coordinated, progressive series of 

activities and experiences which help them to become socially, morally, 

emotionally, physically, and cognitively competent. Positive youth development 

addresses the broader developmental needs of youth, in contrast to deficit-

based models which focus solely on youth problems. (The National 

Collaboration for Youth, March 1998, in Pope, n.d., p.3) 

In this way, youth development incorporates elements of both the capacity building 

and resilience frameworks; what sets youth development apart as a framework, 

however, is that it tends to take a longer-term, and more coordinated and 

comprehensive approach. 

According to Diehl et al. (2011), research studies have identified linkages between 

youth assets and an array of developmental outcomes for adolescents, including: 

 violence 
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 tobacco use 

 alcohol and drug use 

 sexual behaviour 

 pro-social behaviour 

 school performance 

 youth resilience. 

Within this framework, much mentoring occurs around shared activities (such as 
sports), with several youth development models focusing particularly on youth–adult 
interactions around shared activities. 

Larson (2006) speculates about the features of youth development programs that 

could be effective in achieving positive developmental outcomes, drawing evidence 

from psychology: 

 Research from psychology suggest that adults who are over-controlling undermine 
motivation and learning; adults are most effective when they support youths’ 
experience of ownership and agency (Ryan & Deci 2003 in Larson 2006, p.682). 

 Research suggests that if a relationship of trust has been built, it is possible for 
adults to support young people’s experience of agency at the same time they are 
providing input that challenges them and helps keep them on track (Larson 2006, 
p.683). 

 Mentors can help with planning skills. Radziszewska and Rogoff (1988, 1991) 
found that when working alone or with a peer, the young people in the study 
mostly focused on single, short-term tasks without considering a larger plan. 
When working with an adult, however, they were prompted to think about longer-
term components and connections among the different tasks (Larson 2006, 
p.685). 

 Mentors can help young people set realistic expectations and goals. 
Csikszentmihalyi (1993) and others have found that intrinsic motivation is 
strongest when people are engaged with a challenge matched to their abilities; 
motivation falls when goals are either too easy or too hard for them (Larson 2006, 
p.685). 

 Models of self-regulated learning (Zimmerman 2001) show how young people 
learn through cycles of carrying out actions and learning from successes and 
mistakes. Mentors can be particularly helpful in assisting with the process of 
reflection (Larson 2006, p.685). 

Pope (n.d.) proposes the use of a positive youth development approach in the 

provision of housing services to young people at risk of homelessness. The approach 

developed by Pope does not specifically focus on youth mentoring but provides a way 

of understanding a wider method of delivering early intervention programs focused on 

young people. Pope suggests that successful early intervention programs targeting 

young people are more effective if they are encapsulated in a positive youth 

development framework. In this framework young people are central to the decision 

making process, and this approach espoused by Pope is consistent with the kinds of 

principles put forward by Larson (2006). For example, Pope states: 

… youth housing combined with PYD services should match the level of 

responsibility with present skill sets and developmental abilities of the youth at 

a specific point in time. However, youth programs should also provide 

opportunities for youth to be challenged beyond their current abilities, to 

develop and progress to the next level of taking care of themselves and 

fulfilling their responsibilities. (Pope n.d., p.4) 
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Berlin et al. (2007) examine four sports-based youth development programs, which 

included a mentoring component and focused on the development of life skills and 

academic competencies. Harlem RBI, based in New York, was formally evaluated in 

2005 and has produced particularly positive outcomes for its participants. It has grown 

from an organisation offering a summer baseball league into one that runs the 

following academic and enrichment programs: 

 REAL Kids Summer Program: a literacy and enrichment program for 9 to 12 year 
olds. 

 Team Enrichment Program: a youth development program for 13 to 18 year olds. 
This consists of: Team-Builders (academic and enrichment activities for 13 and 14 
year olds); TeamWorks (academic and job readiness support for 15 and 16 year 
olds); and DreamWorks (college preparation and job placement for 17 and 18 year 
olds). 

The year-round academic, enrichment and sports programs are free of charge, 

gender and age appropriate, and open to participants regardless of ability. To meet 

the goal of ensuring that participants leave the program as resilient young adults, the 

program includes the following features: 

 Youth are engaged over many years, not on a seasonal or ad hoc basis. 

 The programs are group based, creating a support network among peers. 

 There are low adult-to-youth ratios, fostering connections between youth and 
caring role models. 

 Well-trained staff and volunteers ensure high-quality programming. 

 The expectations for all participants, no matter what their personal circumstances, 
are high. 

The evaluation results showed the program enhanced participants’ academic 

performance in terms of: 

 Reading skills: 86 per cent of REAL Kids improved or maintained their reading 
scores; and 92 per cent of REAL Kids reported that the program helped them like 
reading more. 

 Trying at school: over 90 per cent of parents reported that as a result of REAL 
Kids, their children try harder in school. 

 Graduating from high school: 100 per cent of DreamWorks youth graduated from 
high school and matriculated to college (Berlin et al. 2007, p.90). 

The evaluation also revealed development of other life skills in terms of: 

 Improving ability to support peers: over 75 per cent of REAL Kids improved their 
ability to praise, motivate, and support their peers. 

 Challenging themselves: nearly 100 per cent of REAL Kids reported that the 
program helped them to challenge themselves to do better. 

 Showing initiative: 85 per cent of TeamWorks youth take initiative to solve 
problems (Berlin et al. 2007, p.90). 

3.4.4 Social Inclusion 

Within the social inclusion framework, youth mentoring is often introduced as an 

intervention aimed at young people ‘at risk’ of disengaging, or already disengaged 

from formal systems of education, training and employment. In this context, the 

explicit aim of the mentoring is to re-engage these young people in preparation for 

entry to the labour market (Colley 2003). While some mentoring programs aim to 

achieve so-called ‘soft outcomes’, such as improved self-esteem, funding 

requirements for these programs usually focus on ‘harder’ targets such as educational 

and employment indicators (Colley 2003, p.524). 
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There is very limited evidence that mentoring can assist with achieving these ‘hard’ 

targets. Colley notes that some researchers have found evidence of inconclusive and 

even negative outcomes of mentoring in relation to school achievement and/or anti-

social behavior (e.g. Dishion et al. 1999 in Colley 2003, p.525). Colley provides an 

example of a case in which the mentee suffered repeated failure and confirmed 

exclusion from her academic aspirations, while the mentor lost confidence in herself, 

experiencing guilt, stress and fear (Colley 2003, p.536). Colley concludes that 

expectations of transforming young people’s dispositions through mentoring are 

unrealistic and potentially unjust. (p.538). At times this form of mentoring can be 

viewed as coercive, since benefits or training places may be dependent on agreement 

by the young person to participate in the mentoring relationship. Implicit or explicit 

coercion is highly likely to undermine attempts to build trust. Colley’s findings reinforce 

what has been established by other studies on youth mentoring. Firstly, there are 

particular elements (including trust) which are crucial for the mentoring relationship to 

be successful. And secondly, that negative outcomes of youth mentoring do not 

represent an overarching failure of the intervention itself, but rather reveal the 

limitations and risks of bad mentoring models. 

Phillip (2008b) reviews mentoring efforts that have been utilized to reintegrate young 

people into mainstream communities more generally. This mentoring work has 

focused on young people who have been in local authority care, young people from 

ethnic and minority groups, and young asylum seekers. In this context, mentoring 

tends to be framed as a top-down intervention, whereby a mentor with higher status 

inducts a mentee into the workings of organisations with the aim of helping them to 

move up the ladder (Philip 2008b, p.22). Phillip (2008b) suggests this framework is at 

odds with recent research on the fluid, complex and varied transitions made by 

different groups of young people (Philip 2008b, p.22). 

More positive evidence for the role of youth mentoring in meeting social inclusion 

targets is presented by Barron-MacKeagney et al. (2000). The article discusses The 

Family Mentoring Program, which aims at preventing youth violence, and attributes 

the initial success of the project to principles of community practice. The project 

targeted a neighbourhood that had been under-served by community programs. 

Mentoring was available to 40 ten-year old children, who were primarily Chicano, and 

their parents (who were often recent, non-English speaking immigrants) for 

approximately 18 months. Evidence suggests that this is an optimal age for a youth 

prevention program (Barron-MacKeagney et al. 2000, p.39). 

With regard to mentoring programs that serve at-risk children from minority 

communities, Barron-MacKeagney et al. propose the following as essential elements: 

 A long-term commitment to provide individual mentoring (at least 18 months). 

 Mentoring for elementary school age children. 

 Family involvement. 

 Various types of mentoring activities. 

 Group social skills and educational programs for both children and parents. 

 Social and recreational activities shared by children, families and mentors that 
build relationships and commitment to the program. 

 Individual mentor-child contacts must be regular and consistent, and programs 
must invest in facilitating and monitoring these. 

3.5 Summary 

This chapter has outlined four ways of understanding how youth mentoring takes 

place: capacity building, resilience, youth development and social inclusion. Across 

the four approaches, the important features for youth mentoring success seem 

consistently to be: trust, skills development, and longer-term mentoring arrangements. 
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The notion of tying mentoring in with existing relationships and support networks is 

also consistently recommended. 

The evidence suggests that youth development is the most effective framework for 

youth mentoring, and this is likely to be because it incorporates the features 

mentioned above, as well as qualified mentors, and age and gender appropriate 

activities. 

Overall the evidence found that: 

 Youth mentoring can have positive benefits: these are mostly thought to be 
modest, although there is evidence that in some cases, significant benefits are 
possible. 

 Mentoring can also have negative impacts: this is the case when mentoring is 
managed badly, especially in relation to endings. 

 Hard (instrumental) targets, such as education and employment, are more difficult 
to achieve through youth mentoring than soft (developmental) targets, such as 
improved self-esteem and mental health. This is largely because of the ineffective 
measuring and lack of previous evaluations. 

 It is important to remember that some young people face barriers (related to 
structural inequality, racism, labour markets) that make social inclusion goals 
(related to education and employment) very difficult, if not unrealistic. 

It is clear from the literature that two key components are crucial in determining the 

positive or negative outcomes of youth mentoring programs: 

 The way the mentoring program is run. 

 The nature of the relationship between the mentor and mentee. 
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4 YOUTH MENTORING: A REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCE 

4.1 Introduction 

As discussed previously, the Office of Youth conducted a thorough review of the youth 

mentoring evidence base in 2009. This review has been used to assist in the strategic 

development of youth mentoring practices and services across Victoria. The 

discussion below briefly summarises this review of the evidence base prior to 2009. 

The key conclusions from this evidence base include: 

 There are very few evaluations conducted in Australia and internationally of youth 
mentoring programs. 

 Early youth mentoring programs were poorly structured and under-developed 
which led to poor outcomes for young people. 

 Best practice principles have subsequently been established within the evidence 
base and the service system to ensure youth mentoring meets the needs of young 
people and program objectives. 

 Youth mentoring when well-planned and structured has positive outcomes for 
young people. 

In this chapter, the evidence base from 2009–11 is analysed to determine the extent 

of advances in youth mentoring. These include a clearer understanding of the critical 

elements of program design and delivery. Finally this chapter includes a discussion of 

the evaluations of youth mentoring. 

4.2 Background 

Youth mentoring has been a popular early intervention strategy used over a number 

of decades to assist young people to stay connected to their schools, family and local 

communities. Early youth mentoring programs were largely ad-hoc and struggled to 

be funded. This led to many program failures and claims by some that youth 

mentoring was ineffective (DuBois 2002). The claims that youth mentoring was 

ineffective were also reinforced by a lack of program evaluations, research and 

reviews of practice. 

DuBois (2002) suggests that over time there has been a proliferation of youth 

mentoring programs. Many of these have been without clear guidelines and have 

contributed to poor outcomes. This led to calls for the implementation of rigorous 

program evaluations and research to be undertaken. These led to improvements in 

service delivery and aimed to improve their effectiveness for young people. For 

example, the research undertaken prior to 2009 focused on the need to tailor and 

target mentoring programs to specific groups of youth (DuBois 2002; Grossman et al. 

2002; Colley 2003; Rhodes & DuBois 2008; Baron-McKeagney et al. 2000). These 

groups include: 

 Youth in the juvenile justice system. 

 Pregnant or parenting teens. 

 Young people in state care. 

 Academically at risk students. 

 Young people with disabilities. 

 Indigenous youth. 

 Young people from CALD communities. 

 Same-sex attracted youth. 
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Overall the literature prior to 2009 on youth mentoring found a range of benefits of 

mentoring for young people. These include both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ outcomes. The 

evidence base concludes that: 

 Youth mentoring does provide a range of positive outcomes for young people. 

 Youth mentoring can be an effective early intervention program for youth at risk of 
social isolation. 

The evaluations that have been undertaken have suggested that youth mentoring 

programs can, for example: 

 Decrease truancy and improve health outcomes (Wilder Research Center 2007). 

 Improve peer and parental relationships (Bellamy et al. 2006). 

 Decrease youth violence (Barron-McKeagney et al. 2000). 

 Increase social inclusion (Chan & Chung 2008). 

 Decrease high risk behavior, such as drug use and sexual activity (Larson 2006). 

Langhout et al. (2004) found that youth mentoring increased young people’s social 

competencies when they engaged in active events. The authors suggest that active 

participation could be an indicator of higher levels of mentor involvement. These 

researchers made some insightful conclusions about the process of mentor selection, 

and suggest that the type of support a young person receives from their mentor can 

have a negative impact on peer and parental relationships. For example, mentees 

whose mentors provided unconditional support experienced increased family 

disharmony. The authors suggest that unconditional support from a mentor reinforces 

for young people that adult opinions are not useful (Langhout et al. 2004). 

However the research evidence is also clear that youth mentoring may not in fact 

produce hard evidence regarding effectiveness. This is partly due to the lack and poor 

quality evaluations that have been undertaken in the past, and that the effectiveness 

of youth mentoring has been largely judged according to a set of unmeasurable 

outcomes. The effectiveness of youth mentoring seems to hinge on the complexity of 

young people’s needs (Philip 2003). The higher their needs for intervention, the less 

likely youth mentoring will be successful (Rhodes 2008). Rhodes (2008) argues that 

the inconsistency in the conclusions reached by researchers is directly related to the 

history of poor evaluations. 

Other unanswered questions regarding the effectiveness of youth mentoring include 

the conclusions of Larson (Larson 2006) who argues that often the positive effects of 

mentoring can dissipate over time. Likewise in a secondary analysis of data from the 

pivotal Big Brothers Big Sisters of America study of community-based mentoring 

(Grossman & Tierney 1998), Grossman and Rhodes (2002) found that positive effects 

on youth outcomes became progressively stronger as relationships persisted for 

longer periods of time (>18 months). Duration alone is not sufficient, however. 

Regular contact over time is important, and can enhance the mentee’s feelings of 

security and attachment in the mentoring and other important relationships (Keller 

2005; Rhodes 2005). 

Philip (2008a) suggests that the evidence regarding the effectiveness of mentoring is 

contradictory. At the program level, mentoring can be seen to help some young 

people. In other instances mentoring is ineffective at improving outcomes. Due to the 

lack of well-planned evaluations it has been difficult in the past to be able to determine 

the key components of a successful mentoring program or the particular groups that 

are most likely to benefit. 

Philip (2008a) for example, is interested in the development of other mechanisms to 

assess the effectiveness of youth mentoring. She asks the following questions: 

 Can mentoring build the resilience of young people? 
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 Can mentoring increase social capital of young people? 

Asking these questions is, according to Philip (2008a), contrary to current mentoring 

practice which has ‘preoccupations with ‘‘coercive’’ mentoring, which focuses on 

narrow definitions of ‘employability’ and ‘hard outcomes’ (p.32). Indeed Philip (2008b, 

p.20) argues that: 

… research findings have consistently demonstrated that mentoring is rarely 

successful in reaching out to groups that lie at the margins. Where it has been 

found most successful is with individuals and groups who are defined to be 

'ready to change' or to be on the cusp of becoming 'socially excluded'. 

Rhodes and Lowe (2008) conclude that youth mentoring, can in some instances be 

ineffective for some young people. At the same time they contend that there is 

evidence that youth mentoring has substantial benefits for some youth. This, they 

conclude, means that the evaluations of youth mentoring should be used to develop 

better practices for youth mentoring. 

The literature prior to 2009 demonstrates that: 

 Youth mentoring can be effective if well planned and structured. 

 The mentor—mentee relationship is central to the acquisition of skills for young 
people. 

 Program effectiveness can be measured by the acquisition of developmental 
assets. Focussing on ‘hard outcomes’ hides other important benefits for young 
people. 

 Over time, youth mentoring has developed from the evidence base a clear path to 
increase effectiveness including the development of best practice principles. 

4.2.1 Best practice principles and summary 

The small amount of effective research and evaluation on the efficacy of youth 

mentoring has limited the capacity to inform the evolution of programs and policy 

development, and to advance best practice approaches to service delivery. Rhodes 

and DuBois (2008) suggest that further integration of research and practice in youth 

mentoring has the capacity to increase its effectiveness over time. 

Likewise, there has been an absence of evaluations and rigorous analyses of the cost 

effectiveness of mentoring programs (DuBois et al. 2006). Those that have been 

undertaken have found that ‘some prevention and early intervention programs for 

youth can give taxpayers a good return on their dollar. That is, there is credible 

evidence that certain well implemented programs can achieve significantly more 

benefits than costs’ (Aos 2004, p.1). 

However, the literature on youth mentoring is very clear and united in the call for best-

practice principles for mentoring programs to ensure effectiveness, both in terms of 

outcomes for young people, mentors and funding bodies (Wandersman et al. 2006). 

The success of youth mentoring is determined by the quality of: 

 The mentor-mentee relationship. 

 The youth mentoring program. 

The success of these is enhanced by a set of best practice principles which include: 

 Purposeful matching (Bellamy et al. 2006). 

 Effective recruitment and training strategies (Ngiam 2007). 

 Length of match (Liang & Rhodes 2007). 

 Clear mentoring program policies and procedures, including evaluations (Rhodes 
& Lowe 2008). 
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4.3 Mentoring relationships 

The literature prior to 2009 suggests two key components that are foundational for a 

well functioning youth mentoring program. The first key element in a youth mentoring 

program is the nature of the mentoring relationship. Deutsch and Spencer (2009), for 

example, consider the reasons why mentoring has been considered less than 

effective in the past. They first highlight the importance of the mentoring relationship 

to its success and the length of time of the mentoring relationship. Much of the 

ineffectiveness of youth mentoring has been found to be related to: 

 Poor mentor—mentee matching. 

 Short relationship duration. 

 Inadequate program structuring. 

This section discusses some models to contextualise the mentoring process and 

outlines some of the critical elements of the mentor relationship process. 

The literature has a significant focus on the nature of mentoring relationships and this 

component of the youth mentoring matrix is considered to be a vital for achieving 

successful outcomes for young participants. In contrast, the literature is largely silent 

on other critical components of effective youth mentoring programs, beyond providing 

brief information about the key principles required to ensure effective service delivery. 

4.3.1 Mentoring models 

Critical to the mentoring process is the nature of the mentoring relationship. A review 

of the evidence by Pawson (2004) outlines three core features of mentoring 

relationships: 

 status differences 

 reference group position 

 mentoring mechanism. 

Understanding these features of the mentor-mentee relationship provides, according 

to Pawson, clarity around why some mentoring relationships are effective and others 

less so. Pawson builds a model of the three core concepts that then accounts for the 

ways that mentoring programs are operationalised. For example, status difference is 

divided into three categories as shown below in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Status differences 

Insider Marginal Outsider 

 

This division reflects the position of both the mentor and the mentee. In some 

situations the mentor and mentee can hold the same status, while in others they may 

be opposing. In the case of opposing status differences, Pawson suggests that the 

objective of the mentor-mentee relationship is to assist the mentee to shift positions. 

The second feature of the mentoring relationship involves the reference group position 

of both the mentor and the mentee. In this conceptualisation, Pawson is aiming to 

take account of the individuals’ willingness or motivation to change. Pawson provides 

the following typology for the differences in motivation as depicted in Figures 2 and 3. 

Figure 2: Reference group position—mentee 

Aspiration (readiness/candidature for change) 

Acquiescence (resilience/inertia against change) 

Antagonism (resistance/hostility to change) 
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Figure 3: Reference group position—mentor 

Advocate (proselytising for entry) 

Autonomous (laissez faire on entry) 

Antipathy (obstructionist on entry) 

Pawson explains that the reference position does not include personality traits or 

personal dispositions (as these are unable to be measured) but: 

The basic concept is that mentees come to the relationship with different levels 

of identification with their present status and this ‘reference group affiliation’ is 

a key to determining whether, how and in what respects they might be 

persuaded or helped to change. The capacity for change is intimately bound 

up with ‘social identity’ (rather than with individual character) because this 

‘social self’ is defined in terms of group loyalties. Hence, on this account, the 

success or otherwise of mentoring is governed by the mentees’ allegiances: 

who do they see as their allies and enemies (pp.4-5)? 

The understanding of willingness operates both ways, from the mentee, in relation to 

their readiness or resistance to change, or the mentor with respect to their motivation 

for a young person’s entry into a different reference group. 

The final distinction in the mentoring relationship that Pawson attempts to capture is 

the mentoring mechanism. He is aiming to move beyond how mentoring actually 

happens, simply because this is impossible to model, but to account for the aim or 

function of the mentoring process. This is illustrated in Figure 4 below. 

Figure 4: Mentoring mechanisms 

Advocacy (positional resources) 

Coaching (aptitudinal resources) 

Direction setting (cognitive resources) 

Affective contacts (emotional resources) 

Pawson provides a range of ways in which the mentoring process operates, taking 

into account these three core features. He then demonstrates how the matching of 

mentors and mentees with respect to the aims of a relationship is crucial. As the 

following diagram (Figure 5) shows, the purpose of the mentoring process requires a 

different skill base and typology of mentor. For example, if the mentee is moving 

within their status group (position 9 to 3) then identity mentoring is most appropriate. 

In contrast if the objective of the mentoring relationship is for the mentee to move 

outside the status group (position 3 to 1), then a mentoring relationship based on 

achievements is more appropriate. Finally, if the purpose of the mentoring is to 

achieve movement both outside the reference group and status group (position 9 to 

1), then engagement mentoring is more appropriate. 
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Figure 5: Variety within mentoring 

 

Source Pawson (2004, p.10) 

The purpose of Pawson’s typology of mentoring is to codify and operationalise the 

nature of relationships in order to provide insights into how to understand the 

mentoring process. 

Keller and Pryce (2010) also attempt to model mentoring relationships. They argue: 

Because the relationship is the central mechanism of influence in youth 

mentoring, understanding the distinctive structure and function of effective 

mentoring interactions and framing them in reference to familiar relationship 

roles could improve the prospects for successful intervention and contribute to 

more rewarding experiences. (p.34) 

Keller and Pryce take a similar conceptualisation as Pawson by attempting to codify 

the horizontal and vertical components of a mentor-mentee relationship. The core 

factors in their model aim to reflect the dimensions of power and permanence in the 

mentoring relationship. This is most easily understood in the illustration below (Figure 

6). 

Figure 6: Dimensions of power and permanence 

 

Source: Keller and Pryce 2020, p.36 

In this model, the purpose is to recognise the unequal relationship between a mentor 

and mentee and that there is also a voluntary dimension to the relationship. For Keller 

and Pryce mentoring relationships are more successful if they adopt a stance that is 

different to either that of a parent (vertical) or of a friend (horizontal). As such this 

model recognises that a mentor sits in-between; a model they describe as hybrid. By 

understanding that the mentor-mentee relationship is both voluntary and unequal, 

Keller and Pryce believe that better matching and mentoring processes are possible. 
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For example, when a mentor adopts a position more like a parent, then the mentoring 

relationship is compromised. This is equally true if a mentor adopts the position of a 

friend. The evidence base suggests that few benefits are evident for an 

unconditionally supportive relationship type, thus suggesting a need for mentors to be 

more than simply ‘good friends’. Attunement to the needs and interests of the youth 

and the ability to adapt his or her approach accordingly are also important indicators 

of relationship effectiveness (Pryce 2006; Spencer 2006). In this way, they approach 

the mentoring process assuming equal status thus potentially undermining the 

importance of learning. 

4.3.2 Evidence on mentoring relationships 

Karcher et al. (2010) undertook research with 412 mentors operating in the Big 

Brother Big Sister (BBBS) program in the United States. They aimed to test two 

hypotheses about the development of mentoring relationships within a school based 

setting. These included: 

 Is the mentoring relationship affected by a formalised goal setting engagement? 

 Is the mentoring relationship affected by the negotiation of collaborative goal 
setting? 

The sample in Karcher et al.’s (2010) study found that mentoring which was 

collaborative in its goal setting and decision making was more successful. The study 

also found that in relationships that were collaborative and youth directed, mentees 

were more likely to seek out their mentor for support and assistance. The research 

concludes by suggesting that facilitating a collaborative approach should be part of 

the training process for both mentors and mentees. These findings are reinforced by 

Keller and Pryce (2010), as discussed above, and explain the importance of mentor-

mentee relationships taking on a more hybrid approach. This hybrid model is one 

where the mentor and mentee work in a coordinated way to negotiate a relationship 

pathway. They suggest that: 

The relationships reported most rewarding by participants and judged most 

successful by researchers were those in which the mentor balanced youth 

oriented efforts to build an engaging and enjoyable relationship with adult-

oriented efforts to provide development promoting structure and scaffolding. 

(p.45) 

Schwartz et al. (2011) undertook a study of a school based Big Brother Big Sister 

(BBBS) program in the United States. The BBBS program is an internationally 

recognised youth mentoring program that has grown in popularity over the last two 

decades. Their research concluded that school based mentoring has a positive effect 

on young people’s relationships with their peers, teachers and parents. The study 

recruited 1139 youth and found that youth with different relationship profiles 

experienced different benefits of mentoring. Specifically the study concluded: 

 Youth who already had positive relationships with adults and peers had least 
benefit from the mentoring program. 

 Youth who had problematic relationships with adults and peers and were 
considered ‘vulnerable’ benefited to a small extent. 

 Youth who had moderate relationships with adults and peers were found to have 
significant improvements in academic performance and social behaviour (p.458). 

The authors suggest that these results demonstrate the importance of understanding 

young people’s relationships with peers, parents and other adults prior to embarking 

on a mentoring program. They argue that these factors contribute to the success and 

efficacy of the relationship and youth mentoring as an early intervention mechanism. 
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4.4 Mentoring programs 

The second key element in effective youth mentoring programs is the mentoring 

programs themselves. Youth mentoring programs, according to Deutsch and Spencer 

(2009), have suffered from evaluations that have not separated the nature and 

specifics of the mentor—mentee relationship from the wider youth mentoring program. 

These evaluations have simply looked at developmental and instrumental outcomes 

as the primary method of assessing the effectiveness of youth mentoring. As a 

consequence they argue that: 

… the input-output model of program effects is not sufficient for assessing 

mentoring as an intervention. A full understanding of what contributes to quality 

mentoring necessitates examining the characteristics and experiences of 

individual mentors and protégés, the nature and quality of the dyadic 

relationships they form, and the programs in which they are embedded. 

(pp.48–49) 

The authors suggest that youth mentoring should measure the mentor-mentee 

relationship and include an in depth understanding of: 

 Relationship duration. 

 Frequency and consistency of contact. 

 Nature of the connection. 

 Mentor approach to mentoring. 

 Quality of the mentoring program in which the relationship is embedded. 

One of the key findings of the youth mentoring literature has been the importance of 

the lengths of a mentoring relationship on program effectiveness. According to 

Barnard-Brak (2010), the length of a mentoring relationship has a direct impact on its 

effectiveness. She suggests that past evidence on mentoring has shown that 

relationships that last less than three months can have a negative impact on young 

people. These terminations have been found to have negative psychological impacts 

on young people due to feelings of rejection by the mentor. 

This finding regarding the length of the mentoring program is reinforced by the 

research undertaken by McQuillin et al. (2011) who undertook a control trial of a short 

(eight weeks) school based mentoring program. They found that the short mentoring 

program had negative effects on students’ academic achievements in relation to the 

control group, who received no tutoring. 

The length of a mentoring program also has implications for the development of a 

sustained and functioning mentoring relationship. Barnard-Brak (2010) aims to further 

understand the mentoring relationship by applying the theory of planned behaviour 

(TPB) to a youth mentoring program. TPB is a model that aims to predict or explain 

the mentoring partnership through a thorough understanding of a person’s intention. 

She demonstrates, in a study of 441 university students in the United States, that an 

understanding of people’s attitudes, beliefs, knowledge and subjective norms about 

mentoring has a strong correlation to the number of hours they would be likely to 

spend with a young person in a mentoring relationship. Barnard-Brak (2010) calls for 

the use of this technique of TPB to be used in the decision making around youth 

mentoring participant selections. 

In addition to indicators of the mentor-mentee relationship, Collins et al. (2010) also 

suggest the program that a mentoring relationship sits within should be assessed 

independently from the mentoring relationship and its outcomes. The overwhelming 

consensus is that short, ill-conceived and badly managed programs have detrimental 

effects on young people. For example Komosa-Hawkins (2009) provides a detailed 

examination of the planning and implementation procedures required to successfully 

implement a youth mentoring program. She suggests it can take two years of planning 
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to set-up a mentoring program and a further year in preparing mentors before any 

mentee matching occurs. 

Collins et al. (2010) argue that traditionally youth outcomes have been a proxy for the 

quality of a program or relationship. This, they suggest, has been an erroneous 

assumption and call for the evaluation of mentoring programs to include: 

 screening 

 orientation 

 training 

 supervision 

 program support 

 program tracking. 

In addition, the authors contend that it is not enough to document the existence of 

these components within a program, but to also that ‘Dosage (level of exposure) and 

fidelity (extent and quality of implementation) are important to measure, in addition to 

the presence or absence of program features’ (p.61). Deutsch and Spencer (2009) 

suggest a simple model for evaluating the effectiveness of youth mentoring as seen in 

the diagram below (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Setting levels in mentoring 

 

Source: Deutsch and Spencer 2009, p.49. 

4.4.1 Evidence from evaluations 

The evidence base from 2009–11 reinforces the findings from the literature prior to 

this time. The evidence demonstrates that well planned youth mentoring programs 

can have positive outcomes for young people. Furthermore, the literature concludes 

that the nature of the relationship between the mentor and mentee is critical. From the 

small number of evaluation undertaken on youth mentoring programs, all have found 

positive impacts for the participating youth. 

Pawsell et al. (2009) undertook an evaluation of early intervention programs, including 

youth mentoring in Ireland and Northern Ireland, and found that: 
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… prevention and early intervention strategies can prevent future problems 

such as …emotional and behavioural problems and promote the necessary 

conditions for healthy development. A number of studies point to the potential 

for prevention and early intervention strategies to be cost effective, a primary 

interest for policymakers. (p.4) 

The South Australian Government (2010) undertook a systematic evaluation of their 

secondary school mentoring program. The mentoring program was directed towards 

young people who were at risk of disengagement, particularly in transition years 

(years 10–11, years 11–12). The objectives of the mentoring program were to assist 

young people in effectively transitioning through high school and improve retention 

and learning in order to complete their secondary education. The program also 

targeted Aboriginal students. The evaluation was conducted over three years (2008–

10) with over 1000 participants annually, and found: 

 The vast majority of students (96%) considered mentoring was beneficial and 
made a difference to their lives. 

 For students experiencing relationship difficulties, a significant proportion identified 
improvements in their relationships. 

 Students struggling with future and career goals reported significant increases in 
their skills, decision making and capacity. 

 A significant proportion of schools with a mentoring program achieved higher 
completion rates for their Aboriginal students. 

 The participating schools had higher retention rates than non-participating 
schools. 

Farruggia et al. (2010) undertook a review of youth mentoring programs in New 

Zealand. Overall the review concluded that: 

 Eighty-eight per cent of programs were found to be effective. 

 Approximately 80 per cent of programs were found to produce effective 
psychological or personal skills. 

 The maturity of the program was significant with 80 per cent of established 
programs categorised as effective. 

 Programs targeting youth from low or mixed economic backgrounds were found to 
be more effective. 

The review reinforced the international evidence that there were very few formal 

evaluations of youth mentoring programs in New Zealand and that programs 

considered ineffective were ones which were unstructured. One finding of importance 

was the need for youth mentoring to adequately incorporate cross cultural 

perspectives when devising and implementing mentoring programs with a diverse 

range of groups. 

Wilczynski et al. (2004) undertook an evaluation of a youth mentoring program Mentor 

Marketplace for the Australian Government. The aims of the evaluation were to 

assess the program’s effectiveness, efficiency and appropriateness. The evaluation 

found that: 

 Overall the mentoring program achieved its aims in terms of improving young 
people’s resilience, self-esteem and social and economic participation. 

4.4.2 Critical elements in youth mentoring programs 

This section of the chapter outlines some important findings from the literature on 

program specifics that help build a greater understanding of the critical elements that 

need to be considered when developing youth mentoring programs. 
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Youth exiting care 

Collins et al. (2010) examine the experiences of children exiting foster care. The 

evidence base on young people exiting care has found that they constitute a high risk 

group. Youth exiting care are found to be at high risk of: 

 Homelessness; juvenile detention; physical and mental health issues; poor 
educational outcomes; underemployment; teen pregnancy; alcohol and drug 
abuse. 

The authors suggest that meaningful relationships with adults, like those found in 

youth mentoring programs have the potential to enhance young people’s resilience 

and decrease the development of negative outcomes. Collins et al. (2010) in a survey 

of 96 youth exiting foster care in the United States found that the acquisition of adult 

relationships for these young people was important for their development. The authors 

suggest that mentoring is an obvious avenue to assist youth exiting foster care. 

Dielh et al. (2010) also consider the role of youth mentoring for young people exiting 

foster care. This group, as previously mentioned are at high risk, and are also ones 

who have low rates of connections with adults, both from within and external to their 

families. This research focused on young people’s opinions about adoption and youth 

mentoring as two options for maintaining adult relationships as they were exiting care. 

The authors found that mentoring could be a useful mechanism for these young 

people exiting foster care. Dielh et al. (2010) also suggested that many young people 

exiting foster care are unlikely or unwilling to enter into adoption arrangements, and 

consider youth mentoring a viable alternative. In their study of 54 youth in foster care, 

the researchers asked the young people their attitudes to mentoring and found that 

the sample had positive attitudes to mentoring, especially with respect to assisting 

with life skills and someone to check in with. The research also found that the positive 

attitudes to mentoring were delineated by: 

 Race—African Americans were less inclined to think mentoring was a viable 
option. This may reflect cultural attitudes to government interventions and service 
provision and concern about mentors being from a different racial background 
from the mentee. 

 Resilience—youth who considered they had control of their lives were not as 
positive about mentoring. 

 Risk—there was no correlation. 

Dielh et al. (2010) found, to their surprise, that the level of risk for young people was 

not correlated to their attitudes to mentoring. This is an important finding because 

much of the mentoring and human service delivery literature focusses on the different 

needs of young people according to their level of risk. As this study and others 

demonstrate, there are other more important variables to consider in determining the 

efficacy of the youth mentoring process than risk factors. 

Cultural difference 

Cole and Blythe (2010) consider the use of different mechanisms for assisting young 

immigrant and refugee populations to settle into host countries, including mentoring. 

Young refugees and immigrants have been found to have a multitude of experiences 

that impact on their ability to transition into a new country and community. These can 

include trauma, separation from parents and siblings, long periods of stay in refugee 

camps or detention, poverty and overcrowding. Upon arrival in a host country the 

effects of these past and present experiences can have a range of psychological 

effects on young people including anxiety, depression and sleeplessness. The 

evidence base also suggests that immigrant and refugee communities underutilise 

mental health services, preferring to focus their attention on securing housing, food, 

employment and education. Cole and Blythe (2010) argue that youth mentoring is a 

viable option for providing a mechanism for young immigrants or refugees to discuss 
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their re-settlement. Unlike therapeutic techniques to assist in acclimatisation to a host 

nation, Cole and Blythe (2010) suggest that youth mentoring for new arrivals can: 

 Allow a space for young people to enhance their language acquisition. 

 Operate as a guide to discovering a new host city or local community. 

 Discuss the school system and assist with homework. 

 Assist with other daily living skills (i.e. using public transport, finding a job). 

These practical skills are, according to the authors, important for new arrivals and: 

All of these practical activities would be largely outside of the boundaries of a 

traditional therapy, however this instrumental support is arguably as important 

to immigrants and refugees as emotional support. (p.152) 

Further evidence about cultural difference and mentoring is provided by Pryce et al. 

(2011) who examine the incorporation of youth mentoring programs in India. The 

authors found that the cultural context in India, including collective involvement by a 

wider extended family in youth affairs, means that the youth mentoring model requires 

some modification. For example, they implemented a group based mentoring 

program. They found that there was an extension of the didactic relationship in a 

group mentoring relationship, where a number of mentees shared the same mentor. 

This group mentoring process resulted in young people developing relationships with 

each other. This research demonstrated that the cultural identity that encompasses a 

wider concept of family results in changes to the mentoring process. The authors also 

found that in some cultures a young person having a relationship with a non-family 

adult is not encouraged. In these instances the mentor may need to be selected from 

within the wider family network. The authors also note the importance of having a 

cross cultural perspective when implementing a mentoring program. Pryce et al. 

suggest that the best practice principles that have been adopted in western countries 

are perhaps less applicable when working with culturally diverse groups who are also 

living in impoverished communities. They suggest the inclusion of basic material 

needs as priorities (e.g. food, transport) when considering mentoring with such 

groups. 

Young people with disabilities 

Shpigelman et al. (2009) consider the application of electronic mentoring for young 

people with disabilities. The authors suggest that young people with impairment are 

often times already socially isolated and disconnected and could benefit from 

mentoring from an adult who is also likewise impaired. They consider the use of 

computer mediated support as a viable option as it allows disabled youth to operate in 

an environment where their disability is not visible. This research analysed the content 

of the messages sent between participating mentors and mentees (n=13 pairs). The 

researchers found that e-mentoring suffered similar problems to face-to-face 

mentoring, including: 

 Regularity and frequency of contact. 

 Lack of self-disclosure. 

 The relationship took time to develop. 

The role of parents 

The vast majority of the youth mentoring literature focuses on the relationship 

between a mentor and a mentee. Much of this has been because parents are often 

conceptualised as problematic or absent from their child’s life. In a rare exception, 

Spencer et al. (2011) consider the importance and role of parents in the mentoring 

relationship. They suggest that parents are largely forgotten in this process and can 

assist in the success of a mentoring relationship. The authors undertook a small 

qualitative case study of twelve parents who were the primary care givers of mentees. 



 

28 

 

The evidence collected demonstrated that parents play a significant role in the 

mentoring process. The research found that: 

 Parents played the role of an intermediary between the mentor and mentee when 
the relationship encountered difficulties. 

Parents hoped that mentors could positively assist their child in achieving their goals 

and aspirations. 

4.5 Key findings 

The evidence on youth mentoring has found that in general the programs are effective 

in producing positive developmental and instrumental outcomes. These include: 

 Increased social connection. 

 Development of life skills. 

 Increased self confidence and resilience. 

 Increased capacity to develop and sustain relationships. 

 Enhanced academic performance and attainment. 

 Decreased truancy. 

 Improved health outcomes. 

 Improved peer and parental relationships. 

 Improved social competencies. 

The literature also concludes that the aims of youth mentoring are such that 

attempting to link these to instrumental outcomes is difficult. Most youth mentoring 

evaluations have only been conducted over a short time period, whereas instrumental 

outcomes are long-term effects and less known. As a consequence when measuring 

the efficacy of youth mentoring based on outcomes such as employment and 

educational attainment it is likely to find that youth mentoring is ineffective. In contrast, 

the demonstrated effect of youth mentoring is to provide young people with life skills, 

self-confidence and positive decision making. Youth mentoring frameworks discussed 

in the previous chapter suggest that achieving these ‘soft’ outcomes for young people 

may contribute to instrumental outcomes over the long term and/or may avert 

negative consequences of further social disengagement. 

Nonetheless the evidence base clearly demonstrates that youth mentoring is effective 

for young people at risk of social disconnection and isolation because it builds 

capacity, resilience and social networks. What the literature therefore focuses on is 

the importance of program implementation and mentor relationships. The key findings 

include: 

 Well planned and implemented programs are more likely to have positive 
outcomes (Komosa-Hawkins 2009). 

There is a key set of principles that can assist in the effective delivery of youth 

mentoring. These include: 

 recruitment 

 screening 

 training 

 matching 

 monitoring and support 

 evaluation. 

Likewise, the literature points to a set of working principles to ensure the youth 

mentoring programs are effective. This first and foremost includes making a clear 
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distinction between the mentoring relationship and the mentoring program. Both these 

require separation and separate evaluation and consideration. As Deutsch and 

Spencer (2009) suggest, a successful mentoring relationship should not be a measure 

of program effectiveness and vice versa. 

According to the youth mentoring evidence, the value and importance of the 

relationship between the mentor and the mentee is crucial to success. In order to 

achieve a good relationship, clearer understandings of the elements involved in the 

matching process are necessary. The critical elements include: 

 Designation of clear aims of the mentoring process - determined and negotiated 
with the young person. 

 Timing and duration of the relationship. 

 A clear understanding of the purpose or objectives of the mentoring process helps 
determine the mentoring match. 

 Understanding of the motivations and approach to mentoring by both parties. 
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5 COST EFFECTIVENESS OF EARLY INTERVENTION 

5.1 Introduction 

As mentioned previously, detailed cost effectiveness analyses are not available for 

youth mentoring programs specifically. However, as has been established in previous 

chapters, youth mentoring is a form of early intervention, and there are cost 

effectiveness analyses available for early intervention programs for youth. Early 

intervention delivers significant cost savings for society and governments by reducing 

young people’s immediate and longer term reliance on the government. The key 

findings presented in this chapter are: 

 The literature has demonstrated that disadvantaged young people who are 
socially isolated and disconnected are disproportionately more likely to make poor 
choices and engage in destructive behaviours—such as criminal activity, and drug 
or alcohol abuse. 

 These destructive behaviours ultimately result in reliance on the government in a 
vast array of areas—including health care, income support, and housing, and can 
result in loss of productivity. These outcomes are very costly to the government, 
especially when extrapolated for the young person’s lifetime and when 
intergenerational impacts are considered. 

 The evidence shows that effective youth mentoring can provide increases in 
developmental outcomes that lessen the risk of young people engaging in risky 
behaviours. 

 There is evidence that the cost of early intervention is significantly lower than the 
cost of the negative outcomes. 

 Even when early intervention has limited effect (e.g. is effective for only a small 
percentage of the youth population), the financial savings to government are 
potentially very significant. 

5.2 Measuring the value and effectiveness of early 
intervention 

Different tools are available to measure the value and effectiveness of intervention 

programs. One tool is the traditional cost-benefit analysis, which presents both costs 

and outcomes in dollar terms, and calculates net gains or losses, sometimes in the 

form of a cost-benefit ratio. Another tool is the cost-offset analysis, which also 

presents both costs and outcomes in dollar terms, and estimates the potential savings 

associated with the outcome of a program. In an evaluation of an existing intervention, 

cost-offset analysis would show the costs of a social problem (i.e. crime or 

unemployment) as a monetary sum against which to offset the financial costs of the 

intervention aimed at preventing the social problem (Pinkney & Ewing 2006, pp.19–

20). It is possible to draw cost-offset findings from cost-benefit analyses. 

There are a small number of straight cost-benefit analyses of early intervention 

programs; the majority of evidence in the literature on early intervention derives from a 

methodology more aligned to a cost-offset analysis. This chapter will show, from the 

studies available, the potential cost savings that can be derived from early intervention 

programs. As previously established, youth mentoring makes a unique contribution to 

such early intervention programs, by providing disadvantaged young people access to 

positive adult connections. 

5.3 Cost offset findings for youth mentoring 

The evidence base on the cost effectiveness of youth mentoring, both nationally and 

internationally is virtually non-existent. Moodie and Fisher (2009) confirm that there 

have been very few substantial evaluations of youth mentoring programs and there is 
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a significant gap in the evidence base with respect to cost-benefit analyses. Given this 

gap in the evidence base, the research by Moodie and Fisher, which evaluated the 

Big Brother Big Sister youth mentoring program in Melbourne, stands as one of the 

few specific assessments of economic value of youth mentoring. Moodie and Fisher’s 

research is instructive because it demonstrates that youth mentoring has the potential 

to produce significant cost savings. 

The authors found that this program is ‘very good value for money in that it offers the 

potential to provide long-term cost savings of much greater value than the costs of 

delivering the program’ (p.6). Moodie and Fischer (2009) calculate the savings from 

this specific program by using a threshold analysis technique to determine value for 

money of a specific youth mentoring program in Melbourne—Big Brother Big Sisters. 

This method of determining the relationship between cost and effect uses a threshold 

(financial value) for the intervention to reach in order to be deemed effective. In this 

research the authors calculated the point at which the BBBS program was ‘likely to 

break even’ (p.4). This process was one where savings were calculated or offset. 

These were defined as the ‘savings arising from the reduction in the 

marginalisation/self-destructive behaviour of youth as a result of the program greater 

than the costs of implementing the program’ (p.4). 

They calculate at the time of writing that: 

 One hundred and ten young people are currently matched in the BBBS program 
which amounts to $6264 per person. 

 If 2208 young people aged 10–14 years (based on per capital population) were 
recruited into this program for three years the cost would be $39.5 million. 

 If half of these youth (n=1104) were categorised as ‘high risk’ the cost of juvenile 
and adult criminal behaviour is estimated at $3.3 billion. 

 If 1–2 per cent of these high risk youth were diverted (n=14) a cost saving of $42 
million would accrue, more than the cost of delivering the youth mentoring 
program for three years. 

On the basis of these calculations the authors find that the financial costs of youth 
mentoring can be covered by diverting only small number young people from a self-
destructive path. 

5.4 Cost offset findings for early intervention programs 

The literature presented in the previous chapters demonstrates that youth mentoring 

is one of a suite of early intervention programs targeting youth at risk. Youth 

mentoring provides a unique contribution by providing young people with access to 

adult connections. Given the lack of financial analysis of youth mentoring programs, 

the methodology utilised in this synthesis report has been to examine cost offset 

analyses of other early intervention programs. 

5.4.1 Leaving care 

Young people leaving care represent a high risk group. In general youth leaving care 

are categorised as having few adult connections (either with their primary or host 

family) and at risk of, for example, homelessness, mental illness, incarceration, drug 

and substance abuse. Raman et al. (2005) have undertaken a cost benefit analysis of 

early intervention for young people leaving care. The analysis presented below will 

provide an in depth understanding of the cost savings of early intervention as a 

proportion of the general lifetime costs incurred by young people leaving care. 

Raman et al. (2005) undertook a cost-benefit analysis of early intervention for young 

people leaving care in Victoria. Raman et al.’s (2005) investigation of 60 youths aged 

between 18–25, who had spent at least two years in statutory state care or had been 

on a Custody or Guardianship Order, revealed that care leavers often transitioned into 

adult life with low levels of education and stability. They note that these disadvantages 
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are likely to lead to a dependence on government support when these individuals 

should be at a time in their life when they are becoming independent. Raman et al. 

(2005) note that young people’s reliance on state services post-care is often at a high 

economic cost to government and society. Raman et al. (2005) found that people 

leaving the care system in Victoria at age 18 or earlier, have not acquired the proper 

preparation to enter adult life independently. 

The authors aimed to establish: 

 The difference between the total costs to Government for youths who have left 
care in addition to the total cost for the general population. 

 If there are any statistically significant relationships between in-care and post-care 
factors. 

In this study, Raman et al. (2005) limit the analysis to direct State Government costs. 

Raman et al. (2005) aim to quantify the tangible costs incurred by the State 

Government in the process of supporting young adults who have been in care. For 

example, Raman et al. (2005, p.55) investigated the cost of youth care leavers to 

government by: 

Tak[ing] the life outcomes of the 18–25 year old young participants and 

estimate[ing] the total average cost to the State. Costs are calculated on a per 

person per annum basis, and then total lifetime costs are computed. All costs 

are using 2004/05 dollars (present value terms). 

Raman et al. (2005) put this figure at $738 741. They suggest that any improvement 

to a young person’s leaving care status could reduce this gap and become a cost 

saving to the state. For example, if a support program for young people leaving care 

could produce a 10 per cent improvement in life outcomes for just one person; this 

would save the State around $74 000 over the course of that person’s life (10% of 

$740 000). Accordingly, an investment by the State of up to $74 000 per person in 

that support program would be justified because the benefit realised through cost 

savings would outweigh the costs incurred from the investment (Raman et al. 2005, 

p.60). 

The importance of lifetime costs of juveniles leaving care to state budgets are 

exemplified by the fact that there are 450 care leavers each year in Victoria, therefore 

the saving gap of $738 741 x 450 is the equivalent of $332.5 million. 

The cost-benefit analysis by Raman et al. (2005) suggests that interventions may be 
costly initially but if effective will decrease the costs to the State over time because 
young people are more likely to be less dependent on the service system into the 
future. Raman et al. provide an analysis of these savings. The following table outlines 
the costs calculated by the authors for a person over their lifetime (to 60 years). 
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Table 3: Lifetime costs 

Source Raman et al. 2005, p.59 

5.4.2 Education and mental health 

Early intervention programs that assist young people to continue their secondary 

education and programs to decrease the risk and onset of mental illness have also 

been found to be effective. The impacts of leaving school early for young people have 

been demonstrated to produce negative outcomes (Marks & Fleming 1999; Lee & 

Breen 2007). Rumberger and Lamb (2003) argue that under education can lead to a 

series of negative outcomes for young people including social disconnection and 

isolation. Other measurable outcomes can include: 

 Low paying jobs or unemployment. 

 Increasing reliance of government services for housing, health care, income 
support. 

Early intervention programs for young people with mental health issues have also 
been found to be effective, in terms of health outcomes, financial savings and 
decreasing the burden on the health system (Vos et al. 2005; Wade et al. 2007). The 
cost-benefit analysis outlined here demonstrates the costs savings that can occur 
when implementing successful early intervention programs. 

Access Economics (2008) was commissioned by 9 Melbourne local governments, 

located on the urban periphery, to undertake a cost-benefit analysis of early 

interventions for young people that aimed at improving educational outcomes and 

mental health service provision. Early intervention programs were implemented as a 

result of the increasing high school drops out rates, especially amongst young men, 

and the poorer mental health status of young people in the study area. 

The report found that early interventions can reverse or slow the process of reliance 

on government support well into the future. The modelling undertaken by Access 

Economics, found that in the worst case scenario (the scenarios were based on 

proportional return, with the worst case scenario only producing a 25% return on 

investment): 

 Young people who complete year 12 will have a lifetime productivity gain of $88.7 
million (p.29). This means they increase their earning capacity over their lifetime 
and contribute to consumption patterns and decrease reliance on the state for 
services. 

 Saving of $1.2 million in health service usage to 2012 (p.31). 

 Young people 
from care 

Young people 
from general pop. 

Difference 

Child protection $98 812 $540 $98 272 

GST revenue -$67 317 -$119 434 $52 117 

Health $39 887 $16 074 $23 813 

Mental health $45 012 $6302 $38 710 

Drug and alcohol $18 853 $1244 $17 609 

Police $240 134 $4543 $238 591 

Justice and correctional services $175 598 $2918 $172 680 

Housing $108 883 $8934 $99 949 

Total $659 862 -$78 879 $738 741 
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Access economics also concluded on the basis of their analysis that: 

 Interventions that reduce youth disengagement could potentially return 23.6 times 
the government’s initial investment to society and 7.6 times directly to the 
government through increased taxation revenues (Access Economics 2008, p.ii). 

 Interventions targeted at reducing anxiety and depression in young people are 
expected to cost the government approximately $4000 to gain one year of healthy 
life from averting these mental illnesses (p.ii). 

Overall the finding from this study demonstrates the cost effectiveness of early 
intervention programs for young people. It also demonstrates the cost savings of early 
intervention programs that aim to maintain young people socially and educationally 
engaged. 

A further study by Gallard et al. (2010) aimed to assess the cost effectiveness of early 

intervention programs for tertiary students entering a Florida community college. The 

cost-benefit analysis of a tutoring intervention program for students was initiated 

because increasing numbers of college students were beginning their tertiary 

education in developmental education classes (i.e. learning maths, English and 

reading). The impact of these developmental deficiencies has seen an increase in 

non-completion of education and increased time taken to complete courses. 

The authors in this paper develop a cost benefit model to assess the cost of providing 

additional tutoring for students compared to the financial benefits that accrue from 

increasing student retention rates. The proposition is that the benefits from tutoring 

will increase retention rates amongst students and ultimately lead to course 

completion, less reliance on college learning services and future employment. The 

accrual of these benefits was considered to create cost savings and financial benefits 

to the institution and society more generally. 

In their analysis, Gallard et al. (2010) estimated that the initial investment per student 

in this tutoring intervention program was $29. The return on investment was 

calculated at $79, representing a 272 per cent return. Furthermore they estimate an 

annual benefit or cost saving to society of $18 913 per graduate (p.15). 

Both these studies by Access Economics and Gallard et al. demonstrate the cost 

savings that early intervention can have in reducing the financial burden on the state. 

Homelessness 

Early intervention for the homeless or those at risk of homelessness has been found 

to be effective in reducing service usage in the areas of health, housing and justice. 

The research by Flatau et al. presented below demonstrates the cost savings of early 

intervention for ‘at risk’ groups. 

Flatau et al. (2008) assessed the cost-effectiveness of homelessness programs 

operating in Australia. The study aimed to estimate the extent to which the provision 

of services to homeless people and those at imminent risk of becoming homeless in 

Western Australia produces improved outcomes for those who are assisted and, in 

doing so, lowers program outlays in other areas (e.g. health and justice systems) and 

increases government tax receipts. 

The study finds that providing assistance to prevent homelessness has a range of 

benefits for clients and for society: 

 The cost of health and justice services is greater for clients of homelessness 
programs than the population in general, and the total potential cost offsets from 
providing assistance are substantially greater than the cost of support (Flatau et 
al. 2008, p.146). For example, on average, based on findings from the Community 
Centre Survey, the cost of health and justice services for community centre clients 
is $14 027 per person per year more than the population average. The cost is 
higher for those experiencing homelessness, with health and justice offsets 
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relating to homelessness being $16 618 per person per year, with an associated 
average life outcome of $407 469 (Flatau et al 2008, p.144). 

 Examination of client outcomes after twelve months of support reveals a reduction 
in the use, and in associated cost, of all justice services, but an increase in use of 
particular health services, especially hospital visits. The higher hospital cost is 
driven primarily by a small number of clients with pre-existing health conditions 
and may be due to improved access to hospital services (Flatau et al. 2008, 
p.151). 

 The study finds potential savings to government of more than double the cost of 
providing homelessness assistance (Flatau et al. 2008, p.146). For all programs, 
the value of annual population offsets is at least twice as large as the annual 
program cost. For example, the cost per person for Supported Accommodation 
Assistance program Single Men clients is $4625, and the associated population 
offset is $10 212, resulting in a net cost saving of $5587 per person per year 
(Flatau et al. 2008, p.145). 

 The evidence gathered shows that programs produce positive outcomes for 
clients in the period immediately following the provision of support, and does so at 
low cost of delivery relative to the delivery of other services. These outcomes 
cross a range of dimensions, including: better housing, employment (slight 
improvement), feelings of safety, and better quality of life (Flatau et al. 2008, pp.3–
6). 

5.4.3 Review of early intervention programs for youth 

Early intervention programs targeting young people at risk has become an important 

service response that aims to reduce long-term reliance on the state and minimise 

self-destructive behaviours. The research by Aos et al. outlined below illustrates the 

cost savings of early interventions. 

Aos et al. (2004) present findings from a study conducted by The Washington State 

Institute for Public Policy, analysing the costs and benefits of prevention and early 

intervention programs for youth. Programs selected for the study have a 

demonstrated ability to deliver one or more of the following outcomes: 

 Reduce crime. 

 Lower substance abuse. 

 Improve educational outcomes such as test scores and graduation rates. 

 Decrease teen pregnancy. 

 Reduce teen suicide attempts. 

 Lower child abuse or neglect. 

 Reduce domestic violence. 

The study found credible evidence that certain well-implemented programs can 

produce positive outcomes and achieve significantly more benefits than costs (Aos et 

al. 2004, p.4). The key findings from the study are: 

 Investments in effective programs for juvenile offenders have the highest net 
benefit. Such programs yield from $1900 to $31 200 per youth. 

 Some forms of home visiting programs that target high-risk and/or low-income 
mothers and children are also effective, returning from $6000 to $17 200 per 
youth. 

 Early childhood education for low income three- and four-year-olds and some 
youth development programs provide significant returns on investment. 
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 While their net benefits are relatively low, many substance use prevention 
programs for youth are cost effective, because the programs are relatively 
inexpensive. 

 Five of the six Youth Development Programs analysed in the study have net 
benefits, yielding between $196 and $9837 per youth. 

 Mentoring Programs achieve mixed but positive results. Of three youth mentoring 
programs evaluated, the highest benefit was delivered by Big Brothers Big Sisters 
(at $2822 per youth—taxpayer cost only). In contrast to the BBBS program, 
Quantum Opportunities Program delivered higher benefits but cost substantially 
more to operate resulting in a negative return of $15 022 per youth. 

 Each program area examined also has interventions that are not cost effective. 
Some prevention and early intervention programs are expensive and produce few 
benefits (Aos et al. 2004, p.4). 

5.4.4 At-risk youth and early childhood interventions 

The study by Cohen, Piquero and Jennings (2010) provides a review of the literature 

of well-designed early childhood interventions that seek to address a series of social 

problems. The study estimates the costs of negative outcomes for at-risk youth, and 

presents the positive outcomes of early childhood interventions. 

Cohen et al. (2010) present findings from two previous studies: 

 Cohen’s (1998) research on estimating the monetary costs of diverting high-risk 
youth was one of the earliest and most comprehensive attempts to calculate the 
costs of crime. The study found that the typical career criminal caused US$1.3 to 
US$1.5 million in external costs with a heavy drug user incurring approximately 
US$370 000 to US$970 000 in costs, and a high school dropout incurring 
approximately US$243 000 to US$388 000 in costs. After eliminating the 
duplication between crimes committed by individuals who are both heavy drug 
users and career criminals, the results suggested an overall estimate of the 
‘monetary value of saving a high-risk youth’ being between US$1.7 and US$2.3 
million. 

 Cohen and Piquero (2009) extended Cohen’s (1998) estimates with improved 
methods and new data, and estimated the present value of saving a high-risk 
youth (as of birth) to range between US$2.6 and US$4.4 million. 

The study by Cohen, Piquero and Jennings (2010) reviews the literature on well-

designed early childhood interventions that address a particular selection of social 

problems. The 2010 study offers calculations of the present value of lifetime costs 

imposed on society for each of the social problems (discounted to the date of birth to 

put them on comparable terms). The study finds that: 

 The largest cost is imposed by the career criminal: US$2.1 to US$3.7 million. 

 The value costs associated with both drug abuse and alcohol dependence/abuse 
are roughly the same: about US$700 000 each. 

 Child abuse and neglect costs an estimated US$250 000 to US$285 000—most of 
which is the cost of abuse or neglect to the child, with the remaining amount being 
an estimate of the costs imposed by increasing the risk that the abused child will 
subsequently become a criminal offender. 

 Health-related outcomes range from a low US$10 300 for the estimated value cost 
of low birth weight, to US$127 000 for coronary heart disease, $144 000 for 
asthma, $187 000 for diabetes, and US$260 000 for smoking. 

 The value cost of teen pregnancy is estimated to range from US$120 000 to 
US$140 000. 

 Properly designed programs and policies that focus on early childhood 
intervention have the potential to produce significant social benefits (pp.391–2). 
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 These social problems often overlap (e.g. crime and drug abuse), therefore these 
costs cannot simply be added together. 

Cohen et al. (2010) find, from the literature reviewed, that early childhood intervention 
can deliver positive outcomes and, therefore, potentially significant cost savings: 

 Early childhood intervention, especially home visitation, is successful in preventing 
or reducing child behaviour problems including crime and delinquency (p.397). 

 Early childhood interventions are effective in increasing educational attainment, 
preventing or reducing involvement with alcohol/drugs, along with affecting other 
child and maternal outcomes such as teenage pregnancy and child abuse and 
neglect (p.398). 

 Another example is the Seattle Social Development Project, a large-scale, school-
based early intervention program, spanning Grades 1 through 6. The long-term 
results indicated that the children in the study demonstrated higher educational 
attainment, less drug and alcohol use, and less involvement in a large variety of 
crimes by age 21 (p.397). 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter has shown the potential cost savings that can be derived from early 

intervention. The report has presented cost offset findings from the literature both from 

cost benefit and cost offset analyses. These cost-offset findings for early intervention 

clearly demonstrate the significant savings that investment in early intervention 

programs for youth at risk can deliver. The finding presented above show: 

 Failing to help youth at risk is very costly. 

 Young people who are disadvantaged and socially disconnected are far more 
likely to engage in destructive behaviours—such as criminal activity and alcohol 
abuse—that ultimately result in reliance on government in areas such as health 
care, income support and housing. The expense to government is great, 
especially when these costs are extrapolated for the young person’s lifetime and 
when intergenerational impacts are considered. 

 Early intervention programs can be effective in diverting youth from risky 
behaviours, and can be run at very low cost relative to the costs associated with 
not intervening. 
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6 FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

This research synthesis report has brought together recent, high quality evidence in 

order to assess the value and effectiveness of youth mentoring. The evidence 

presented in the synthesis has demonstrated the effectiveness of youth mentoring in 

achieving positive outcomes for young people and its value as a low cost program 

with the potential to deliver large savings for government over the long term. 

Early interventions are a part of the human service delivery system which seeks to 

prevent future harmful outcomes. For young people, youth mentoring represents one 

type of preventative strategy utilised within a suite of interventions, primarily aimed at 

ensuring young people do not adopt self destructive behaviours. 

Youth mentoring is a unique form of early intervention that aims to utilise the skills and 

knowledge of adults in building young people’s capacity, resilience and social 

inclusion. As such these adult relationships are very specific. The literature is clear in 

determining that these relationships are not like any other in a young person’s life. A 

mentor-mentee relationship should not therefore be an extension of other service 

delivery relationships (e.g. counsellor, therapist, teacher, case manager, sports 

coach). Likewise, youth mentoring is not an ad-hoc process and needs to be part of a 

well designed program. The literature suggests that it can take up to three years to 

have a well organised and structured program in place and ready for implementation. 

The evidence shows there are a number of clear principles needed in order for youth 

mentoring to be successful. These include: 

 Youth mentoring effectiveness is enhanced by the relationship timeframe. Short 
term programs are ineffective and have been found to be detrimental. Youth 
mentoring program should be framed around a minimum of three years duration in 
order for outcomes to be evidenced. 

 Matching mentors and mentees is a strategic process and a mechanism for 
developing these matches needs to be formulated. 

 The program within which the mentor-mentee relationship is embedded needs to 
be highly structured and have clear aims and objectives that can be evaluated. 

An important future direction for youth mentoring research is the separation of the 
mentor-mentee relationship from the youth mentoring program in the evaluation 
process. These two components have different aims and objectives and the success 
or failure of one does not determine the effectiveness of the other. This means that a 
successful mentor-mentee relationship does not automatically mean that the program 
in which it is embedded is successful or effective. The lack of separation of these two 
elements in the past has contributed to ineffective evaluations and service 
improvements. Separate evaluations will provide government and service providers 
with key information regarding program effectiveness, best practice principles and 
opportunities for service improvements. 

Youth mentoring provides a unique contribution to the suite of early intervention 
services currently available. Another future research direction is the investigation of 
how youth mentoring functions within a suite of interventions. How does its unique 
contribution influence the effectiveness of other programs and how do other programs 
support the impact of mentoring. 

The existing evidence about youth mentoring has illustrated the importance of 
rigorous program evaluations. To date there have been very few formal youth 
mentoring evaluations, and those conducted have limited capacity to inform decision 
makers regarding their effectiveness. To date the literature has made the following 
conclusions regarding the future directions of youth mentoring. These are informed by 
the need for sophisticated evaluations that are underpinned by a set of key or 
strategic principles. These include: 
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 The establishment of evaluative frameworks that allow effectiveness to be 
accurately measured. Key elements include the use of longitudinal methodologies 
and asking the right questions about developmental outcomes, their impact and 
their impact on other outcomes in the longer term (e.g. instrumental). 

 The utilisation of different evaluation tools for each component of the program. 

The cost benefit and cost offset analyses utilised in this synthesis provide clear picture 
of the savings to government over the short and longer term of early intervention. 
What the studies do clearly show is that government can save money if this early 
intervention works effectively. The lack of any cost-benefit analyses suggests a need 
for a rigorous analysis of youth mentoring programs to be undertaken. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Access Economics (2008). Staying connected: A cost benefit analysis of early 

intervention. Melbourne, Access Economics. 

Access Economics used a cost benefit and cost effectiveness analysis of early 

interventions. The purpose of utilising this report for youth mentoring is it provides an 

understanding of the costs saving made from early intervention. It also provides a 

value for services if no intervention is undertaken. The cost benefit analysis compared 

benefits (health costs, productivity gains and value of life) with the costs of programs 

for the interventions. Alternatively the cost effectiveness component incorporates a 

quality of life outcomes and financial impacts. According to Access Economics it, ‘is 

the method used in Australian Government decisions concerning subsidisation of 

pharmaceuticals as well as other health care programs’ (p.ii). 

The use of both cost benefit and cost effectiveness analyses provide a 

mechanism to assess the financial costs of an intervention against the value of 

the benefits that derive from an intervention. The cost effectiveness 

component also places a value on years of life saved. 

The report used a four year time frame 2009–12 to undertake the analysis. For the 

purposes of the analysis Access Economics modelled three scenarios. ‘These 

scenarios reflect a proportional return (25% worst case, 50% base case and 75% best 

case)’ (p.11). The authors also provided measures of benefit for society as a whole 

and government. These benefits included: 

 Improved productivity and earning capacity as a consequence of higher education 
attainment. 

 Reduced health costs and decreased burden of disease as a consequence of 
mental health improvements. 

 

Raman, S., B. Inder, Forbes, C (2005). Investing for success: The economics of 

supporting young people leaving care. Melbourne, Centre for Excellence 

in Child and Family Welfare. 

The aim of this project was to analyse the long term cost of current Government policy 

and estimate the costs of an integrated leaving-care model. The research focuses its 

attention on a leaving-care model appropriate for the needs of young people leaving 

care in Victoria. 

Raman et al. (2005) aimed to quantify the tangible costs incurred by the State 

Government in the process of supporting young adults who have been in care. The 

key components it sort to establish included: 

 The difference between the total costs to Government for youths who have left 
care compared to the total cost for the general population. 

 If there are any statistically significant relationships between in-care and post-care 
factors. 

This study limits its analysis to direct State government costs. For example the 

authors ‘take the life outcomes of the 18–25 year old participants and estimate the 

total average cost to the State. Costs are calculated on a per person per annum basis, 

and then total lifetime costs are computed’ (p.55). These costs are then compared to 

the total lifetime costs incurred by the participants’ peers. 

In order to calculate the inputs Raman et al. determine the actual cost to government 

of a young person in care. They also calculate the financial accrual of: 

 GST on the basis of income production over a person’s lifetime. 

 Health service usage for young people leaving care as opposed to their peers. 
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 Mental health service use. 

 Drug and alcohol services. 

 Justice and correction services. 

 Housing. 

 

Aos S, Lieb R, Mayfield J, Miller M, Pennucci A (2004) Benefits and costs of 

prevention and early intervention programs for youth, Washington State 

Institute for Public Policy, Washington. 

The Washington State Institute for Public Policy prepared a cost-benefit analysis of 

prevention and early intervention programs for youth that have a demonstrated ability 

to: 

 Reduce crime. 

 Lower substance abuse. 

 Improve educational outcomes such as test scores and graduation rates. 

 Decrease teen pregnancy. 

 Reduce teen suicide attempts. 

 Lower child abuse or neglect. 

 Reduce domestic violence. 

The study involved two steps: 

 Determine if there is credible evidence that some types of programs work by 
quantifying the scientific literature on prevention and early intervention programs 
that addresses the seven outcomes. To consider a program for inclusion in the 
analysis, it was required to have scientific evidence from at least one rigorous 
evaluation that measures one of the seven outcomes, and be a program capable 
of application or replication in the ‘real world’. The literature review assembled and 
reviewed a collection of over 3500 documents. After screening the evaluation 
studies for research design quality, the researchers computed the average effect 
of each program on the seven outcomes of interest. 

 Estimate the comparative benefits and costs of each research-based program. 
These measures are the best estimates about the ‘bottom-line’ economics of each 
approach. This involved constructing a benefit-cost model to assign monetary 
values to any observed changes in education, crime, substance abuse, child 
abuse and neglect, teen pregnancy and public assistance outcomes. 

 

Flatau, P., K. Zaretzky, Brady, M, Haigh Y, Martin R (2008). The cost-

effectiveness of homelessness programs: a first assessment. Melbourne, 

Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, Western Australia 

Research Centre. 

The authors used a cost-offset approach to determine the cost effectiveness of the 

provision of homelessness programs in Western Australia. 

The cost-effectiveness of any given homelessness program is measured by the extent 

to which it improves client outcomes per dollar spent over and above what would 

otherwise have occurred. The net cost of providing homelessness support is the gross 

cost of the support, plus any additional costs generated elsewhere, less any savings 

or cost offsets achieved elsewhere. Cost offsets arise when programs lower 

government and personal outlays in non-homelessness areas, which society and 

individuals would otherwise wish to avoid. 
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To cost the potential savings arising from providing homelessness services to the 

client group, the study imputed the cost of the group’s use of government services 

(i.e. health and justice services) and compared this with the population in general. For 

the sample of client survey respondents who participated in the 12-month follow-up 

survey, the study also estimated the difference in the utilisation of health and justice 

services between the year prior to support and the year following the provision of 

support and costing the differential. 

Because, in many cases, the provision of support has an ongoing effect on 

prevalence of service utilisation beyond the 12-month period directly considered, the 

average life outcome is also estimated. The average life outcome is estimated as the 

present value of a stream of annual cost savings, where the real value of each year’s 

savings is equal to the identified annual saving. Preliminary estimates presented in 

the study assume that these cost savings extend over the average remaining life of 

clients. 

The study employed data from the following sources: 

 Survey data: two in-depth surveys of homelessness program clients (Client 
Survey and Community Centre Survey). 

 Cost data: drawn from two sources, program budgets and support agencies, 
through a survey instrument (Agency Cost Survey). 

 Interviews: one-on-one semi-structured client interviews conducted with a small 
number of clients across a range of programs. 
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