3rd Mentoring seminar – March 2007
Report of the day’s proceedings

Youth mentoring, families and relationships

Charlie Lloyd welcomed the participants to the seminar, his opening remarks made reference to the lack of understanding of the interactions between mentoring and the family, commenting that much informal family based mentoring is ‘written out’.
Janet Shucksmith (University of Teesside) presented a paper which explored the role of the family in mentoring, asking whether families are a barrier to successful mentoring, or whether alternatively, family relationships and mentoring can be mutually beneficial for young people. She began by revisiting, and elaborating on concepts discussed in previous seminars, demonstrating the links between Pawson’s (2004) ‘snakes and ladders’ model of mentoring, and different types of social capital. 
Janet introduced Gillie’s (2003) characterisation of trends in family theorising, and demonstrated how these can be linked to the dominant   models in social capital theorising. Atomistic views of modern family life, focusing on breakdown chime with Coleman’s and Putman’s pessimistic views of social capital as a commodity within a fragmented social order.   Whereas a more democratising and optimistic view, taken by, Giddens, for example,  sees  new forms of intimacy emerging outside of traditional family structures, within which social capital can be fostered. A third scenario is that of continuity, in which the family, albeit now more fragmented, continues to be the main motor of social capital through which inequalities are perpetuated, as envisaged by Bourdieu.

 Janet moved on to address the extensions of social capital theory, of bridging and bonding.  She drew on Bourdieu’s work to describe the way in which family members with access to material and symbolic resources use these as bonding social capital to cement advantage for their children. In contrast, (with reference to Rob MacDonald and Tracy Shildrick’s paper presented at the previous seminar) she described how the bonding social capital transmitted in materially disadvantaged circumstances, enables survival, but offers little possibility for increasing prosperity.  

Janet then questioned whether current mentoring practice  aims to compensate for dysfunctional family backgrounds by abstracting young people from their families. By offering alternative sources of  bridging social capital, is the objective to create a ‘ladder out of the pit’? However, undervaluing and undermining the family in this way may not be helpful to young people. Janet used examples from her own study (with Kate Philip and Caroline King) to demonstrate the strong family attachments (particularly to mothers) that young people have reported, even in the most difficult of circumstances. Rather than offering an alternative to families, mentoring could, she suggested be used to develop the skills to negotiate with parents and to rebuild relationships. Support for this view was offered in the work of Rhodes, Grossman and Resch (2000) who demonstrated that most gains from mentoring are to be found amongst those young people who reported improved relationships at home. Such an enhancement in the quality of family life, was suggested by Pawson to be an important element in the ‘long haul of engagement mentoring’. Janet concluded by suggesting that, rather than supplanting the family,  one aspect of mentoring should be to support and improve dysfunctional parent-child relations.
The second speaker, Lynn Jamieson from the University of Edinburgh drew from the literature on intimate relationships between kin and friends to raise some questions for mentoring. She began by pointing out the uneasy place that mentoring can occupy within ‘natural’ relationships. Although we all encounter role models from time to time, friendship tends to emphasis autonomy and reciprocity, making it difficult to acknowledge influence. Identifying a friend as a ‘mentor’ highlights inequalities, and can create unease.
Lynn looked at practical caring within intimate relationships, to explore parallels with mentoring. She distinguished between ‘caring for’ and ‘caring about’, using the terms ‘help-mate and ‘soul-mate’ to illuminate the difference. In many relationships the two are closely interwoven; it can seem inadequate to care for someone without caring about them.

However, an analogy to formal mentoring can perhaps be seen in roles where the provider of physical care is doing so as part of a professional role.  Research  (Pockney 2006) demonstrates this to be a very unequal relationship, whereby the recipient of care is likely to feel more emotionally involved in the relationship than is the provider of care.
Lynn also highlighted the different formats that successful relationships can take. Giddens’ notion of pure friendship, as a voluntary relationship based on mutual appreciation of each other’s unique qualities, does not, in Lynn’s view, offer a good description of all types of intimacy. People can have many types of friends who may combine the functions of help-mate and soul-mate. Asymmetry can often be disguised within relationships – heterosexual couples being the most easily identifiable example. Additionally, Lynn described the ways in which the boundaries between kin and friendship are becoming blurred in modern society. Wilmot, for example described kin as providing asymmetric practical support, but within friendships a shared history can sustain relationships which later become highly asymmetric. Good quality friends are often described as ‘kin-like’, and equally close siblings may be seen as ‘like a sister / brother’.
In summing up, several questions were raised for mentoring. Does the obligatory character and asymmetry of formal mentoring sit uneasily within a relationship of care? Is it helpful to see mentoring as a form of friendship? Should mentors be seen as obligatory friends or surrogate kin? Would it be helpful to characterise mentoring relationships as variations on other types of informal relationships, perhaps using terms such as ‘buddy’ which can convey ‘like a friend’ but without making an issue of the difference?
Following the first two papers, Mike Stein in his role as discussant raised a number of points. Starting with the question ‘what can mentoring learn from ordinary relationships?’ he observed that for most young people organic, informal mentoring is a natural feature of life.  Such relationships reflect the universal dynamics of power, class, gender, reciprocity and so on. For some young people these informal supports enable them to bypass the negative aspects of social capital that can lead to crime, drug use etc. How, he mused, can mentoring replace or act as a substitute for these organic relationships?
Mike went on to raise issues about the location of mentoring, describing it as sitting at some point between, yet shaped by, professional support workers and informal friends and kin. Work with the family, he felt should not be restrictive; the mentor should be able to take mentees to new places (physical or conceptual) whilst at the same time fostering relationships within the home. 
And finally, he commented on the enormous task of creating a ‘grand theory’ of mentoring, and suggested that the group should aim to be more modest, to ‘chip away’ at grounded theories, rather than imposing a grand scheme from above.
A wide ranging discussion followed, with some key themes emerging. The asymmetry of mentoring relationships was explored, with Janet pointing to the difficulties for young people associated with an ending over which they had little or no control. Asymmetry in expectations of disclosure we discussed, in response to which Lynn mentioned research evidence in which young people expressed a preference for Guidance teachers who had empathy borne of experience (for example in supporting with bereavement young people appreciated support from those who understood from first hand). Pat Dolan commented that to some extent the asymmetry could be addressed if young people were able to select their own mentors. This led Kate Philip to suggest that mentoring should be seen as part of professional toolkit, rather than a stand alone activity, thereby increasing the options available to young people.
The discussion also focussed on the distinction made in Lynn’s talk between ‘caring for’ and ‘caring about’, and the position of mentoring in this dichotomy. Pat commented that to some extent this depended upon personal qualities of the mentor. However, Charlie pointed out that currently objectives were very instrumental, much more to do with caring for than caring about. Sam Rospigliosi commented that it is much more difficult to evaluate, ‘soft’ outcomes that may arise from caring about, which led  to a discussion highlighting the need for qualitative research evidence focussing on process as well as product.
The final speaker, Pat Dolan (Child and Family Research Policy Unit) presented an alternative model of mentoring, located within the context of young people’s existing networks of social support. Most young people, he argued, already have a wide network of family and social networks, and would naturally turn to such contacts at times of need, rather than to professionals. By working with and supporting key individuals within existing informal networks (for example relatives outside of the immediate nuclear family), statutory and / or voluntary bodies could contrive to support ‘natural’ mentors for young people. The advantages of this would lie in the pre-existing emotional involvement of people  who already ‘care about’ the young person. Pat commented that the range of sources of support to young people is more important than the size of the network. Additionally, perceived support is more important that received support ( i.e. knowing somebody is ‘there for you’ even if you do not call in that support.) This type of informal mentoring, arising from natural networks, would not be time limited in the same way as formal mentoring. This would be in keeping with the notion of ‘Prospective Social Support Banking’, a proactive approach whereby social support is set in place to be drawn on, as needed, in the future. Pat acknowledged that this model is particularly applicable to the area of Southern Ireland in which he works, where extended family networks are commonplace, but that formal mentoring is also required for those who do not have access to such support.

 Pat also made some cautionary comments about the mentoring process generally, challenging needs-based thinking, with a focus on deficiencies, leading to increased dependence and consumption of services. He identified shortcomings of some ‘evangelical, stand alone’ approaches. And he noted that there is some evidence that formal mentoring schemes can, in some cases, lead to family members abdicating their responsibilities. Conversely, he argued for ‘assets based’ mentoring, which should seek to build interdependencies, promote resilience, enable people to give of their talents and ultimately empower.
Leo Hendry, as discussant identified the importance of careful matching, involving an element of choice for the mentee, rather than a professionally directed selection of partners. Expanding on the theme of Prospective Social Support banking, he wondered whether there was a role for schools to teach mentoring skills to young people, who would provide a potential pool of mentors in school, and beyond. Referring to Pat’s social network model of mentoring, Leo commented that we should not overlook individual pro-activity in seeking support. Additionally we should take account of the cultural context in which young people perceive themselves. Leo concluded by raising the question of how we can encapsulate the lives of as many young people as possible within the mentoring debate.
The ensuing discussion began with Kate questioning whether social support was always a good thing – could it also be a source of stress? To which Janet added the possibility of negative mentors within the networks, for example drug dealers. Pat responded that young people need networks of ‘reliable alliances’ and one possible approach to mentoring was to work with young people to build these up. He added that the targeting of formal mentors at communities has, at times, been pathologising to communities. The approach he would advocate is to acknowledge and support what communities are already able to offer. Mike extended this idea by suggesting that mentors could be drawn from communities of common interest, citing work by the Princes Trust in which organic mentoring relationships were encouraged to develop within strength based schemes within the business community.

The discussion moved on to consider the transitions made by young people and how these interact with mentoring. This generated considerable interest, amongst the group, as an area that is unexplored. It was felt that mentors could have an important role to play as young people naturally move away from their families. The need for different mentors at different stages of development was emphasised by number of participants, prompting Leo to remind the group of the importance of granting the young person the freedom to select their own mentors, in order that developmental changes are accommodated.
Finally the discussion moved on to a consideration of virtual communities in the mentoring process. As young people increasingly communicate by email text and through chat rooms, and also may seek support from strangers via help-lines, the groups considered if there is a place for e-mentoring. It was agreed that there is a need for research to identify the types of support that young people can access through the internet – is it purely advice, or do young people develop or reinforce their social connectedness in this way? A better understanding of these issues may offer opportunities for mentors to communicate in different ways with young people.  It was felt that probably this would be more useful for maintaining relationships than initiating them.
In a quick summing up, Charlie highlighted the following, as important issues arising from the papers and subsequent discussions, which merited further work:

· The extent to which mentoring builds on existing social capital in families, and how it could be used to improve family relationships

· The difference between caring for and caring about, and where mentoring should aim to be located 

· The difficulties of asymmetrical relationships which are constrained by time

· The importance of taking asset focussed approaches, rather than deficit approaches

· The relationship between mentoring and developmental changes in young people

· The possibilities for virtual mentoring.

