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The content of your staff training will depend on 
your specific program goals, the populations you 
serve, and the challenges you anticipate with your 
particular program model. Potential topics may 
include, for example: 

• �Your theory of change and logic model and how 
staff should implement key practices with fidelity. 

• �Best practices for the supervision and support of 
program participants.

• �Attunement to the needs of program participants 
(preliminary research supports potential benefits 
of staff training in this area for both staff and 
mentors; Pryce et al., 2018; Pryce et al., 2022).

• �Issues related to diversity, belonging, inclusion, 
and cultural responsiveness and humility. Anderson 
& Sanchez (2022) found that mentors trained in 
related areas increased in their self-efficacy to 
provide racial/ethnic support to their mentees (see 
Element 8 for more discussion of this important 
training topic). 

• �Understanding the stressors associated with living 
in poverty or marginalized communities (notably 
lacking in some staff members; Spencer et al., 
2020).

• �Other topics specific to your mentoring program 
model and intended outcomes. 

Supporting and Retaining Staff
Once staff are on board, programs should make 
every effort to support their work: providing regular 
supervision, recognizing their efforts, providing 
them with opportunities to voice their ideas and 
concerns, and ensuring they are not overwhelmed 
with responsibilities. Staff should be adequately 
compensated for their important, often life-
changing work and given the tools and resources 
needed to do their work well. Ensuring that staff 
are prepared and are positively engaged in the 

program can help ensure high-quality delivery of 
your services and ultimately affect the experience 
of program participants. For example, one study 
found that the mentor-youth relationships of case 
managers who were more engaged in their work 
were higher quality than those of case managers 
who were less engaged (Keller & DuBois, 2021). 

Strong support of your staff may also be key 
to retaining them. This is important, as one of 
the biggest challenges in mentoring programs 
(and youth-serving organizations more broadly) 
is turnover (see Kaye & Smith, 2014; Spencer 
et al., 2020). Turnover is not only expensive 
for organizations (e.g., in recruiting, retraining, 
and onboarding staff) but can also be harmful 
for mentoring relationships. Both mentors and 
families need consistent support — breaks in this 
support can affect program satisfaction as well 
as the development of the mentoring relationship 
(McMorris et al., 2018; Spencer et al., 2020). 

To prevent turnover and promote staff engagement 
and satisfaction, programs should make every effort 
to ensure that their staff are not overwhelmed with 
responsibilities and that they have allocated time 
to provide strong, consistent support to every 
match (see Element 11). A large component of this 
is determining the ideal and maximum “caseload” 
size for staff in your program. If your program has 
very few staff (as is true for most programs), then 
it is important to adjust the number of youth you 
are serving to reflect this constraint (see Element 1). 
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Munro (2011) describes a theoretical model of how 
strong staff combined with manageable caseloads 
are key ingredients in fostering positive outcomes 
in social work. Namely, training and supporting 
strong staff who can work with a variety of client 
needs is linked with their having high self-esteem, 
satisfaction, and personal responsibility in their 
work, which decreases staff absences and turnover, 
enabling staff to keep caseloads small, which then 
allows them to spend more time with participants, 
develop stronger relationships with them, and 
ultimately yield stronger benefits (Munro, 2011). 
Although studies have not yet tested this set of 
hypotheses in mentoring, one study found that 
smaller caseloads in a career-focused internship 
and mentoring program were, in fact, linked with 
program completion (Theodos et al., 2017; see 
Element 1 for more on the importance of caseload 
size).  

Programs should also ensure that staff have 
formal opportunities and forums to express their 
thoughts and any concerns they have with their 
experiences in the program. This includes having 
written policies and procedures in place to address 
discrimination. These policies should be easily 
accessible and shared with staff regularly. We also 
encourage programs to consider requiring staff to 
complete training that provides information about 
your antidiscrimination policies, relevant state 
and national laws, and procedures for reporting 
discrimination.    

Creating a High-Quality Board of Directors 
or Advisory Committee
To support your program and ensure that its mission 
and practices stay on track, all mentoring programs 
should have an engaged board of directors or 
advisory committee that oversees the program 
and weighs in on critical decisions. This group 

should have clear roles and responsibilities and 
meet on a regular basis. Its members should truly 
represent your community — both the broader 
neighborhoods or regions you serve and, ideally, 
your actual constituents (e.g., alumni youth and 
caregiver representatives). Youth, caregivers, and 
mentors can all provide valuable perspective and 
input. When involving young people on the board 
or advisory committee, it may be helpful to prepare 
other members to ensure they can interact with 
youth in developmentally appropriate and positive 
ways. The composition of this group should be 
assessed regularly to ensure that it continues to be 
representative. 

Although the specific characteristics of these 
oversight groups have not been carefully studied in 
mentoring organizations to date, related work has 
explored some of these characteristics. For example, 
Herrera and Pepper (2003; as previously discussed) 
studied the survival of a large group of volunteer 
caregiving programs and found that having a board 
of directors that met at least quarterly was linked 
with that board helping the program raise funds, 
which in turn predicted the program having three 
or more funding sources and funds to replace 
their original funding grant, which then predicted 
program survival. 
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ELEMENT 14
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Standard of Practice: Programs should forge meaningful community partnerships and participate in other 

engagements to inform key program development and implementation activities and ensure the program is 

embedded in the historical and social context of the community and the individuals they serve.   
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PRACTICES SUPPORTING THIS STANDARD 
n  �The program engages with other mentoring organizations, youth-serving programs, and 

service providers, and establishes formal partnerships as needed. This practice can involve both 
informal relationships with other organizations and youth-serving professionals (e.g., professional 
networking, attending community events) as well as more formal partnerships in which service 
providers work together collaboratively (e.g., formal referrals of youth and families to other 
providers, conducting a conference or volunteer fair with other local organizations). Formal 
partnerships should be governed by a Memorandum of Understanding that details the roles and 
responsibilities of each party.

n  �The program implements strategies to learn about the community it serves and incorporate its 
history and lived experience into its organizational values and programmatic decision-making. 
Meaningful partnerships and collaborations with individuals and community groups, especially those 
who historically or currently experience marginalization or trauma, can offer important insights 
that will inform relevant and culturally responsive programming. Programs should regularly seek 
input from these individuals and organizations, and work to integrate this feedback into program 
operations whenever possible. 

n  �The program engages in activities that promote mentoring in the public and private sectors 
and builds long-term community awareness and interest in supporting young people. Mentoring 
professionals, particularly program leadership, should be involved in activities that build awareness 
of mentoring at a community or regional level. These activities can help secure adequate resources 
from public and private sources for both the program and other mentoring providers, creating a 
healthy ecosystem of mentoring options for the community. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

STANDARD OF PRACTICE 
Programs should forge meaningful community partnerships and participate in other engagements 
to inform key program development and implementation activities and ensure the program is 
embedded in the historical and social context of the community and the individuals they serve. 



219
ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICE FOR MENTORING™

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMON PROGRAM 
MODELS AND SETTINGS 
Because there is tremendous diversity in how and where mentoring is delivered to young people, 
here we offer additional practices and recommendations related to this Element for some common 
mentoring contexts. Readers should note that there may be overlap in the following categories (e.g., a 
peer mentoring program in a school or a Boys & Girls Club offering a group mentoring program on-
site) and read all that may be relevant to their work.

Generally, the practices noted at the beginning of this Element will be relevant and sufficient for most 
types of mentoring programs, including group and peer models, school- and site-based programs, 
and informal mentoring offered through youth development organizations. It is worth noting 
that for programs embedded in broader youth-serving settings (e.g., schools, youth development 
organizations, juvenile justice settings), the notion of “community” exists at two levels: the community 
within the institution or organization itself, as well as the broader community (e.g., neighborhood, city, 
school district). In these program settings, it will be important for mentoring program staff to promote 
and advocate for the program within the organizations or institutions where they are housed. This 
can involve sharing progress and achievements with site staff, advocating for meaningful input into 
resource development and budgetary processes and decisions, and contributing meaningfully to the 
organization’s broader evaluation efforts. Mentoring professionals in these settings should also engage 
in collaborative and promotional work outside of the organization, but their first priority should be 
sharing information with and engaging their colleagues within the organization where the program is 
housed. 

E-mentoring programs will likely have a different definition of “community” due to the virtual nature 
of their services. While they may still engage in practices that engage and recruit mentors in “the real 
world,” the main communities they will engage in are likely to be online ones that they have cultivated 
over time. 

ELEMENT 14 | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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DISCUSSION OF  
THIS ELEMENT 
One of the oft-overlooked aspects of running a 
high-quality mentoring program is the participation 
of the program and its staff in the broader 
ecosystem of mentoring and other programs and 
services that exist in a community. This work can 
happen informally, through networking and peer 
learning by your staff, or more formally through 
partnerships, collaborations, and joint activities 
alongside other organizations. There are many 
benefits to engaging the broader community in 
these ways:

• �Community engagement grounds a program in 
the people and place where its work happens. No 
program can deliver services that truly meet the 
needs of the community if they are apart from it 
and indifferent to its history and the challenges it 
may be contending with.

• �This work supports diversity and inclusion, as it 
can help the community feel connected to the 
work of your program and make it more attractive 
to community members who could serve as staff 
or mentors. Drawing in community members to 
these roles helps ensure that your work is relevant 
and rooted in community needs and perspectives.

• �Developing strong relationships and partnerships 
with other community organizations provides an 
opportunity for sharing knowledge and resources 
that can strengthen your work. These connections 
can also foster community support for your 
program, which can ultimately contribute to your 
program’s survival. Herrera & Pepper (2003) 
examined factors contributing to the survival (or 
demise) of 787 volunteer-based programs funded 
through a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

grant program. Gaining community awareness 
and support was cited as critical to survival by 
34 percent of those programs that were still 
operational at the time of their survey; whereas 
a lack of community awareness and support was 
cited as key in causing the program’s closure by 42 
percent of those that had closed.

• �These partnerships can result in a referral network 
to direct youth, families, and even mentors 
to other community services for needs not 
supported by the mentoring program. While your 
program may serve dozens, hundreds, or even 
thousands of young people, the reality is that it 
might not be a great fit for every youth’s needs or 
may not have the resources to serve all the youth 

ELEMENT 14 | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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who could benefit from your services. Having good 
relationships with community partners that youth 
and families can be referred to when they age out 
of your services, or when they present needs that 
are beyond your ability or resources to address, 
can help provide youth with more holistic support 
and perhaps extend the impact of your work by 
ensuring that youth and families get the additional 
help they need to thrive even when no longer 
served by your program. 

• �Knowing other professionals in mentoring, more 
specifically, can create pathways for information 
sharing, collaborative action, shared advocacy, 
or even formal partnership agreements. Being 
able to network with, and learn from, other 
professionals is also a major contributor to job 
satisfaction, growth as a professional, and long-
term commitment to mentoring work as a career 
path (i.e., retention).

• �It helps strengthen the investments a community 
makes in mentoring more broadly. While we 
encourage programs to maximize their own 
resource development and capacity (see Element 
15), that work can be easier when collaborating 
with other providers to advocate for mentoring 
broadly and to build strong public awareness 
of mentoring and the needs of youth. No one 
program can do that effectively in isolation. 

Strategies for Community Engagement
In the previously listed practices, we recommend 
several specific strategies for engaging the 
community effectively. The first addresses the 
engagement of, and partnerships with, other 
mentoring and youth-serving organizations in 
the community. This engagement can start at the 
individual level with program staff networking with 
other youth-serving professionals at events and 
conferences, through participation in roundtables 
or community coalitions, or through professional 
development and peer learning opportunities. There 
is no right or wrong way to engage with other 
providers in your community, but in our experience, 
no program can do its work well in isolation and 
your program reputation may suffer if others view 
your program as apart from, rather than actively 
engaged in, the broader fabric of your community. 

Beyond the engagement of your staff members, 
programs are encouraged to explore reciprocal 
partnerships and formal agreements when 
helpful. For example, when mentoring services 
are embedded within partnering institutions (e.g., 
schools, nonprofit organizations, businesses), 
more formalized agreements (e.g., Memoranda 
of Understanding) with those institutions may be 
beneficial, especially if precious program resources 
or staffing is needed to make the collaboration 
function as intended. Roles, responsibilities, 
timelines, and limitations of partnerships can 
all be clarified in these formal partnership 
agreements. These formal partnerships also need 
regular touchpoints to ensure that staff at both 
organizations are following through on their roles 
and responsibilities and to troubleshoot aspects of 
the partnership that are not working as intended. 

In addition to connecting to the ecosystem of 
providers in a region, mentoring programs are 
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many programs are led by 
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strongly encouraged to build connections that 
help them understand the history of a place and 
how that history plays out today in the needs 
of youth and families. It is an unfortunate cliché 
of the mentoring field that many programs are 
created and led by individuals who reside outside 
(sometimes far outside) of the community that is 
being served. These programs can potentially court 
resentment by the very people they intend to serve 
by misunderstanding the needs of the community, 
the history of prior attempts to help, and projecting 
a deficit-based attitude about youth and the 
community as a whole (see Basualdo-Delmonico  
& Spencer, 2016). 

Thus, we suggest programs use a variety of 
strategies to learn about the people and places 
that situate their work, and to use what they learn 
to frame their organizational values and inform 
the work of the program (see Element 1 for more 
information about the intersection between a 
program’s values and its work). Programs should 
strive to understand how race, ethnicity, religion, 
gender identity, sexual orientation, national origin, 
disability, and age (among other intersecting 
identities) influence the conditions mentees, 
families, and communities are forced to navigate. 
Effective mentoring services must also consider 
the significant impact that access, or lack thereof, 
to resources for safe housing, food, physical and 
mental health, advanced education, economic 
opportunities, transportation, public safety, etc., has 
on mentees, families, and the community. Programs 
should bring a deep understanding of historical 
trauma, marginalization, and systemic barriers to 
the work. While the program may not be able to 
address all these historic and present contexts in its 
mentoring work, it is unlikely to do that mentoring 
work well if it ignores these factors. While mentoring 
services are most often intended to benefit an 

individual mentee, this work is also part of a larger 
movement to bring more togetherness, fairness, and 
justice to our communities and broader society. That 
work begins with knowledge and understanding.  

There are many ways programs can build that 
knowledge and understanding, for example, by 
involving youth, families, mentors, and other 
community members in advisory committees or 
boards of directors. Information gathering activities 
(e.g., surveys, focus groups, interviews) may also 
prove illuminating, as can opportunities to dialogue 
with, and learn from, other service providers in 
the community. Perhaps the easiest way to build 
this understanding is simply to be present in the 
community at social events, public gatherings, and 
other venues where the broader community comes 
together to work or simply have fun. Nothing builds 
connections between program and community like 
being present and visible and showing people that 
your program is of the community, not a service 
imposing an external “solution.” 

Lastly, we encourage programs, within the rules 
and laws that govern their actions, to participate in 
advocacy efforts that can strengthen the financial 
and other support that mentoring work receives 
in the community. Program leadership should be 
informed about emerging trends, collaborative 
opportunities, legislation, and research projects at 
the local, state, regional, and national levels and 
participate in advocacy campaigns to the extent 
possible. Programs should follow all regulations 
that govern allowable advocacy activities and avoid 
conflicts of interest. Advocacy is always best done 
collaboratively with others for maximum impact, 
and other providers will certainly appreciate your 
participation in collective action to grow the 
resources that all programs need to do their  
best work. 

ELEMENT 14 | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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QUESTIONS FOR PROGRAM 
STAFF TO CONSIDER?

n � ����Is our program a trusted partner in the community? Why or why not?

n � What do we know about the communities in which we operate? Where are our 
knowledge gaps and how can we fill them? Who on our staff can build bridges to 
segments of our broader community?

n � What activities do we engage in to encourage individuals in the community to learn 
about our work or to join our program as staff or mentors? 

n � Who on our staff can coordinate our involvement at community events? Do we have a 
calendar of upcoming events where we should have a presence?

n � What activities, information, or resources does our program need to create 
meaningful community partnerships?

n � How do we network with other mentoring programs and providers? What support 
does our staff need to enable them to do more outreach and engagement? 

n � What opportunities do we have to engage in advocacy efforts? Do we understand the 
ethical and legal guidelines that we’d need to follow if we got more involved? 

ELEMENT 14 | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT



224
ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICE FOR MENTORING™

OPPORTUNITIES FOR AUTHENTIC YOUTH 
AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

n � �Youth, caregivers, and mentors can help build connections to other community 
organizations and suggest events where the program may wish to engage  
in outreach. 

n � �Youth, caregivers, and mentors can provide oral histories or community background 
that can help inform program design, particularly in avoiding prior mistakes made by 
other providers. 

n � �Community partners, elders, or leaders can be invited to support activities such as 
strategic planning, public awareness campaigns, or staff development trainings.

 
Potential Metrics to Track 
Programs may want to set benchmarks and track progress around metrics such as: 

• �Number of community outreach events or engagements participated in.

• �Number and composition of formal agreements with other providers or organizations.

• �Number of referrals made to other providers or organizations.

• �Number of youth and mentor referrals received from other providers or organizations.

• �Number and type of advocacy actions taken. 

• �Number of staff whose backgrounds represent the community served by the program.

• �Number of mentors whose backgrounds represent the community served by the program.

• �Number of formal opportunities for community partners and stakeholders to provide input into our 
work (e.g., surveys, forums, etc.).

ELEMENT 14 | COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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RESOURCES THAT CAN HELP

Community Toolbox. The University of Kansas. Find a variety of step-by-step guidance, 
resources, and tools for community-building. https://ctb.ku.edu/en

How to Create a (c)(3) Advocacy Plan. Alliance for Justice via MENTOR Virginia.  
Fact sheet for nonprofits with a sample advocacy plan. 

MENTOR Advocacy Resources. A variety of tools and resources to help advocates stay 
informed about issues impacting mentoring, how to identify and apply for federal funding, 
training opportunities, and more. 

• Advocacy Action Center

• Grassroots advocacy resources and training opportunities 

• �Issue-Specific Advocacy Resources – topics include education, mental health, workforce, 
and violence prevention

• �Legislation Platform – to learn more about MENTOR’s priority legislation, policy agenda, 
and legislative principles 

• Tracking and Accessing Federal Funds for Mentoring  
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ELEMENT 15
PROGRAM INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
SUSTAINABILITY
Standard of Practice: To ensure sustainable service delivery and organizational health, programs should 

employ multiple management policies and practices, including, but not limited to, resource development and 

financial management, marketing and communications, information management, and liability insurance. 

ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICE FOR MENTORING™ 
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PRACTICES SUPPORTING THIS STANDARD 
Resource Development and Financial Management
n  �The program has a detailed annual program budget and formal accounting system. The written 

budget for the current fiscal year (and future year projections) should:  

• �Include sufficient funds to: 1) see current matches through the completion of the program’s 
initial commitment; 2) support adequate staffing for monitoring and support of mentoring 
relationships; and 3) support other needed functions (e.g., program activities, special events, 
communication materials).

• �Reflect the program’s commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. For example, it includes 
dedicated resources to provide accommodations and enhance accessibility and designates 
funds to support match activities when cost may be prohibitive for mentors to fund them.

• �Include adequate compensation for paid staff and resources to support their professional 
development and ongoing training. 

• �(For programs embedded in larger organizations) Earmark dedicated funds to support 
mentoring staff and mentoring program activities.

• Be approved by the board of directors or advisory committee.

n  �The program has a resource development plan that details how operating funds will be sourced 
and maintained over time. This plan should articulate how the program will secure diversified 
ongoing funding to ensure sustainability. For programs embedded in larger organizations or 
institutions, the plan should specify which funds will support mentoring staff and activities and how 
mentoring services will be supported by future fundraising efforts. These plans should: 

• �Detail multiple potential funding streams, competitive grants, and prospective donors or 
partners who can provide the program with key financial and in-kind resources.

• �Specify guidelines that govern fundraising efforts to ensure they are ethical and in line  
with your program values (e.g., the kinds of organizations you would not accept funding  
from and why).  

• �Clearly denote staff roles and responsibilities for resource development, including the role of 
the board of directors or advisory committee.

• �Be approved by the board of directors or advisory committee. 

PROGRAM INFRASTRUCTURE AND SUSTAINABILITY

STANDARD OF PRACTICE 
To ensure sustainable service delivery and organizational health, programs should employ multiple 
management policies and practices, including, but not limited to, resource development and financial 
management, marketing and communications, information management, and liability insurance. 
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Marketing and Communications
n  �The program has a communications and marketing plan that educates and engages the community 

and potential participants about its work. This plan should:  

• �Determine how services are marketed to prospective participants (e.g., key messages, 
imagery, program branding) and strategies for working with local media. 

• �Clarify who is responsible for marketing and communication activities, and how the efficacy of 
the strategies will be tracked. 

• �Articulate how and when to engage in public relations efforts and other strategies for 
garnering publicity for the program.

• �Be reviewed and updated annually and revised as needed to document successful/
unsuccessful strategies.

• �(For programs embedded in larger organizations) Include a clear explanation of  
how the organization’s marketing and communication efforts will directly support the 
mentoring services.  

n  �Communication materials accurately portray the population of youth served and their 
communities using strengths-based language. All program materials, including the program 
website and social media content, recruitment materials, and staff or donor communications, should 
be free of notions of saviorism or other language that portrays youth or communities as just a 
collection of problems or challenges (see Elements 3 and 4 for more information on avoiding this in 
recruitment materials, specifically).  

Information Management 
n  �The program has written policies and procedures for storing and managing participant 

information and records, as well as other key program information, such as staff files, financial 
reports, and proprietary documents. Policies should identify the types of information that will need 
to be collected from participants and other sources, how confidential information (both electronic 
and paper) will be stored and retrieved, and which staff members can access this information, 
especially the personal information of program participants, financial information, and staff 
personnel records. Policies should also outline how often stored information is reviewed, how long it 
is retained, and when (and how) it is to be destroyed.   

n  �The program has a database or other software for compiling and managing information about 
program participants, their mentoring relationships, and their program experience Information 
management systems (i.e., databases) should prioritize participant confidentiality and data security, 
as well as allowing staff to access the information quickly to make decisions and ensure strong 
program implementation.     

Liability Insurance 
n  �The program has active liability insurance coverage that is aligned with the activities of the 

program and its staff and the nature of mentor-youth activities. Adequate insurance coverage 
limits program risk and can help shape mentoring activities in light of safety considerations. 
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ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMON PROGRAM 
MODELS AND SETTINGS 
Because there is tremendous diversity in how and where mentoring is delivered to young people, 
here we offer additional practices and recommendations related to this Element for some common 
mentoring contexts. Readers should note that there may be overlap in the following categories  
(e.g., a peer mentoring program in a school or a Boys & Girls Club offering a group mentoring program 
on-site) and read all that may be relevant to their work. The next recommendations can help build the 
long-term infrastructure and capacity of mentoring programs and approaches in certain contexts.

GROUP MENTORING MODELS 
Group mentoring programs may wish to address these additional considerations related to program 
infrastructure: 

Consider the number of groups the budget can support, not just number of youth. When budgeting 
services for a given program cycle, programs should focus on the number of groups they can 
reasonably support with the available staffing and resources. Adding more groups may require 
additional purchases of equipment or supplies, strain available meeting space, or cause other logistical 
challenges. Adding one or two more youth may seem inconsequential, but depending on the flexibility 
of the model, doing so may necessitate forming an entirely new group, with all the associated budget 
implications.  

Factor in the costs of curriculum and activity materials. Because group programs are often heavily 
dependent on specific activities, equipment, and curriculum (e.g., discussion guides, collaborative 
games), these costs can add up. These budget line items may be higher than in other programs where 
mentors and youth bear the costs of activities out in the community. 

The data management system should capture information both at the individual and group levels. 
Group-level information and metrics include group structure (e.g., who is leading the group, which 
participants are in the group), attendance at the group level (e.g., an average 50 percent attendance 
rate for the group each week), activity completion at the group level (e.g., completion of 70 percent of 
planned group activities in a program cycle), and group-level outcomes (e.g., average reports of group 
cohesion and belonging across group members within a given group). 

PEER MENTORING MODELS 
As with group programs, peer mentoring programs are encouraged to pay attention to curriculum 
and activity costs, as these can represent large expenditures for these programs. Additionally, peer 
programs are encouraged to: 
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Ensure adequate funding is earmarked for the program if part of larger school or organizational 
budget. Programs that are embedded in schools or other institutions often run the risk of being “lost 
in the shuffle” of an often-chaotic budgeting process with many competing services and staff vying to 
secure needed resources. Funding for peer mentoring programs should be clearly spelled out in both 
staffing budgets and other line items so that the funds are clearly directed to the program and not 
elsewhere. 

�If the program is housed in a school setting, ensure that program data systems comply with school 
or district policies around data storage and access. This is another area where embedded programs 
are often required to comply with institutional policies and procedures, including limited software 
options.

E-MENTORING MODELS 

Online mentoring programs may expect to incur some costs that differ from other mentoring models 
and may need to focus more on budgeting and marketing considerations, such as: 

�Emphasizing data security and storage. Most, if not all, of a virtual mentoring program’s records 
will be managed electronically, and there may be additional costs associated with data security or 
maintenance of the program’s communication platforms. While these programs may have reduced 
costs for physical space and in-person infrastructure, the costs of technology may be far greater than 
for other programs. 

Considering digital marketing strategies. E-mentoring programs that serve multiple communities may 
have reduced opportunities for marketing their services and engaging the community at in-person 
events or in local media. Online strategies such as search engine optimization, online ad campaigns, 
email-based outreach, or e-newsletter campaigns may have increased relevance for online programs. 
These can reach potential participants more effectively but may come with additional costs. 

SCHOOL- AND OTHER FORMAL SITE-BASED MODELS 
As noted above for group and peer programs, school- and site-based programs have a number of 
additional considerations when building their infrastructure and capacity, such as: 

• Factoring in the costs of curriculum and activity materials when developing budgets.
• �Ensuring that data systems comply with school or district policies around data storage  

and access.
• �Ensuring that funding is earmarked for the program when it is part of a larger school or 

organizational budget.

Additionally, school- and site-based programs may see some efficiencies in marketing and 
communication activities if they can use platforms and technologies already used in the broader 
organization, rather than building these tools from scratch. They may also benefit from the support of 
school or organization communications staff, who can greatly improve the quality and professionalism 
of program communications.
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INFORMAL MENTORING MODELS 
Youth development programs with informal mentoring should also consider many of the nuances 
noted above for group, school-based, and site-based programs, including:

• Ensuring that funding is earmarked for the program in the larger organizational budget. 
• �Ensuring that data systems comply with broader organizational policies around data storage  

and access.
• Using communication platforms and technologies already used in the broader organization.
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DISCUSSION OF  
THIS ELEMENT 
While most mentoring professionals focus intently 
on the design and delivery of their program models 
— and with good reason, as that is the mechanism 
through which young people will experience 
program benefits — there are other important 
practices that help ensure a mentoring program 
has the resources, tools, and community awareness 
it needs to thrive long-term. This Element covers 
four critical aspects of program infrastructure that 
each play a significant role in helping mentoring 
programs grow and sustain their services over 
time: resource development, marketing and 
communications, information management 
(including technology infrastructure and data 
security), and liability insurance. 

These areas represent common challenges and 
pain points for mentoring programs. In a 2016 
national survey of mentoring programs, 44 percent 
indicated that fundraising/grant writing was a major 
challenge, and 29 percent noted that sustainability 
or program growth were serious concerns 
(Garringer et al., 2017). In that same survey, 87 
percent of programs indicated that the number of 
youth they served had grown in the last year, but 
only 26 percent reported that their staffing had also 
grown to accommodate this need. In fact, 11 percent 
of all mentoring programs reported that their 
staffing levels had recently declined. 

This paints a picture of a field that is increasingly 
doing more with the same (or fewer) resources 
and in need of both increased resources and 
efficient tools to optimize its work. Failure to 
secure adequate funds can result in sudden 
program closures that hurt young people and the 
broader community, as meaningful mentoring 
relationships are thrown into limbo or ended 
prematurely. Insufficient marketing of the program 
can leave well-resourced programs scrambling 
to find participants. Programs without adequate 
technology infrastructure can struggle to implement 
the program as intended and often lack actionable 
data to help make key decisions. And mentoring 
programs that do not have adequate insurance can 
face devastating consequences when accidents 
happen or when mentor or youth engage in harmful 
behaviors. 

However, we also know that these are areas where 
programs often have limited staffing and expertise. 
Most mentoring professionals went into this line of 
work hoping to help youth and their communities, 
not to manage financial spreadsheets or dream 
up marketing campaigns. And most mentoring 
programs have three or fewer staff, so finding 
the time for these activities can be hard even if 
there is expertise available. But as noted above, 
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these are aspects of a program that can have dire 
consequences if not attended to adequately and 
we hope that even very small programs can build 
on the advice here to shore up their long-term 
sustainability. Below we expand on the practices in 
these critical areas.  

Resource Development and Financial 
Management
All mentoring programs need adequate funding 
to deliver their services over the course of a 
program cycle. Ideally, the program should aspire 
to fundraising at levels that allow for several 
cycles of operation, although we recognize that 
few programs, especially nonprofits, get to that 
high level of fundraising stability. Regardless, 
all programs will need a long-term budget that 
tracks current financial assets, expenses over 
time, and future gaps that need to be filled with 
additional fundraising efforts. While the specific 
practices associated with good budgeting and 
financial management are beyond the scope of 
this publication (see the Resources section), we 
recommend mentoring programs keep the following 
in mind when developing program budgets: 

Be sure to adequately staff match support and 
supervision activities. It can be tempting to think 
of mentoring relationships as being somewhat 
self-sustaining entities after they have started on 
their journey and that program staff can turn their 
attention to recruiting the next group of participants 
once a mentoring relationship is underway. But in 
our experience, almost all mentoring relationships, 
regardless of the program model or setting, need 
significant support (see Element 11). There will 
be challenges that arise, misunderstandings or 
disagreements that need addressing, or moments 
of disconnection in which a staff member may need 
to offer youth, mentors, or caregivers additional 
coaching or support. In the absence of that 
support, research suggests that many mentoring 
relationships will end prematurely, often under 
negative circumstances and frustrations (McQuillin & 
Lyons, 2021; Spencer et al., 2020). In our experience, 
mentoring programs often underestimate the 
amount of support matches will need and the sheer 
volume of hours needed to adequately check in 
with participants and determine the help they need. 
Program leaders should closely examine the budget 
for staffing match support and supervision activities 
to ensure that all mentoring relationships get the 
attention and care they deserve. 
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�Fund professional development for staff. Chances 
are most of your staff members will be somewhat 
new to the world of mentoring, having come from 
prior positions in related fields, such as education, 
youth development, social work, child psychology, 
and after-school programs. Although they may 
bring considerable experience working with youth, 
they may not be familiar with the nuances of 
mentoring relationships, managing volunteers, or 
tasks such as data collection or training delivery. 
They may also need to learn more about the youth 
your program serves, and training on working 
with groups such as Native American youth, 
LQBTQIA2S+ youth, immigrant or refugee youth, 
or youth with disabilities may round out their skills 
further. Programs are encouraged to assess the 
competencies and knowledge gaps of their staff 
and fund professional development experiences 
accordingly. Attendance at professional conferences 
and networking events also builds staff skills (see 
Element 13) and helps their efforts at community 
engagement (see Element 14). 

Set aside dedicated funds for disability 
accommodations and other DEI needs. One of 
the most critical practices in offering a mentoring 
program that is truly inclusive is ensuring that 
resources are available to support accommodations 
for participants with disabilities. Youth serving 
organizations often assume that accommodations 
can be covered under the general program budget, 
only to find that those funds get used up quickly 
and that staff actually cannot accommodate a 
disability-related requests when needed. This can 
leave disabled youth, volunteers, and staff feeling 
ignored, unwelcome, and undervalued. There is 
a misconception that accommodations are often 
expensive or impossible to deliver. This is not true; 
and if your program is unable to attempt to make 
reasonable accommodations because it didn’t think 
to set aside funds for that purpose, it sends a poor 
message about what and whom the program values. 
This is one place where it is easy for a program to 
“walk their talk.” 

Similarly, programs should set aside some funds 
to support the participation of volunteer mentors 
who may have limited means to cover things like 
the cost of mentoring activities, transportation to 
and from mentoring sessions, or other barriers to 
their involvement. Programs are encouraged to 
think about the typical expenses that mentors may 
incur in the program, who might be excluded from 
participating due to those expenses, and how the 
program could alleviate those needs to get a more 
diverse pool of mentors into the program. 

Beyond annual budgetary decisions, programs 
also have a need to engage in proactive resource 
development that can secure a consistent and 
sustainable future for the program. Resource 
development plans should: 
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Diversify fundraising activities so that the program 
is not solely dependent on one source. While many 
mentoring programs rely on one or a handful of 
large funding sources (competitive grants, private 
donations, etc.) year to year, it can be risky to 
have a funding mix that is overly reliant on a small 
number of sources. In those instances, a change 
in the commitment of one funder, or the loss of 
a competitive grant that the program assumed 
would renew, can be catastrophic and result in 
the type of sudden closures that programs should 
avoid at all costs. In fact, one study examined the 
survival (or demise) of a large group of volunteer 
caregiving programs that were funded through 
a specific grant program and found that having 
three or more funding sources and funds to replace 
their original funding grant was a key predictor in 
program survival (Herrera & Pepper, 2003). While 
the perfect mix of funding sources will vary greatly 
from program to program, we encourage programs 
to maximize the contributions from competitive 
grant proposals, donations from large private or 
corporate philanthropies, individual donations, 
funds contributed by partner schools or other 
organizations, and in-kind donations of goods and 
services that can supplement program activities 
and mentor-youth outings. Similarly, resource 
development efforts should not focus solely on one 
big make-or-break fundraising event, but instead 
be spread throughout the year so that there are 
multiple opportunities for those who care about 
your work to contribute their money and resources. 

Remember your program values and ethical 
principles. In the pursuit of these important 
resources, it can be easy for programs to stray from 
some of their central values and ethical principles. 
Most commonly, programs overcommit to the 
number of youth they can serve — the full costs of 
which may not be covered by the grant or donation. 

While there is nothing wrong with growing and 
expanding a program, we encourage mentoring 
professionals to not overpromise in exchange 
for needed funds. In Element 1, we encouraged 
programs to serve only the number of youth to 
whom they could reasonably offer a strong program 
experience. Serving more youth and mentors than 
you have the funding to adequately support is 
risking cutting corners on program quality and risks 
facilitating mentoring relationships that are not only 
ineffective but could be harmful to participants. 

Similarly, programs can also encounter challenges 
when they alter the program to take on different 
forms or goals in mentoring just to secure new 
funds. Programs can sometimes find themselves 
radically reinventing their services just to be a better 
“fit” for a new grant. In our experience, that kind 
of “chasing the money” is rarely sustainable and 
may take the program away from the more core 
mentoring that they actually do well. 

Programs may also think carefully about the ethical 
considerations related to the types of funders they 
accept support from. Many youth-serving organizations 
do not accept funding from a variety of companies 
or individuals who are viewed as having contributed 
to the negative circumstances in a community or 
among young people. While it is up to each program 
to determine where their ethical boundaries lie, a 
program that is not considering the ethics of their 
funding sources runs the risk of offending or alienating 
the community they serve. Remember that your 
program’s reputation is only as strong as the funders 
and stakeholders it associates with. 
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Marketing and Communications
The marketing needs of mentoring programs vary 
considerably. A peer-to-peer mentoring model 
in an elementary school may have little need to 
communicate about or promote the program 
outside of school walls (other than to caregivers), 
whereas a community-based nonprofit serving 
dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of youth and 
families will have a critical need to market their 
services broadly and draw the interest of volunteers, 
caregivers, youth, and potential funders and donors. 
We assume here that all mentoring programs will 
have some need to communicate with stakeholders 
and potential program participants. 

Central to this work is the development and 
implementation of a marketing and communication 
plan. These plans should specify the actions the 
program will take to promote its services, the types 
of messages that will be appealing to prospective 
participants and donors, and information about the 
activities of the program and the outcomes youth, 
volunteers, and the community are experiencing. 

As noted in Elements 3 and 4, it is critical that your 
marketing and communications materials portray 
the youth and community served by the program 
in a positive strengths-based light. In an effort 
to spur individuals to take action on behalf of the 
program, it can be easy for marketing messages to 
lapse into saviorism or portray youth as a collection 
of “problems” to be “solved.” While it is true that 
every mentoring program, at some level, works 
to bring about positive change in the face of the 
challenges youth face, it is also true that mentoring 
is a universal need of all people and that every 
human being needs mentor-like individuals in their 
lives to maximize their potential and happiness. We 
encourage mentoring programs to adopt strengths-
based messaging in their marketing materials and to 
critically review their messaging to ensure it doesn’t 
paint an inaccurate picture of those you serve 
or the community you work in. Involving youth, 
caregivers, mentors, and others from the community 
in reviewing program messaging can help avoid  
these pitfalls. 

While the specific communication platforms 
and media a program uses will vary widely, we 
encourage programs to maximize tools and strategies 
such as: 

• �A program website, or a clearly defined section 
about the program within a larger website for 
programs that are embedded at a school or other 
youth-serving organization — many of the mission 
and values statements we’ve recommended 
elsewhere in this resource should be easily found on 
the program website.

• �Print or e-newsletters, which can be great for 
sharing information about upcoming events and 
activities. 

• �Email lists — while youth may not be heavy users 
of email, most adults still prefer to get important 
information through email. 

• �Social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, 
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X [formerly known as Twitter], etc.); although note 
that membership in these platforms is not universal 
and many caregivers may not be active participants 
in social media.

• �Advertisements in local publications or digital 
media.

• �Earned media, such as opinion pieces or letters to 
the editor, proactively pitching mentoring story ideas 
to local news.

• �Displays/booths at local events, which can be an 
excellent form of community engagement (see 
Element 14).

• �Annual banquets or awards events — many 
programs combine an annual celebration of matches 
with a fundraising opportunity to create a powerful 
event that highlights the good work of the past and 
spurs investment in the program’s future.

• �Annual reports or evaluation reports that detail the 
program’s work and outcomes.

• �Word-of-mouth recruitment or awareness 
campaigns — these can be especially powerful 
if youth, caregivers, and mentors engage their 
social circles in learning more about the program 
through their own testimonials. 

While programs will have varying constituencies 
that need to be communicated with, most marketing 
and communication plans have dedicated activities 
focused on reaching: 

• the general public;
• current and potential program funders;
• �current and potential program participants 

(mentors, youth, families);
• community leaders and/or elected officials; and
• current and potential partner organizations.

Information Management
When the Elements of Effective Practice for 
Mentoring™ was first released in 1991, it was 
almost unheard of for mentoring programs to 
use computerized databases to manage their 
information and keep track of their participants. 

Clearly, the landscape of program technology and 
data management has changed considerably in 
the decades since, and we assume here that most 
mentoring programs use some form of software 
database or electronic file management system to 
keep track of their work, the activities of mentors 
and youth, and the data related to program 
evaluation and outcome tracking. Some programs 
use sophisticated cloud-based platforms, such 
as customized Salesforce builds or other high-
end volunteer management systems; others may 
get by with Microsoft Office or Google forms and 
spreadsheets. Regardless of the complexity of a 
program’s information management systems, we 
suggest the following guidelines: 

• �Programs should have strong policies and 
procedures around the access to, and use of, 
program information, especially that related to 
program participants or sensitive proprietary 
information (e.g., budgets, human resource files). 
These policies should limit which staff can access 
sensitive information and limitations on the use, or 
sharing, of that information. Such policies may also 
identify procedures for entering into data sharing 
agreements with partner organizations, schools, or 
external evaluators, if applicable.

• �It is especially important that these policies 
protect youth, families, and mentors from misuse 
of their private and confidential information. 
The records kept about an individual participant 
and their mentoring relationship likely contain 
sensitive information that they would not like 
divulged to others, including in some cases, 
their own caregivers or their mentor or mentee. 
Programs are encouraged to keep sensitive 
participant information on a “need-to-know” 
basis and to honor participant requests for 
privacy as thoroughly as possible. In some 
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instances (e.g., criminal investigations, mandatory 
reporting of suspected abuse), programs may 
have a legal responsibility to share information 
externally. In other instances, external requests 
for sensitive information may place the youth 
or families you serve at risk, and we encourage 
programs to strongly consider their values and 
ethical principles in this respect and to very 
carefully consider the divulging information (e.g., 
immigration status, identification as LGBTQIA2S+) 
that could be used to harm young people or the 
community. 

• �As part of maintaining privacy and confidentiality, 
programs should also establish policies around the 
archiving or purging of records over time. While 
there can be benefits to holding on to program 
data over a long period (for example, to support 
program evaluation or tracking of program 
alumni), it can become burdensome to maintain 
a large volume of information. And holding onto 
information indefinitely increases the likelihood 
that it can be breached. Programs should establish 
policies and procedures for how to safely archive 
information (e.g., using IDs instead of names) and 
destroy personal information that is no longer 
needed. Legal counsel can help establish the 
right cadence of record archiving and purging, 
especially as laws regarding these records may 
vary from state to state. 

• �Programs should also determine procedures for 
notifying staff or participants of any data breach 
which may comprise the security or privacy of 
their confidential information. 

Liability Insurance
Lastly, all mentoring programs should maintain 
adequate insurance coverage that protects the 
organization in legal matters or crisis situations. 
While the practices detailed throughout this 
resource will minimize risk and help ensure that 
participants are safe while engaging in program 
activities, the reality is that accidents can occur 
and that there are rare instances of mistreatment 
or abuse in mentoring services. While it can be 
challenging to find affordable coverage given the 
nature of most mentoring activities (e.g., often 
unsupervised in community-based programs), it is 
still an important aspect of risk management and 
a valuable asset in protecting the program’s future 
should unforeseen circumstances occur. Programs 
are encouraged to explore local options for 
adequate coverage and to have clearly documented 
screening and risk management procedures so that 
insurance carriers can appropriately assess the level 
of risk in the program and offer affordable coverage 
options. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PROGRAM 
STAFF TO CONSIDER?

n � ����Do we have adequate staffing to put the necessary time into resource  
development and financial management, marketing and communications, and 
information management in addition to the other aspects of running our program 
(recruitment, training, match support, evaluation, etc.)? Do we understand the time 
and energy these things will take in addition to all the work we do for youth,  
families, and mentors? 

n � How solid is our short- and long-term financial situation? Do we see major gaps 
coming in the years ahead? How can we set aside funds to weather a sudden shift in 
our financial situation? 

n � When deciding which organizations we would accept funding from, what are our 
nonnegotiables? 

n � How are our values represented in our marketing materials? How are our materials 
“seen” by the people we are trying to reach in our community?

n � Are we spending adequate time marketing the program? Have we staffed those  
tasks appropriately?

n � Do we know how our participants find out about us? Or what messages resonated 
with them to spur their involvement in our program? 

n � Do we have the right tools and resources to do our work to the best of our ability? 

n � Are we doing everything possible to protect the privacy of the information we  
collect from and about our participants?
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR AUTHENTIC YOUTH 
AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

n � �Youth, caregivers, and mentors can inform and review the communications plan 
and marketing materials to ensure the messaging is effective and the community is 
represented positively. 

n � �Program participants (e.g., youth, families, mentors) can participate in  
implementing marketing strategies and may be among the best ambassadors  
your program can deploy. 

n � �Participants can help connect the program to investors or sources of in-kind supports. 
Use their networks to support the program’s funding diversity. 

n � �Youth and mentors can tell the stories of their relationships to share with  
potential funders (blogs, videos, etc.; make sure to get permission to release  
photos or testimonials).

 
Potential Metrics to Track 
Programs may want to set benchmarks and track progress around metrics such as: 

• �Annual revenue projections.

• �Proportion of the budget needed/spent in different practice or program areas (e.g., training, 
support, recruitment, marketing).

• �Number of distinct funding sources.

• �Number of years current funding could sustain the program.

• �Cost per youth served, per mentoring relationship/group, and/or for one slot in the program (i.e., 
for participation in one full program cycle).

• �Number of ad campaigns or marketing activities implemented.
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RESOURCES THAT CAN HELP

Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) Resources. Federal Trade Commission.  
• Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act a brief explanation of this law and its implications  
• Children’s Online Privacy Protection Rule (COPPA) includes a rule summary and related documents  
• �Complying with COPPA: Frequently Asked Questions 

Data Policies Your Nonprofit Needs. NTEN. This report provides an overview of policies to consider and 
recommended resources for information management security. 

Ethical Storytelling Pledge. Ethical Storytelling. A guide of ethical standards for doing resource 
development and social impact work. https://ethicalstorytelling.com/pledge/ 

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). U.S. Department of Education. A summary of the law, 
answers to frequently asked questions, and guidance to assist with compliance. https://www2.ed.gov/policy/
gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html

Marketing and Communications Resource Library. National Council of Nonprofits. Find tips and resources 
to support marketing and communication activities like effective storytelling and improving accessibility. 
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/resources/marketing-and-communications 

Nonprofit Hub. Free guides, courses, and webinars for nonprofit management. 
• Building a Grants Calendar Guide  
• The Ultimate Budget Guide 

Propel Nonprofits. Federally certified community development financial institution (CDFI) providing access 
to services and resources to support nonprofits including tools and guides to enhance organizational 
operations.  
• Balance Sheet Cheat Sheet  
• Budgeting: A 10-Step Checklist  
• Financial Policy Guidelines and Example 

Summary of the HIPAA Privacy Rule. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Key elements of 
the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, including who is covered, what information is 
protected, and how protected health information can be used and disclosed. https://www.hhs.gov/hipaa/for-
professionals/privacy/laws-regulations/index.html
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ELEMENT 16
PROGRAM EVALUATION
Standard of Practice: The mentoring program creates and implements a formal evaluation and data 

collection plan that addresses tracking of implementation fidelity, mentoring relationship quality, relevant 

participant outcomes, and program costs.  
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PRACTICES SUPPORTING THIS STANDARD 
n  �The program has a written evaluation plan. This plan will look different in a variety of program 

models and settings, but it is important that every program create a written plan that outlines 
efforts they will take to better understand their adherence to policies and procedures, the quality 
and consistency with which mentoring services are delivered, the costs of those services, and the 
relationships and outcomes experienced as part of the program. Effective evaluation plans include 
information on:  

• �What important questions the program is trying to answer, such as testing key aspects of 
the theory of change (see Element 2) and measuring short-, intermediate-, and long-term 
outcomes, implementation fidelity, mentoring relationship quality, and program costs.

• �Who will provide information to address those questions.
• �When each piece of information will be collected.
• �How information will be collected, both in terms of method (e.g., survey, focus group) 

and process (e.g., which staff members are responsible and how they will implement data 
collection processes, such as preparing participants and generating buy-in for data collection, 
obtaining consent from respondents, and scheduling survey administration). 

• �How the program plans to analyze and secure the data, for example, who will be responsible, 
what types of resources will be needed, and how the evaluation will address each question. 

• �How the program will share findings with stakeholders (e.g., funders, community partners, 
board members) and participants.

• �How staff will obtain feedback on those findings and integrate it into program operations.
• �Information about any data sharing agreements needed for accessing data from external 

sources (e.g., academic records, juvenile justice data).

n  �The program engages in consistent, ongoing data collection and analysis to address the  
questions outlined in its evaluation plan. The program should use the evaluation plan to guide  
its collection, analysis, and sharing of data on an established timeline. To accomplish this, programs 
will need to dedicate resources to data collection and analysis, including training and supporting 
staff as needed.

n  �The program shares evaluation findings with stakeholders This includes program participants,  
staff, board members, funders, and other community partners. When sharing findings, programs 
should consider:  

• �generating a formal report that is accessible to all stakeholders;
• �creating other summaries of the results or infographics that can be shared broadly; and
• �creating a process for program participants and staff to reflect on the findings and offer 

suggestions for program improvements.

PROGRAM EVALUATION

STANDARD OF PRACTICE 
The mentoring program creates and implements a formal evaluation and data collection plan that 
addresses tracking of implementation fidelity, mentoring relationship quality, relevant participant 
outcomes, and program costs.  
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n  �The program uses findings to make improvements in its services on a regular basis.  
Programs should determine how findings and feedback from key stakeholders will be used to 
improve the program and more effectively meet client expectations and needs. Ideally these 
research-to-practice improvement efforts will be led by the program’s advisory committee or other 
ad hoc group with authority to recommend program changes to leadership. Regular and consistent 
reviews of new data collected should be implemented to ensure the responsiveness of program 
improvement efforts. 

 

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMON PROGRAM 
MODELS AND SETTINGS 
Because there is tremendous diversity in how and where mentoring is delivered to young people, 
here we offer additional practices and recommendations related to this Element for some common 
mentoring contexts. Readers should note that there may be overlap in the following categories  
below (e.g., a peer mentoring program in a school or a Boys & Girls Club offering a group mentoring 
program on-site) and read all that may be relevant to their work. The next recommendations can 
support program evaluation and continuous improvement efforts for some typical mentoring models 
and settings. 

GROUP MENTORING MODELS 
Group mentoring programs should largely follow the previously noted evaluation practices, but there are 
a few nuances they may wish to consider when building their evaluation strategy: 

�Measure group-related concepts. It will likely be important to measure group concepts, such as group 
cohesion and belonging, that may be drivers of outcomes. If part of the program’s theory of change 
is that youth will benefit from being welcomed into a new and positive peer context, measuring their 
feelings of belonging and perceptions of group functioning and support may be important inputs into 
understanding whether the program is working as intended. 

Consider observational methods as part of data collection. Group programs may benefit from including 
observational activities in their evaluation. This involves having someone from the program or evaluation 
team observe the groups in action, looking for signs of healthy group interaction and noting the 
situations or circumstances in which groups tend to struggle. Important group dynamics and insights into 
groups’ overall functioning may be well captured through this approach and highlight implementation 
successes and challenges.

Examine the quality of the relationship between co-mentors. If programs are using a team approach, in 
which multiple mentors work collaboratively with a group of youth, they should measure the quality of 
their mentor-mentor interactions and relationships. If a team of mentors is having conflict, chances are 
their work with the group will be negatively impacted in some way. 
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Measure completion of the program’s required activities. Because group mentoring programs tend to 
emphasize the use of structured activities or a prescribed curriculum to guide group discussions, these 
programs will want to measure the completion of these activities or progression through the required 
curriculum. Completion of certain activities may be essential to the program’s theory of change and the 
progress of each group may be a predictor of the benefits youth ultimately experience. 

PEER MENTORING MODELS 
As noted above for group models, peer-to-peer mentoring models will likely want to track the 
completion of program activities or curriculum as part of their evaluations. Additionally, peer programs 
are encouraged to: 

�Examine outcomes for mentors. While potentially meaningful in any program, the outcomes experienced 
by mentors take on increased relevance in programs such as these where the mentors are also young 
people. The program’s theory of change should highlight the benefits for the older peer mentors, as 
well as those for their younger mentees. Peer mentors may grow in areas such as their leadership skills, 
confidence in helping others, or their sense of identity and self-esteem.  

Use evaluation instruments that are age appropriate for peer mentors. Surveys asking peer mentors 
about their experiences should be simplified for an appropriate reading level and specifically framed 
around collecting the unique perspectives of a young person in the mentoring role. Questions about their 
personal growth, or the growth they have seen in their mentee, should be simple and easy for them to 
understand conceptually. 

Consider asking teachers, counselors, caregivers, or others to share perspectives on the impact of 
the program on participating youth and their peer mentors. While the perspectives of others outside 
the mentor-youth dyad can be helpful in any program evaluation, it may be especially important in 
peer programs where other school staff are directly involved in the relationships. It can be difficult for 
both peer mentors and young mentees to express their perceptions of how the mentoring experience is 
affecting them. Those changes might be seen and reported more easily by others who know the youth 
participating in the program. Their reports of positive change can make meaningful contributions to 
demonstrating program impact. 

E-MENTORING MODELS 

E-mentoring models are another example of programs in which participants’ progression through a 
set of prescribed activities can be an important marker of engagement and a likely driver of program 
outcomes. In fact, online mentoring programs should emphasize several markers of participation in 
their data collection and analysis. Data points such as the number of logins or messages sent, the 
average word count of messages, the frequency of interactions between mentors and youth, the average 
response time between participants, and the total time spent engaged in the program platform may 
all be important predictors of how impactful the program is for participants. Additionally, e-mentoring 
programs may wish to: 
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�Integrate evaluation tools into mentoring interactions in which participants are already engaged (e.g., 
texts with links to brief surveys that note, “After your next interaction, click on this link.”). This can make 
data collection an integrated part of the experience of engaging in an activity and takes advantage of 
their time in the platform where they communicate. 

�Assess technology-related communication barriers and how technology has enhanced or hindered 
the development of the mentoring relationship. It can be frustrating for participants if technological 
glitches, bugs, connection issues, or other software or hardware barriers are hindering their 
communication. They may also have feedback about how the communication methods used by the 
program are helping or could help their mentoring experience (e.g., may prefer video calls to email 
correspondence). 

Consider conducting focus groups, individual interviews, or other ways of gathering qualitative data 
that are not reliant on typing. These approaches can be helpful in any mentoring program but may 
take on increased importance for purely virtual mentoring models where so much of the interaction 
and participation is typing or text based. Using alternative data collection methods that allow for verbal 
responses can help accommodate many individuals with physical or learning disabilities. In fact, it can 
be difficult for any young person to provide a lot of information via typing. Video interviews, focus 
group chats, phone calls, and other methods where participants can verbally share their thoughts can be 
helpful in generating richer, more complete data. 

SCHOOL- AND OTHER FORMAL SITE-BASED MODELS 

School- and site-based models are also encouraged, as noted above for group, peer, and e-mentoring 
programs, to track participant completion of key activities related to the program’s theory of change. 
And as noted for peer programs, teachers, counselors, caregivers, and other faculty or site staff may be 
important sources of information about program impact. 

When set in broader youth-serving organizations and institutions, formal school- and site-based 
mentoring programs are additionally encouraged to:  

�Get feedback and “sign off” on all relevant aspects of your evaluation plan from site leaders (e.g., 
principals in school-based programs). School districts, in particular, may have a formal process for vetting 
and approving any data collection involving students and district evaluation staff or institutional review 
boards (IRBs) may need to examine the plan before evaluation activities can begin. 

Time data collection efforts to take advantage of other school evaluation activities and avoid 
collecting data at times that conflict with other site activities (e.g., close to other major tests or 
right before long breaks when some students may be absent). Noting the other evaluation activities 
happening at the site can also help avoid redundant data collection. 

�Ensure that school or site personnel can adequately support data collection (e.g., provide staff with a 
quiet, private place to conduct interviews or administer surveys). 

Collect data on implementation fidelity and quality from school/site staff in addition to other program 
participants and stakeholders. Others in the organization may have unique insights into how well the 
program is functioning in the broader context. 
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Consider collecting records data from schools or school districts as part of program evaluation, 
including obtaining information on a similar group of students to use as a comparison group. Schools 
may have a particular advantage here, as they have access to information about other youth that most 
nonprofit providers do not. This information can be invaluable in helping illustrate the value that the 
program is bringing to mentored students, compared to a similar group not participating in the program. 

INFORMAL MENTORING MODELS 

Organizations that are offering informal mentoring via staff may choose not to evaluate mentoring 
separately, given that mentoring relationships may not be experienced by all youth and the connection 
to other organization services or outcomes may be less clear. But, when possible, youth and caregivers 
should be asked about their mentoring experiences (if any) as part of the overall evaluation of the 
organization’s services. Programs can ask about their mentoring experiences, the benefits they received, 
and how the presence of mentoring may have bolstered or enhanced their overall experience in the 
organization.

ELEMENT 16 | PROGRAM EVALUATION
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DISCUSSION OF  
THIS ELEMENT 
One of the most important activities mentoring 
programs can do to increase the odds that they are 
having their desired impact is to engage in regular, 
sustained evaluation activities. These activities can 
help ensure that a program’s logic model and theory 
of change are working as intended (see Element 
2) and provide information the program can use 
to “course correct” program components that may 
need to be strengthened. Evaluation efforts can 
help programs better understand their adherence 
to policies and procedures, outline the quality and 
consistency with which program practices are being 
implemented, and assess the outcomes experienced 
by youth and others, such as mentors, caregivers, or 
staff. They can also contribute to stronger program 
impacts: A meta-analysis of 55 mentoring program 
evaluations found that programs that included 
systematic monitoring and evaluation procedures 
had larger impacts than those lacking these 
practices (DuBois et al., 2002). Although an in-
depth discussion of mentoring program evaluation 
methodologies is beyond the scope of this chapter, 
other resources provide excellent information (see 
DuBois, 2014; Grossman, 2005). 

Before we delve into the specific practices that 
go into program evaluation, it is worth noting that 
mentoring programs may find value in adopting 
what are called “participatory” forms of evaluating 
the program. These approaches are commonly 
known as participatory action research or, when 
led by mentees themselves, youth participatory 
action research (YPAR). In these approaches, 
program participants take the lead or have a 
meaningful role in designing, implementing, and 
reporting program evaluation tasks and findings. It 

builds on the idea that no one knows more about 
the experience and impact of mentoring than the 
people in these relationships and that they should 
play a major role in capturing and defining their own 
experience. Participatory methods can include other 
stakeholders, such as mentors or caregivers, but 
they all emphasize that program staff and external 
evaluators should share the evaluation process 
with its subjects. While this approach may not be 
a perfect fit for every context, it is important to 
remember that participants in the program have a 
vested interest in how the story of their relationships 
gets shared with others. 

The first step in any evaluation effort is to develop a 
written evaluation plan. This plan should align with 
your theory of change and logic model, reflect your 
program’s capacity and budget, and be informed 
by input from youth, caregivers, mentors, staff, and 
other key stakeholders. It should also reflect key 
ethical standards — for example, completion of 
surveys by participants should be voluntary, and 
participants should be informed of who will and 
will not be able to see their responses and any risks 
associated with survey completion (see DuBois, 
2014). Although these plans will be somewhat 
unique across programs, all should include answers 
to the following questions: 
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n  �What are your evaluation questions, based 
on your theory of change and logic model? 
Programs will vary in the specific questions that 
are most critical to assess in their evaluation, but 
most will want to address the following broad 
sets of questions:

�Is the program being implemented as intended 
(i.e., with “fidelity”)? This is perhaps the most 
important set of questions to address in your 
evaluation efforts, because if your program isn’t 
being implemented well, it will be difficult to yield 
the types of outcomes your theory of change 
outlines. This is particularly true if your program is 
being developed or just starting out (see DuBois 
et al., 2006). These questions should include 
all key practices and can include the relevant 
metrics outlined for each Element in this manual. 
Dane and Schneider (1998) discuss five key areas 
of fidelity to examine when assessing program 
implementation: 

1. �Adherence: Is the practice being delivered 
as intended (e.g., have pre-match trainings 
included all planned components)? 

2. �Exposure: How often is the practice being 
implemented (e.g., is the program delivering 
pre-match training as often as planned)? 

3. �Quality of delivery: How well is the practice 
being delivered (e.g., are staff delivering the 
training materials in an engaging way; are 
they prepared and responsive to mentor 
questions)? 

4. �Differentiation: To what extent is the 
program/practice distinguishable from others 
(e.g., to what extent is a new set of pre-match 
training components different from existing 
training components)? 

5. �Responsiveness: How are participants 
experiencing the practice (e.g., are mentors 
finding pre-match training helpful to their 
work; have they gained the knowledge and 
skills the training was meant to foster)? 
Included in responsiveness is satisfaction. 
Information on satisfaction should be 
collected at least once during each program 
cycle from all key participants, partners, 
and stakeholders. Your plan should include 
thresholds and goals for each aspect of 
satisfaction (e.g., “Ninety percent of our 
mentors will strongly agree that they are 
satisfied with the support they have received 
through our program”). 

Participants and stakeholders also should be 
offered a forum (e.g., a question in a survey, a 
feedback box for anonymous written feedback, 
participation in a focus group) for sharing 
constructive feedback on how the program could 
be improved. Dosage is another important aspect 
of fidelity to consider (see DuBois, 2014; Steckler 
& Linnan, 2002): To what extent are participants 
actually receiving the practice as intended (e.g., 
are all mentors attending all pre-match training 
components before starting their mentoring 
relationship)?

How much mentoring are youth getting and 
what is the quality of their relationship? The 
dimensions of the mentoring relationship that 
you measure may be somewhat unique to your 
program, depending on which aspects of the 
relationship you believe are key to fostering 
the youth outcomes outlined in your theory of 
change. They may include, for example, one 
or more factors that studies have linked with 
program benefits, such as relationship duration 
(Grossman et al., 2012; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002), 
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consistency of meetings (Karcher, 2005), the 
extent to which mentors target their interactions 
on fostering particular skills in their mentees (see 
Christensen et al., 2020), perceived closeness 
(Austin et al., 2020; Bayer et al., 2015; Lyons et al., 
2019), or other aspects of relationship quality. It is 
particularly important to collect this information 
often (as discussed next). Your plan should include 
thresholds and guidance on what a “strong” 
relationship is, and what steps you will take to 
offer additional support or, if warranted, end the 
relationship, for those reporting low-quality or 
harmful mentoring experiences. 

Are youth receiving the benefits outlined in 
your theory of change? These outcomes should 
include “proximal” or short-term outcomes that 
all youth in your program should receive (e.g., 
having an important adult outside of their family 
in their life, spending more time engaging in the 
types of activities your program provides) as well 
as intermediate and more aspirational, longer-
term outcomes — for example, improvements in 
self-esteem or better grades, or even more distal 
goals, such as transition into college or career. 
If your long-term outcomes are several years 
out from program participation or are simply 
unrealistic to measure, then you will want to 
focus on short- and intermediate-term outcomes 
that are more closely related to the mentoring 
experience. Your plan should outline how each 
outcome will be measured and your threshold for 
a program benefit (e.g., a statistically significant 
increase in GPA from baseline to follow-up; a 
significant improvement in GPA relative to that 
experienced by a comparison group; at least a 
one-letter-grade improvement in math; etc.). In 
some program models, for example, peer-to-
peer programs, benefits to the mentors are also 
critically important. They should also be examined 

in programs where those are articulated in the 
theory of change. 

What are the costs of program participation? To 
raise funds for your program and report back on 
expenditures, programs often must calculate the 
costs of serving youth in the program (see Foster, 
2014). These analyses can range from fairly simple 
calculations — for example, noting the program’s 
budget for a given program cycle divided by the 
number of children served during that time — to 
sophisticated benefit-cost analyses that reflect 
the value of the program’s benefits to youth per 
dollar spent (see Yates, 2005; Foster, 2014). To be 
prepared to calculate program costs, programs 
should track the value of all funds coming into 
the program — both cash and in-kind donations, 
and the costs of providing their services (e.g., 
staff time, transportation, space) — as well as very 
carefully tracking the number of youth served and 
length of time each is served. Tracking the amount 
of time contributing to each program practice by 
asking staff to track this information for broad 
categories of practices can also be informative 
as it can help programs (and their funders) 
understand the costs of each of their practices.

Your plan should include 
thresholds and guidance on  
what a “strong” relationship is...
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n  �Who will provide information about their 
experiences? Who provides information depends 
on which questions you are answering. For 
example, questions about the mentee’s school 
behavior might be answered by the youth, their 
teacher, or through school records, whereas 
questions about program satisfaction might 
be answered by a much broader group of 
stakeholders. The participants you are focused 
on will help determine what types of forums you 
will use to collect the information, the types and 
number of questions you ask, how you will ask 
those questions, and whether you might need 
to consider adding an incentive for providing 
you with this feedback. Very young children, 
for example, may not be able to respond to 
survey items as well as older youth, and you may 
instead opt for collecting outcome information 
from their caregivers or teachers. Programs are 
encouraged to maximize their response rates 
through strategies such generating buy-in by 
educating participants about the importance of 
data collection and telling the program’s story, 
utilizing data collection instruments that are as 
short and simple as possible, offering multiple 
ways of completing data collection (e.g., online 
or paper-and-pencil), and providing reminders 
and incentives (e.g., a small gift card for on-time 
completion of a survey or participating in an 
interview). 

n  �When will each piece of information be 
collected? Most information should be collected 
at least once per program cycle to provide all 
participants at least one opportunity to provide 
feedback and help you address questions of 
interest. For some measures, for example, 
relationship quality, you may want to collect 
information more frequently — such as informally 
during each support call and through a more 

formal survey every three or six months. If your 
program is a school-based program operating 
each school year, for example, you might want to 
collect youth outcome data before the program 
year starts (to get a “baseline” of youth attitudes 
or behavior prior to engaging in the program) 
and then again at the end of the school year; you 
could partner with the school to provide grades 
or other records data for participating youth, 
such as the number of principal’s office visits or 
suspensions they experience over that time; you 
might collect information on activity engagement 
each week (e.g., in a mentor log); and you might 
consider collecting surveys on relationship 
quality and program satisfaction from mentors 
and youth in the middle of the program cycle (to 
troubleshoot if there are problems that can be 
addressed), and again at the end of each school 
year.  

n  �How will information be collected from 
participants or partners? For example, which 
staff members are responsible for collecting this 
information, and how should they approach the 
data collection process (e.g., getting consent 
from participants, administering surveys to youth 
in a way that yields the most accurate responses, 
offering incentives if relevant)? We encourage 
programs to consider using both qualitative 
(verbal/written) data collection methods (e.g., 
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interviews, focus groups, “open-ended” questions 
in surveys), as well as quantitative measurement 
tools (e.g., surveys, records data). If using 
quantitative measures, we further encourage 
programs to:

• �Make every effort to collect information from 
as many respondents as possible (whether they 
continue in the program or not) to ensure you 
are not only collecting information from those 
who benefit the most or are most satisfied. A 
response rate of 70 percent is often considered 
a reasonable threshold, although striving for 80 
percent or higher is recommended.

• �Ensure that participants can provide program 
feedback in an anonymous way (e.g., with IDs 
instead of names) so they can feel comfortable 
expressing any concerns.

• �Make every effort to ensure that all participants 
(i.e., mentors, caregivers, youth) are not asked 
to provide their responses directly to staff or 
in a way that staff can view or influence their 
responses. Youth are particularly vulnerable to 
wanting to respond in the “right” way.

When measuring outcomes:

• �Collect baseline data before youth engage in 
the program and at the end of the program 
cycle to allow you to assess change over time in 
their attitudes and behavior.

• �Use a comparison group that is very similar to 
your mentees in characteristics or experiences 
that might be related to your outcomes (e.g., 
when assessing academic outcomes, this group 
should be similar in age, school attended, 
grades, academic engagement, and school 
misbehavior, prior to program involvement, 
and other potentially related variables) to help 
demonstrate that the mentoring services are 
driving outcomes. For example, in school-based 

programs, schools may be open to having 
a similar group of students respond to your 
surveys or to sharing records for a similar group 
of students.

• �Use valid and reliable scales to measure 
outcomes (see Wilson-Ahlstrom et al., 2011).

• �Some programs may consider randomized 
controlled trials using an experimental research 
design. This design is the “gold standard” when 
measuring outcomes (see Grossman, 2005). 
However, these studies are expensive and 
difficult to implement. In general, they should 
only be considered by programs that have 
already established some evidence of strong 
implementation fidelity and potential program 
benefits and have the resources to invest in a 
“next-level” evaluation effort.

n  �How do you plan to enter, “clean,” store, 
analyze, and secure the data you collect? For 
example, who will be responsible (e.g., staff, 
external evaluator), what types of resources will 
you need (e.g., database for data storage, data 
analysis programs/tools), and how will you ensure 
that confidential information stays secure (e.g., 
use of IDs rather than names, replacing names 
with pseudonyms in qualitative responses)? 
When conducting analyses, we encourage 
programs to examine participant responses 
through an intersectional lens (i.e., how services 
may be experienced by different participants 
depending on their intersecting identities such as 
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity 
and expression, disability, and socioeconomic 
status). These types of analyses can illustrate how 
different groups are experiencing the program 
and benefiting in distinct ways and can help 
programs understand when their services are not 
being experienced equitably by participants. For 
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mentoring programs that are embedded in larger 
programs or organizations, we further encourage 
programs to consider methodologies that can 
identify the unique outcomes of the mentoring 
experience and the contribution of mentoring to 
overall organizational outcomes.  

n  �How will you share findings with stakeholders 
(e.g., funders, community partners, board 
members) and participants? Programs might 
consider holding formal meetings after the end 
of each program cycle where they can share 
findings. Remember to protect participant 
confidentiality when sharing findings verbally or 
in writing. For example, only share quotes when 
participants have been told you will use them, 
use pseudonyms when quoting, and use caution 
when describing subgroups of participants when 
there are only a handful of individuals within each 
group (e.g., You should not share the finding: 
“Older Latina mentors reported particularly low 
levels of satisfaction” when you only have two 
individuals in this group).

n  �How will you obtain feedback on those 
findings and integrate findings and feedback 
into program operations? This could include 
gathering written and/or verbal feedback through 
individual discussions, surveys, or group forums.

n  �What types of data sharing agreements, if 
any, will you need if using data from external 
sources (e.g., academic records, juvenile justice 
data)? If you plan on collecting information 
from partnering agencies like schools or juvenile 
justice agencies, you will likely need to develop 
a plan to obtain those records as well as data 
sharing agreements that include the information 
you hope to collect, the permission you have for 
obtaining it, how you will use that information, 
and how you will secure it (see the Measurement 

Guidance Toolkit for a more detailed discussion 
of using school attendance, school discipline, and 
juvenile offending records data).

The next step is to put this plan into action by 
engaging in consistent, ongoing data collection. 
The program should use the evaluation plan to 
guide its collection and analysis of data and sharing 
of findings yielded from that process. To accomplish 
this, programs will need to dedicate resources 
to data collection and analysis including training 
and supporting staff as needed and ensuring 
resources are in place to support these efforts (e.g., 
a database that can store the data, a statistical 
analysis package, a word processing program that 
can be used to depict findings for stakeholders). 
Programs might also consider partnering with 
universities or professional evaluators who can help 
them answer key questions. Such partners may be 
able to contribute funding to support these efforts 
and may be able to share data collection tools 
developed as part of their work that programs can 
use going forward. Having an external evaluator may 
also be seen favorably by funders in that their work 
is considered less biased than if they had a stake 
in the evaluation’s findings. Importantly, programs 
grow and change over time — and their youth 
and mentors, as well as the staff who deliver the 
programs often change. Thus, it is important that 
evaluation isn’t seen as a one-time activity; these 
activities should be ongoing and an integrated part 
of a program’s operations.  

The program should commit to sharing evaluation 
findings with stakeholders regularly — even if the 
findings are not yet as strong or positive as you 
would hope. Program participants, staff, board 
members, funders, and other community partners 
share an interest in the program’s evaluation work. 
Thus, it is important to share findings with these 
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stakeholders on a regular basis. When sharing 
findings, programs should consider: creating a 
formal brief report to share with stakeholders; 
creating briefer summaries of results that can 
be shared on social media, a program website, 
a newsletter, or other venues; and developing a 
process for stakeholders to reflect on the findings 
and offer suggestions for program improvements 
based on those findings. Findings should be 
presented in a comprehensive way (e.g., not only 
sharing positive results) and provide appropriate 
qualifications and potential alternative explanations, 
potential limitations (e.g., if you did not include a 
comparison group, explain how that might affect 
your findings), and any next steps you plan to take 
based on those findings (see DuBois, 2014).  

This feedback and the findings from evaluation 
efforts should be used on a regular basis to inform 
program improvements. Evaluation findings are 
most helpful if they can contribute to an ongoing 
process of program improvement. Programs should 
determine how evaluation findings — and feedback 

from key stakeholders related to those findings 
— will be used to improve the program and more 
effectively meet client expectations and needs. 
This may include revisiting the program’s theory of 
change to add or change components that aren’t 
working as you originally thought they would or that 
are playing a role you had not anticipated. It may 
be helpful to set a regular schedule for review of 
recently collected data, as this can shorten the gap 
between data collection and responding to aspects 
of the program that are not working as intended. 
Rather than thinking of evaluation as a one-time, 
annual (or less frequent) activity, this positions real-
time data collection, reflection, and improvement as 
an ongoing, consistent activity.    

ELEMENT 16 | PROGRAM EVALUATION



256
ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICE FOR MENTORING™

QUESTIONS FOR PROGRAM 
STAFF TO CONSIDER?

n � ����Why do we want to evaluate our program? What questions do we have and why are they 
relevant? What value will the answers bring to our work or to the community we serve?

n � ����What metrics would indicate that we are implementing our program as intended? What could 
we measure to demonstrate that our program is functioning as intended? 

n � ����What is the story we’d like to tell about our program? What story do our participants want 
to tell? And how can we best tell it? What methods or activities can best show the hard work 
and outcomes of our program and participants? 

n � ����How can youth, caregivers, and mentors help us design our evaluation and collect meaningful 
data? 

n � ����How can we create buy-in and ownership of this evaluation among those who need to provide 
data? How can we incentivize their participation to make sure we have a good response rate? 

n � ����What questions do we have about how our participants experience the program? What would 
we like to know that we don’t already? 

n � ����How can we ensure that information is collected consistently and with as little bias as 
possible? 

n � ����What outcomes are reasonable for us to examine based on our theory of change? How can we 
ensure that we are measuring the right things and not being overly ambitious (or focusing too 
narrowly)?

n � What types of data collection tools (e.g., surveys, records, interviews) can provide evidence 
that is most convincing/valued by our funders and stakeholders?

n � How will our evaluation approach reflect our core values as a program?

n � How will we handle results that are surprising, unexpected, or disappointing? How will we 
explain surprising successes? How can we share disappointing results with an emphasis on 
how we will build on them as part of continuous improvement? 

n � What steps will we take to make our evaluation findings actionable? Who on our staff can 
assess what’s working and lead course corrections in practices that are not? 
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR AUTHENTIC YOUTH 
AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

n � �Youth, caregivers, and mentors can help design the evaluation plan, helping you 
understand what might engage other participants in sharing their experiences, how 
you might frame questions to those groups, how you could generate buy-in, and how 
best to share your evaluation findings with those participant groups. A participatory 
action research approach can maximize their engagement in evaluation activities.

n � �If there are certain groups of participants who reported relatively low levels of 
satisfaction with a given practice or their broader program experience, you might 
consider holding a listening session or individual interviews with participants in those 
groups to elicit ideas for program changes that could improve their experiences. 

n � �Participants can support program staff in making important changes based on 
feedback (e.g., helping to revamp mentor training to better address challenges in 
communication with youth revealed in the evaluation findings), especially through 
the work of a formal advisory committee or ad hoc group of stakeholders tasked with 
translating evaluation results into actionable program improvement efforts.

n � �Youth, caregivers, and mentors can help share findings with key stakeholders by 
sharing their own mentoring stories and providing rich examples of what the findings 
mean in their own relationship.

 
Potential Metrics to Track 
Programs may want to set benchmarks and track progress around metrics such as: 

• �Response rate on evaluation surveys (and whether those responses are coming from a broad 
representation of your participants). 

• �Proportion of data collection strategies implemented as planned in a program cycle. 

• �Dissemination metrics of evaluation report/infographics. 
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RESOURCES THAT CAN HELP

A Brief Primer on Youth Participatory Action Research for Mentoring Programs. National 
Mentoring Resource Center. This brief primer provides an overview of youth participatory 
action research (YPAR). YPAR is a promising approach for elevating youth voices in 
mentoring programs to create positive change.

The Community Builder’s Approach to Theory of Change: A Practical Guide to Theory 
Development. Anderson, A., Aspen Institute. This guide provides a basic overview of 
the major concepts that define theories of change along with guidance and a resource 
toolbox to support development of theories of change. 

Measurement Guidance Toolkit. National Mentoring Resource Center. A mentoring-
focused collection of measurement tools for examining participant outcomes. Includes a 
Selected Reading and Resources page that contains several valuable resources on general 
evaluation, survey design, and data sharing.  

From Soft Skills to Hard Data: Measuring Youth Program Outcomes. Wilson-Ahlstrom, 
A., Yohalem, N., DuBois, D., & Ji, P., The Forum for Youth Investment. This compendium 
describes scales in a wide range of areas used to measure youth outcomes.
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A. Glossary of Terms

B. Development Process and Project Working Group

Appendix A – Glossary of Terms

Because mentoring can be offered to young people in a variety of ways, programs may define key terms 
differently. This glossary presents how the authors, for the purposes of this resource, define key terms so 
that readers can better understand the practices, services, participants, and actions being described. 

Caregiver – The individual(s) in a young person’s life who are assuming primary responsibility for their 
care and well-being. In most cases this will be a legal parent or guardian, but we also recognize that many 
young people are cared for by extended family or others, such as foster parents. Caregivers are referenced 
in this resource as the individuals who provide consent for the young person’s participation in the program 
(assuming the young person is under 18 years of age) and support their experience in the mentoring 
relationship and program activities. 

Curriculum – Refers to both the training materials staff use to prepare participants for the mentoring 
experience and build their knowledge and skills, as well as a set of prescribed mentoring activities that 
mentors and youth in some programs are expected to follow (e.g., an “activity curriculum” that guides them 
through important mentoring conversations or tasks). 

Element – In this resource, a major component of running a high-quality mentoring service for young people. 
Much like the elements in the natural world, the Elements referred to here add up to a unified whole — in 
this case, a high-quality mentoring program. Within each Element are several specific practices that outline 
the work that goes into that component of the program (e.g., the discrete practices that contribute to fully 
screening potential mentors). 

E-mentoring or “virtual” mentoring – Mentoring services that are primarily delivered using technology, such 
as online messaging services, virtual meeting software, electronic bulletin boards, custom-built mentoring 
platforms or other technology that facilitates remote mentor-youth interactions. While many mentoring 
programs allow for some technology-facilitated contact between mentors and youth who primarily meet in 
person, “e-mentoring” assumes that virtual contact is the primary way mentoring is provided to youth.   

Evaluation – Activities that tell the story of a mentoring program’s functioning or achievement. Evaluation 
can be formative (focused on how well the program is functioning) or summative (focused on outcomes 
and achievements). While most evaluation relies on quantitative measures (e.g., surveys, records), qualitative 
methods (e.g., interviews, observations) can best capture stories and the ”whys” and “hows” of the 
mentoring experience. The results of evaluation activities are often shared with program participants and 
community partners to build their understanding of what was achieved and how. 

Group mentoring – Mentoring services in which a group of youth is provided with mentoring together, 
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either by one or several mentors working collaboratively. This type of mentoring is defined by consistent 
membership in a group, ongoing interaction with the same mentor or mentors, and activities that are 
designed to produce a collective, rather than completely individualized, relationship experience. 

Match/Matching – The steps a program takes to connect mentors and youth and formalize their mentoring 
relationship in some way. “Match” can also refer to the actual mentoring dyad or group. While some 
mentoring providers do not make formal matches between participants (instead allowing participants to 
form new relationships as an optional activity), most mentoring programs intentionally create mentoring 
pairs or groups to facilitate the mentoring experience. 

Match closure and program exit – The time period and associated program practices that signal the end of 
a participant’s time in a specific mentoring relationship and, often, in the program entirely (assuming they 
do not continue in the program in other relationships). These terms cover a range of activities designed 
to help participants end their mentoring relationship together and, when appropriate, formally end their 
participation in the program.

Mentor – An individual who provides a young person with the activities, conversations, and experiences 
commonly associated with mentoring relationships (i.e., providing support in one or more areas of the young 
person’s development). A mentor is most often an adult but can also be a slightly older “near” peer. Mentors 
are commonly volunteers in a program context, although paid program staff can also serve as mentors, 
either in one-to-one relationships or in mentoring groups. A mentor can offer their relationship as part of a 
formal program experience (the focus of this resource) or by having a naturally formed connection with a 
young person develop into an informal mentoring relationship over time.  

Mentoring – A series of collaborative activities and conversations between young people and older or 
more experienced persons (i.e., mentors) who are acting in a helping capacity to provide support in one or 
more areas of the young person’s development. Mentoring can be provided formally through a structured 
mentoring program or informally when young people and youth-serving professionals form a deeper 
connection (e.g., a teacher mentoring a student after school or a camp counselor being a role model to a 
youth participant). 

Mentoring program – A program that emphasizes the establishment and facilitation of mentoring 
relationships as a core service provided intentionally to young people, either as a stand-alone program or 
in conjunction with other services. While mentoring relationships can form naturally in almost any setting 
where youth and potential mentors come together, a mentoring program will engage in specific activities 
and practices (such as preparing and connecting participants) with the intention of ensuring consistent 
mentoring support for young people. 

Mentoring relationship – A relationship in which mentoring activities and conversations occur over a period 
of time, most often between a single mentor and a young person or between one or more mentors and a 
group of young people. While programs can facilitate or establish these relationships, they can ultimately 
only be defined or understood as mentoring relationships by the individuals participating in them. 
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Metrics – Numerical representations of a mentoring program’s work and achievements. These are the data 
points that a program can track over time and are often benchmarked against a target goal or historical 
precedent. Metrics can be volume based (e.g., 500 youth served) or expressed as a percentage (e.g., 50 
percent of mentoring relationships last a minimum of two years). They often measure the consistency, 
quality, or level of participation in key program activities or relevant program outcomes. 

Naturally formed, informal, or “everyday” mentoring – Mentoring relationships that form organically 
between young people and older, more experienced individuals, without the assistance of a formal program 
facilitating the experience. These “everyday” mentoring relationships can form in educational, youth 
development, or other institutional contexts where adults and youth interact, as well as broader community 
contexts, for example, with extended family or neighbors. Most mentoring relationships start this way, with 
more formal mentoring programs often supplementing the web of “everyday” mentors young people may 
already have. 

Participatory Action Research (Youth-led) – An approach to program evaluation in which young people 
take the lead or have a meaningful role in designing, implementing, and reporting evaluation tasks and 
findings. It builds on the idea that no one knows more about the experience and impact of mentoring than 
the young people in these relationships and that they should play a major role in capturing and defining their 
own experience. Participatory methods can include other stakeholders, such as mentors or caregivers, but 
they all emphasize that program staff should share the evaluation process with its subjects. Participatory 
approaches can also be used when initially conceptualizing a program’s focus, allowing participants to 
decide what the mentoring will emphasize or result in, and then collecting data to tell that story.

Peer mentoring – Mentoring that is delivered primarily by other young people, most often older peers. 

Practices – The tasks and activities program staff do to develop and implement the day-to-day services of a 
mentoring program, as well as those that support long-term organizational sustainability. They are tasks or 
sets of action that need to happen to support a high-quality mentoring experience for program participants. 
They will inherently have variation from program to program. This publication offers a framework of 
practices to build from. 

Program staff/Staff – The individuals who develop and implement mentoring services. They will most often 
be paid staff members, although many programs use volunteers to lead program services. These staff 
members can be focused on many different program-related tasks and, in some instances, may even serve as 
mentors themselves. 

Recruitment – The act of promoting an opportunity to participate in a mentoring program to prospective 
mentors, youth, and caregivers; a set of activities that get potential participants interested in formally 
applying to participate. 

Screening – A series of practices that determine whether prospective participants are eligible, safe, and 
suitable for participation in the program. While the emphasis here is often on safety considerations, we 
encourage programs to think more holistically about who participates in the program and why. 
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Standard of practice – The expectations that a mentoring program should have for the quality and 
consistency of their services. Because each chapter of this resource focuses on a cluster of related practices, 
the Standard can be thought of as the marker of quality that would be achieved if the program were doing 
that work at an optimal level. 

Theory of change/Logic model – Descriptions and graphical representations of how a mentoring program 
functions. Each describes inputs, such as resources, people, or infrastructure, as well as the actions of 
mentors and youth and the outcomes those activities are expected to result in. Logic models tend to focus 
on the structural elements of a program (e.g., resources, activities, outputs), whereas theories of change 
focus more on how the mentoring experiences influence the attitudes, behaviors, and achievements of 
participants over time. The theory of change explains how a program’s mentoring relationships lead to 
positive benefits for youth; and the logic model explains how the program makes those relationships happen 
and all the inputs into that programmatic experience.  

Youth or young people –Individuals up to the age of 24 (although, as noted previously, this resource is 
primarily intended for programs serving minors). However, it is rare for youth to have program-assigned 
mentors at very young ages. Thus, practically speaking, the young people discussed in this resource are 
assumed to be those of elementary, middle school, high school, and post-secondary ages. 

Youth voice/youth engagement – Young people having a meaningful say in how mentoring programs are 
designed, implemented, promoted, and evaluated. While adults may ultimately implement the program, 
the perspectives and contributions of young people can strengthen almost every aspect of a program and 
ensure that the services are aligned with what young people want and expect from a mentoring experience. 
“Engagement” refers to deliberate actions by program staff to solicit the input and support of young people 
in key plans or decisions. 

Appendix B – Development Process and Project Working Group

History of the EEPM
This is the fifth edition of the EEPM in the last 25 years. Its origins began in 1989 when a coalition of youth-
serving organizations convened by MENTOR and United Way of America, came together to discuss their 
services and emerging “best practices” in the rapidly expanding field of youth mentoring programs. These 
organizations, while offering mentoring in different ways, shared a common and pressing concern: How to 
ensure mentoring programs offered their services in a high-quality and responsible way — one that met the 
needs of both youth and mentors, while also ensuring participant safety and fostering positive outcomes 
for young people and communities. The initial edition of the EEPM created by these organizations consisted 
primarily of helpful-but-brief bulleted lists of the staff activities that seemed to promote safety and good 
programming. The second edition years later expanded these recommendations but was still limited, taking 
the form of a tri-fold brochure. 
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With the third and fourth editions, a more conscious effort was made to integrate both research and a wider 
lens on practitioner perspectives. The fourth edition, for example, involved reviewing more than 400 peer-
reviewed journal articles and research reports, as well as gathering the real-life experience and input of over 
200 practitioners from mentoring organizations.

How This Resource Was Developed
As helpful as these prior iterations were, mentoring is a constantly evolving field, and it became clear 
over the last several years that mentoring programs had evolved to increase their emphasis on some very 
important practices, such as honoring youth voice; integrating diversity, equity, and inclusion into program 
practices; and connecting mentoring more explicitly to social justice, community improvement, and systemic 
reform efforts. As noted throughout this edition, the mentoring movement has also seen a wave of new 
mentoring research that has further illuminated both general program practices and those specific to certain 
program models, such as group mentoring, those offering e-mentoring, or mentoring combined with other 
youth services. 

Our Process
Starting in the spring of 2023, MENTOR staff engaged in a series of focus groups with more than 30 staff 
members from both large- and small-scale mentoring programs around the country to see what they 
thought should be added to or changed in a new EEPM. We also held focus groups with researchers who 
study mentoring programs and with members of MENTOR’s board of directors and staff at our many local 
Affiliates around the country to get their perceptions of trends and innovations to be aware of. In addition, 
we engaged in many discussions with our colleagues at MENTOR Canada, who have done incredibly 
meaningful work around program quality and the factors programs should consider when designing and 
delivering mentoring. All these conversations were informative and helped point the MENTOR team in the 
right direction. 

In addition, our team conducted a literature review and synthesis of more than 100 peer-reviewed articles 
on youth mentoring published between the development of the fourth edition of the EEPM in 2014 and 
today. We also formed a Project Working Group consisting of representatives from a variety of mentoring 
programs, MENTOR leadership, and the research community (see below). This group was instrumental 
in helping us revise the structure of the EEPM, reviewing drafts of the publication, and infusing the final 
text with wisdom and nuance that no one author could have provided. Thus, this publication truly is 
representative of the perspectives of a broad swath of our mentoring field, and we thank everyone who 
contributed ideas, research, lived experience, and unique perspectives to this publication.
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