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Evidence-based policy making

Do youth mentoring programs change the perspectives

and improve the life opportunities of at-risk youth?

While most effects are positive, they tend to be modest and fade over
time—in addition, some mentoring programs can backfire
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researchers have only recently begun to rigorously evaluate S 37
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KEY FINDINGS
Pros Cons
© Rigorous studies of the effectiveness of mentoring © Mentoring programs tend to be better at improving
programs find positive but modest effects on some youth’s noncognitive and social skills than their
mentees. academic performance.
© By providing positive role models, mentors promote © Positive effects are small and tend to dissipate quickly.
resiliency among at-risk youth. © Mentors may overprotect youth, reducing their
© Mentors help to build mentees’ (frequently weak) costs of engaging in criminal activity and other risky
social skills. behaviors, and weaken the ties between youth and
© Community-based after-school programs can their parents, breaking important social bonds.
provide safe havens where youth can express © Mentoring programs may increase enrollees’
themselves and receive guidance in engaging in social awareness of their disadvantages, which can lead to
and community activities. disappointment and risky behaviors.
© Activities to improve youth’s social and emotional © Grouping high-risk youth can expose them to negative
skills are most effective among younger children and peer influences, which is associated with increased
at-risk youth. substance abuse, delinquency, and violence

(“deviancy training”).

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE

Rigorous analyses of mentoring programs find positive but modest effects, with the most disadvantaged or at-risk youth
benefiting most. The evidence indicates that mentoring programs tend to be better at improving youth’s non-cognitive and
social skills than their academic performance. There is also evidence that benefits dissipate quickly over time, and that
programs can backfire, especially in the long term.
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