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Abstract 

Previous research has suggested that improved social and emotional development of mentored 

youth is mediated by increased character. This study is the first to qualitatively investigate 

youth’s views and experience of how such processes occur. It explores the experiences of 

children partaking in group and one-to-one mentoring with an explicit character focus delivered 

by the Citywise mentoring charity. Six children aged 11 participated in two focus groups, which 

were about their experiences as mentees, their relationship with their mentor, and the 

perceived benefits of the programme. Special attention was given to children’s experiences of 

learning about character within the projects. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

revealed four themes: first, children’s experiences related to (1) closeness with mentors and (2) 

the group setting of the programme, and further, children’s perceived benefits related to (3) 

educational goals and (4) personal relationships. These provide insight on the perceived benefits 

and mechanisms of youth mentoring and more specifically on the association between 

mentoring and character development. Although not an original aim of the study, the focus 

group findings also reveal that mentoring in a group setting is particularly appreciated by the 

young people and may lead to more enduring changes than one-to-one mentoring without a 

group setting. This suggests that a character-focused mentoring programme within a group 

framework can be a promising area of research and practice. 

 

Keywords: Development; Applied Educational Psychology; Character Education; 

School-based Mentoring; Group Mentoring 
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Introduction 

In a context where young people in the United Kingdom face an array of risks, choices and 

contradictions due to rapid social change (Philip & Hendry, 2000; Tauritz, 2012), schools are 

increasingly seen as critical in helping youth prepare for life and acquire social and emotional 

skills (Weare, 2010). Middle and late childhood are periods of increased susceptibility to anxiety, 

depression, emotional disorders and behavioural problems, which are associated with 

difficulties in academic achievement and social relationships and can predict difficulties in early 

adulthood (Masten et al., 2005; Merikangas et al., 2010). Due to this, a large amount of 

problem-focused research on how to curb violence, drug use, teen pregnancy and other 

behavioural problems exists (Morrissey & Werner-Wilson, 2005). Yet the period of transition 

into adolescence also marks the commencement of a number of personal and educational 

changes including identity exploration, self-reflection and the development of attitudes and 

behavioural styles (Lewis, Sullivan, & Bybee, 2006). In reaction to this, an alternative to 

problem-focused research is research that focuses on promoting positive youth development, 

although such research is scarce (Morrissey & Werner-Wilson, 2005). An exception to this have 

been the growing areas of character education and mentoring, which  strive to assist youth in 

their identity and purpose formation from a young age (Koshy & Mariano, 2011; Simões & 

Alarcão, 2014). 

Character Education 

Recent years have seen a rise in popularity of character education research (Kristjánsson, 2015). 

This is partly because interventions focusing on character development map onto the issues 

youth face in the transition to adolescence, and have been found to increase individual as well 

as societal wellbeing (Park, 2009). One of the approaches to have adopted the goals of 

character education is the developmental assets approach called Positive Youth Development 

(PYD). This approach aims to promote social, emotional, cognitive and behavioural competence 

whilst supporting self-determination and a positive identity as well as preparing youth for future 

civil society engagement (Damon, 2004), which includes recognising opportunities for prosocial 

involvement (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 1998).  
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Some researchers have referred to traits associated with PYD collectively as the definition of 

good character. Character development programmes that conceptualise character in this way 

focus on increasing traits such as self-regulation, grit or a growth mind-set (collaboratively 

referred to as academic tenacity) (Dweck, Walton, & Cohen, 2014), hope, social intelligence, 

curiosity, conscientiousness, altruism, gratitude, valuing diversity, and being able to delay 

gratification and overcome adversity (Morrissey & Werner-Wilson, 2005). These traits have all 

been found to lead to positive effects including reduced depression, suicidal ideation, substance 

and alcohol abuse, increased wellbeing as well as school and job success (Duckworth & Gross, 

2014; Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000; Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). 

Other scholars, focusing primarily on the development of moral aspects of character, have 

defined character education as teaching traits such as honesty and integrity that lead a person 

to know and do the right thing (Berkowitz, 2002; Ryan & Bohlin, 1999). Moral character 

education is related to work by Piaget (1965) and Kohlberg (1989) who suggested that children 

pass through several stages of moral development; from a stage of moral realism and doing 

what they are told at the pre-conventional level, to progressing to wanting to gain others’ 

approval at the conventional level and to learning to have a more flexible understanding of 

morality. Finally they arrive at mature adult thinking or the post-conventional level, where they 

develop a genuine interest in others and learn to follow their own conscience. This perspective 

views the aim of character education to be to support the personal development of students 

towards more complex moral reasoning (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977).  

Moral character is one of four types of character recognised by the Jubilee Centre for Character 

and Virtues (2013) which differentiates between intellectual (curiosity or open-mindedness), 

performance (perseverance, diligence or grit), civic (social justice or community engagement), 

and moral character (gratitude, empathy, compassion or integrity). For the purposes of this 

study, character will be defined primarily in moral terms, but will include all four of these types 

(i.e. caring, fair behaviour and an effect of one’s actions on one’s surroundings, resilience or grit, 

connection, curiosity, emotional awareness, self-control and contribution). 
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Numerous studies have found that PYD, resilience and broadly defined character can be 

facilitated by close supportive relationships with non-parental adults (DuBois & Silverthorn, 

2005; Futch Ehrlich, Deutsch, Fox, Johnson, & Varga, 2016). Theokas and Lerner (2006) equally 

suggested that the most important assets for adjustment and growth in positive traits are the 

non-parental adults in young people’s lives. This presents an interesting opportunity for the 

integration of two separate fields of research and practice – character education and mentoring, 

as mentoring may provide a way to facilitate character development in youth and further the 

goals of supporting youth in positive transitions to adolescence. 

Mentoring 

Like character education, youth mentoring is not a new educational model (Shea, 1997). 

Generally defined as a supportive relationship between a young person and a non-parental 

adult who provides guidance and encouragement (Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang, & Noam, 

2006), the term can describe formal as well as naturally-occurring relationships which become 

growth-promoting. This encompasses children’s relationships with their extended family or 

other adults in their community. While there is evidence that any such guidance and role 

modelling can lead to positive results (Rhodes, 2005), the full potential for growth is often not 

realised without an intentional approach in which programmes provide both training and 

structure to mentoring relationships (Spencer & Rhodes, 2014). 

Therefore, research has examined formal mentoring based on structure, priority, best practices 

and intentionality. Such structured programmes have become more popular in recent decades, 

particularly among high-risk adolescents who may view adults as untrustworthy, with 

increasingly positive effects (de Anda, 2001; DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; 

Schwartz & Rhodes, 2016). A 2002 meta-analysis of youth mentoring programmes found 

mentees to benefit in five different domains – academic, employment, high-risk behaviour, 

social competence and emotional/psychological outcomes – with the largest effect sizes for at-

risk youth (DuBois et al., 2002). Numerous studies have since found positive effects on 

children’s academic attainment (Grossman, Chan, Schwartz & Rhodes, 2012; Herrera, 
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Grossman, Kauh, & McMaken, 2011), social and emotional development (Zimmerman, 

Bingenheimer & Notaro, 2002), and well-being (DeWit, DuBois, Erdem, Larose, & Lipman, 2016).  

First of all, mentoring may promote children’s cognitive development, for example by providing 

the necessary challenge and support in activities that fall within a child’s zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978). School based mentoring (SBM) has been found to be particularly 

related to increased long-term academic performance (Herrera et al., 2011). Possibly the 

fastest-growing form of mentoring today, SBM occurs in a school setting and takes place over 

the academic year (Grossman et al., 2012). It has been found to increase school connectedness, 

belonging and outlook on school (Grossman et al., 2002; Karcher, Davis & Powell, 2002), 

teacher-student relationships, self-perception of learning competence (Herrera et al., 2011) and 

a growth mindset (Harper & Williams, 2014), all of which influence youth’s interest and 

motivation to achieve (Patrick, Anderman, & Ryan, 2002). Thus, mentors can contribute both 

directly and indirectly to children’s school success and cognitive development, by promoting 

positive attitudes and scholastic efforts as well as holding students accountable for their 

performance (Rhodes et al., 2006). 

In line with this, Tolan, Henry, Schoeny, Lovegrove and Nichols’ (2014) meta-analytic review of 

studies published between 1970 and 2011 found that mentoring leads to decreases in 

delinquency, aggression and drug use as well as increases in academic performance. This is 

consistent with prior meta-analyses that recommend mentoring as an intervention for youth 

delinquency (DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011). In terms of benefits to 

youth wellbeing, a recent study by DeWit et al. (2016) assessed the effects of the Big Brother Big 

Sister mentoring programme on the mental health and developmental outcomes of 859 youths 

aged 6-17. They found that youth in mentoring relationships experienced positive health and 

social outcomes relative to never-mentored youth. More specifically, mentoring led to less 

depression and social anxiety symptoms as well as better scores on the Coping Scale for 

Children and Youth (CSCY; Brodzinsky et al., 1992), which measured children’s coping strategies 

in the face of difficulties. 
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Recently, Schwartz and Rhodes (2016) have proposed that mentoring should focus more 

explicitly on benefiting society, going beyond the goal of helping at-risk mentees towards the 

goal of promoting civic character. They suggest that mentoring programmes should seek to 

promote prosocial activism, which can transform youth’s sense of ambitions and extend the 

impact of mentoring. Damon (1995; 2004), a key scholar in the development of Positive Youth 

Development (PYD), has also offered support for the case that youth programmes should 

promote PYD and civic character development, drawing parallels to calls of scholars and 

educators in other areas to think not only about what society should do for youth but also about 

what youth should do for society (Lerner, Jacobs, & Wertlieb, 2003; Subotnik, Olszewski-

Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011). In mentoring research, this follows an effort to reduce the 

overemphasis on the individual decontextualised child (Maton, 2008). For example, Liang, 

Spencer, West and Rappaport (2013) explored mentoring within a wider framework of youth-

adult partnerships (Zeldin, Larson, Camino, & O'Connor, 2005) which aims to address issues of 

social justice. Lerner, Napolitano, Boyd, Mueller and Callina (2014) took this further, explicitly 

promoting links between PYD and mentoring by claiming that mentoring should guide students 

towards enhanced PYD. This results in a logical link between mentoring and character 

development, supported by researchers in both fields. Formulated goals of mentoring 

programmes often include the aim to develop the character and community engagement of 

mentees (MENTOR, 2003), and mentoring and youth-adult relationships are among the 

recommended education strategies supported by character education researchers (Berkowitz, 

2011; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005). 

Despite the consensus within the literature that mentoring can have a positive impact, there is 

little agreement on how this occurs. Investigating related mechanisms can help further the 

positive effects of youth-adult connections, especially since observed effects are often small in 

magnitude (DuBois et al., 2011). Such investigations can also expand our understanding of how 

mentoring and character education are associated. According to the Youth Mentoring Model by 

Rhodes (2005), positive effects on cognitive skills, identity development and social and 

emotional outcomes of youth protégés occur through the emotional bond that mentor-mentee 

pairs form. Such a bond may provide a relief from daily stress and demonstrate effective 
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communication modelling, by which mentees may learn to better understand, express and 

regulate emotions. Cognitive development is then mostly facilitated by scaffolding through 

meaningful conversations (DuBois et al., 2002). Identity development may occur when mentors 

assist youth in considering “possible selves” – who they are, who they might become, who they 

would like to be and who they fear becoming (Markus & Nurius, 1986). DuBois et al. (2011) 

suggest that the existence of such identity development is supported by the influence mentors 

have on risk behaviour (Hurd & Zimmerman, 2010), future orientations (Karcher, 2008) as well 

as academic outcomes (Sánchez, Esparza, & Colón, 2008).  

The positive social effects demonstrated within the Youth Mentoring Model have been related 

to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1958). Rhodes (2005) posits that through genuine support, 

mentors may counter negative views that youth often have of themselves and of others, 

demonstrating that positive relationships, particularly with adults, are possible. This is thought 

to be most applicable to insecurely attached children or those with internal working models of 

the world as a hostile place (Bowlby, 1958; Britner, Randall, & Ahrens, 2014). In some cases, 

mentors may even become a secondary attachment figure for youth, facilitating therapeutic 

effects of closeness and the “empathic resonance” of close relationships (Kohut, 1984). 

Consistent with this argument, numerous studies have found mentoring to lead to 

improvements in students' relationships with their parents, teachers and other adults and peers 

(Chan et al., 2013; Spencer et al., 2016). Karcher (2008) found that mentored youth exhibited 

not only increased connectedness and social support, but also improved self-esteem. In line 

with this, Keller’s (2005) Systemic Model of Youth Mentoring emphasises the idea that 

supportive and secure relationships increase children’s self-worth as well as their 

connectedness. He considers these effects to be linked with other pathways in a more holistic 

interdependent network of parent-child and caseworker-child relationships and their 

interdependence particularly with mentor-child, mentor-parent and mentor-caseworker 

relationships. 

 



CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF CHARACTER-FOCUSED MENTORING  9  

It is worth noting that although several models of mentoring processes have been put forward, 

the processes have mostly remained untested and directions of relations are often unclear. For 

example, increased well-being, which is considered by some the goal of mentoring programmes, 

is assumed to be the result of increased school connectedness in the paper by Portwood, Ayers, 

Kinnison, Waris and Wise (2005), but an opposite causality seems to stem from path analysis by 

Frydenberg, Care, Chane and Freeman (2009). The specific mechanisms thus remain unclear, 

and the above mentioned outcomes may work in combination with each other, forming various 

directional relationships.  

Furthermore, while PYD and character development may be goals of mentoring related to the 

various personal and societal contributions outlined above, they may in fact also facilitate 

mentoring effects. Interestingly, recent research (Larose & Tarabulsy, 2014; Lerner et al., 2014) 

has suggested that social and emotional results of mentoring may be mediated by the 

development of character strengths and other characteristics of PYD such as perseverance and 

self-reflection. 

Most recently, Erdem, DuBois, Larose, Wit and Lipman (2016) investigated PYD traits as 

mediators of emotional and behavioural improvements among 501 mentees participating in the 

Big Brothers Big Sisters programme in Canada. The PYD model they used was the Five Cs of 

positive attributes, which includes (1) competence in social and academic areas, (2) confidence, 

(3) connection to community, (4) character and (5) compassion and caring (Bowers et al., 2010; 

Lerner et al., 2015). Youth outcomes were measured using the Emotional Symptoms and 

Conduct Problems subscales of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 

2001). They suggest that the goal of mentoring is to reduce the emotional and behavioural 

difficulties that come with transitioning into adolescence, and that this is mediated by PYD. 

Specifically, as seen in Figure 1, they found path coefficients from mentoring support to PYD and 

from PYD to conduct and emotional problems to be significant, while direct paths from 

mentoring support to parent-reported emotional and conduct problems were non-significant 

when introduced parallel to PYD.  
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Figure 1. Structural models with standardised (youth/parent-reported) path coefficients  

Reprinted from Journal of Community Psychology, April 16 2016, doi:10.1002/jcop.21782 

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

 

This shines a new light both on mentoring mechanisms and on their relation with character. 

Although their results are purely correlational, Erdem et al. (2016) suggest that emotional and 

behavioural effects may occur due to increases in PYD traits. In fact, when they allowed all 

factor loadings to vary across the two groups in their model, only prosocial and caring behaviour 

differed significantly across the groups. This is noteworthy because these are most closely 

related to moral aspects of character, while previous research has revealed positive effects on 

psycho-social outcomes from mostly intellectual and performance character traits such as 

academic tenacity or delaying gratification (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Scales et al., 2000). 
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Despite a wider conceptualisation of character in the present study, including broad PYD traits 

as well as general moral, performance, intellectual and civic character traits, this suggests an 

even stronger link between improved character and reduced susceptibility to emotional and 

behavioural difficulties. 

The Present Study 

As outlined in the above discussion, recent research has suggested that emotional and 

behavioural benefits of mentoring may be mediated by the development of strengths, character 

and other developmental assets. In an effort to investigate how such processes occur and are 

experienced by youth, this study will explore children’s experiences of a mentoring programme 

with an explicit character focus, which is rather unique. This is a new area of research, as Erdem 

et al. (2016) claim that no study before them directly tested associations between mentoring 

and PYD. It is also a natural expansion of research on the mechanisms of mentoring effects that 

aim to better understand their relational and developmental processes. The present study will 

expand the current literature in a number of important ways. It will examine a mentoring 

programme that is unique in its focus and structure, as well as engaging in qualitative analysis of 

mentees’ views of the meaning, benefits and mechanisms of effects that the programme offers. 

The programme that is the focus of this study is delivered by Citywise Mentoring Ltd, a 

registered charity which operates in Glasgow and Manchester. The vision of Citywise is to 

provide young people at risk with a mentoring relationship to help them achieve their potential, 

live flourishing lives and make a positive contribution to society. 

This is a form of structured school-based mentoring (SBM) within a group framework. In 

contrast to group mentoring defined as one mentor working with up to four young people 

(Kuperminc & Thomason, 2014), this offers a unique opportunity of developing individual 

mentor-mentee relationships in a broader context of other interdependent relationships. In 

each mentoring group, approximately 12 mentors and 12 mentees in fixed mentor-mentee pairs 

meet together on a weekly basis for up to 2 hours. Mentors are university students who 

volunteer in the charity and mentees in each group are school students from the same class. 

Students can choose to join, although schools also nominate those who they think might benefit 
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most. Sessions consist of one-to-one conversations and activities as well as group-work and 

games. A set curriculum focuses primarily on themes such as: what makes good character, 

whether and how people can change and grow in character, and the four key character traits 

derived from Aristotle’s cardinal virtues – fairness, resilience, good judgement and self-control. 

Through these sessions, children prepare for adult life by learning to honour their 

commitments, regulate their emotions, overcome obstacles and not give up in the face of 

challenge. In terms of the research literature, this offers a new perspective on implementing (1) 

a character-focused curriculum and (2) a unique group framework to a mentoring setting. 

Besides expanding the literature, this study also seeks to respond to challenges in it. One 

response to addressing the lack of understanding of mentoring mechanisms, in line with calls 

towards child-centred research, is to directly ask mentees how they perceive and experience 

mentoring programmes. This can offer new insights to the meaning of statistically-significant 

findings. Besides, attempts to integrate character strengths within mentoring research may 

stumble on the difficulties of measuring such traits. Researchers can observe individuals, for 

example to see whether they are cheating on tasks (Hartshorne and May, 1949), can give 

participants hypothetical scenarios, ask them to order the importance of different traits (Park 

and Peterson, 2006) or give them self-reports such as the Behavioural Conduct subscale from 

the Self-Perception Profile for Adolescence (Harter, 1988; Hilliard et al., 2014). However, these 

can only ever measure one aspect of character. For example in the study by Erdem et al. (2016), 

character was measured using the Prosocial subscale of the SDQ (Goodman, 1997), which 

included statements such as “I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset of feeling ill,” and care and 

compassion were measured with a Social Skills Scale for Youth, with statements such as “If I 

hurt other kids by accident or on purpose, I say sorry.” Besides not measuring intellectual or 

performance character and having no observable behavioural support for children’s claims, 

these statements say little about how children perceive character traits, why they might 

consider them important or what motivations they may have for behaving the way they claim 

they do. This is problematic, because these factors are considered important in conceptions of 

morality and character (Bergman, 2002; Malti & Buchmann, 2010). 
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Therefore, this study will utilise a qualitative approach, asking children about their experiences 

and their opinions about the programme, what benefits they perceive it to have and how they 

experience their mentoring relationship and the programme’s focus on character. This aims to 

provide insight into the benefits and mechanisms of mentoring effects as well as provide a first 

look into a uniquely structured character-focused mentoring programme within a group 

framework. The following research questions will guide the investigation: 

1) What are children’s experiences of a character-focused group mentoring programme? 

2) What benefits do they perceive this programme to have? 

Method 

Participants and Design 

This study was conducted with six 11-year-old participants of the Citywise mentoring 

programme in a neighbourhood of Glasgow with a large low-income population (Shipton & 

Whyte, 2011). Mentees who had been in the programme for 16 months (i.e. the ongoing and 

previous academic year) were selected to participate. Nine children were originally approached, 

however only six children returned signed parental consent forms. Two were boys and four 

were girls and all identified as Scottish or British. This relatively homogenous sample was 

divided into two focus groups of three participants in an effort to give all children the chance to 

provide rich data on their opinions and experiences with the programme. 

Ethics  

Ethical approval was granted from the School of Psychology Ethics Committee at the University 

of Glasgow and from the Education Services Research Group at Glasgow City Council, and 

consent was granted from the Citywise charity and from the school. The study was then 

carefully explained to the children one week in advance. At this point they received information 

forms (Appendix A) and consent forms (Appendix B) for their parents. Once parental consent 

was granted, the purpose and procedures of the study were once again explained to children 

verbally (see Appendix C for a script), and children’s consent was recorded. In all explanations, 

children and parents were reminded that participation was voluntary and they could decide not 

to participate at any point before, during, and up to 2 weeks after the focus group.  



CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF CHARACTER-FOCUSED MENTORING  14  

It has been suggested that the biggest ethical challenge in research with children is the 

disparities in power and status between adults and children (Morrow & Richards, 1996). An 

effort was thus made to diminish this imbalance of power and enable children to participate on 

their own terms. Children played an icebreaker and used the audio recorder to ask each other 

and the researcher questions, to increase comfort and reduce the power difference as 

recommended by Gibson (2012). It was also emphasised that there were no right answers, that 

they were free to express their opinions and that they could “pass” any question they were not 

comfortable with. Relevant support networks were in place in case any concerning information 

was brought up by the participants, however this did not occur. Lastly, children and their 

parents were also encouraged to contact the researcher if they had any questions or concerns 

about the project and/or for a summary of the results. 

Procedure 

Data collection procedure 

Six mentees participated in two focus groups (two girls and one boy in each), which took place 

during the second half of two consecutive Citywise mentoring sessions. Focus groups were 

specifically chosen to allow multiple voices to be heard and directly react to one another. This 

also reflects the structure of the programme, as naturally occurring groups lend themselves to 

focus group research. This is because participants, particularly those at the lower end of a 

power imbalance, may be more comfortable talking about their experiences as a group, eliciting 

more experiential reflection than in an interview (Palmer, Larking, de Visser, & Fadden, 2010; 

Wilkinson, 2003). 

The week before the first focus group, I explained the research to the children, establishing 

rapport while giving them preparation time to think about the topic of interest. The semi-

structured focus group then focused on mentees’ general experience of Citywise sessions, their 

mentoring experience and engagement with their mentor and what they had learned from the 

session in terms of their character (see Appendix D for a full list of questions). In addition to 

direct verbal responses, participants were asked to draw their favourite and least favourite 

thing about being in the Citywise group. These drawings were not analysed, but served to elicit 
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novel points in the discussion (Mair and Kierans, 2007). Such visual methods have been found to 

provide rich data with children when properly scaffolded by researchers (Nomakhwezi Mayaba 

& Wood, 2015). In the section on character, children engaged in short discussions on what they 

would do if their friend found a copy of a math test with all the answers on it by their teacher’s 

desk. These scenario discussions were adapted from the work of Muscott and O'Brien (1999) on 

evaluating a citizenship preparation programme.   

Data analysis procedure 

An idiographic approach to analysing the data was selected, using elements of Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) within a broader thematic analysis framework. Rooted in 

phenomenological psychology, hermeneutics and symbolic interactionism (Smith et al., 1999), 

IPA aims to understand how individuals make sense of their experiences, making it suitable for 

investigating the meaning individuals derive from interventions or programmes (Virdee, 2014). 

Analysis began with the creation of verbatim transcripts necessary for this semantic level 

analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2008). This was followed by an adaptation of the principles and 

guidelines for IPA. Although generally used with in-depth interviews which lead to rich personal 

accounts (Smith, 2004), IPA data treatment is non-prescriptive and can be flexibly adapted as 

long as key principles are retained (Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005; Smith & Osborn, 2008). These 

four distinct stages were thus followed: (1) immersion into data; (2) noting emergent themes; 

(3) clustering themes; and (4) producing a summary table of clusters (Willig, 2001). Additional 

principles that were upheld include preconception bracketing, analysis of the roles of 

participants and facilitator, examination of the stories told by participants and how they support 

or impede one another and identification of emergent themes and what they may mean to 

participants (Larkin et al., 2006). These principles, as well as including the immediate context of 

quotes, form the protocol for using IPA with focus groups by Palmer et al. (2010). 

A major reason for choosing IPA was its focus on the individual. As Tomkins and Eatough (2010) 

explain, extracting themes from focus groups may lead to “privileging the group over the 

individual, the general over the particular and the whole over the parts” (p. 246). They argue 

that the iterative process characteristic of IPA procedures has a particular application in focus 
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groups. In line with their advice as well as that of Smith (2004), I returned to the analysis of 

individual accounts after a table was created that integrated themes from both focus groups 

(Palmer et al., 2010), assessing the salience of the themes from each of the participant’s 

perspectives. While the first part of the process was done using QDA Miner 4 Lite, Version 2.0 

(Provalis Research, 2017), this next part of the analysis was conducted by hand. I created 

separate transcripts for each participant including what they said and all discussions and 

interactions inspired by them, leading to a top-down view of the holistic contribution to the 

group by each participant. I then chunked each individual’s contributions in a bottom-up matter 

to get an overall sense of how they compared to the group-level hierarchy. This transformed the 

view of the whole by looking at it through the sum of the parts and led to a revision of the 

themes.  

Reflexive statement 

It is important to assess my relationship to this study as well as potential biases that may 

influence both the collection and analysis of data (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). This study 

forms part of the requirement for the completion of my undergraduate degree in Psychology 

and I chose the topic of character-focused mentoring due to my long-term interest in non-

academic education and mentoring. This comes hand in hand with my appreciation of 

mentoring, which raises likely biases in my personal opinions on its effectiveness. My personal 

interest is also the reason that I started leading two projects with the Citywise charity in 

September 2016, which may raise further professional biases. 

Although I do not lead the project that the participants attend and did not know the children 

who participated, I lead another Citywise project at the same school. This may have facilitated 

rapport and helped me understand references to the content of Citywise sessions, though it 

may also have further limited my impartiality. In an effort to uphold validity, I attempted to 

bracket my assumptions throughout data collection and analysis. I decided not to share 

transcripts or emergent themes with the participants (which could act as a credibility check) due 

to the potential negative implications of this associated with the powerful experience of seeing 

one’s own words and participants’ considerations of what occurred during the interview, which 
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was highlighted in Forbat and Henderson (2005). However, I kept a reflective diary in which I 

wrote down my associations and preconceptions that became active during the procedure. In it, 

I also kept a close record of the development of themes. I kept track of inconsistencies and 

passages that did not conform to emergent themes, and due to my focus on individuals, came 

back to the transcript iteratively beyond the level suggested by Mays and Pope (2000). 

Analysis 

The key themes that emerged from the focus groups clustered around two categories: (i) 

experiences with the programme; and (ii) broad personal and educational benefits (See 

Appendix E for a mind map). The first category included the theme of experiencing closeness 

within the programme, related to the sub-themes of reciprocity and one-directional benefits. 

The second theme within this category was the group setting. The three sub-themes of this 

theme were the group’s influence on mentor-mentee closeness, on broader identification and 

on relationships between the mentees.  

The second category also included two themes. First was the theme of educational benefits, 

which included sub-themes of academic and character outcomes, and second was the theme of 

relationship benefits derived from the programme. These themes will now be explored in more 

detail, using verbatim quotes from the focus groups to illustrate each theme (Elliott et al., 

1999). Pseudonyms are used when directly quoting participants and line numbers are not used 

as the transcript is not included in the appendix.  

Category 1: Experience of the programme 

This category includes different factors that influence how mentees experience the programme, 

centring on closeness and the social and emotional benefits that mentees derive from this 

closeness. Narratives of closeness with mentors clustered around reciprocity or mutuality as 

well as more one-directional emotional assistance that mentees perceived their mentors to 

offer. They saw the reciprocal relationship as influenced by several factors including time and 

common interests. One of these factors was the group setting, which also affected the general 



CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF CHARACTER-FOCUSED MENTORING  18  

experience of the programme by influencing broader identification and closeness with other 

members of the programme. 

Theme: Closeness and connectedness 

Sub-theme: Reciprocity 

Mentees seemed to mostly perceive closeness with their mentors in terms of reciprocity. When 

talking about their positive experiences with mentoring, Laila, Chase, Molly and Katy all pointed 

out that this included bi-directionality in talking, working together and sharing. “I’ve got to know 

her better, and, em, like she knows me better,” Molly expressed, and as Katy explained, this led 

to mutual understanding: “I like understand her, and she understands me.” Several mentees 

even referred to their mentor as their friend. This friendship was linked to mutual trust, mostly 

clearly expressed by Aron, who said: “I could trust my mentor with my life,” explaining that they 

were “really close.” This theme also came out when Katy talked about her previous mentor with 

whom she did not have a close reciprocal relationship and who spoke at her rather than with 

her:  “she talked a lot, and I didn’t quite catch up with what she was saying.”  

The children did not view this reciprocity and mutual trust as automatic or present from the 

beginning of their relationships. Laila, Katy and Aron explained that as they spent more time 

with their mentor, they became less shy and talked more: “she would, like, tell me lots of things, 

and I’d tell her lots of things” (Laila). Although Zand et al. (2009) did not find total hours spent to 

significantly relate to the mentor-youth bond, this is in line with a time pile-up hypothesis of 

experiences that Griffith (2016) puts forward in her analysis of trajectories of trust with non-

familial adults. Closeness and reciprocity also seem to depend on other factors. Aron explained 

that while he was confident with his previous mentor after the second week, he was still having 

trouble with his current mentor after the seventh week, suggesting that other factors may be 

more important than time. He attributed this to the mentors’ personality as well as to common 

interests. Commenting on his previous mentor, he said: “Perfect; we had a lot in common. I like 

playing video games, she likes playing video games, I like reading, she likes reading […] You’ve 

got to start somewhere.” This aligns with studies that have found first impressions, influenced 

greatly by both personality and shared interests, to be important in forming a trusting bond 
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(Griffith, 2016). However, not everyone seemed to view common interests as that important. 

Katy, who had referred to her mentor as her friend who understands her and with whom she 

experiences mutual closeness, did not feel that she had a lot in common with her. 

Sub-theme: One-directional support 

Although all of the mentees agreed that bi-directionality was crucial for a close relationship with 

their mentor, they experienced one-directional emotional benefits from their mentoring 

relationships, which distinguished them from peer-like relationships. Molly, Aron, Chase and 

Cecilia agreed that talking to their mentor made them feel much better and more confident, 

even if they were “in the darkest mood” (Chase). In line with findings from other studies 

(Spencer et al., 2016), participants viewed mentors as someone who supports and cares about 

them: “I can tell her anything. If I'm worried about something, then I can tell her. […] She'll, like, 

just give me the best advice possible” (Aron).  

Molly added: 

Molly [My mentor] is really helpful, 'cause she, like, she understands. Like if I, like, 

look quite sad, she can understand that I'm quite sad, and then she'll ask me, 

like what's wrong with me… 

Researcher Hmm… 

Molly … and she can like talk through, like she can talk to me, and so I feel better. 

Researcher Right, that's really nice. And […] does that help you? 

Molly Aha. Yeah, it really helps me. ‘Cause I can like, I can, like tell someone how I’m 

feeling, instead of like holding it in myself. 

These primarily emotional perceived benefits of mentees’ close relationships with their mentors 

highlight the importance of the mentoring relationship for participants. Together with 

perspectives on mutuality, they reflect the importance that youth derive from close 

connections. 
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 Theme: Group setting 

The group setting also influenced mentees’ experiences with Citywise, revolving around several 

sub-themes. First, similarly to reciprocity and emotional support, the mentees perceived the 

group framework to have an influence on mentor-mentee closeness. On top of this, the 

participants perceived the broader framework as resulting in distinct dynamics, leading to 

strong group identification as well as strengthening mentee-mentee relationships. 

Sub-theme: Positive effect on mentor-mentee closeness 

The group setting seemed to strengthen the closeness of some individual mentor-mentee dyads 

when mentees saw them as distinct units within the group. The best examples of this are 

provided by Laila, who explained that working together within a larger group made her and her 

mentor help each other more. She talked about her experiences with her previous mentor in a 

way that highlighted their bond within a group: “She was like – make sure I would like get past. 

Like if it was a game of octopus, she would try to like guard me even if she got tagged.”  

A shared social identity such as that may strengthen the mentoring relationship in a way that 

turns mentors into more trusted sources of information. This might make it more likely for 

mentees to give special consideration to their mentor’s advice (see e.g. Myers, Abell, Kolstad, & 

Sani, 2010; Postmes, 2003). 

Sub-theme: Broader identification 

The group setting also provided the dyads with a broader communication framework. For 

example, Laila’s mentor could send her a note through the project leader when she could not 

make it, stating “what she would’ve said [about the topic] if she was there.” This could be seen 

as strengthening mentor-mentee closeness, in line with the previous sub-theme. However, the 

broader communication framework, which led children to come even if their mentor could not 

make it, seemed to lead to identification with the group of mentors and mentees more than 

with their individual mentor. This seemed to make transitions to a new mentor easier if a 

mentor had to leave: 
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Aron What happened, I had a mentor called Heather, em, and she has to go to her 

lessons, and then I had to share with my friend David. But nothing really 

changed that much. Just, like, my relationship with the other mentor I had to 

share, was like… it seemed like starting over again. 

Researcher Yeah, was that difficult? 

Aron A wee bit, but I’d already started talking to the same mentor when I was 

already working with Heather before she had to go to lessons. 

Researcher Okay. 

Aron  So it was kind of like restarting, but I kind of felt at home.  

Researcher Okay, so it wasn’t so bad? 

Aron Yeah. 

Thus, as expressed by Katy, the mentor’s absence does not lead to disconnection from the 

programme. This is particularly important in light of previous estimations that only about a half 

of formal one-to-one mentoring relationships last more than a few months (Rhodes, 2002). This 

finding is concerning given abrupt failures due to abandonment, lack of motivation, interference 

due to schedules, family or inadequate support are harmful to youth (Karcher, 2005; Spencer, 

2007). 

Despite the apparent benefits of the group framework on mentoring outcomes, the 

practicalities of dealing with a group setting were not always smooth. For example, when Laila’s 

mentor was away, she worked with Katy and her mentor: “It was a little bit difficult, because it 

was obviously – Katy’s mentor was closer to Katy, so when I joined, she was kind of working with 

Katy… so I was kind of like… hello.” Still, although less stable mentor-mentee pairs due to 

occasional transitions, missing mentors or temporary inequalities in numbers between mentors 

and mentees may seem purely negative, the next section will highlight that the various resulting 

groupings may in fact also be favourable. 
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Sub-theme: Peer relationships 

The mentees also felt that a key part of their experience in Citywise was the presence of peers. 

Cecilia, Katy and Aron all saw the group games, sports and teambuilding activities that 

facilitated bonds with the other mentees in the group as meaningful and fun parts of the 

Citywise experience. In line with results by Herrera, Vang and Gale (2002) who found that the 

presence of peers was an incentive for participation in after-school programmes, Cecilia 

explained that “having friends that go,” was one of the most enjoyable and helpful things about 

the programme: “if some of my friends didn’t go, I feel like I’d be sitting there myself with just 

my [mentor] at my table.” Indeed, Katy, Laila and Cecilia explained that they enjoyed working in 

groups around a table with other mentor-mentee pairs, and speaking to their mentors as “like 

the four, ‘cause [the two mentors] are friends, and we are friends” (Katy). This suggests that a 

somewhat flexible group framework in terms of several mentees working together can alsobe 

seen as favourable. 

Moreover, since classroom connectedness has been found to predict academic success and 

mental wellbeing (Blum, 2005; Shochet & Smith, 2014), it is important to note that most of the 

mentees also expressed that their friendships with each other were stronger due to the 

programme. Laila and Katy attributed this mostly to spending more time together, and Cecilia 

and Chase also stated that they sometimes talk about the session afterwards. Mentees’ 

enjoyment of teambuilding activities and having friends at the programme as well as their 

supposition that the programme strengthens their relationships with one another all highlight 

the importance of the programme’s group context.  

Category 2: Broader educational and personal benefits 

Theme: Educational Benefits 

Beyond deriving emotional support or getting advice, mentees also expressed that they learned 

many new things in the sessions that benefited them both academically and personally. 
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Sub-theme: Academic benefits 

First, in line with studies that have found mentoring to lead to school success and cognitive 

development (Herrera et al., 2011), several of the mentees seemed to view academic 

improvements, both increased skill and increased confidence, as key elements of their Citywise 

experience: “I used to be like, like really nervous to answer maths questions in case I got it 

wrong [but] I don't do that anymore, I just do it mentally now. And I was able to do that 'cause I 

went to the mentors” (Chase). Laila similarly perceived her mentor as helping her with 

mathematics and Cecilia perceived the sessions as helping her in English.  

Related to the mechanisms behind these benefits was the specific individualised and flexible 

approach of having “a personal teacher” (Katy), which made Citywise “a funner version of 

school” (Cecilia). Chase explained that his mentor was always “patient with me and paced it 

through, and so I like, if I didn't understand a question, she would like go through it with me, and 

we'd answer it. Like she wouldn't mind how long it took me to answer the questions, just as long 

as I like get the question.” “Maybe I'm not as comfortable with my teacher,” Cecilia added. 

This is relevant to the literature on contingent teaching, one of the most common methods of 

scaffolding in the teaching context (Van de Pol, Volman, & Beishuizen, 2011), which involves 

understanding the student’s knowledge and using that information in teaching in a cyclical 

manner of ongoing verification. In line with this, although mentees enjoyed individualised 

supervision, they agreed that they did not enjoy being given answers and wanted to figure 

things out for themselves. Cecilia proudly stated that when she was working on a problem with 

her mentor, “I actually answered the hardest sum myself without any help.” Chase elaborated 

on that, explaining how he enjoyed “when you finally get something and you click and you go 

‘oh yeah, I've done this’ or ‘I can do this,’” and the mentees also agreed that sometimes the 

mentors explain things too much. Overall, in accordance with previous research (Root Cause, 

2014; Vygotsky, 1978), children viewed their mentors’ direction towards active construction, 

rather than direct assistance, as most useful; “’cause somebody is next to me, saying, oh, yeah, 

you're doing it right, it's giving me confidence boosts” (Chase).  
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Sub-theme: Character education 

Mentees also expressed that they gained a greater awareness as well as new perspectives on 

character in the sessions. Aron, while explaining a specific activity, said he wouldn’t have 

thought about the conclusion, “but after I read that, I'm like… oh yeah, that's fairness, I know 

that.” It was a new connection for him, something he had not thought about before, like “when 

you're told a riddle.” 

While some participants seemed to view learning about character as an end-goal in itself, 

referencing its objective rightness, the students also saw the focus on character as helpful and 

useful for their everyday life. This was highlighted in a discussion on why character traits are 

important. Laila answered this question with: “To help us, like in situations that like we need to 

use them […] It makes sense to me, because you are obviously gonna use them in a situation.” 

For example, Cecilia, Chase and Molly explained that not having good character – lying, not 

controlling your emotions, stealing or cheating – would lead to getting into trouble. Laila and 

Molly posited that even if you are not seen cheating, the teacher will “move you like in a higher 

level, and then you'll get work, and then you'll have to do it yourself, and then you'll have no 

idea what to do” (Molly). Cecilia responded to this, saying: “Then the teacher will sort of know 

you've been cheating.” While most of the motivation behind moral action seemed to be 

external, some was also internal: “plus you kind of want it to be your knowledge, because then 

you're not, like, learning about it at all” (Chase). Together with claims about not thinking about 

character to such an extent without Citywise, the students’ detailed answers about why it was 

important to behave in accordance with good character showed that they clearly saw Citywise 

as helpful and had reflected on and internalised what it aimed to teach. 

Theme: Benefits to relationships 

Besides the above benefits, the programme was experienced as benefiting mentees’ 

relationships with their siblings and friends outside of the programme. This seemed to be 

facilitated in several ways. First, several mentees talked about benefits of Citywise to self-

regulation. Cecilia explained how her mentor helps her calm down when she gets angry by 

talking her through her anger. Katy suggested that she fought less with her brothers because 
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she could control her emotions better. In a separate focus group, Molly also initiated discussion 

about applying self-regulation to everyday life and friendships: “It’s helped me at home, […] to 

ignore [my sister], ‘cause she’ll like keep annoying me until I get upset” (Molly). 

The theme of benefits to relationships also came up in discussions about the character 

curriculum of the sessions: “It’s kind of like affected me when I’m talking to my friends, ‘cause 

like […] I’ve been taught it, so let’s put it to use” (Aron). Chase talked about how he has learned 

to show kindness to his sister by letting her have “the last bit of apple or something.” Molly 

explained that not demonstrating character strengths such as fair dealing can lead to “having, 

like a fight or an argument” with friends. 

Cecilia further stated that talking about fairness in the sessions made her think about how to 

apply it to her friendships. Explaining that she has two friends who do not like each other, she 

said: “You'd have to find a way to like try and spend time with both of them,” although that was 

difficult “because you're making one upset by going with the other, or making the other upset by 

going with the other person.” Chase, discussing how Citywise affects his relationships with his 

siblings, also said that he would not have “treasured” loving moments with them, like when 

“you and your brother hug, or like, em, you say to your sister, like ‘I love you” if not for Citywise. 

Therefore, this theme aligns with previously outlined research in suggesting that mentoring and 

youth programmes lead to improvements in children’s relationships (Spencer et al., 2016), 

although it offers a novel interpretation of how that occurs. 

Discussion 

The main aim of this study was to explore the meaning that mentees derive from a character-

focused mentoring programme. This was in response to gaps in the existing literature about the 

processes behind positive mentoring outcomes and the role of character within these 

processes. Interpretative phenomenological analysis of mentees’ accounts revealed two 

categories of themes which mapped onto the two research questions that guided this study: 

children’s experiences of the programme, and the broader benefits they perceived the 

programme to have. The four themes    were: experiences of (1) closeness with mentors and (2) 
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the group setting of the programme, and benefits related to (3) educational goals and (4) 

personal relationships. Discussion of these themes will be structured into three broad sections. 

To begin with, new interpretations of the processes related to experiencing closeness, centring 

on reciprocity, will be discussed. Then the effects of the group setting will be considered. This is 

because, albeit not a primary aim of this research, one of the most important findings of the 

study was that the group setting may help facilitate this mentor-mentee closeness while also 

improving continuity, motivation and the duration of positive mentoring effects within wider 

social networks. Finally, consideration will be given to how the themes relate to discussions in 

the character education literature on how best to support youth’s character development and 

offer novel views of how character may mediate both emotional and relational benefits. 

Overall, youth expressed satisfaction with the social processes related to closeness with their 

mentor. This is important, as there is consensus in the literature that youth disengage before 

any positive effects can occur if no bond is formed (Herrera, Sipe, McLanahan, with Arbreton, & 

Pepper, 2000). Participants’ interpretations of the emotional benefits they derived from their 

mentors are consistent with the mentoring literature in demonstrating that caring mentors can 

help promote the social and emotional development of youth (i.e. developmental/relational 

mentoring, in contrast to instrumental mentoring) (see Karcher et al., 2006). They also align 

with Rhodes’ (2005) Youth Mentoring Model, in which emotional and social benefits of youth 

mentoring are derived from a close relationship characterised by mutuality, empathy and trust. 

Mentees especially emphasised reciprocity in their relationships with mentors. Reciprocal 

relationships lead to social affirmation and identity development and are important for mutual 

trust and a sense of belonging, all of which are key themes of middle and late childhood (Noam, 

Malti & Karcher, 2014). However, bi-directionality within a relationship defined from its onset as 

one-directional (i.e. mentors assisting mentees) may appear surprising at first. It is not advisable 

for mentors to share their personal problems with children as they might with a friend (Futch 

Ehrlich et al., 2016; Hirsh, 2005), yet reciprocity was seen as crucial in mentees’ narratives of 

their positive experiences with their mentors. This may relate to attachment theory as well as 

some of the PYD traits in the mediational model by Erdem et al. (2016), in which emotional and 

behavioural benefits were mediated by the 5Cs.  
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Firstly, it may relate to the 5Cs trait of confidence. Experiencing closeness and trust within 

reciprocal “serve and response” patterns in early childhood is related to the extent to which 

individuals consider themselves worthy of being cared about (Noam et al., 2014). For those who 

develop hostile internal working models, correctional emotional relationships are thought to be 

able to alter these. While the attachment styles of children in the focus groups are not known, 

they seemed to perceive their mentoring relationships in a manner that could be labelled as 

correctional, expressing confidence that somebody who they can trust cares about them and 

trusts them back. In line with Erdem’s model as well as Keller’s (2005) Systemic Model of Youth 

Mentoring, mutuality and secure relationships may be crucial in developing children’s self-

worth. Moreover, besides influencing social and emotional outcomes, increased confidence was 

also perceived as key in academic benefits. Children expressed that they were nervous about 

answering questions in class before, but that the patience and support of their mentors made 

them more comfortable and confident. This relates to previously outlined academic benefits of 

mentoring, supporting Herrera et al. (2011) in suggesting that academic outcomes may be 

facilitated by improved self-perception of learning competence. 

Secondly, in relation to the 5Cs trait of connection, youth’s experiences suggest that a key 

aspect of this connection is reciprocity. However, this is not represented in the connection 

subscale of the PYD Short Form (Geldhof et al., 2014). In fact, Futch Ehrlich et al. (2016) found 

that scores on this subscale did not relate to mentor-mentee relationship strength. The present 

theme is consistent with their suggestion that the strength of the mentoring relationship has 

something to do with mutuality and bi-directionality, which may be central to the 

transformation of mentoring from purely protective to also promotive.  

This has implications for practice and for research. Youth’s perceptions of mutuality and 

emotional support as key factors contributing to the programme’s success suggest that mentors 

should be trained in reciprocity, active listening as well as in supportive responding.  The fact 

that mentees did not experience closeness when mentors spoke at rather than with them also 

related to their views on the learning approach. While they expressed an appreciation of active 

supervision, they equally explained that they disliked having too much explained. Together, this 

suggests that mentors should also be trained in appropriate scaffolding. 
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Further research could investigate the importance of reciprocity in more depth, as it is not 

included in the connection subscale of the PYD Short Form (Geldhof et al., 2014) and is not 

directly measured by any item on the Youth-Mentor Relationship Questionnaire (Rhodes, 

Reddy, Roffman, & Grossman, 2005) or the Mentor–Youth Alliance Scale (Zand et al., 2009). 

Reciprocity levels could be paired with data on youth outcomes and thriving to understand the 

balance between one- and bi-directional sharing that would be advisable for the mentoring 

relationship. Further development and validation of relationship quality inventories could also 

consider including mutuality as a marker of mentoring relationship closeness. Besides, future 

research could investigate the notion that confidence and connection arise from shifted internal 

working models which require bi-directional trust. In this context research could investigate 

more broadly the 5Cs as mediators of mentoring outcomes, including the suggested mechanism 

of academic benefits being facilitated by increased confidence. 

Besides the importance of reciprocity in facilitating closeness, one of the most important 

findings of the present study was the effects that the group setting seems to have on mentor-

mentee closeness, transitions, mentees’ enjoyment and motivation in coming as well as the 

duration of positive mentoring effects. In line with social identity theory (Tajfel &Turner, 1986) 

and self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987), being defined as a distinct dyad within a 

broader framework may lead to strengthened accessibility and salience of perceiving the 

mentoring dyad as an ingroup. At the same time, perhaps surprisingly, this ingroup also seemed 

to facilitate strong group identification. Although the wider group was not strictly an outgroup 

in this study, it may be possible to extrapolate Montaya and Pittinsky’s (2011) findings of 

ingroup-outgroup dynamics to the relationship between the dyad and the broader group. Their 

findings suggest that cooperative ingroup relationships characterised by trust, but not 

competitive ingroup relationships, can lead to increased outgroup liking and cooperation. 

Mentees’ broader group identification as well as the notion that Citywise strengthens their 

relationships with each other also relates to previously mentioned calls in the literature to 

reduce the overemphasis on decontextualised dyads (Maton, 2008) and is associated with a 

number of benefits that group mentoring can bring. These are consistent with suggestions in 
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previous research that mentoring may have greater potential within a group (Deutsch, Wiggins, 

Henneberger, & Lawrence, 2013). However, most of this research has considered group 

mentoring programmes where one mentor meets with more mentees, with ratios ranging from 

one mentor and two or four mentees to two mentors and twenty mentees (Lapidus, 2005; 

Utsey, Howard, & Williams, 2003; Sherk, 2006). 

The first benefit of group mentoring relates to continuity. A structure with a fixed time that 

mentors are asked to commit to, the continuity offered by mentees’ attendance in the absence 

of their mentor as well as smooth transitions to a new mentor are beneficial in light of 

difficulties discussed in the literature. These include both abrupt terminations (Spencer, 2007) 

and insufficiently frequent contact (de Anda, 2001). Secondly, mentors may directly intervene in 

youth’s peer groups, since being present in the group context means that they can witness and 

address issues as they arise (Deutsch et al., 2013; Hirsch, 2005). Thirdly, mentees in this study 

stated that they sometimes talk about what they did in the session together. This is important in 

terms of a holistic perspective, as any such discussion outside of the sessions makes the sessions 

more connected to mentees’ lives out with the Citywise programme. 

Fourthly, as posited by Keller’s (2005) Systemic Model of Youth Mentoring and elaborated on by 

Keller and Blakeslee (2014), mentoring relationships exist in the context of complex social 

networks, and so situating them within a wider interpersonal context provides a more 

comprehensive view of the relationship. This is further supported by findings that mentoring 

programmes involving parents demonstrate larger effects than those that do not (Taylor & 

Porcellini, 2014). This is important because likewise to parent involvement increasing the 

benefits of mentoring, involving broader peer networks may provide similar outcomes. 

In support of this point, it could even be argued that improvements in relationships between 

mentees might be more important than positive mentor-mentee relationships. This is because 

relationships with their peers are central among youth’s complex social networks, which is 

pertinent as these networks directly influence their daily functioning (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Lynch & Cicchetti, 1997). Facilitating connection and belonging with their classmates may also 

be important in supporting mentees’ social affirmation and identity development within an 
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accepting and safe school environment, which are important in youth’s transitions to 

adolescence (Noam et al., 2014). In sum, this suggests that a group context can lead to more 

enduring changes than solely disconnected mentor-mentee relationships.  

In this context, practitioners could consider this strategy in other programmes (Mekinda & 

Hirsch, 2014). One difficulty with this, highlighted by Katy in the present study, is that the group 

context may lead to temporary inequalities in numbers between mentors and mentees. 

However, the various resulting groupings may in fact be favourable. In line with the observation 

that youth enjoyed working in groups with other mentor-mentee pairs, previous research has 

found that low connected youth have difficulty initiating contact with adults, but that 

interacting with an adult “with a friend” (i.e. one mentor and two mentees) seems more 

plausible, suggesting that a group can facilitate relationship development for low connected 

youth (Futch Ehrlich et al., 2016). Hirsch, Deutsch and DuBois (2011) have also highlighted the 

significance of collective mentoring, of several adults working in synergy to mentor a single 

youth. This further supports the idea that the group framework, which will occasionally lead to 

both of the above cases, can be a favourable context for programmes. Still, future research 

should aim to better understand the mechanisms related to social identity theory and ecological 

systems theory (youth’s wider social networks) and the balance between them. For example, it 

could investigate the relationship between (1) the strength and kind of mentor-mentee ingroup 

identification, (2) the strength of group identification (e.g. with The Sense of Belonging Scale; 

Anderson-Butcher, & Conroy, 2002), and (3) broader classroom connectedness or youth 

relatedness (e.g. with The Youth Relatedness Scale; D'Eloia & Sibthorp, 2012).  

Finally, moving away from the benefit of the group context, findings from the present study 

have implications for the theoretical and practical association between mentoring and character 

education. To begin with, participants’ experiences of learning about character within Citywise 

are related to debates in the character education literature. Although scholars mostly agree that 

character education should be intentional (Berkowitz, 2011), there is disagreement about which 

character virtues should be taught due to cultural relativism in moral philosophy (Christopher, 

Nelson, & Nelson, 2003). However, mentees’ accounts seem consistent with the view that it is 
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encouraging moral reasoning as such, rather than the specific traits that are taught, that 

promotes moral development (Blatt & Kohlberg, 1975). This is supported by previously 

demonstrated relationships between moral thought and action (Blasi, 1980). It also concurs 

with The Framework for Character Education in Schools which follows Aristotle in viewing 

phronesis, knowing what is right when different virtues collide, as the master virtue 

(Christopher et al., 2003; Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, 2013). The findings thus 

support the view that youth interventions, including mentoring programmes, should focus on 

teaching students skills related to moral reasoning, solving conflicts between virtues and 

applying these to specific situations.  

Mentoring and character education also come together in mentees’ accounts about how being 

part of Citywise leads to improvements in their relationships outside of the programme. This 

effect has been noted in previous mentoring studies (Chan et al., 2013; Spencer et al., 2016). 

However, these studies have most often reported improved relationships with adults, which 

have been assumed to arise through altered internal working models of self and others (Britner 

et al., 2014; Rhodes, 2005). While these effects are not mutually exclusive, mentees in the 

present study viewed relationship benefits differently. That is, they interpreted these benefits 

as the result of improved character strengths. This is significant, as positive character traits may 

not only lead to avoiding conflict, but such processes concur with studies that have found 

prosocial youth to have higher quality friendships and to be better liked by their peers than less 

prosocial youth (Asher & McDonald, 2009; McDonald, Wang, Menzer, Rubin, & Booth-LaForce, 

2011). This again relates to suggestions that emotional and behavioural benefits of mentoring 

may be mediated by improved character (Erdem et al., 2016; Larose & Tarabulsy, 2014). 

The relation between character improvements and relationship benefits should also be explored 

more fully in future research. In relation to the mentoring literature, a question that arises is 

whether relationship benefits are facilitated by improved character in other mentoring contexts 

without a character-focused curriculum. Regarding character education, this study suggests that 

mentoring may be a plausible strategy in facilitating character development in youth, 

supporting them in positive transitions to adolescence. Further consideration could be given to 

how mentoring taps into the different conceptualisations of character (intellectual, 
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performance, civic and moral character). Emotions and in particular emotion attributions play 

an important role in predicting moral character development (Krettenauer, Asendorpf, & 

Nunner-Winkler, 2013; Pizarro, 2000), so for example in terms of moral character, future 

research could investigate the effect of character-focused mentoring not only on moral 

reasoning and its development over time, but also on the emotional experience of making 

moral judgments. 

The qualitative nature of this study offers concrete evidence of how a specific mentoring 

programme impacts the lives of at-risk youth emotionally, socially and educationally. It expands 

the literature by offering detailed analyses of factors that influenced the mentee experience 

and interpretations of benefits that stem from the programme. It is important to note, however, 

that the in-depth interpretation of the views of a specific sample of six mentees does not aim to 

make generalisations to other contexts, but makes the findings specific to this particular group 

in this particular mentoring programme. Even a definitive understanding of the elements that 

contribute to the effectiveness of this specific programme cannot be determined from this 

study, as a long-term systematic evaluation of the outlined themes would be needed to 

determine the factors and benefits that remain most salient. Thus, caution should be used in 

drawing conclusions about more general mechanisms of mentoring effects. 

Additionally, the results may be influenced by bias. Interviewing the children in groups of three 

may have encouraged more socially desirable responses than if they had been interviewed 

separately, particularly with questions that invite such responses such as the importance of 

moral character (Adams & Cox, 2008; Wooten & Reed, 2000). Furthermore, some opinions may 

have been left unspoken due to the creation of group norms, although participants were 

actively supported in expressing their honest views and disagreeing with each other, and several 

moments of disagreement were noted. Despite efforts to minimise researcher bias, the 

possibility of different interpretations of the data by different researchers remains. The use of 

other qualitative methods, such as investigating mentors’, parents’ or teachers’ perceptions of 

the benefits of the mentoring programme, would have allowed further credibility checking of 

the data (Elliott et al., 1999). Mentors’ views could offer a particularly plausible addition, as for 



CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF CHARACTER-FOCUSED MENTORING  33  

example Goldner and Mayseless (2009) found that mentors’ ratings of relationship closeness on 

the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (Pianta & Steinberg, 1992) were associated with 

mentees’ academic improvements. 

Conclusion 

While future research could further develop the present findings in a number of ways, as 

outlined above, in addition to carrying out a more systematic evaluation of the findings, the 

present study has expanded the literature in meaningful ways. It has offered new 

interpretations of the importance of reciprocity and emotional support in experiencing 

closeness in mentoring relationships, which highlights novel perspectives on mentoring benefits 

and mechanisms. Moreover, it has suggested that the group setting may be key in facilitating 

important effects within wider social networks, and found interesting overlap between 

mentoring and character education effects and mechanisms. This suggests that a character-

focused mentoring programme within a group framework can be a promising area of research 

and practice within the two fields. 
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 Information Form 
 
Title of Project:  
Children’s experiences of character-focused mentoring and their perceptions of its 
effectiveness 
  

Researcher: Hana Butorova   
Supervisor: Dr Niamh Stack 
  

Purpose of Study:  
The purpose of the study is to explore the experiences of children participating in a 
mentoring project that aims to support children’s character development 
  

Description of the Study Procedures: 
The study will include a 40-minute focus group in which children will be asked about what 
they like and dislike about the project, about their experiences as mentees as well as what 
they perceive the effects of the character-building element to be. 
  

Risks of Being in this Study: 
We do not expect the study to constitute any risk to your child, as no sensitive issues will be 
discussed. However, if something distressing is brought up, the appropriate support 
networks have been put in place through the programme manager of the mentoring scheme.  
  

Benefits of Being in this Study: 
The study will be an opportunity for children to reflect on their experiences of being in a 
project aimed at helping them fulfil their potential and grow in both academic and non-
academic strengths. The opportunity to reflect on these experiences may enhance their 
benefit and encourage insight by linking current experience to previous learning. 
It may also lead to improvements in the programme itself which will benefit them as 
continuing participants in the programme.  
  

Confidentiality: 
This study is anonymous and pseudonyms will be used for all participants. Information about 
your child’s identity will be kept confidential unless your child discloses anything of concern, 
in which case the programme manager will take the necessary steps. Your child will not be 
identifiable from any published documents. 
  

Right to Refuse or Withdraw 
The decision to participate in this study is entirely up to you and your child. Your child may 
refuse to take part in the study at any time and for any reason, without having to give a 
reason to the researcher. Additionally, up to 2 weeks after the focus group, you have the 
right to request that the researcher not use any of the collected material.   
  

Further Information 
You are very welcome to ask questions about this research study and to have those 
questions answered by me before, during or after the research.   
If you have any further questions about the study or concerns that occur as a result of your 
child’s participation, at any time feel free to contact me, Hana Butorova, by email at 
2065899b@student.gla.ac.uk or by telephone at 07925476553, or my supervisor, Dr Niamh 
Stack, by email at Niamh.Stack@glasgow.ac.uk. If you would like, a summary of the results 
of the study will be sent to you. 
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  Consent Form 
 
 

Title of Project:  
Children’s experiences of character-focused mentoring and their perceptions of its 
effectiveness 
 
Researcher:  
Hana Butorova 
2065899b@student.gla.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor: Dr Niamh Stack 
Niamh.Stack@glasgow.ac.uk 
  
 
If you agree with the participation of your child, then please read the following statements and 
sign your name below to indicate your consent. 
 

 

 I have read the information form and so understand what the study involves; 

 I understand that participation in this study is voluntary, and that my child can withdraw 

from the study, at any time and for any reason, without having to give a reason to the 

researcher; 

 I understand that participation in this project is for the purposes of research, and is in no 

way an evaluation of me or the child as an individual; 

 I understand that any information recorded in the investigation will be made and kept 

anonymous and will remain confidential and no information that identifies my child will be 

made publicly available; 

 I understand that I can contact the researcher(s) for this project; by e-mail to receive 

more information and/or a summary of the anonymised group results.  

 
 
 
I agree that my child ___________________ can participate in this study. 
 

 
 
_____________________________  _____________  ______________________ 

Name of Parent or Guardian Date Signature 
 
 

 
_____________________________  _____________  ______________________ 

Name of Researcher Date Signature 
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Information for Children 
 
 

The purpose and procedures of the study will be explained to children verbally and consent 
will be recorded. The following is a script of what they will be told. 
 

 
 
Hi. My name is Hana. I am interested in what you think about the Citywise club. I'm hoping 
that you will let me ask you some questions about what it’s like to be a part of it. But before I 
do, I want to explain what we will do if you decide to help me. 
 
In this focus group, I will ask you questions about what being in this club is like. I will ask you 
what you have enjoyed and what you have not liked so much, about how you get on with your 
mentor, and about what you think you have learned from this club. 
 
You can say “pass” if you don’t want to answer a question, and you can tell me if you don’t 
understand what I’m asking. Take time to think before your answer, but remember that there 
are no right or wrong answers; I just want to hear what you think. 
 
We want to have a nice conversation together, so let’s take turns talking. Be nice and 
considerate and don’t make fun of each other please. I will record our conversation on this 
recorder. Don’t worry though; nobody else will hear the recording. I will record our 
conversation just so I can write down what you think later, and then I will destroy the 
recording! 
 
I will also ask you to draw pictures of what you like and dislike and take part in a role-play. 
Nobody will be marking your pictures; you can draw stickmen if you like! The only reason you 
will draw them is so that we can talk about your experiences. 
 
Your [mom/dad and teacher] say that it’s okay for you do this focus group with me. But if you 
don’t want to do it, you don’t have to. I won’t be upset, and no one else will be upset either. If 
we start the talking and you don’t want to talk anymore, that’s also okay. Just let me know if 
you feel uncomfortable and we will stop. 
 
Do you have any questions? If you have any questions later that you don’t think of now, you 
can also ask questions later. 
 
Are you ready to begin? 
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Focus Group Plan  

Pre-Focus Group: chat with children, let them play with the recorder (See: Gibson, 2012. “Interviews and 

focus groups with children: Methods that match children’s developing competencies.” Journal of Family 

Theory & Review) 

Focus Group: 

1. Introduction of study, information and consent 

2. Icebreaker 

a. throw ball, say name and favourite colour/favourite food/favourite superhero/favourite 

character trait (several rounds) 

3. Focus Group Questions 

1) GENERAL EXPERIENCE 

a. Simple, short: What is the Citywise club about? 

b. Simple, short: Why did you want to be a part of the Citywise club? 

i. In deciding to come what did you want to get out of the program?  

c. Quick intro to drawing activity: What does a Citywise session look like? What do you do? 

What is it like to be a part of the group? 

i. Draw: What do you like and dislike about being in the group? Draw your 

favourite and least favourite thing about the Citywise club. (Emphasis on 

non-artistic non-marked aspect of this!) 

(See: Mayaba Nomakhwezi, and Wood, 2015. “Using Drawings and 

Collages as Data Generation Methods With Children Definitely Not Child’s 

Play." International Journal of Qualitative Methods) 

2) MENTORING EXPERIENCE 

a. How do you feel about your mentor? 

i. What kind of a relationship do you have? Do you get along? 

ii. Does your mentor understand you? Do you trust your mentor? Can you 

talk about important things with your mentor? 

iii. How has your relationship changed and developed?  

b. What are some examples of things you enjoy doing with your mentor? What are some of 

the things that you dislike doing with your mentor? 

i. How does your mentor help you? 

ii. Are there other things that your mentor could do to help you more? 

3) LEARNING, CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT 

a. What have you learned in the Citywise club? 

b. Are there ways the club has affected you ‘as a person’?  

i. Have you learned anything, have you developed new skills or knowledge, 

have you been changed in some way? 
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ii. Has the program changed anything in your friendships in the class and/or 

outsider of school? 

iii. Has the program changed anything in your relationships with your 

brothers/sisters?  

c. Why do you learn about character in the club? 

i. What is character? Is it important? 

ii. Optional role-play:  

What does learning about character look like? (See methodological 

explanation in: Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell and Britten, 2002. “Hearing 

children’s voices: methodological issues in conducting focus groups with 

children aged 7-11 year.” Qualitative Research) 

d. Scenarios (adapted from: Muscott and O'Brien, 1999. “Teaching Character Education to 

Students with Behavioral and Learning Disabilities through Mentoring Relationships.” 

Education and Treatment of Children) 

i. Billy finds a copy of a math test with all the answers on it next to his 

teacher’s desk. Billy has been coming to the Citywise club in his school and 

he is thinking about what is the right thing to do. What would you tell him? 

ii. Dexter/Molly, a Black or Chinese boy/girl (may depend on ethnicity of the 

children), moves into the neighbourhood. Your best friend (Tommy/Mary) 

will not be friends with you if you play with Dexter/Molly. What will you 

do? 

e. What is your favourite and least favourite thing when learning about character?  

f. Would you change anything about the Citywise club and the way you learn about 

character? 
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Peer relationships 

 

Thematic mind map 

 
Four themes, illustrated in purple (Closeness, Group setting, Educational benefits, Relationship 

benefits), cluster in two categories. The figure also includes sub-themes, illustrated in orange. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reciprocity and one-directional support create a balance that facilitates mentees’ feelings of closeness to 

their mentor. This is also influenced by the group setting. 

The group setting further forms a separate theme, with three subthemes. The first of these is the 

mentioned effect on mentor-mentee closeness. The second and third, broader group identification and 

mentee-mentee peer relationships, are illustrated in orange. Peer relationships were also part of what 

created identification to the whole group, which included both mentors and mentees. 

Educational benefits were those that involved learning. Mentees perceived these to be divided into 

academic benefits and those related to non-academic character skills.  

Lastly, Citywise was seen as improving mentees’ relationships out with the programme. Importantly, 

participants saw this as resulting mostly from character education. 
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