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Mentoring programs show promise for preventing emotional and
behavioral problems among at-risk youth, but little is known about
processes that may be most critical to achieving this end. This study
explored indicators of positive youth development (PYD; competence,
confidence, connection, care and compassion, character) as mediators of
associations of mentoring support with youth emotional and behavioral
problems. The sample included 501 youth participating in a study of the
Big Brothers Big Sisters program in Canada (mean = 11.16 years old;
52% girls, and 44% White). Measures were youth self-report, with the
exception of the use of both youth and parent report measures of emotional
and behavioral problems. Results of structural equation modeling analyses
were consistent with PYD mediating the association between mentoring
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support and emotional and behavioral problems, regardless of informant.
The association between mentor support and PYD, however, was limited to
youth in active mentoring relationships. C© 2016 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

INTRODUCTION

As youth transition to adolescence, they are increasingly susceptible to emotional and
behavioral difficulties (Merikangas et al., 2010), and substantial numbers of youth experi-
ence mild to moderate levels of anxiety, depression, and behavioral problems (e.g., Bertha
& Balázs, 2013). Such mental health issues in adolescence are associated with compro-
mised functioning in areas such as academic achievement (Masten et al., 2005), parental
and peer relationships (Kochel, Ladd, & Rudolph, 2012; Willoughby & Hamza, 2011),
and overall well-being (Greenberg, Domitrovich, & Bumbarger, 2001) and are predictive
of onset of mood and impulse control disorders in early adulthood (Merikangas et al.,
2010).

Given these considerations, there is a need for effective preventive intervention efforts
to reduce levels of emotional and behavioral difficulties among youth as they transition
to adolescence. One key resource for helping youth to avoid these difficulties is building
strong connections with nonparental adults (Spencer, 2007; Zimmerman, Bingenheimer,
& Notaro, 2002). Mentoring programs provide such opportunity for youth–especially for
those with limited access to social support within their families and communities–through
pairing them with nonprofessional adult volunteers (Rhodes, 2002). Meta-analyses of
quasi-experimental and experimental evaluations of mentoring programs support their
potential to reduce emotional symptoms and behavioral problems among at-risk youth
(DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011; Meyerson, 2013; Tolan, Henry,
Schoeny, Lovegrove, & Nichols, 2014).

Nevertheless, the observed magnitude of mentoring program effects has been typ-
ically modest (standardized mean difference effect sizes for outcomes relevant to emo-
tional and behavioral problems ranging from .15 to .21 in DuBois et al., 2011, and from
.16 to .29 in Tolan et al., 2014). Such findings suggest a need to better understand
relational and developmental processes that are key to promoting positive impacts in
mentoring programs as this information could then be used to guide program design and
development.

Prior research suggests the significance of several features of mentoring relationships
in processes linking program participation to youth outcomes, including those pertain-
ing to emotional and behavioral difficulties. Findings from these studies point to the
importance of indicators of relationship intensity such as frequency and consistency of
mentor–youth contact and the overall duration of relationships (Grossman & Rhodes,
2002) as well as various indicators of relationship quality, including emotional and instru-
mental support received from the mentor (Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, Feldman, & Mc-
Maken, 2007; Nakkula & Harris, 2005), feelings of emotional closeness (Bayer, Grossman,
& DuBois, in press; Parra, DuBois, Neville, Pugh-Lilly, & Povinelli, 2002), and perceptions
of compatibility and similarity (Langhout, Rhodes, & Osborne, 2004).

Results, however, have been somewhat inconsistent and associations between those
indicators are typically moderate in magnitude (DuBois et al., 2011; Eby, Allen, Evans,
Ng, & DuBois, 2008). Such findings may, in part, reflect limitations associated with not
considering potential mediators between features of mentoring programs and youth
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outcomes. Those processes may be important in linking mentoring relationships to youth
outcomes of interest, such as prevention of youth’s levels of emotional and behavioral
problems. As discussed below, one important mechanism in this regard may be the extent
to which mentoring relationships foster indicators of positive youth development (PYD;
Larson, 2006; Rhodes, 2005).

PYD

PYD is a strength-based theoretical perspective for understanding adolescent development
and has provided a new direction in research with at-risk adolescents over the past two
decades (Tolan et al., 2014). One of the major premises of the PYD framework is that youth
development takes place in a system of bidirectional processes between youth and their
ecological context through which youth build strong relationships with parents, peers,
teachers, and other adults and connect to communities, schools, and other institutions
(Larson, 2000; Lerner, et al., 2005; Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster, 1998). Youth,
as constructive agents of their development, use such ecological assets and resources to
achieve healthy development in academic, psychological, social, and moral domains and
continue to both grow and ultimately contribute to civil society as young citizens (Lerner,
et al., 2005).

Supported by empirical research, Lerner and colleagues (Bowers et al., 2010; Lerner
et al., 2005; Lerner, Napolitano, Boyd, Mueller, & Callina, 2013) and Roth and Brooks-
Gunn (2003) have proposed that PYD itself is characterized by five key developmental
assets (5Cs): competence (social, academic, and/or cognitive skills); confidence (positive
self-worth, self-efficacy); connection (positive bonds with people and/or institutions);
character (sense of morality and integrity); and care and compassion (sense of sympathy
and empathy for others). In longitudinal research (Blum, 2003; Jelicic, Bobek, Phelps,
Lerner, & Lerner, 2007; Phelps et al., 2007), participation in youth programs has been
linked to improvements on indicators of positive development among youth. In addition,
youth who have high levels of PYD have been found to exhibit low levels of delinquency,
substance use, and depressive symptoms over time (Phelps et al., 2007). Recent findings
from the 4-H Study (Lerner et al., 2013) further suggest that ecological assets (along
with youth’s individual strengths) promoted positive development, which in turn was
associated with high levels of youth civic engagement and prosocial activities.

PYD, Mentoring Relationships, and Youth Emotional and Behavioral Problems

Despite this growing body of research on PYD, few studies have systematically examined
the role of mentoring as a potential ecological asset for youth within this framework.
Several researchers (Larson, 2006; Larose & Tarabulsy, 2014; Lerner, 2013; Rhodes, 2005)
have discussed conceptual models linking mentoring and PYD and emphasized that men-
toring relationships, along with other relationships in the ecology of youth, affect youth’s
strengths, capabilities, and other developmental assets. Consistent with these theoreti-
cal approaches, research has shown that supportive relationships with natural mentors
are predictive of youth self-esteem (confidence), academic achievement (competence;
DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005), and behaviors reflective of character care, and compassion
(Bowers et al., 2012).

In their study of 928 applicants participating in a randomized trial evaluation of the
Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) mentoring program, Rhodes, Reddy, and Grossman’s
(2005) explored the direct and indirect associations of mentoring relationships with
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Figure 1. Conceptual models.

youth substance use. This study found support for a mediating role of program effects on
parental relationships (connection) and youth self-worth (confidence) but only for youth
in matched relationships 12 months or longer. Similarly, in an earlier experimental study
of 959 youth, Rhodes, Grossman, and Resch (2000) found that participation in a BBBS
mentoring program was positively associated with parent attachment (connection) and
perceived academic achievement (competence), which in turn predicted reductions in
unexcused school absences. Furthermore, in a randomized controlled trial of a peer
mentoring program, findings suggested that mentor attendance at program sessions
facilitated growth in measures aligned with four of the five Cs among mentees: social
skills (competence), rule compliance (character), self-esteem (confidence), and overall
connectedness to school and peers (connection; Karcher, 2005).

Taken together, there is some research evidence supporting a role of indicators of
PYD as a mechanism of change linking mentoring relationships to reduced susceptibility
to emotional and behavioral difficulties. Yet, with the exception of one study (Rhodes
et al., 2005), a direct test of this meditational hypothesis has not been conducted. Of
further note is that no study to date has examined the association between mentoring
relationships and PYD more broadly (e.g., indicators of all 5Cs). Such analysis could be
important because the role of different PYD indicators in processes linking mentoring
relationships to fewer emotional or behavioral difficulties may be distinct yet co-occurring
and cumulative and thus not readily detected when considering them in isolation.

The preceding discussion suggests that promotion of PYD is a process through which
mentoring relationships with greater intensity and support may reduce youth problems
(Figure 1 for the hypothesized model). Consistent with prior research (Grossman &
Rhodes, 2002; Langhout et al., 2004; Parra et al., 2002), it is hypothesized that youth
build stronger and more supportive relationships with their mentors because matches
meet more often and consistently; thus, mentoring dose (higher intensity in mentoring
relationships) was expected to be associated with greater perceived mentoring support.
Process-oriented models of mentoring (e.g., Parra et al., 2002) have also shown that
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closeness and support mediate the relationship between mentor–youth contact and youth
outcomes, suggesting an indirect path between dose and youth problem behaviors.

On the other hand, mentoring dose itself was not hypothesized to be directly associ-
ated with indicators of PYD: We theorized that mentoring is most likely to be an ecological
asset for youth that fosters positive outcomes through building connections and support,
rather than simply being available as a resource in youth’s ecological context. This predic-
tion is in accordance with Lerner and colleagues’ (Bowers et al., 2010; Lerner et al., 2005,
2013) emphasis on the need to consider the quality of a youth’s social interactions with
institutions, adult role models, and the community as influences on indicators of positive
development.

As noted above, we hypothesize that PYD may be important as a process through which
supportive mentoring relationships contribute to youth experiencing fewer emotional and
behavioral problems. It is also possible, however, that such mentoring relationships may
function to more directly protect youth from mental health issues and concerns with this,
in turn setting the stage for growth on indicators of PYD (see Figure 1 for this alternative
model). Tests on the role of PYD in mediating contributions of mentoring relationships
to fewer youth emotional and behavioral problems should also ideally examine the extent
to which data may be consistent with direct benefits of mental health serving as a pathway
toward improvements in PYD.

A further important issue to consider is the extent to which a meditational role of
PYD may be moderated by processes involved with developing and sustaining mentoring
relationships. Studies have documented often limited sustainability of positive influences
of mentoring programs once relationships have ended (DuBois et al., 2011) and consid-
erable variation in youth outcomes as a function of match duration (Grossman, Chan,
Schwartz, & Rhodes, 2012; Rhodes, 2005; Schwartz, Rhodes, Spencer, & Grossman, 2013).

Illustratively, Grossman and colleagues found that youth whose relationships with
mentors in the BBBS school-based program were still intact toward the end of a first school
year demonstrated improved academic achievement (competence; Grossman et al., 2012)
and social acceptance by peers (connectedness) compared with youth whose relationships
had terminated. It could be, for example, that mentoring relationships are best able to
foster indicators of PYD when active due to the benefits of offering ongoing support
to youth. Given such considerations, research on the possible role of PYD in mediating
contributions of mentoring relationships to fewer youth problems should be sensitive to
the possibility for such processes to be differentially evident for youth in ongoing and
dissolved mentoring relationships.

Current Study

The present study investigated the relationship between mentoring intensity (dose), men-
toring support, 5Cs of PYD, and youth emotional and behavioral problems using primarily
cross-sectional data from a study of the BBBS Canada community-based mentoring pro-
gram. The study had two main objectives: (a) examine the extent to which associations
among measures were consistent with the hypothesized model as depicted in Figure 1,
with a particular focus on PYD as a mediating mechanism between mentoring support and
youth outcomes; and (b) explore whether such associations differed across subgroups of
youth in ongoing and terminated match relationships, respectively, with the expectation
that any differences found would be in the direction of stronger linkages (e.g., mentoring
support and PYD) among youth in ongoing relationships.
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This study used both youth and parent report data to assess youth emotional and
behavioral problems such that multiple perspectives on youth outcomes would provide
more confidence in the testing of the hypothesized model and reveal whether findings
are robust. Because of the cross-sectional, correlational design, it is important to keep in
mind that analyses tested only for associational (i.e., predictive) relations among measures
and, thus, did not provide a basis for causal inference. However, results of the current
study’s analyses were expected to provide a valuable foundation for future research using
longitudinal data.

METHOD

Study Design

Data came from a longitudinal study of the community-based mentoring program of the
BBBS of Canada, a program that provides youth with one-to-one (i.e., dyadic) mentoring
from community volunteers. Both parents and youth (n = 997) were recruited from 20
BBBS agencies in Canada from May 2007 to November 2010. To be eligible for participa-
tion, families had to be new admissions to the BBBS agency (i.e., not enrolled in any BBBS
service including waitlist programs within the last 12 months); youth had to be between
the ages of 6 and 17 years; and the consenting parent had to be child’s primary legal
guardian. The initial study assessment took place at the time of study enrollment, before
youth were paired to an adult mentor. Mentors were approved, screened, and trained by
the BBBS agency and those who agreed to participate in the study were paired to a study
child.

Follow-up assessments were conducted at 6, 12, 18, 24, and 30 months postbaseline,
regardless of whether the youth was paired with a mentor at a given assessment point. More
details on study design and procedures can be found elsewhere (Ferro, Wells, Speechley,
Lipman, & De Wit, 2013).

Participants

The sample used in the current study was drawn from the fourth time of data collection
(18-month follow-up). This follow-up was preferred because it was the first data point in
the study when measures were administered that assessed all constructs in the theoretical
model of interest. The sample was limited to those youth who, at the fourth time of
assessment, had been matched with a BBBS mentor, which represented 501 of the 635
youth for whom data were collected at this time point of the study. Two thirds of the youth
in the current sample (n = 333; 66.5%) reported being in an ongoing match relationship
with the same BBBS mentor since their enrollment in the program (mean [M] = 11. 99,
standard deviation [SD] = 5.31 months), with the remaining (n = 168; 33.5%) reporting
having been in a match that had terminated (M = 9. 38, SD = 4.61 months). Of those
168 youth in dissolved relationships, 68 were rematched to a different mentor but were
terminated before the 18-month follow-up assessment, while the remaining youth were
never matched again.

Based on youth reports, the most common reasons for match dissolution were mentor-
related (n = 104, 64.2%), which included factors such as mentor being too busy to commit
time to meet and mentor moving away. Other reported reasons for termination were as
follows: youth-related factors (n = 32, 19.8%; i.e., youth was not happy with the match)
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and relational issues (n = 10, 6.2%; i.e., youth and mentor had scheduling conflicts and
problems). Of the 168 youth in dissolved match relationships, 16 (9.8%) reported other
reasons such as agency ending the contract or parent not being happy with the match.

Youth were 11.16 (SD = 2.13) years of age on average and 52.1% were girls. Based on
the parent report, approximately one third of the youth (31%) belonged to a minority
group (i.e., African, Hispanic, Asian, or Arab Canadian), whereas 43.9% was White, 10.8%
Canadian, and 14.3% other ethnicity. The majority of the youth (69.5%) came from
single parent families, with nearly half (47.7%) of the parents reporting gross annual
income below $30000 and slightly more than one-quarter (27.4%) reporting that they
were receiving governmental social assistance.

Procedures

BBBS staff approached potentially eligible families immediately after they passed the
agency’s qualifying assessment. Staff followed a standardized recruitment script that de-
scribed the study objectives, procedures, and participants’ rights and responsibilities.
Those interested in participating in the study provided formal consent (written consent
for parents and verbal and written assent for youth) and continued with the baseline as-
sessment. Research assistants interviewed the youth and administered the questionnaires,
whereas parents completed self-administered surveys.

Assessments were conducted in the family’s home or at other preferred location. To
preserve confidentiality and privacy, youth were interviewed separately from parents in a
different room and were reminded that their responses would be kept confidential unless
there was an immediate threat to their safety and well-being. Youth assessments took 2
hours to complete and participants received two movie tickets. The parent questionnaire
required approximately 45 minutes to complete, for which parents received a $5 gift card
to a fast food restaurant. The Research Ethics Board of the Centre for Addiction and
Mental Health approved all study procedures.

Measures

Mentoring dose. To facilitate assessment of mentoring dose during the entire course of
each match relationship, youth reports of meeting frequency and duration were averaged
across all available time points up to the 18-month follow-up assessment. In that way,
we were able to estimate dose of mentoring for youth in both ongoing and dissolved
match groups. Specifically, the items were as follows: “In the past month, about how
many days each week have you spent time doing things/going places with your BB/BS?”
(frequency); “In the past month, about how many hours each week have you spent with
your BB/BS?” (meeting duration); and “How many months have you been in your current
match relationship with your BB/BS?” (match length).

The nine response categories for meeting frequency ranged from 1 (less than every other
week) to 9 (more than five days a week). Response options for meeting duration comprised
less than one hour per week, 1–2 hours, 3–4, 5–6, 7–8, 9–10, and more than 10 hours
a week and were coded as 1 to 7 on this scale. For both ongoing and dissolved match
groups, self-reported duration of match at 18 months, assessed in months, was used to
assess match length as part of the mentoring dose.

Mentoring support. We assessed mentoring support using selected scales from the youth
report version of the Quality of Mentoring Relationship Engagement Scale (Q-MeRES;
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Ferro et al., 2013). Response categories for the 21 items on the Q-MeRES ranged from 1
(not very true) to 3 (very true). An exploratory factor analysis of data on Q-MeRES for youth
participants in the larger study from which the present sample is drawn identified five
subscales (De Wit, 2014): Problem-Oriented and Counseling, Practical-Oriented Support,
Happy and Positive Relationship, Developmental Support, and Similar Interests.

For the current study, we selected the following subscales: Developmental Support
(three items; “Tries to find out what I like to do”); Practical-Oriented Support (three
items; “Teaches me a skill or how to do things”); and Similar Interests (two items; “Is
a lot like me in many ways”). The remaining two subscales were not included because
preliminary analyses revealed that a substantial proportion of youth in the sample (n
= 72; 35.1%) uniformly endorsed all items on both of these scales as “very true,” thus
suggesting a lack of sensitivity to variation in these dimensions of mentoring relationships.
As with reports of mentoring meeting frequency and duration, scores on each scale were
averaged across available time points. The internal consistencies of the Developmental
Support, Practical-Oriented Support, and Similar Interests subscales, based on average
responses to items across all available assessments, were .56, .74, and .76 respectively.

PYD. We selected measures that corresponded as closely as possible to the construct
definitions of the 5Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, connection, care and compassion,
character) provided by Lerner and his colleagues (2005). All measures were taken from
the youth survey at the fourth time of assessment; in all instances, higher scores indicated
better reported functioning for the relevant construct.

Competence. We used the Cognitive-Behavioral Problem Solving subscale of the Coping
Scale for Children and Youth (Brodzinsky et al., 1992) to measure competence. The
subscale comprised eight items, each rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0
(never) to 3 (very often). Sample items included “I take a chance and try a new way to
solve a problem” and “I figure out what has to be done and then I do it.” The internal
consistency of the scale in the current sample was .88.

Character. We used the five-item Prosocial subscale of the Strengths and Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 2001, 1997) to assess the character domain of PYD. Sample
items included “I usually share with others” and “I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset of
feeling ill” and response options ranged from 0 (not true) to 2 (certainly true). The internal
consistency of the Prosocial subscale in the current sample was .63.

Confidence. We used Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item Self-Esteem Scale to assess youth’s re-
ported levels of self-confidence (e.g., “I feel that I’m a person of worth”). Responses were
measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
The internal consistency of the scale in the current sample was .88.

Connection. We assessed the connection domain of PYD via two instruments. The first
instrument, the Wills Parental Social Support Scale (Wills, Vaccaro, & McNamara, 1992),
captured the perceived availability of emotional (e.g., “I can share my feelings with my
mother”) and instrumental support from the mother (e.g., “If I talk to my mother, she
has suggestions about how to handle problems”). This 15-item instrument was rated on a
4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all), to 3 (very much). The internal consistency
of the scale in the current sample was .92.
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The second instrument, the School Attachment Scale, assessed youth’s levels of school
connectedness and positive attitudes toward school. We adapted the 5-item scale (e.g.,
“Doing well at school is important”) for the present study (De Wit, 2014). All items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The
internal consistency of the scale in the current sample was .81.

Care and compassion. The care and compassion domain was measured using three items
from the Social Skills Scale for Youth (De Wit, 2014): “If I hurt other kids by accident or
on purpose, I say sorry”; “When other kids are feeling bad, I try to cheer them up”; and
“I ask other kids to join a game I am playing.” Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (all the time). The internal consistency of the scale
was .61.

Youth outcomes. Measures of youth outcomes came from Time 4 of the study and included
the Emotional Symptoms and Conduct Problems subscales of both youth and parent
report versions of the SDQ (Goodman, 2001). Each SDQ subscale comprised five items
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not true) to 2 (certainly true).

The Emotional Symptoms subscale captures youth’s levels of anxiety and depressive
symptoms (e.g., “I am [my child is] often unhappy, downhearted, or tearful”). The internal
consistency estimates for this subscale in the current sample were .72 and .76 for youth
and parents, respectively. The Conduct Problems subscale taps youth’s levels of problem
behaviors (e.g., “I am often accused of lying or cheating or My child often lies or cheats”).
In the current sample internal consistency estimates for this subscale were .60 and .72 for
youth and parents, respectively. Higher scores on the subscales indicated greater reported
levels of emotional symptoms and conduct problems.

Data Analysis

In preliminary analyses, descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, and standard devia-
tions) were used to examine the characteristics of the sample and distributions of variables.
Point biserial correlations, Pearson correlations, and chi-square tests were also performed
to compare ongoing and dissolved match subgroups in their demographic characteristics
and scores on all study measures.

Primary analyses were conducted using AMOS version 22 (Arbuckle, 2013). Fit in-
dices, comparative fit index (CFI), and normed fit index (NFI) above .90 (Schumacker
& Lomax, 1996) and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) less than .08
(Browne & Cudeck, 1993) were taken to indicate an adequate model fit to the data. We
first tested a measurement model in which relevant measures were specified as indicators
of three latent variables (mentoring dose, mentoring support, and PYD). Once a mea-
surement model with adequate fit was identified, the model was refit with the addition of
both youth and parent report measures of emotional symptoms and conduct problems,
to be able to assess the extent of their associations with the latent variables in the model.

Next, a structural equation model was tested, which included all of the hypothesized
paths in the conceptual model (Figure 1, Model 1). The model was tested twice, once
using youth report measures and the other using parent report measures to assess youth
outcomes. This statistical approach was preferred because correlations between youth-
and parent-reported measures, although significant, were low to moderate in magnitude
(Pearson rs ranged from .12 to .36), thus not allowing for an approach that combines the
two factors as indicators of one latent outcome variable.
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We performed bootstrapping analysis, using 95% confidence Interval (CI) and 1000
random samples, to estimate the indirect association of mentoring dose with youth out-
comes. We also tested the hypothesized role of PYD in mediating the associations among
mentoring support and youth emotional and conduct problems. As recommended by
Hayes (2009; see also MacKinnon, Krull, & Lockwood, 2000 and Shrout & Bolger, 2002),
we did not require the predictor variable (e.g., mentoring support) to exhibit a signifi-
cant overall zero-order association with the outcome variable (e.g., conduct problems)
in testing for mediation. This contemporary approach was preferred because it is likely
that direct and indirect (meditational) paths may operate in opposite directions and thus
result in a nonsignificant overall predictor–outcome association. Bootstrapped estimates
of indirect effects and their standard errors, therefore, served as the basis for our tests for
mediation.

The final step in the analyses involved testing for differences across ongoing and
dissolved match groups in the magnitude and direction of pathways in the structural
model. Before fitting the structural models, we ran a series of measurement models
and compared the estimated factor loadings of indicators on latent variables between
ongoing and dissolved match groups. Once measurement models of both groups were
identified as equivalent with minimal differences, an omnibus (chi-square difference)
test was used to evaluate whether the path coefficients in each structural model (i.e., the
models using both youth- and parent-reported outcome measures) differed significantly
across groups. In addition, bootstrapping was performed for the groups separately to
investigate potential subgroup differences with respect to mediation.

The amount of missing data ranged from .4% (n = 2; youth-reported conduct prob-
lems) to 8.6% (n = 43; duration of mentoring sessions). Little’s (1988) missing com-
pletely at random test showed that data were not missing completely at random, χ2(330)
= 448.51, p < .001. Missing data were addressed by using full information maximum
likelihood estimation while testing the measurement and structural models. Bootstrap-
ping was performed using multiple imputed datasets (n = 5) and bootstrapped estimates
were pooled, following Rubin’s (1987) rules. Given the nested nature of the data, uncondi-
tional (empty) models were run to compare variability among participants in their reports
of outcome measures across 20 program sites. Analysis yielded low intraclass correlation
scores, ranging from .0 (Similar Interests subscale) to .033 (self-esteem). Therefore, there
was no indication of nonindependence in the data and the analysis was conducted at an
individual level.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Mentoring session attendance and dose. The average duration of matches was 11.01 months
(SD = 5.34) and approximately half of the youth (51.8%) were meeting with their mentors
at least once a week, with the remaining youth (48.2%) meeting less often (e.g., every
other week, less than every other week). Regarding the duration of mentoring sessions,
37.3% lasted less than 3 hours, 40% lasted between 3 and 4 hours, and 19.4% lasted longer
than 4 hours on average.

Association of study measures with demographic characteristics. The duration of matches and
mentoring sessions were longer among girls compared with boys (point biserial rs = −.18
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Table 1. Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations of Observed Dependent and Independent Variables
in Total Sample and Subgroups

Total Ongoing Dissolved
sample match match

n = 501 n = 333 n = 168 t test Cohen’s d

Mentoring dose
Frequency of meetings (days) 3.26 (1.05) 3.31 (.98) 3.14 (1.19) 1.58 .15
Duration of meetings (hours) 2.77 (.75) 2.84 (.69) 2.62 (.85) 2.89** .27
Match length (months) 11.13 (5.23) 11.99 (5.31) 9.38 (4.61) 5.36* .51

Mentoring support
Developmental support 2.79 (.28) 2.80 (.27) 2.76 (.3) 1.58 .15
Practical-oriented support 2.45 (.44) 2.48 (.42) 2.37 (.48) 2.52* .24
Similar interests 2.62 (.43) 2.64 (.39) 2.58 (.49) 1.27 .12

Positive youth development
Coping skills 1.67 (.67) 1.67 (.65) 1.66 (.69) .2 .02
Prosocial behavior 1.62 (.35) 1.62 (.35) 1.63 (.35) −.16 −.01
Self-esteem 3.25 (.49) 3.26 (.49) 3.22 (.5) .92 .09
Mother’s social support 2.48 (.56) 2.49 (.54) 2.47 (.59) .39 .04
School attachment 3.99 (.73) 4.01 (.71) 3.93 (.78) 1.19 .11
Caring behavior 3.21 (.67) 3.21 (.68) 3.20 (.64) .04 .004

Youth adjustment
Emotional symptoms–Youth report .49 (.45) .47 (.45) .55 (.46) −1.71 −.16
Conduct problems–Youth report .39 (.34) .36 (.32) .45 (.36) −2.78** −.26
Emotional symptoms–Parent report .51 (.47) .53 (.47) .47 (.46) 1.23 .11
Conduct problems–Parent report .43 (.40) .43 (.39) .43 (.41) −.01 −0.001

*p < .05. **p < .01.

and −.12, respectively). Girls also scored higher than boys on the prosocial (r = −.19)
and caring behavior (r = −.11) measures and on self-reported emotional symptoms
(r = −.20). Age was negatively and significantly associated with lower scores on all six of
the measures of PYD (Pearson rs ranged from .13 to .29) but positively correlated with
scores on the Developmental Support subscale of mentoring support (r = .22). Youth
whose parents reported receiving governmental assistance had significantly less frequent
meetings with their mentors and had higher levels of emotional symptoms than their
counterparts (point biserial rs = .09 and −.09, respectively).

Comparison of ongoing and dissolved match groups. The dissolved match group had a signif-
icantly higher percentage of girls than the ongoing match group, 63.7% versus 46.2%,
χ2(1) = 13.62, but did not differ on any of the other demographic variables. In terms
of study measures, as shown in Table 1, youth in ongoing match relationships scored
higher in the Practical-Oriented subscale of mentoring support but lower on the Conduct
Problems subscale of the SDQ compared with those in dissolved match relationships. As
expected, match duration and mentoring sessions were also significantly longer in the
ongoing match group.

In view of these associations between demographic variables and study measures and
differences among subgroups, additional structural equation models were tested that
controlled for youth gender, age, and family receipt of governmental assistance. Results
for these models were substantively equivalent to those obtained in our primary analyses
in which these controls were not included, which led us to conclude that we could retain
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Table 2. Zero-Order Correlations Among Latent Variables and Youth Outcomes

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Mentoring dose –
2. Mentoring support .26** –
3. Positive youth development .09 .40*** –
4. Emotional symptoms–Youth report .01 −.001 −.37*** –
5. Conduct problems–Youth report −.17* −.06 −.51*** .41*** –
6. Emotional symptoms–Parent report .03 −.04 −.21*** .27*** .15*** –
7. Conduct problems–Parent report −.04 .02 −.20*** .12** .36*** .39*** –

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

our original (more parsimonious) model specification. (Full results of the models that
included demographic controls are available from the first author upon request.)

Primary Analyses

Measurement models. The initial model demonstrated an adequate fit to the data (CFI =
.95, incremental fit index [IFI] = .95, RMSEA = .04) and all factors were significantly
associated with the hypothesized latent variables. We made adjustments by adding two
error term correlations and the new model yielded improved fit to the data (CFI = .97,
IFI = .97, RMSEA = .03). Standardized loadings of measures on their hypothesized factors
for this model were moderate to high in magnitude (ranging from .49 to .77), with the
exception of a relatively low loading of match duration on the mentoring dose latent
variable (.13, p < .05).

As shown in Table 2, and in accordance with what was expected based on our hypoth-
esized model, the latent factor for mentoring dose was positively associated with the latent
factor for mentoring support and this factor was positively associated with the latent fac-
tor for PYD. The PYD factor in turn was associated negatively and significantly with both
youth and parent report measures of emotional symptoms and conduct problems. Also of
note are the weak and generally nonsignificant associations of the mentoring factors with
youth and parent report measures of emotional symptoms and conduct problems. These
latter findings, however, did not rule out the potential in structural modeling analyses
for mentoring dose and support to exhibit hypothesized indirect linkages with reported
levels of emotional and behavioral difficulties through their associations with PYD.

Structural models. The hypothesized structural models using youth and parent report
measures of emotional symptoms and conduct problems provided adequate fit to the data
(CFI = .92, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .06 and CFI = .96, IFI = .96, RMSEA = .04, respectively). As
presented in Figure 2, all paths in each model were significant and in expected directions,
with the exception of the direct path from mentoring support to youth emotional and
conduct problems. Specifically, mentoring support was positively associated with youth-
reported problems, but not with parent-reported measures of outcomes.

We conducted bootstrapping analysis to test for mediational associations. The results
indicated that indirect paths from mentoring support to fewer youth emotional symptoms
and conduct problems were significant for both youth (b = −.16, SE = .03, CI [−.226,
−.101] and b =−.21, SE = .03, CI [−.275, −.131], respectively) and parent report measures
(b = −.086, SE = .02, CI [−.139, −.045] and b = −.082, SE = .02, CI [−.142, −.039]). That
is, results showed that PYD mediated the relationship between mentoring support and
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Figure 2. Results of final structural models with standardized path coefficients.
Note. Standardized path coefficients are presented as youth/parent to indicate order. If factor loadings of
latent variables are identical in value for a particular path between models using both youth and parent report
measures of emotional symptoms and conduct problems, then only one standardized coefficient is presented
in the figure. Error terms and disturbances are not shown.
Model fit: CFI = .92, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .06 and CFI = .96, IFI = .96, RMSEA = .04 for youth and parent,
respectively.
‡p = .09. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

youth emotional and behavioral problems. In contrast, indirect paths from mentoring
dose to both youth- and parent-reported emotional and conduct problems were not
significant (CI [−.058, 027] across models), thus indicating that there was not a role of
PYD in mediating between dose and youth emotional and behavioral problems.

When testing the alternative model specification (Figure 1, Model 2), it was found
that overall fit to the data was both adequate and similar to that of the original model;
specifically, fit indices were as follows: for the youth-reported model, CFI = .92, IFI =
.92, and RMSEA = .06, and for the parent-reported model, CFI = .96, IFI = .96, and
RMSEA = .04. However, standard regression coefficients, particularly those representing
the direct paths from mentoring support to youth emotional symptoms (βyouth-report =
−.07; βparent-report = −.04) and conduct problems (βyouth-report = .001; βparent-report = .025),
were not significant for both parent and youth reports. Consequently, bootstrapping
analyses testing indirect paths from mentoring support to PYD yielded nonsignificant
results, suggesting no evidence of mediation for the alternative model (table not shown).

Subgroup analyses. We now turn to the analyses that distinguished between the dissolved
and ongoing match groups. When all factor loadings were allowed to vary across these two
groups, the fit of the measurement model was significantly improved compared with a
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fully constrained model (�χ2 = 17.51, p = .041). Further analysis, however, revealed that
only two loadings–those of prosocial behavior and caring behavior on the PYD factor–
differed significantly across the groups (for prosocial: βongoing = .65 vs. βdissolved = .50; for
caring behavior: βongoing = .74 vs. βdissolved = .64). In view of these differences, we allowed
prosocial and caring behavior factors to vary while constraining all other factors to be
equivalent between dissolved and ongoing match groups. The model suggested minimal
differences, resulting in only .02 change in goodness-of-fit indices compared with the
fully constrained model; therefore, measurement models were assumed to be equivalent
between the groups.

Having determined the best fitting measurement model, we compared path estimates
for the structural model across the ongoing and dissolved match groups. The only path
found to differ significantly across groups was the path from mentoring support to PYD.
For youth in ongoing match relationships, higher levels of mentoring support were asso-
ciated with higher levels of PYD, whereas there was no such association among youth in
dissolved match relationships (for the youth-reported problems model: βongoing = .49 vs.
βdissolved = .17; for the parent-reported problems model: βongoing = .50 vs. βdissolved = .17).

Results of mediation analysis using the data from the ongoing match group were con-
sistent with the mediation analysis using the full sample. Bootstrapping analyses indicated
a significant indirect path from mentoring support to both youth emotional symptoms
(for the youth-reported model: b = −.86, standard error [SE] = .25, CI [-1.49, −.047];
for the parent-reported model: b = −.4, SE = .18, CI [−.82, −.11]) and youth conduct
problems (for the youth-reported model: b = −.73, SE = .21, CI [-1.26, −.43]; for the
parent-reported model: b = −.37, SE = .15, CI [−.74, −.14]). On the other hand, results
for the dissolved match group indicated a marginally nonsignificant (p = .054) indirect
path from mentoring support to youth-reported conduct problems (b = −.21, SE = .15,
CI [−.62, .002]). Other indirect pathways from mentoring support to youth outcomes
(parent-reported emotional symptoms, parent-reported conduct problems, and youth-
reported emotional symptoms) were significant, with indirect path coefficients ranging
from −.21 to −.12.

DISCUSSION

Findings of the current study add to a growing literature that points to benefits of men-
toring relationships for the emotional and behavioral functioning of at-risk youth. Most
notably, results offer preliminary support for the idea that promotion of indicators of
PYD can serve as one pathway through which supportive mentoring relationships can
reduce susceptibility to emotional and conduct problems among youth from disadvan-
taged backgrounds. The present findings are consistent with prior research suggesting
that mentoring relationships can function as an ecological asset that enhances indices of
PYD in ways that in turn alleviate risk behaviors and emotional symptoms among youth
(Rhodes et al., 2000, 2005). The study significantly extends these investigations, how-
ever, through its consideration of the association between mentoring relationships and a
relatively broad and more comprehensive assessment of PYD (i.e., indicators of all 5Cs)
and the attention that is given to whether the benefits of supportive mentoring relation-
ships for youth development remain evident even after the termination of mentoring
relationships.

Turning to more specific aspects of the findings, it is noteworthy that assessed levels of
PYD mediated associations between mentoring support and reported levels of emotional
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and behavioral problems, regardless of whether youth or parents served as the infor-
mant for the latter outcomes. This aspect of findings lends robustness to the evidence
supporting our hypothesized model, and such consistency was evident despite only mod-
erate associations between youth and parent ratings of youth problems. Therefore, results
indicate the importance of considering other potential factors related to parent–child re-
lationships that may enhance the effect of mentoring relationships on youth outcomes,
such as parenting styles, parental monitoring, and family cohesion (Bowers et al., 2014;
Langhout et al., 2004).

The differences found between subgroups also merit attention. Perceived supportive
relationships with mentors was associated with PYD only for youth who were involved in
ongoing mentoring relationships, but such an association was not evident for those in
terminated relationships. This finding is consistent with prior research (e.g., Grossman
& Rhodes, 2002) suggesting the importance of stability and consistency of mentoring
relationships to achieve positive outcomes.

As noted by Rhodes (2005), mentoring relationships may become a "corrective ex-
perience" for youth who may have unsatisfactory and/or dysfunctional relationships with
their parents or other nonparental adults. One possibility is that mentors can model caring
relationships and provide support for youth and challenge such negative views youth have
about themselves and their relationships (Rhodes, 2005). Another possibility is youth in
relationships that terminate prematurely may feel a sense of rejection and lack of support
and caring by their mentors (Goldner & Mayseless, 2009; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002), and
such perceptions of rejection might impair the growth of their developmental assets. As
the current findings suggest, mentoring programs with a broader focus on youth’s skills
and long-term support, along with other ecological resources through institutions, can
be beneficial for youth.

The fit of the model that used youth-reported measures of emotional and behavioral
problems was enhanced by adding direct paths from mentoring support to each of these
outcomes. These paths, contrary to expectation, were positive in direction. Youth enrolled
in mentoring programs typically show varying degrees of mental health concerns (Rhodes,
2002, 2005). One possibility is that relational processes that are not linked to promoting
PYD carry the potential for unfavorable consequences for youth. Such a process could
involve mentors attempting to directly address mental health concerns of youth, which
could be counterproductive because it disrupts the mentoring relationship or youth
perceive themselves less favorably.

Although speculative, similar processes have been apparent in prescriptive mentoring
relationships, which are characterized by mentors setting unrealistic expectations and
goals to "transform" youth (Rhodes, 2005) or assume the role of a "helper" and pass
down advice to the mentees (Shelmerdine & Louw, 2008). Research has shown that these
types of relationships are less satisfying for mentors and mentees and tend to terminate
sooner than developmental relationships (Morrow & Styles, 1995), which include mutually
enjoyable interactions between mentors and mentees.

Limitations and Strengths

Several limitations of the study should be noted while interpreting the findings. First,
the aim of the study is to conduct an initial test of mediation, using a primarily cross-
sectional design. Therefore, the preliminary findings are correlational in nature and do
not indicate causality. Future research should examine the potential bidirectional rela-
tionships between youth mental health symptoms, positive development, and mentoring
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support using a longitudinal design. Second, the measures, with the exception of parent-
rated youth emotional symptoms and conduct problems, came from the youth survey and
findings may be biased due to self-report.

Third, the study was conducted in the context of one particular mentoring program
in urban settings and findings cannot be generalizable to other mentoring programs,
especially those with different aims, settings (i.e., rural), target populations, and formats
(i.e., school-based mentoring). Finally, some measures had lower than ideal estimated
reliability. The preceding considerations indicate the value of using multi-informant data
and measures that show adequate psychometric properties for use with at-risk youth.

Despite these limitations, the current study is a contribution to the literature with
several noteworthy strengths. The study was guided by a strong theoretical framework
and empirical research on PYD and youth mentoring. The use of mentoring intensity
and support measures from all available time points from baseline to 18-month follow-up,
although not indicating causality, strengthened the study beyond a typical cross-sectional
analysis and conceptualization. In addition to the hypothesized model, the current study
tested for an alternative model of mentoring relationships and PYD. Sensitivity analysis
examining subgroup differences also provided more confidence on robust findings.

Implications for Practice and Conclusions

In sum, findings from the present study reinforce findings of prior research suggesting
that mentoring relationships can improve components of youth development and reduce
youth mental health concerns. Whereas some mentoring programs adopt a direct focus
on ameliorating (or preventing the emergence of) behavioral or emotional concerns
among at-risk youth, other programs aim more to foster youth’s strengths and skills. The
current findings provide some support for this latter approach such that when mentoring
relationships are able to cultivate youth’s developmental assets (i.e., 5Cs), it appears that
such improvements may also facilitate reduced levels of problems. Building on this idea,
it may be that the effectiveness of mentoring programs can be enhanced when there
is a concerted effort to target specific developmental assets and positive development
outcomes such as having mentors engage with mentees in activities designed to enhance
the social and emotional competence of youth.

At the same time, in line with other recent research (e.g., Bayer et al., in press), for
more directive strategies to be successful, it is essential to ensure that a supportive bond
is established between mentor and youth, even if the strategies are focused on promoting
youth’s strengths and assets. Related to this consideration, the current findings also suggest
that the continuity of the mentoring relationship may be key for promotion of desired
outcomes, thus underscoring a need for practices such as ongoing staff support that other
research has indicated to be important for achieving stable match relationships (Herrera,
DuBois, & Grossman, 2013; Herrera et al., 2007). Only when such continuity is achieved
may the full potential benefits of mentoring ties for promoting youth development be
realized.
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