2nd Mentoring seminar - November 2006

Report of the day’s proceedings

Mentoring and Social Capital
 Charlie Lloyd gave an introduction to the day, mentioning the first seminar which was held in York (see previous proceedings) and then introduced the topic of the day: mentoring and social capital.

Helen Colley (Manchester Metropolitan University) presented a paper which built on concepts and thinking from her PhD study on engagement mentoring which was carried out in the context of a fairly ‘classic’ engagement mentoring scheme located within a TEC pre-vocational training programme.  Helen has argued elsewhere that a distinctive model of mentoring has emerged promoted by European policy and shaped by regulatory funding mechanisms instituted by that policy.  It is characterised by its formality, the fact that it targets ‘disaffected’ young people, that an economic or legal compulsion to participate is applied, that it is usually employment related and often involves separation of the mentored party from the peer group or community. In the particular case in Helen’s study the ‘mentored’  parties were 16-17 year olds not in education, employment or training  (‘NEET’).  The mentors were university students recruited as volunteers.  The scheme was supposed to enhance the employability of both groups.  

In constructing a framework for her analysis Helen outlined two views on social capital. She spoke first of the ‘liberal view’ as put forward by Putnam and Coleman whereby social capital is portrayed as something which can be ‘owned’ like property or any other good. The  ‘problem’ then becomes one of distribution (How can we give some people more?), but critically, Helen noted, this is a pathologising discourse which locates many groups and individuals as being in deficit. Secondly Helen outlined the ‘critical view’ of social capital based on the work of Bourdieu. This view she argued, rejects the concept of social capital as a property or possession which can be given. Rather, it echoes a Marxist approach whereby social capital is seen as a set of social relations based on power. Bourdieu’s rather neglected notion of the ‘field’ is all important here. The most frequent metaphor he used for field was that of a game – which includes both the terrain on which it is played, the rules of the game, and individuals’ or groups’ agentic strategies for playing the game and adopting or adapting its rules.  Within this view all players bring resources to the field, but only some of these are recognised as legitimate, are capable of being circulated, accumulated and exchanged. Helen illustrated her argument with empirical examples from her study and concluded by posing the question of whether mentoring was ultimately productive or destructive of social capital.  The answer, she argued, has to be more complex than the question:  engagement mentoring may well act to deny young people’s own social resources, and the context in which such initiatives take place may ensure that those resources are not counted as capital.  She feared that engagement mentoring may produce social resources for mentees, but of a kind that can be transformed into capital of relevance to only a narrow and subordinate sector of the labour market.

Pete Seaman then presented the findings from two studies, the first of which had looked at contemporary understandings of families in the light of changing surface characteristics and the second, which was a study of parenting in disadvantaged communities.  Pete referred to Coleman’s notion that the physical absence of adults may be described as a ‘structural deficiency in family social capital’, and commented that the implication is that children and young people are essentially consumers of the capital created by their parents.  His findings indicate that, far from this being the case, young people are often significant generators of social capital. In summary Pete noted that children are co-creators of safety-enhancing social capital in their communities, that both parents and young people sought safe networks to belong to, and that ‘othering’ bad parents was a key strategy in making sure that young people stayed on the right tracks and in the right group.

Janet Shucksmith took the floor next as discussant, and thanked Helen and Pete for their contributions. She suggested that Helen’s discussion of social capital from a Bourdieuan viewpoint had put the batteries in the mentoring model.  In reflecting on Helen’s and Pete’s contribution she thought it was useful to refer back to a review by Pawson of the mentoring literature.  There was something intrinsically paradoxical about the one-to-one nature of a mentoring relationship being expected to improve social capital, especially where, as in the cases that Helen described, efforts were made to isolate the mentees. Jean Rhodes’ study of mentoring had shown that, where improvements in key outcomes occurred, it was where they were mediated through improvements in the quality of parental relationships.  Picking this up, Pawson feels that mentoring is more likely to be successful where mentoring is not the socially (and spatially) isolating experience that was described by Helen’s respondents , but where the mentor is encouraged to parley with other agent s and agencies. Picking up these points and responding to Charlie’s concluding comments from the previous seminar, Janet thought it important to re-emphasise Pawson’s clear definitions of the three different types of mentoring identified in his review:

	Identity mentoring
	Starts with emotional contact, engages with ideas of mentees, builds resilience, encourages mentee to shift from hostility to calm to aspiration

	Achievement mentoring
	Promotes gains in status, entry into insider network, escape from marginal activities and outsider status

	Engagement mentoring
	Aims to encourage ‘shifts in fortitude and fortune’, requires movement along both status group and reference group axes


Pawson produces a reference framework against which he assesses each of the mentoring interventions he deals with in the review. Janet put it up on an overhead transparency in slightly adapted form:

	Mentor social identity
	INSIDER
	MARGINAL
	OUTSIDER
	Mentee social identity

	ADVOCATE
	
1
	2
	
3
	ASPIRATIONAL

	AUTONOMY
	4
	5
	6
	ACQUIESCENCE

	ANTIPATHY
	7
	8
	9
	ANTAGONISM


Identity mentoring involves reference group change (9 to 3)

Achievement mentoring involves status group change (3 to 1)

Engagement mentoring involves  both status and reference group change (9 to 1 )

Pawson’s model illustrates why engagement mentoring may be the hardest of the types to achieve – the long move from the least powerful status at 9 may not occur on the diagonal, but is more likely to involve, as Pawson puts it, ‘emotional lift before positional shift’.  In other words, young people in the most extreme outside position and antagonistic to the enterprise may need to be developed through identity mentoring before they have a realistic chance of improving their outsider status. Simple engagement mentoring schemes that involve a  meeting of an hour a week with a poorly trained mentor are, as he notes, unlikely to put right or compensate for ‘lives scarred by poverty and lack of opportunity’.

Discussions followed in which Thilo Boek argued that the mentoring relationship was not about advocating that young people should conform to ‘middle class’ norms and aspirations. Rather, the mentoring relationship should provide an environment and the tools in which young people can take guided risks and learn to navigate to where they want to be. 

Pat Dolan noted that before we advocate what a mentoring relationship should achieve in terms of empowering young people, we must be specific in determining what the mentoring relationship is trying to achieve, for whom, and how the parties are expected to achieve it. This seems to be something which causes much confusion when thinking about the direction in which the mentoring relationship should travel, and when planning outcomes for intervention programmes.

Dod Forrest then went on to discuss the mentoring role a school can play in trying to aid young people to move from a disadvantaged position to one of achievement. Teachers can often be facilitators to personal growth, and organised networks and groups within a school situation (such as the chess tuition scheme and clubs that he had researched) can be of great value in building social capital and social networks. These groups can aid young people to build transferable skills, thus empowering the individual.

After a short break for lunch, Rob MacDonald and Tracy Shildrick presented findings from their study of a cohort of vulnerable young people in a de-industrialising, economically marginal area. Their study of youth transitions highlighted the importance of ‘critical moments’ in young lives, but also the influence of social networks and social capital.  A key finding was that ‘bonding social capital’ – social networks of family and friends  - however dysfunctional they appeared to outsiders - were critical to making life liveable under conditions of poverty and social exclusion. However, these same ties and allegiances reinforced transition pathways, narrative possibilities and social identities, constraining the range of possible outcomes for young people. In this sense the study illustrated well Putnam’s comment (2000: 23) that ‘bonding social capital bolsters our narrower selves’. Rob and Tracy’s work had thrown up few examples of ‘bridging social capital’, where individuals were helped to ‘bridge’ to new networks, lifestyles and social identities. Positive professional interventions were few, but two notable examples were given of mentoring though a drug treatment project and, particularly, a youth work project. Re the latter, the presence of sympathetic, trusted youth workers from similar backgrounds was key to the enterprise.

Jenny Spratt, as discussant, spoke of her own childhood on Teesside and how areas such as Teesside should not be seen through rose-tinted spectacles.  Even before globalisation and de-industrialisation had threatened social networks and community bonds, there had been pockets of young people who had negative social capital. The degree of change in the local economy impacting on work and lifestyles made it increasingly difficult for intergenerational mentoring of young people – parents and grandparents’ lives were felt to be too different from those of young people in the 21st century. She felt that though the picture Rob and Tracy had painted was a rather dark one, the findings about the importance of ‘critical moments’ opened up the possibilities for asking how we can work with young people at these points and tailor generic programmes to individual needs whilst building social capital.  She pondered whether schools could operate better in a mentoring role at these critical points if they were more alert to children’s mental wellbeing.

A short discussion followed Charlie stated that the mentoring relationship must ultimately focus on the aspirations of the young person.  Where mentoring relationships aimed to move a young person from one social position to another that more clearly reflected middle class values, a widening gap between what each side of the relationship is trying to achieve was likely to ensue. Helen then questioned what should happen if the aspirations of the young person are damaging to them and would serve to keep them in a subordinate position in society? And discussion broke out as to whether we are in a position to dictate what a young person should aspire to achieve. 

Discussion then moved on to the question of whether we could engineer mentoring communities rather than singular mentoring relationships. Historically natural mentoring has enabled the transfer of skills and support which has ensured survival. Pat then went on to argue that lessons could be learnt from America’s ‘social support banking’, the essence of which was to try to work with relationships which already exist within the community rather than engineering false ones. The notion of building mentor-rich communities brought the role of teachers into the discussion again.  It was suggested that the natural mentoring relationship between teacher and student has been eroded in recent times as teachers have been under more pressure to achieve curriculum targets. Most schools did not encourage mentor–rich environments, though Janet noted from a previous study that many young people found their own mentors in school ancillary staff like janitors and bus drivers.  Where notions of mentoring were being introduced into schools it was almost always through formal (often professional) schemes. Concerns about children’s safety exacerbated this trend. It was then argued that the professionalisation of mentoring had meant that the opportunities for natural mentoring had been taken away and that the objective should not be to professionalise non-professionals in the art of mentoring but, rather, to ‘humanise’ professionals and allow the young people to foster a relationship with someone they trust rather than engineer a relationship with a stranger from outside their own social networks.

Discussions were then brought to an end by Charlie who left us with two main thoughts for the day. First we need to be clear what mentoring relationships aim to achieve in terms of moving young people from one social position to another. Second, he asked people to think about whether mentor-rich environments would best be achieved by challenging the prescription of professionalism for those engaged with young people, so that it involved the development of more and stronger opportunities for informal contact, or focusing on training and upskilling non-professionals as semi-professional mentors. 

