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Mentoring constitutes a method of preventing criminality and other destruc-
tive behaviours that is becoming the focus of an increasing amount of atten-
tion. The method usually involves a more experienced individual providing a 
young person with special needs with support, advice and guidance in order 
to improve the latter’s chances in life. But how well does it work? What does 
the research tell us? Finding one’s bearings in relation to a constantly grow-
ing body of research and drawing one’s own conclusions is often difficult. This 
also applies to research on the effects produced by measures intended to 
combat crime. Rapid evidence assessments are one means of helping people 
to pick their way through the jungle of research findings. Rapid evidence as-
sessments combine a number of evaluations that are considered to satisfy a 
list of empirical criteria for measuring effects as reliably as possible. The re-
sults of these evaluations are then used to calculate and produce an overall 
picture of the effects that a given measure does and does not produce. Such 
studies are also valuable in relation to attempts to assess the circumstances in 
which a certain measure works. Rapid evidence assessments aim to systemat-
ically combine the results from a number of studies in order to produce a more 
reliable overview of the possibilities and limitations associated with a given 
crime prevention strategy. 

The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå) has therefore initi-
ated the publication of a series of systematic reviews, in the context of which 
internationally renowned researchers are commissioned to perform the studies 
on our behalf. In this study, Darrick Jolliffe and David P. Farrington have car-
ried out a rapid evidence assessment of the effects of mentoring based on 18 
evaluations.
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Brå – a centre of knowledge on crime and measures to combat crime

The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet – Brå) 
works to reduce crime and improve levels of safety in society by producing data and 
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Foreword
Mentoring constitutes a method of preventing criminality and other 
destructive behaviours that is becoming the focus of an increasing 
amount of attention. The method usually involves a more experienced 
individual providing a young person with special needs with support, 
advice and guidance in order to improve the latter’s chances in life. 
But how well does it work? What does the research tell us? There are 
never sufficient resources to conduct rigorous scientific evaluations of 
all the crime prevention measures employed in individual countries. 
Nor has an evaluation been conducted in Sweden of efforts employ-
ing mentoring to prevent crime. For this reason, the Swedish National 
Council for Crime Prevention (Brå) has commissioned two distinguis-
hed researchers to carry out an international review of the research 
published in this field.

This report presents a rapid evidence assessment of the effects of 
mentoring on reoffending that has been conducted by Dr. Darrick Jol-
liffe of the University of Leicester (United Kingdom) and Professor 
David P. Farrington of Cambridge University (United Kingdom), who 
have also written the report. The study follows a rigorous method for 
the conduct of rapid evidence assessment. The analysis combines the 
results from a number of evaluations that are considered to satisfy a 
list of empirical criteria for measuring effects as reliably as possible. 
The analysis then uses the results from these previous evaluations to 
calculate and produce an overview of the effects that the measure in 
question does and does not produce. Thus the objective is to syste-
matically evaluate the results from a number of studies in order to 
produce a more reliable picture of the possibilities and limitations as-
sociated with mentoring in relation to crime prevention efforts. Stu-
dies of this kind are also valuable when assessing which circumstances 
contribute to a certain measure producing a positive effect.

In this case, the rapid evidence assessment builds upon a relatively 
small number of evaluations and only examines evaluations that have 
been conducted in the United States and the United Kingdom. A num-
ber of questions concerning the potential crime preventive effects of 
mentoring in a country like Sweden thus remain unanswered. But the 
study does offer the most accessible overview to date of the use of 
mentoring in order to prevent reoffending.

Stockholm, February 2008

Jan Andersson
Director-General
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to estimate the effect of mentoring on 
reoffending based on a rapid evidence assessment. This is similar to, 
but less comprehensive, than a systematic review. A number of sear-
ching strategies were used and eighteen studies were found that met 
our inclusion criteria. Taken together, the results suggested that men-
toring reduces reoffending by approximately 4 to 10 per cent. Men-
toring was more effective in reducing reoffending when the average 
duration of each contact between mentor and mentee was greater, in 
smaller scale studies, and when mentoring was combined with oth-
er interventions. However, studies of higher methodological quality 
found little evidence that mentoring reduced reoffending, suggesting 
that inadequate control of pre-existing differences between those who 
received mentoring and the comparison group might have contributed 
to the most positive results. Mentoring may be a useful strategy for 
reducing reoffending, but more high quality mentoring programmes 
and more high quality evaluations of these programmes are required 
before the true benefits of mentoring can be confidently established.
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Executive Summary

Introduction
There has been a significant amount of recent interest in the influence 
of mentors in increasing the life success of at-risk individuals (e.g. 
DuBois, Holloway, Valentine & Cooper, 2002). Typically, mentoring 
involves the exposure of an ‘at risk’ individual to another person (a 
member of the public, not a professional) who acts as a positive role 
model in the hope that the mentor will provide guidance and support 
that would otherwise be unavailable to the individual being mentored 
(the mentee). It has been suggested that having a mentor might reduce 
the likelihood of reoffending by providing direct assistance (e.g. hel-
ping fill in job applications) and indirect support (e.g. acting as a po-
sitive role model). Also, the time spent with the mentor might reduce 
the opportunity that the mentee has to offend or might help to break 
up previously established delinquent networks. 

There have been a number of evaluations of the impact of men-
toring on later life outcomes, but many of these have been based on 
limited research designs such as case studies, small-scale qualitative 
studies and evaluations which did not use a control group or compari-
son group. These studies have a limited ability to estimate the impact 
of mentoring on reoffending.

Method
A rapid evidence assessment, which is a rigorous method for locating, 
appraising and synthesising evidence from previous studies, was used 
to assess the impact of mentoring on reoffending. The main benefit 
of a rapid evidence assessment is that it produces results much more 
quickly than a full systematic review. However, because of the restric-
ted time period, certain material (e.g. unpublished research, foreign 
language studies, studies that were difficult to obtain) was not inclu-
ded. This might bias the results of this study, especially because signi-
ficant results are more likely to be published (i.e. that mentoring has 
a beneficial influence on offending).

A set of criteria for including and excluding studies in the review 
were developed. The search for relevant studies involved a number 
of strategies, which led to the identification of 49 potentially relevant 
studies, of which 48 were obtained. These included 18 comparisons 
of mentored and control groups that met the predefined criteria and 
were analysed. 
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Results
The results suggested that mentoring reduced reoffending by about 4 
to 10 per cent, but this benefit was mainly produced by the studies of 
lower methodological quality. High quality evaluations designed to 
provide the most accurate assessment of the impact of mentoring did 
not find that mentoring had an appreciable beneficial effect on reof-
fending. However, there was evidence to suggest that some mentoring 
programmes were more successful than others. Importantly, those in 
which the mentor and mentee spent more time together per meeting 
(5 hours or more) and met at least weekly were more successful in re-
ducing reoffending. 

Interestingly, mentoring programmes that had a longer duration 
(total time period) were not more effective than shorter programmes, 
possibly because of the difficulty in continuing to recruit high qua-
lity mentors, or because mentoring continues for longer periods with 
more antisocial youths. Also, mentoring only had a beneficial influ-
ence on reoffending when it was given as part of a larger set of inter-
ventions. Mentoring along with employment, education and drawing 
up contracts of acceptable behaviour was the most effective according 
to this review. Mentoring as a stand-alone intervention did not reduce 
reoffending. 

There was some indication that mentoring worked best when it 
was applied to those who had been apprehended by the police, as op-
posed to those who were at risk because of personal or social circum-
stances, or those who were convicted or imprisoned. However, studies 
which applied mentoring to those who were apprehended by the po-
lice also tended to use the most comprehensive mentoring program-
mes. Mentoring only appeared to have a beneficial influence on reof-
fending during the time period while the mentoring was taking place. 
After the mentoring ended, there was little evidence that any benefits 
on reoffending persisted. 

Policy Implications
Our review generally supports the use of mentoring as a method of 
reducing reoffending, but the evidence is not totally convincing. There 
was no evidence to suggest that mentoring had any harmful effects 
in increasing reoffending. Our review indicates what features should 
be included in successful mentoring programmes. First, mentors and 
mentees should meet at least weekly for several hours at a time. Se-
cond, mentoring should be given as a part of a larger set of interven-
tions. Third, mentoring should be used especially with persons who 
have been apprehended by the police. Existing evidence suggests that 
mentoring might be a valuable component of intervention program-
mes with persons who are at an early stage of their criminal careers.
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Research Implications
Mentoring is a promising but not proven intervention. Our conclu-
sions are limited by the small number of studies (18), and we cannot 
necessarily draw causal inferences from correlations with effect size. 
Large scale randomised controlled trials should be mounted to eva-
luate the effects of mentoring programmes on subsequent offending. 
Also, cost-benefit analyses of mentoring programmes are needed.
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Background Information
There has been a significant amount of recent interest in the influence 
of mentors in increasing the life success of at-risk individuals (e.g. 
DuBois, Holloway, Valentine & Cooper, 2002). Mentoring program-
mes originated in the US in the early twentieth century and are cur-
rently in widespread use in North America. The largest organisation 
is Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America (BBBSA), which is estimated to 
have over 500 agencies nationwide, while the National Mentoring 
Database suggests that there are an additional 4500 organisations in 
the US that currently support mentoring activities (Rhodes, 2002).

The general theme of all mentoring programmes involves con-
tact between a less experienced or ‘at-risk’ individual and a more 
experienced and often older desirable role-model. Ideally, the men-
tor should provide guidance, advice and encouragement that would 
help to develop the competence and character of the mentee (Rho-
des, 1994). The mentee is usually perceived to be ‘at-risk’ for vari-
ous reasons, including individual factors (e.g. disruptive behaviour in 
school, offending, substance use etc.) and/or social circumstances (e.g. 
lone-parent family, socially excluded etc.). 

While drawing heavily on the US experience, mentoring in the UK 
is comparatively new, with the larger and better known program-
mes (such as Big Brothers and Big Sisters) implemented in the 1990s. 
Other well known mentoring programmes in the UK are the Dalston 
Youth Project (DYP) and project CHANCE. DYP was set up in 1994 
to support 15 to 18 year-olds at risk of offending by introducing them 
to a trained mentor in the community (Tarling, Burrows & Clarke, 
2001). Project CHANCE was established in 1996 with the specific 
goal of providing mentors to primary school children with behaviou-
ral problems (St. James-Roberts & Singh, 2001). Mentoring was also 
a component of two probation-based programmes that were designed 
to improve the training and employment prospects of unemployed of-
fenders (Sarno et al., 2000). 

Mentoring as an Intervention in the Criminal 
Justice System
Mentoring has been implemented as an intervention in the criminal 
justice context. In this setting mentoring is usually intended to be a 
method of both reducing reoffending and increasing positive life outco-
mes such as greater levels of education, training and employment (e.g. 
Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Newburn & Shiner, 2005; O’Donnell, 
Lydgate & Fo, 1979). The theory is that the mentor can provide both 
direct assistance (e.g. helping to fill in job applications, locate appro-
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priate housing) and indirect support (e.g. encouragement, acting as a 
positive role model) that would otherwise be unavailable to most of-
fenders or youths who are ‘at-risk’ because of their family or social 
background. In addition to providing the mentored individual with 
a valued social bond, mentoring is also intended to reduce the likeli-
hood of reoffending by reducing opportunity. Regular meetings bet-
ween mentors and mentees not only allow less time for the mentee to 
offend, but might disrupt their relationships with delinquent friends.

There have been a number of evaluations of the impact of mento-
ring on later life outcomes. However, as pointed out by Newburn and 
Shiner (2005), many of these have been based on limited research de-
signs such as case studies, small-scale qualitative studies and evalua-
tions which did not include a control group (e.g. St. James-Roberts & 
Singh, 200; Tarling, Burrows & Clarke, 2001). Unfortunately, these 
types of evaluations do not allow the effectiveness of mentoring pro-
grammes to be adequately tested, and this makes it difficult for resear-
chers and policy makers to interpret the results of these studies. As 
suggested by Chitty (2005, p. 80): “The quality of the research design 
affects the interpretations that can be made from the results: the lower 
the quality of the research design, the greater the uncertainty about 
the validity of the interpretations (and in turn any decisions) that can 
be made from them”.
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Method	
The purpose of the present review was to summarise the literature 
on the effect of mentoring on reoffending in a systematic manner, in-
cluding a meta-analysis. This review was not a full systematic review, 
but a rapid evidence assessment (REA) using systematic methods1. Si-
milar to systematic reviews, rapid evidence assessments use rigorous 
methods for locating, appraising, and synthesising evidence from pre-
vious studies. They are reported with the same level of detail that cha-
racterises high quality original research. The main difference between 
a systematic review and a rapid evidence assessment is that the REA 
omits unpublished ‘grey’ materials and restricts the time period avai-
lable to search for eligible studies. 

The main benefit of a rapid evidence assessment is that it produces 
results in a fraction of the time required for a full systematic review. 
The major limitation of a rapid evidence assessment is that it might 
yield biased results, because there is a greater tendency for statistically 
significant findings to be published than non-significant ones (e.g. Bo-
zarth & Roberts, 1972; Vevea & Woods, 2005). Because of its focus 
on easily obtainable published studies, a rapid evidence assessment 
might disproportionately include projects finding that mentoring had 
a significantly beneficial influence on offending.

Objectives of the Study
This rapid evidence assessment had the following objectives:
1.	 To summarise (and as far as possible quantify) the evidence to date 

on the effects of mentoring interventions on reoffending (e.g. self-
reported offending, arrest, conviction etc). 

2.	 To identify (and as far as possible quantify) the mediators and mo-
derators of these relationships identified (e.g. the fidelity of imple-
mentation of the mentoring programme, the frequency of mentor/
mentee contact).

3.	 In light of what has been learned from past evaluations, and their 
limitations, to make recommendations about what future evalua-
tion research is needed to advance knowledge about the effects of 
mentoring on offending.

1	 More information about systematic reviews can be found in Farrington and Petrosino 
(2001). This REA was funded by the Home Office, and a summary was published on 
the Home Office website (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2007).
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Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
Below is a list of the eligibility criteria for including studies in the cur-
rent review. 
1.	 The study investigated the effects of a mentoring intervention or 

treatment broadly defined. For the purposes of the current review 
mentoring was considered to have taken place if a non-professio-
nal person spent time with an at-risk individual in a supportive 
manner acting as a role model or advocate. The mentor could have 
been acting in a paid or unpaid capacity, but could not be acting as 
a member of a professional group or in a professional capacity.

2.	 The intervention was applied to a sample that included those who 
were offenders, broadly defined. An offender was defined as a per-
son apprehended by the police, involved with the criminal justi-
ce system, or identified as having committed chargeable offences, 
whether or not apprehended or charged. Chargeable offences in-
clude running away, truancy, curfew violations and antisocial be-
haviour. Furthermore, studies which included actions in schools 
and other such contexts that could be classified as chargeable of-
fences, even if not presented as such, were included in this review.

3.	 The study measured at least one quantitative offending outcome. 
In addition, it reported results on at least one such variable in a 
form that, at a minimum, allowed the direction of the effect to 
be determined (whether the outcome was positive or negative). If 
an offending outcome was measured but the reported results fell 
short of this standard, the study was still included if the required 
results could be obtained from the author or other sources. An of-
fending outcome was one that measures, at least in part, a person’s 
involvement in behaviour as defined in 2 above.

4.	 The study design involved at a minimum a comparison between 
one or more ‘mentoring’ interventions and one or more compara-
ble control conditions. Control conditions could be ‘no treatment’, 
‘treatment as usual’, ‘placebo treatment’ (etc.) as long as they did 
not include mentoring.
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	 Random assignment designs that met the above conditions were al-
ways eligible for inclusion2. Studies with just one group, in which 
behaviour was compared before and after treatment (‘one-group 
pretest-posttest studies’) were never eligible. 

Studies in which a group who received treatment were compared to 
another, different group (‘non-equivalent comparison group designs’) 
could be eligible even though the research subjects were not randomly 
assigned to those groups. In such designs, other differences between 
the groups might explain differences in the outcome; the ability of stu-
dies to examine this possibility would determine whether they could 
be included. To be eligible, such studies had to have either:

a) matching of the treatment and comparison groups prior to treat-
ment on at least one recognised risk variable for offending such 
as prior offending history, age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status or 
(preferably) on a risk score; 

b) a pre-intervention measure (pre-test) of at least one offending out-
come on which the treatment and control groups could be com-
pared.

These criteria are equivalent to including studies at Level 3 to Level 
5 of the modified Scientific Methods Scale (Friendship et al, 2005), a 
tool designed to assess the quality of studies in terms of their ability 
to isolate the effectiveness of interventions. Level 5 studies are those 
which use randomised controlled trials, Level 4 are studies which are 
quasi-experimental and Level 3 studies use an experimental group 
and a control group matched on some characteristics.

5.	 Because of the severe time restriction imposed by a REA, only stu-
dies reported in English in books/articles or official websites (e.g. 
government or non-government organisations like NACRO, Cri-
me Concern, Supporting Others though Volunteer Action) would 
be included. No unpublished or ‘grey’ material was searched for 
or included.

2	 Random assignment involves randomly allocating some individuals to receive the 
given treatment and others to a control condition. The main benefit of this method is 
that it ensures that the experimental and control groups are equivalent (within statis-
tical fluctuation) on all measured and unmeasured variables prior to the intervention. 
This method ensures that any difference between the groups after the intervention can 
be attributed to the intervention, rather than to pre-existing differences between the 
groups.
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6.	 At least 50 individuals should be assigned to each condition, or at 
least 100 individuals would be assigned in total to treatment and 
comparison conditions. If a study met this criteria, but due to att-
rition the number of subjects dropped below this level at follow-
up it was not included. Studies with sample sizes smaller than this 
would have insufficient statistical power to detect any effect of 
mentoring and would have limited generalisability. 

7.	 Only studies published in 1979 or more recently were included. 
This decision was partly based on the limited time available for 
the REA and also to ensure that any conclusions drawn would be 
applicable to contemporary society.

Searching Strategies
The search for relevant studies was based on a number of strategies. 
These included: (1) contact with leading researchers in the area; (2) 
electronic database searches; (3) focused internet searches; (4) sear-
ches of research registers; and (5) hand searches of specific journals3. 
This led to the identification of 49 potentially relevant studies of 
which 16 were judged to meet our inclusion criteria4. 

3	 Greater detail about the searching strategies can be found in the Technical 
Appendix. 
4	 Table 2.1 in the Technical Appendix gives the references of all 49 studies identified. 
Since the completition of this rewiew an additional study, which would have met our 
inclusion criteria has been published (Clancy et al., 2006). For those studies included 
in the analysis the table indicates how they were located. For those studies that were 
excluded the table indicates the reason for exclusion.
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Included Studies
Two of the studies that met our inclusion criteria reported on more 
than one separate evaluation. In one case (Davidson & Redner, 1988) 
three independent comparisons were available, but in one of these the 
numbers were too small to meet our criteria (total n=73). The study 
by Frazier et al. (1981) contained two independent comparisons, both 
of which were included in our analysis.

We now provide descriptions of the 16 studies and 18 comparisons 
which were included in our review. Unfortunately, these descriptions 
are limited by the information available in the original reports. More 
information about the studies is available in Tables 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4 
in the Technical Appendix. 

Descriptions of the Studies
Barnoski (2002) examined the results of a mentoring programme 
for incarcerated juveniles. The mentor met monthly with the youth 
during the last five to six months of the youth’s confinement and was 
required to call on or write to the youths weekly. Once the youth 
was released the mentor was required to meet with the youth weekly 
for approximately six months. Seventy-eight juvenile offenders were 
mentored in this way. The comparison group (n=78) comprised ju-
venile offenders released to similar communities in Washington State 
during the same period as the mentored group. Comparison group 
members were matched to mentored youths on gender, race and a risk 
of reconviction score. The results suggested that those who had re-
ceived mentoring were less likely to reoffend (45%) compared to the 
controls (54%) in a 12-month follow-up after period release, but this 
difference was not significant5.

Blakely et al. (1995) evaluated a project which used university 
undergraduates as mentors to provide individual academic tutoring 
and instruction in social skills for 10–14 year-old school students in 
Texas. The students were randomly assigned either to receive a men-
tor (n=206) or to a no-treatment control group (n=179). Mentors and 
mentees were matched on gender, race and mutual interest and met 
weekly for 6 months. Twelve months prior to the commencement of 
the mentoring 10 per cent of the treatment group and 12 per cent 
of the comparison group had been referred to court, while after six 
months of mentoring 11 per cent of the treatment group and 15 per 
cent of the comparison group had been referred to court. These chan-
ges in court referrals were not significant.

5	 For the purposes of this research the word ‘significant’ will be used to denote statis-
tical significance at the p<.05 level. This provides at least 95% certainty that the results 
are not due to chance.
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Blechman et al. (2000) compared juvenile offenders’ recidivism 
following non-random assignment to juvenile diversion from court 
(n=137), juvenile diversion plus skill training (n=55) or juvenile di-
version plus mentoring (n=45) using propensity score matching. Pro-
pensity score matching is a statistical method of controlling for some 
pre-existing differences between treatment and comparison groups. 
Only the comparison between the first and third group will be consi-
dered in this review. Mentoring involved having an adult mentor (ar-
ranged by a mentoring agency) for an average of 147 days. In the 32 
month follow-up period, 51 per cent of those who had been mentored 
had been rearrested compared to 46 per cent of those who had been 
diverted, a non-significant difference. Further analysis suggested that 
there was also no significant difference between these two groups in 
the time to rearrest, suggesting that mentoring had little discernable 
benefit in this study.

Buman and Cain (1991) examined the impact of summer work-
oriented mentoring on a sample of low-income youths in Minnesota. 
The evaluation consisted of a follow-up examining various outcomes 
for youths who had taken part in a summer employment programme, 
some of whom (n=137) had been allotted Business Partners (mentors) 
and others (n=107) who had not. The Business Partners were employ-
ees from the same company which had employed the youths. Mentors 
and mentees averaged 0.7 contacts a week over a ten week period. 
The control group was randomly selected from the remaining files 
and was determined to be similar in a number of features such as age, 
race, gender, family status and educational status. Four years after 
the intervention arrest records for the experimental and comparison 
groups were compared. Approximately 22 per cent of those who had 
been mentored had been arrested compared to 29 per cent of controls. 
This difference was not statistically significant.

Davidson and Redner (1988) described a series of interventions 
designed to divert juvenile offenders from the juvenile justice system. 
Juveniles were referred to the Adolescent Diversion Project by the 
courts after being arrested for an offence. Diverted juveniles were 
randomly assigned to be matched with a university student mentor 
or to be in a control condition receiving no intervention. Juveniles 
in the experimental condition worked with the mentors for 6 to 8 
hours a week for 18 weeks. The goal of the mentoring was to deve-
lop a good relationship with the juvenile and increase the juvenile’s 
access to community resources. In the first study undertaken in Mi-
chigan, some of the intervention group received mentoring and others 
received various other interventions. For the purposes of this report 
only the mentoring and the control conditions (which involved typical 
court processing) are considered. Of the 76 juveniles who comprised 
the mentoring group, 38 per cent were referred to court in a 2 year 
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follow-up period compared to 62 per cent of the 60 control juveniles. 
This difference was statistically significant.

The second intervention also involved comparing those random-
ly allocated to mentoring (as previously described) with those in a 
control condition (Davidson & Redner, 1988). In this case, howe-
ver, mentoring was provided by trained university students along with 
other types of volunteer mentors (community college and community 
volunteers). For the purposes of our analysis these mentoring groups 
were combined to form the experimental group (n=99). The controls 
comprised a comparable group of juveniles who had been returned to 
the juvenile justice system for normal court processing (n=25). The re-
sults suggested that mentoring was significantly more successful than 
normal court processing, with 30 per cent of the intervention group 
being petitioned to court in the following two years compared to 68 
per cent of the controls.

Frazier, Richards & Potter (1981) reviewed the impact of Pro-
ject Diversion in Orange County, Florida.The purpose of this inter-
vention was to provide alternative services to delinquent youths who 
otherwise would be processed through conventional juvenile justice 
channels. The intervention involved the assignment of a student or 
community volunteer to mentor the delinquent youths for 12 months. 
The evaluation of this intervention involved comparing 198 youths 
who had been diverted and received mentoring support with 112 de-
linquent youths who were randomly selected from available files. The 
mentors were college students who provided a range of services inclu-
ding tutoring, individual and family counselling, recreation, transpor-
tation and employment assistance. The experimental and comparison 
groups were similar in gender, race and amount of prior delinquency. 
However, the members of the comparison group had more serious in-
dex offences and also were older than the treatment group. These dif-
ferences between the treatment and control groups were not control-
led in subsequent analysis, and therefore may have biased the results. 
Four months after the initial offence, Frazier et al. (1981) found that 
5 per cent of the intervention group had committed delinquency, com-
pared to 20 per cent of the comparison group. Similarly, 4 per cent of 
the intervention group committed misdemeanors and 2 per cent had 
committed felonies, compared to 14 per cent and 13 per cent of the 
comparison group, respectively. These differences were all statistically 
significant.

Project Diversion was also evaluated in Alachua County, Flo-
rida (Frazier et al., 1981). This evaluation compared 67 youths who 
received mentoring support with 123 comparison youths four months 
after the initial offence. The two groups were similar in age, race, gen-
der, amount of prior delinquency and offence seriousness. The results 
showed that 15 per cent of the intervention group had committed de-
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linquency, compared to 14 per cent of the controls. Also, 11 per cent 
of the intervention group committed misdemeanors and 2 per cent 
committed felonies compared to 12 per cent and none of the compari-
son group, respectively. None of these differences was significant.

Grossman and Tierney (1998) used a large-scale randomised tri-
al to investigate the impact of the Big Brothers and Big Sisters men-
toring programme on a number of outcomes, including self-reported 
violence, theft and vandalism, for a group of 959 youths (aged 10–16) 
from eight areas across the US. Of these 959 youths, 487 were ran-
domly allocated to receive an adult “Big Brother” or “Big Sister” and 
472 were allocated to a control condition (waiting list). The mentors 
and mentees were matched based on gender and race (where possible) 
and met at least once a month for an average of 3.6 hours per meet-
ing. The results suggested that those in the experimental condition 
were significantly less likely than those in the control condition to 
initiate illegal drug and alcohol use over the study period (about 11 
months). However, there were no significant differences in the preva-
lence of self reported violence, theft or vandalism between the treat-
ment and control groups.

Hanlon et al. (2002) examined the influence of group mentoring 
on a sample of 428 children aged 9 to 17 referred to 2 community-
based clinics in Baltimore. The experimental condition involved men-
toring groups of approximately 20 students 4 to 5 times a week after 
school with a staff to child ratio of 1 to 8. There were also occasional 
group recreational activities. This group mentoring lasted for approx-
imately 3 months. Comparing the intervention and comparison con-
ditions while controlling for measured pre-existing differences, the 
results suggested that the programme reduced the frequency and va-
riety of self-reported offending. Overall, 17 per cent of experimental 
children and 27 per cent of comparison children cases were arrested 
12 months after the completion of the program.

Johnson & Larson (2003) evaluated The Inner Change Freedom 
Initiative (IFI), which was a faith-based pre-release prison programme 
in Texas and was expressly Christian in its orientation. It comprised 
education, work, life skills, values restructuring and one-on-one men-
toring in an environment where religious instruction permeated all 
aspects of the programme. Male prisoners with 16 to 24 months left 
to serve and who volunteered for the programme were matched with 
a mentor from a church in the local area to which the prisoner would 
be released. The mentor and mentee met for two hours per week both 
before and after the inmate was released from prison. The mentor as-
sisted the inmate with re-entry to the community by providing trans-
portation, job referrals and attending parole visits. This programme 
was evaluated by comparing the arrests of those who received the IFI 
(n= 177) to a comparison group matched on race, age, current offence 
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and a risk score selected from available files (n=1754). Two years af-
ter release 36 per cent of those in the IFI group had been re-arrested 
compared to 35 per cent of those in the comparison group. This was 
a non-significant difference.

Kelley, Kiyak & Blak (1979) compared 65 predelinquent yout-
hs who received a college student mentor to 63 comparison youths, 
matched on age, race, gender, offence type and history. In this pro-
gramme mentoring involved weekly meetings for a minimum of four 
contact hours for approximately seven months. During this time, 20 
per cent of those who had mentors had police contacts compared to 
37 per cent of comparison cases. This difference, although substan-
tial, was not significant.

Maxfield et al. (2003) evaluated a programme which offered 
intensive and comprehensive services to help at-risk youths gradu-
ate from high school in seven sites across the US (Cleveland, Fort 
Worth, Houston, Memphis, Philadelphia, Washington DC and Ya-
kima). Randomly selected eligible youths (aged 14 to 19) were provi-
ded with case management and mentoring, supplementary education, 
developmental activities, community service activities, supportive ser-
vices and financial incentives. When the treatment group (n=580) was 
compared to the control group (n = 489) 48 months after the com-
mencement of the programme the results suggested that the treatment 
group were more likely to have graduated from high school, but there 
was no significant difference between the groups in self-reported of-
fending. Thirty-one per cent of the treatment group reported com-
mitting any offence in the past 12 months compared to 28 per cent of 
the control group. 

Moore (1987) used random assignment to examine the influence 
of probation compared to probation plus citizen counselling on 100 
young offenders (aged 16 to 22) in Florida. The two groups, each of 
50 offenders, were similar in age, education, IQ, and offending his-
tory. The counselling relationship lasted about 9 months with an av-
erage of three meetings each month. The results suggested that citizen 
counselled offenders had a significantly lower recidivism rate than 
those who received only probation (14% compared to 54%).

Newburn and Shiner (2005) evaluated a group of ten mentoring 
programmes in the UK called Mentoring Plus were evaluated to as-
sess the influence of mentoring on a number of outcomes including 
self-reported offending. A total of 378 young people comprised the 
treatment group and 172 young people comprised in the comparison 
group. The experimental group received a mentor with whom they 
had shared some life experiences and the mentors and mentees met 
once a week. The comparison group included those on the waiting 
list for a mentor and those who had expressed an interest in the pro-
gramme but chose not to take part. Those who chose not to take part 
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are unlikely to be comparable to those who received a mentor. The 
degree of attrition was extremely high in this study and only 50% of 
the treatment group and 33% of the comparison group were asses-
sed at the 1 year follow-up. While there were clear reductions in of-
fending over the course of the mentoring programme, the comparison 
group showed an even greater decline in offending rates. This led the 
researchers to suggest ‘that the reductions in offending could not be 
attributed to the programme with any confidence’ (Newburn & Shi-
ner, 2005: p.157). Interestingly, the results also suggested that those 
participants who said that the programme had helped to tackle their 
offending behaviour did not show corresponding reductions in their 
offending.

O’Donnell, Lydgate and Fo (1979) evaluated the ‘Buddy Sys-
tem’ in Hawaii which matched ‘at risk’ youths with adult ‘buddies’. 
The youths were referred to the programme for behaviour and acade-
mic problems primarily by public schools and were randomly alloca-
ted either to receive an adult buddy (n=335) or to be in a control con-
dition (n=218), which involved not being invited to participate in the 
buddy programme. Two years after the programme arrest rates were 
compared for the two conditions. The results suggested that those in 
the buddy programme had significantly fewer arrests for major offen-
ces compared to controls, but this applied only to those who had no 
arrests at the commencement of the programme. Those who had ar-
rests prior to being allocated a buddy were significantly more likely to 
be arrested than those in the control group. This could possibly have 
reflected the negative effect of associating with other disruptive child-
ren (see McCord, 2003). Overall, there was no significant difference 
in re-arrest rates between experimental and control conditions.

Rollin et al. (2003) examined the effectiveness of a mentoring 
programme for reducing infractions on school property in Florida. 
These infractions included arson, assault, breaking and entering, di-
sorderly conduct, fighting, larceny/theft, sexual offences, threat/inti-
midation, vandalism and weapon offences. School officials matched 
those selected for intervention (n=78) with community-based mentors 
in an employment setting to allow youths to explore careers and re-
ceive one-to-one mentoring. A comparison group of students (n=78) 
were matched on age, gender and ethnicity. Infractions in the previous 
school year were compared with those in the year in which the men-
toring was received. Those in the mentoring group had an average of 
4.7 infractions in the previous year compared to an average of 2.0 
for those in the comparison group. Therefore, the two groups were 
not very comparable in infractions. In the year after the mentoring, 
infractions in the mentoring group significantly reduced to a mean of 
1.6 whereas those in the control group increased (nonsignificantly) to 
an average of 2.9. In light of the initially high infraction rate of the 
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mentored group the results of this study should be interpreted with 
caution. The mentoring group were chosen because of their high in-
fraction rate, and it is difficult to determine how much of the obser-
ved reduction in reoffending reflected “regression to the mean” and 
would have happened without any intervention.

St-James Roberts et al. (2005) investigated the impact of ap-
proximately 80 community-based mentoring programmes on recon-
viction. Each of these programmes was uniquely designed and opera-
ted, and this evaluation was not able to relate the characteristics of 
the specific programmes or individuals to their subsequent reconvic-
tions. This study reported on the reconvictions of those who had been 
mentored for an average of seven months compared to those who 
were referred to the mentoring programmes but had not received a 
mentor. The main reason for not receiving a mentor was that there 
were few mentors available. Information about reconvictions was ob-
tained from the Police National Computer. For the mentored group 
convictions were obtained for the time period of twelve months prior 
to their successful match with a mentor (baseline), and the follow-up 
reconviction data was collected at twelve months after the match. For 
the non-mentored group conviction data was obtained for the period 
of twelve months prior to their referral to the mentoring programme 
(baseline), and the follow-up reconviction data was collected at twel-
ve months after their referral. 

For the 658 mentored youths for whom data was available 526 
(80%) were convicted at baseline and 355 (54%) were convicted in 
the follow-up period. While this appears to be a substantial reduction 
in offending, the non-mentored youths showed a similar reduction. 
Of the 558 non-mentored youths 458 (82%) were convicted at ba-
seline and 307 (55%) were convicted in the twelve month follow-up 
period. This suggests that the reduction in the percentage reconvic-
ted could not be attributed to the mentoring programme. Again, this 
result could reflect the fact that the youths were originally referred 
to the mentoring programmes because of their high offending rates, 
which then fluctuated downwards in the next year.
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Analysis of Included Studies
In order to determine if mentoring had an influence on reoffending 
in the studies included in this REA it was necessary to calculate a 
common measure of effect size in each evaluation6. The effect size 
(the standardised mean difference or d) provides an indication of the 
impact of mentoring on reoffending which is comparable across all 
18 studies. Figure 1.1 shows the value of d (EFFECT), the associa-
ted statistical significance (PVALUE) and the total number of subjects 
(NTOTAL) for each of the 18 comparisons. Figure 1.1 also shows 
the forest plot of the eighteen effect sizes along with the 95% con-
fidence intervals associated with each effect size (horizontal lines of 
varying lengths). Positive effect sizes reflect a desirable influence of 
mentoring on reoffending (i.e. mentoring decreased reoffending), and 
negative effect sizes reflect an undesirable influence of mentoring on 
reoffending (i.e. mentoring increased reoffending). Figure 1.1 shows 

6	 See the Technical Appendix for greater detail about the selection of the offending 
outcome that was used in calculating the effect size. 

Figure 1.1. Effect of Mentoring on Reoffending.
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that seven effect sizes were significantly positive, three were positive 
but nonsignificant, and seven were negative and nonsignificant. One 
effect size was exactly zero.

The largest effect size of the 18 comparisons was that of the Rollin 
et al. (2003) study (d = 1.27), but this was one of the more methodo-
logically weak studies, suggesting that this estimate might be inflated 
by bias. The next largest effect size was obtained by the methodologi-
cally strong study of Moore (1987) in which a randomised controlled 
trial was used. The most unfavourable effect size of the 18 compari-
sons was that of the Newburn and Shiner (2004) study of Mentoring 
Plus in the UK. This study was limited by very high attrition, which 
may have negatively influenced the result. The next most unfavoura-
ble effect size was the study by O’Donnell et al. (1979) which was a 
high-quality large scale randomised controlled trial in Hawaii.

Combining Effect Sizes
There are two main methods by which these 18 effect sizes can be 
combined to summarize the influence of mentoring on offending. 
These are the fixed effects model and the random effects model7. The 
fixed effects model tends to produce a more conservative average ef-
fect size because it is more influenced by larger studies which tended 
to yield lower effect sizes. The random effects model gives more equal 
weight to all studies, large or small.

The weighted average effect size for the 18 comparisons can be 
seen at the bottom of Figure 1.1. According to the fixed effects model 
the weighted average effect size was d = .08 (95% confidence inter-
val .03 to .12) and this effect was significant (p<.001). The weighted 
average effect size for the 18 comparisons in a random effects model 
was d = .21 (95% confidence interval .07 to 34) and this effect was 
also significant (p<.002)8. Both of these estimates suggest that, taking 
all studies together, mentoring had a significant beneficial influence in 
reducing reoffending.

Perhaps the most useful method of making the magnitude of the 
effect size more meaningful is to convert it to a difference in propor-
tions. In this case this would be the difference in the proportion of 
those reoffending between those who received mentoring compared 
to those who did not. In order to convert the effect size to a difference 
in proportions the effect size (d) is divided in half (see Lipsey & Wil-
son, 2001, pp. 199–202). Therefore, the fixed effects model indicates 
a difference in proportions of about 4 per cent, and the random ef-

7	 See the Technical Appendix for more details about the fixed effects and random ef-
fects models.
8	 See Technical Appendix for more details about how the average effect size was 
derived.
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fects model indicates a difference in proportions of about 10 per cent. 
For example, if 50 per cent of offenders in a control group condition 
reoffended, then according to our meta-analysis, 40 to 46 per cent of 
those who had received mentoring would reoffend. This is a small to 
moderate difference9.

There was also evidence to suggest that there was significant varia-
tion in the effect sizes for the 18 comparisons10. This could reflect the 
fact that the studies differed in key methodological features such as 
sample size and the frequency of contact between mentors and men-
tees. Therefore, we investigated the degree to which different study 
features might have influenced how successful the interventions were 
in reducing reoffending.

9	 In the study with the highest effect size (Rollin et al., 2003) an employment mento-
ring intervention was introduced to a group of adolescents with extremely high baseline 
levels of offending. This, along with the fact that a non-experimental methodology was 
used to evaluate its effect, suggested possible bias. When this study was removed 
from the meta-analysis there was a reduction in the estimated influence of mentoring on 
offending, but this effect was still significant.
10	See the Technical Appendix for more details of heterogeneity of the studies.
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Coding of Study Features
A coding protocol was developed to identify the key features of the 
included studies. These were classified into key features of the sample, 
key features of the methodology and key features of the mentoring 
programme. These features are described below, and further summa-
rised in Tables 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4 in the Technical Appendix.

Key Features of the Sample

1.	 Year the study was published.
The year of the study was coded in case there has been an improve-
ment over time in methodological sophistication, with more recent 
studies providing more accurate estimates. Of the eighteen studies 
two were published in 1979, five were published between 1980 and 
1989, three were published between 1990 and 1999 and eight were 
published between 2000 and 2006.

2.	 Age of the sample.
By including the age of the sample as a variable it might be possible 
to determine the age range where mentoring had the greatest benefit. 
The mean age of the participants was available in eight comparisons. 
In the remaining ten comparisons only age ranges were provided. All 
except one study addressed the mentoring of juveniles rather than 
adults.

3.	 Gender composition of the sample.
Mentoring might work better with females rather than males. Ide-
ally, the results of evaluations should separate the results by gender 
to allow this to be investigated. However, this information was not 
presented separately in any study. Information about the gender com-
position of the participants was available in seventeen comparisons. 
This was coded as the proportion of the sample that was male, and 
this ranged from 39 per cent to 100 per cent.

4.	 Ethnic composition of the sample.
Mentoring might work better with some ethnic groups rather than 
others. No studies presented offending results separately by ethnic 
group. However, an indicator that was available in most (16) studies 
was the ethnic composition of the sample. This was coded as the pro-
portion of the sample who were identified as white, and this ranged 
from 3 per cent to 100 per cent. 
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5.	 Total sample size.
In addition to being a feature of the sample, sample size might also be 
considered a measure of the methodological quality of a study. Pre-
vious research has found that small studies tend to have higher effect 
sizes, possibly reflecting either their poorer methodological standards 
or their better quality control (Farrington & Welsh, 2003). The com-
parisons had initial sample sizes that ranged from 100 to 1931 (av-
erage = 472, sd = 234).

6.	 How the sample of individuals in the study was considered 
‘at risk’.
Mentoring might be most effective if it is given before offending be-
haviour is fully established, or as an alternative to an official sanction 
after coming to the attention of the criminal justice system. Another 
possibility is that mentoring may be more useful as a strategy for re-
integrating those who have been incarcerated. In line with our inclu-
sion criteria all eighteen comparisons included individuals who had 
been involved in some form of offending or antisocial behaviour. In 
nine comparisons the sample of individuals was considered ‘at risk’ 
because of their social situation (e.g. poor neighbourhood, single pa-
rent family), and in six comparisons the sample was considered ‘at 
risk’ because they had been diverted by courts or police (before sen-
tencing). In three comparisons the sample was ‘at risk’ after senten-
cing by the court (e.g. probation, incarceration).

Key Features of the Methodology

7.	 Study quality based on the Maryland Scientific Methods 
Scale.
Studies with higher methodological quality provide a more accurate 
and less biased assessment of the relationship between mentoring and 
offending. Past research has shown that studies of higher methodo-
logical quality tend to have lower effect sizes (Weisburd et al., 2001). 
Each of the eighteen comparisons was assessed according to the crite-
ria of the Maryland Scientific Methods Scale (Farrington et al., 2002; 
Sherman et al., 1997). Seven comparisons were rated as level 5 (ran-
dom assignment), five comparisons were rated as level 4 (quasi-expe-
rimental) and six comparisons were rated as level 3 (two comparable 
groups).

8.	 Study quality based on the Quality Assessment Tool.
Each of the eighteen comparisons was assessed on the ten items of the 
quality assessment tool devised by the Home Office (Deaton et al., 
2004). This tool assesses the quality of the evaluation based on aspec-
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ts of the sample, potential bias, aspects of data collection and appro-
priateness of data analysis. For this measure low scores represent high 
methodological quality and high scores represent low methodological 
quality. The scores of the eighteen studies ranged from 4 to 8.7 with 
an average of 5.8 (sd = 1.3).

9. Was there follow-up after the mentoring ended?
It is important to determine whether the benefits of mentoring on 
reoffending only occurred while the mentoring was taking place. If 
mentoring reduced reoffending after the mentoring had terminated 
this would suggest that mentoring had a persisting influence on the 
mentee, possibly by increasing bonds to school or work. If mentoring 
reduced reoffending, but only while the mentoring was taking pla-
ce, this would suggest that mentoring had temporary effects, for ex-
ample, in disrupting delinquent networks or reducing the opportunity 
that the individual had to offend. In eight comparisons the follow-up 
period included a period of time after the mentoring ended, and in ten 
cases it did not.

10. Type of reoffending outcome.
The success of a mentoring programme might depend on the reoffen-
ding outcome measure. It might be expected that less biased measu-
res of reoffending might provide more accurate estimates of the true 
influence of mentoring. For example, research has found that self-re-
ports generally provide more accurate information than official re-
cords about who has committed offences (Farrington et al., 2003). It 
is possible that lower effect sizes might be expected when self-reports 
are used. Effect sizes might be higher when arrests or convictions are 
used because the decision to arrest or convict might be influenced by 
the fact that an individual has received mentoring and failed to benefit 
from this. In ten comparisons arrests were presented as the outcome 
measure and in three comparisons convictions were presented. In an 
additional four comparisons the offending outcome was self-reported 
offending (one was self-reported violence and three were self-repor-
ted total offending). In one case the offending outcome was a school 
record of legal infractions in school. As these could have led to arrest 
they were considered arrests for purposes of this analysis.

11. Length of follow-up period.
The average length of the follow-up period in the eighteen compari-
sons was 18.1 months (sd = 13.0 months).
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Key Features of the Mentoring

12. Whether the programme used in the study involved only 
mentoring, or mentoring along with other interventions.
In many cases mentoring was implemented as part of a larger inter-
vention strategy, but in some cases mentoring was the only interven-
tion implemented. The latter studies allow for the pure effect of men-
toring on reoffending to be isolated. In six studies the intervention 
involved only mentoring, and in twelve comparisons the intervention 
involved mentoring along with other interventions. In five compari-
sons this involved tutoring or some form of remedial education, and 
in another three this involved some form of behaviour therapy (e.g. 
contingency training, behavioural contracting). In two comparisons 
the additional component of the intervention was paid employment, 
while in one case this was writing letters of apology to the victim 
along with community service. The final additional component was 
religious education and faith training.

13. The duration of the mentoring.
The longer the duration of the mentoring the greater the benefit 
that would be expected. Assuming a dose-response relationship, this 
would be because longer mentoring would theoretically increase the 
opportunity for a stronger bond between the mentor and the mentee. 
The duration of the mentoring ranged from 2.5 months to 48 months 
in the eighteen studies. The average duration was 9.8 months (sd = 
10.4).

14. The frequency of contact between mentors and mentees.
For similar reasons, more frequent contact would also be expected to 
increase the bond between mentor and mentee. Frequent contact may 
also disrupt the mentee’s previously established delinquent networks. 
In twelve comparisons the mentor and mentee met weekly, and in 
one other comparison they met more frequently than once a month. 
In two cases the mentor and mentee met once a month, and in three 
cases this information was not available. For the purposes of analysis 
this variable was divided into weekly contact versus less than weekly 
contact.

15. The average duration per contact.
This variable assessed the amount of time per meeting that the mentor 
and mentee spent together. A greater duration per contact would be 
expected to foster a stronger bond between the mentor and the men-
tee and therefore possibly have a more beneficial influence in reducing 
offending. Unfortunately, this information was not reported in twel-
ve comparisons. In eleven of these twelve cases it was clear that the 
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mentors and mentees met, and for the purposes of our analyses it was 
assumed that the mentor and mentee had spent one hour together. 
In one comparison it was stated that mentoring took place over the 
phone. In this case it was assumed that the average amount of time 
per meeting was 0.5 hours. With these assumptions the mean amount 
of time per meeting was 2.3 hours (sd =2.3).

16. Estimated total time mentored.
This information was either provided in the study (n=6), or estimated 
based on information provided about the duration of the mentoring, 
the frequency of contacts, and the average amount of time per meet-
ing (n=10). In two cases this could not be calculated. The average to-
tal time mentored was 170 hours (sd = 199).

17. Details of the fidelity of the mentoring programme 
Mentoring programmes implemented with greater fidelity provide a 
better opportunity to assess the relationship between mentoring and 
reoffending because of the increased likelihood that the protocols for 
mentoring have been followed and that the experimental participants 
really received mentoring. Five variables were measured to assess the 
fidelity of the mentoring programme. These were: (1) whether de-
tails of the mentor were provided (such as age, gender, ethnicity), (2) 
whether the mentors were screened for their suitability to be a mentor 
(including a criminal records check), (3) whether consideration was 
given to how to match the mentors and mentees (matched by gender, 
ethnicity or another factor), (4) whether there was training for men-
tors, and (5) whether there was support for mentors once the mento-
ring relationship had commenced. 

Details about the gender, ethnicity or age of the mentor were provi-
ded in seven cases and not reported in eleven. Mentors were screened 
in seven comparisons, and this information was not reported in eleven 
comparisons. Consideration was given to how to match mentors and 
mentees in thirteen comparisons and this information was not repor-
ted in five cases11. Mentors received explicit training in ten studies, 

11	In nine comparisons the mentors and mentees were matched by gender, and in three 
cases they were not, while in six studies information about whether gender was consi-
dered in the matching process was not available. In ten comparisons the mentors and 
mentees were matched on ethnicity, and in one case they were not, while in seven stu-
dies information about whether ethnicity was considered in the matching process was 
not available. In ten comparisons mentors and mentees were matched on an additional 
factor, and in three comparisons they were not, while information about whether additio-
nal factors were considered in the matching process was not available in five cases. In 
seven comparisons this other factor was mutual interest or shared life experience, and 
in two comparisons this was working for the same employer. In one case this additional 
factor was educational or intellectual background and in another it was geographical 
location.
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and this information was not reported in eight cases. There was sup-
port for mentors in nine studies, and this information was not repor-
ted in nine comparisons. For the purposes of analysis all this informa-
tion was combined to produce one summary measure of the fidelity 
of the mentoring programme. This measure scored the five variables 
listed above on whether fidelity was indicated or not. Scores on this 
variable ranged from 0 to 5 with a mean score of 2.6 (sd = 1.7).

Relationship Between Effect Sizes and Study 
Features
Correlations were used to investigate the relationship between the 
study features measured on a continuous scale (e.g. year, total sample 
size) and the effect sizes (d values) of the eighteen comparisons. Be-
cause the number of studies was relatively small, and information was 
missing in some instances, few statistically significant results would be 
expected. However, as a rule of thumb correlations with a magnitude 
of greater than 0.2 were considered meaningful. These correlations 
are informative but do not necessarily indicate any causal effects of 
the features on effect size.

Table 1.1. Correlations Between Mean Effect Size and Key Study Features.

Variable N r sig.
Features of Sample

Year of Publication 18 -0.19 n.s.

Mean Age of Sample 8 -0.21 n.s.
Proportion of Sample Male 17 -0.11 n.s.
Proportion of Sample White 16 0.04 n.s.
Total Sample Size 18 -0.43 n.s.
Features of Methodology
Quality Assessment Tool 18 -0.20 n.s.

Length of Follow-up 18 -0.29 n.s.
Features of Mentoring Programme
Duration of Mentoring 18 -0.31 n.s.
Average Duration per Contact 18 0.68 0.002
Estimated Total Time Mentored 16 -0.14 n.s.
Estimated Fidelity of Mentoring Programme 18 -0.09 n.s.

Note: Correlations greater than 0.2 are shown in bold type. 

Table 1.1 shows the correlation between the effect size and the eleven 
variables that were continuous. Six of the correlations were greater 
than 0.2, and one of these was statistically significant, suggesting that 
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this result is unlikely to be due to chance. These results suggest an as-
sociation between some features of the mentoring studies and their 
effects on reoffending. There was a negative relationship (r = -.19) 
between the year of the study and the effect size showing that more 
recent studies found less impact on reoffending. There was also a ne-
gative relationship between the effect size and the mean age of the 
sample (r= -.21), suggesting that mentoring had a more desirable ef-
fect on reoffending for younger as opposed to older individuals. A ne-
gative relationship was also evident for the total sample size (r=-.43), 
suggesting that smaller studies of mentoring found a more desirable 
effect on reoffending. 

There was also evidence of a negative relationship between the ef-
fect sizes and the measures of the methodological quality of the stu-
dies. The correlation of the effect sizes with the quality assessment 
tool was r = -.20 and with the length of follow-up was r = -.29. Wor-
ryingly, this suggests that lower quality studies found a more desirable 
effect of mentoring. However, the correlation of -.20 is not high and 
is not significant.

The correlation between the effect size and the duration of men-
toring was r = -.31, suggesting that mentoring had a more desirable 
effect when it was conducted over a shorter time period. However, it 
is possible that more troublesome persons were given mentoring for 
longer time periods, or that mentoring was terminated when it ap-
peared to be successful. There was a significant positive relationship 
between the effect size and the average duration per contact (r =.68). 
This provides evidence that there was a more desirable effect of men-
toring on reoffending in those studies where mentors and mentees 
spent greater time together per meeting. In order to determine the ex-
tent to which this relationship might have been created by including 
one hour per meeting for the eleven studies and 0.5 hours for one 
study where this information was not available, an additional analysis 
was undertaken based only on those six studies where the duration 
per contact was explicitly reported. When the average duration per 
contact was correlated with the effect size in these six studies the cor-
relation was r = .94 (p<.005). This suggests a very strong relationship 
between the average duration per contact and the beneficial effect of 
mentoring in reducing reoffending.

Table 1.2 presents the comparisons of the mean effect sizes by the 
selected categorical variables12. The average effect size of the nine stu-
dies that classified individuals as ‘at risk’ because of their social situa-
tion was d = .03 (n.s.) , compared to d = .31 (p<.0001) for the six stu-
dies in which individuals were mentored before sentence, and d = .10 

12	See the Technical Appendix for more details about the comparison of effect sizes 
with categorical study features.
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(n.s.) for the three studies in which individuals were mentored after 
their sentences. The Q Between Groups of 15.0 was found to be signi-
ficant (p<.006), suggesting that these effects size differed significantly 
from one another. Therefore, only mentoring before the sentence had 
a significantly beneficial influence in reducing reoffending. 

Unfortunately, when the average effect sizes were categorised on 
study quality (according to the Maryland SMS) only the average ef-
fect size of the Level 3 studies showed a significant benefit of mento-
ring on offending (d = .15, p<.0003). Studies rated as Level 4 had a 
non-significant average effect size (d = .06) and studies rated as Level 
5 (randomised controlled trials) had an even lower non-significant av-
erage effect size (d=.03). This suggests that mentoring was found to 
be beneficial mainly in studies of lower quality. Also, studies in which 
the follow-up period took place after the mentoring ended did not 
have a significant average effect size (d = .05, n.s.), while those studies 
in which the follow-up took place during the mentoring did (d = .11, 
p<.002). This suggests that the benefits of mentoring were limited to 
the time period when mentoring was taking place and did not persist 
after the mentoring had ended. 

A significant difference was found between studies depending on 
the offending outcome measure that was used. Studies that used self-
reports, as well as those that used convictions, did not find signifi-
cantly positive average effect sizes, while studies that used arrests did 
(d= .16, p<.0001). However, most studies used arrests and few studies 
measured self-reports or convictions.

Comparing the type of intervention, the results suggested that stu-
dies that used only mentoring as the intervention produced a small 
and non-significant average effect size (d = .05, n.s.). However, studies 
that used mentoring alongside other interventions produced a larger 
average effect size that was significant (d = .10, p<.002). This suggests 
that mentoring alone may not have a desirable effect on offending. 
Many other evaluations have suggested that multimodal interventions 
are more effective than single modality interventions in reducing reof-
fending (e.g. Harper et al., 2005).

The frequency of contact between mentors and mentees appeared 
to have a positive influence on the effect of mentoring. In those stu-
dies where mentors and mentees met weekly the mean effect size was 
significant (d = .10, p<.002), but the mean effect size was very small 
and nonsignificant (d = .02, n.s.) where mentors and mentees met less 
often than weekly.
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Table 1.2. Comparison of Effect Sizes with Categorical Study Features.

Note: N = Number of evaluations

Features of Sample

Considered ‘at 
risk’
Social Situation sig. Before 

Sentence
sig. After 

Sentence
sig Q between 

groups
Mean Effect 
Size(d)

0.03 n.s. 0.31 0.0001 0.10 n.s. 15.0 (2df, 
p<.006)

N 9 6 3
Features of Methodology

Study Quality on
Maryland Scale
Level 3 sig. Level 4 sig. Level 5 sig. Q between 

groups
Mean Effect 
Size(d)

0.15 0.0003 0.06 n.s. 0.03 n.s. 4.6 (2 df, 
n.s.)

N 6 5 7

Follow-up Follow-up
After Mentoring 
Ended

Before 
Mentoring 
Ended

Yes sig No sig. Q between 
groups

Mean Effect 
Size(d)

0.05 n.s. 0.11 0.002 1.33 (n.s.)

N 8 7

Offending 
Outcome
Arrests Self-Report sig. Convictions sig. Q between 

groups
Mean Effect 
Size (d)

0.16 .0001 0.01 n.s. 0.05 n.s. 7.9 (2 df, 
p<.02)

N 11 4 3
Features of Mentoring Programme

Intervention
Mentoring sig Mentoring 

and other
sig. Q between 

groups
Mean Effect 
Size(d)

0.05 n.s. 0.10 0.002 1.03 (n.s.)

N 6 12

Frequency of 
Contact
Weekly Less than 

weekly
Mean Effect 
Size(d)

0.10 0.002 0.02 n.s. Q between 
groups

N 12 3 2.2 (1 df, n.s.)
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Discussion
The results of this meta-analysis of 18 studies suggest that that those 
who received mentoring were less likely to reoffend than those who 
did not. Depending on the method of summarizing effect sizes, this ef-
fect was either small or moderate with a difference in the percentage 
reoffending of about 4–10 per cent. However, the relationships bet-
ween the average effect sizes and measures of methodological quality 
(both the quality assessment tool and the Maryland Scale) suggested 
that the apparent benefit of mentoring may have been a methodologi-
cal artifact. Studies with higher methodological quality did not show 
that mentoring had a significant benefit in reducing reoffending. In 
fact, only the lowest quality studies which met the inclusion criteria 
(level 3) found that mentoring was a useful intervention in reducing 
reoffending. This limits our confidence in the conclusion that mento-
ring had a beneficial influence on offending.

Further analyses suggested that the influence of mentoring on the 
average effect size varied considerably depending on the features of 
the studies. For example, there was some evidence that mentoring was 
more beneficial in reducing reoffending with younger as opposed to 
older individuals. However, the small number of studies which pre-
sented the average age of the sample (n=7) limits the generalisability 
of this finding. There was also evidence that mentoring had a more 
beneficial influence on offending in studies with smaller as opposed to 
larger sample sizes. This may mean that studies with larger samples 
yield more valid results. Alternatively, this negative relationship may 
mean that quality control is greater in smaller studies (e.g. Farrington 
& Welsh, 2003).

There was evidence to suggest that mentoring might reduce the li-
kelihood of reoffending more among those who were mentored after 
preliminary contact with the criminal justice system as opposed to 
those who had penetrated less deeply (‘at risk’ because of their social 
situation) or those who had been sentenced to probation or incarcera-
tion. This suggests that mentoring might be most beneficial at an early 
stage of criminal careers. However, this result may have been artifac-
tual as the studies that considered individuals to be ‘at risk’ because 
of their social situation also had a tendency to follow up individuals 
after the mentoring had finished as opposed to while the mentoring 
was still taking place.

Another important finding of this review was that the benefit of 
mentoring appeared to be limited to the time period during which 
mentoring was taking place. Studies that collected follow-up infor-
mation after the mentoring relationship was over did not show evi-
dence of reduced reoffending. This result was similar to that found by 
DuBois et al. (2002), who concluded that the benefits of mentoring 
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were limited to the time period during which the mentoring was be-
ing received. This suggests that, to the extent that mentoring reduces 
reoffending by creating social bonds, these bonds do not produce las-
ting change.

Similarly, the relationship between the average effect size and the 
measure of offending outcome are also open to different interpreta-
tions. There appeared to be some beneficial effects of mentoring on 
reoffending when this was measured using arrests but little benefit 
when reoffending was measured using self-reports or convictions. 
This is possibly because the studies which used arrests as their measu-
re of reoffending also tended to have more comprehensive mentoring 
programmes. That is, studies that used arrests also tended to be the 
studies that used mentoring plus an additional intervention (chi squa-
red = 7.3, p<.03), and where the mentors and the mentees met weekly 
as opposed to less often (chi squared = 6.1, p<.05). 

The evidence suggests that certain types of mentoring programmes 
are better at reducing reoffending than others. For example, mento-
ring worked best when it was accompanied by other interventions. 
In fact, in those studies where mentoring was the only intervention 
the average effect size was not significant. This may mean that men-
toring is not effective in reducing reoffending and only appears to be 
effective because of the influence of other interventions with which 
it is combined. Generally, however, most evaluations of offender tre-
atment programmes have suggested that interventions with multiple 
components are more effective than those with a single component 
(e.g. Harper et al., 2005). The main implication of this is that men-
toring should not be used in isolation but in combination with other 
interventions, especially those for which there is evidence of their ef-
fectiveness. In the current review, mentoring along with employment 
(Rollin et al., 2003), education (Frazier et al., 1981) and drawing up 
contracts of acceptable behaviour (Davidson & Redner, 1988) appea-
red to be the most beneficial combinations. It would be useful to in-
vestigate the mechanism whereby mentoring might complement other 
interventions. There is some evidence to suggest that mentoring may 
be beneficial for increasing young offenders’ compliance with other 
court mandated treatments (Gur & Miller, 2004).

There was a significant relationship between the average effect 
size and the average duration per contact between the mentor and 
the mentee, but not between the average effect size the estimated to-
tal time mentored. This suggests that mentoring might reduce subse-
quent offending because the mentor is providing some support for 
the mentee beyond simply removing the opportunity for offending. 
Those studies in which mentors and mentees had weekly contact pro-
duced more positive results than those in which they met less often. 
If mentoring reduced reoffending by removing the opportunity for 



37

reoffending, the estimated time period over which the individual was 
mentored should have been positively related to the mean effect size, 
but it was not. 

Surprisingly, the beneficial effects of the mentoring programme did 
not increase with the total period of mentoring. In other words, there 
was not a dose-response relationship between the total duration of 
mentoring and the reduction in reoffending. If anything, longer du-
ration mentoring programmes had smaller effects, although this was 
not a significant relationship. This might suggest that, as mentoring 
programmes continue, they become less effective, possibly because 
identifying suitable mentors becomes more difficult (e.g. Newburn & 
Shiner, 2004; St. James-Roberts et al., 2005). Alternatively, more anti-
social people might require longer periods of mentoring.

Policy Implications
The suggestion that better designed studies show a lower effect of 
mentoring on reoffending means that our conclusion that mentoring 
causes a reduction in reoffending is not totally convincing. However, 
there was no evidence to suggest that mentoring increased the like-
lihood of offending. Our results suggest ways in which mentoring 
interventions might be improved. Mentoring interventions involving 
at least weekly contact between the mentors and the mentees, and 
those where the average duration per contact time between mentor 
and mentee per meeting was greater, tended to be more successful 
than less intensive interventions. By itself mentoring had little effect 
on reoffending. Only when mentoring was offered alongside other in-
terventions was there a desirable impact. Also, mentoring was more 
successful with persons apprehended by the police rather than with 
‘at risk’ children or those on probation or parole (although numbers 
in this last group were small). Finally, the beneficial impact of men-
toring on reoffending appeared limited to the time period that men-
toring was being offered. These results suggest that mentoring could 
be implemented as a valuable component of a long-term intervention 
strategy with persons who are at an early stage of their criminal ca-
reers. However, we cannot necessarily draw causal inferences from 
these correlations with effect size.

Limitations of the Current Research
Like all research, this review has limitations. The constraints of a ra-
pid evidence assessment mean that some reports (i.e. unpublished, 
difficult to obtain) may have been missed. A full systematic review 
might provide a more accurate estimate of the effect of mentoring on 
offending, although we doubt that its conclusions would be very dif-
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ferent. We were also limited by the information available in the pu-
blications which were obtained and analysed. Information about the 
quality of the implementation of the mentoring programme and the 
nature or type of the mentoring was not always available. The greater 
time available for a systematic review might allow this information to 
be obtained from the author of the publication or from other unpu-
blished sources. 

This REA has focused only on the effects of mentoring on reoffen-
ding. It did not systematically review literature on the causal mecha-
nisms that might intervene between mentoring and a reduction in re-
offending. This would be a useful topic for research in the future.

After extensive searching only a small number (18) of compari-
sons of mentoring and reoffending were found that met our criteria 
of methodological quality. When classified into categories for analysis 
this small number of evaluations might limit the generalisability of 
our findings.

Mentoring may have other benefits beyond reducing reoffending, 
such as increasing social inclusion, increasing employment and incre-
asing involvement in education, and these may have a beneficial effect 
in reducing reoffending in the long-term. However, these issues were 
not the focus of the current study.

Out of necessity the meta-analysis mainly treated the offending out-
come as dichotomous. While this was the best that could be achieved 
in light of the published material, outcome measures of frequency (i.e. 
the number of offences that a person commits) or type of offending 
might be more sensitive to changes in patterns of reoffending which 
might have been influenced by mentoring. 

Directions for Future Research
1.	More high quality studies (randomised controlled trials) are need-

ed. Our results suggest that mentoring might have some promise as 
an effective intervention for reducing reoffending but investment 
in better studies is needed. Ideally this would include follow-up 
interviews with mentees, information about a number of outcome 
measures (e.g. self-reported and official offending), and a follow-up 
period beyond the end of the mentoring to study the persistence of 
effects. It would also be useful to study the effects of mentoring on 
reoffending separately for males and females and for different eth-
nic groups, but this would require a relatively large sample size. 

2.	Future research should aim to disentangle the specific influence of 
mentoring in reducing reoffending. Mentoring may reduce reof-
fending, but because most interventions apply mentoring along 
with educational classes, employment (etc.) it is difficult to disen-
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tangle the specific role of mentoring or its interactive effects with 
other features.

3.	Research should continue to examine the ‘dose-response’ relation-
ship between mentoring and reoffending. If mentoring reduces re-
offending by developing strong social bonds between mentors and 
mentees, then mentoring at a high frequency in the beginning (to 
facilitate bonding), followed by lower frequency contact later, may 
be sufficient to achieve the desired effect. If however, mentoring re-
duces reoffending by removing offending opportunities, then con-
tinued high frequency contact between the mentor and the mentee 
for a longer duration might be required.

4.	Cost-benefit analysis (see Welsh et al., 2001) is needed to determine 
the financial benefit of mentoring. Without taking into considera-
tion methodological quality, the effect of mentoring was found to 
be moderate or small, but the benefit of mentoring would be great-
er if the costs of these programmes were small and their financial 
benefits were large. However, there was evidence to suggest that 
mentoring programmes are challenging to run, and significant re-
sources are needed to recruit mentors who are willing to volunteer 
(e.g. Newburn & Shiner, 2004; St. James-Roberts et al., 2005).

Conclusions
Our conclusions are tantalising. Mentoring is a promising interven-
tion with some very hopeful results but also with some puzzling fea-
tures, such as the negative relationship between effect size and metho-
dological quality. More research is needed to determine the conditions 
in which mentoring is more or less effective in reducing reoffending.
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Technical Appendix

More Information on Searching Strategies
At the start of the rapid evidence assessment we were aware of three 
studies which, potentially, met our inclusion criteria. These were the 
studies by O’Donnell, Lydgate and Fo (1979), Grossman and Tierney 
(1998) and Newburn & Shiner (2005). (3 potential studies identi-
fied.)

As previously mentioned, the search for relevant studies involved a 
number of strategies. These included: (1) contact with leading resear-
chers in the area; (2) electronic database searches; (3) focused internet 
searches; (4) searches of research registers; and (5) hand searches of 
specific journals. 

Contact with Leading Researchers
Contact was made with Steve Aos, Mark Lipsey and David DuBois. 
Steve Aos and Mark Lipsey had recently carried out large scale re-
views of the effectiveness of interventions with offenders, some of 
which included mentoring. David DuBois recently produced a review 
examining the effects of mentoring, and some of these studies inclu-
ded offending outcomes. 

Steve Aos and his colleague Annie Pennucci helped us to identify 
the four studies which addressed mentoring and had offending out-
comes (Buman & Cain, 1991, Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Hanlon et 
al., 2002, O’Donnell, Lydgate & Fo, 1979) from their review on Be-
nefits and Costs of Prevention and Early Intervention Programs for 
Youth (Aos, Lieb, Mayfield, Miller & Pennucci, 2004). However, we 
were already aware of two of these. (5 potential studies identified.)

Mark Lipsey generously provided us with a copy of the references 
to the studies that had been included in his previous review of the ef-
fectiveness of interventions with juveniles, some of which had invol-
ved mentoring (Lipsey & Wilson, 1998). Twenty-two separate studies 
involved mentoring, but three of these had previously been identified. 
Nine of these studies were immediately excluded (five were disserta-
tions and four were earlier than 1979), and the remaining 10 were 
obtained. (15 potential studies identified.)

David Dubois provided five citations, but all but one of these had 
been identified earlier. This one study (Blakely et al.,1995) proved dif-
ficult to obtain but was provided to us by David DuBois. (16 potential 
studies identified.)

Two other researchers who had recently produced reviews and stu-
dies related to mentoring and offending were contacted, but we did 
not receive a response from them.
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Electronic Databases
Because of the limited time frame, the search terms were limited to 
mentor*13 or volunteer* or buddy* AND crim* or offend* or viol* 
or reoffend* or prison* or recidivism* or delinq*. However, prelimi-
nary investigations using these search terms suggested that mentor* 
AND crim* or offend* or viol* or reoffend* or prison* or recidi-
vism* or delinq* were the only useful search combinations to identify 
mentoring studies. This was because buddy* proved too restrictive 
and volunteer too all-encompassing14.

The first electronic database searched was Cambridge Scientific 
Abstracts Illumina, which includes the Applied Social Sciences Index 
and Abstracts (1987 – current), Criminal Justice Abstracts (1968 – 
current), Educational Resources Information Center (1966 – current), 
National Criminal Justice Reference Service Abstracts (1975 – cur-
rent), Social Services Abstracts (1979 – current) and Sociological Ab-
stracts (1952 – current). 

Applying the agreed search terms resulted in 1,018 ‘hits’. The ab-
stracts for all of these studies were obtained and reviewed15. Of these 
1,018 studies, 23 were identified as potentially relevant. The remain-
ing 995 were excluded because: (1) the study was a review article, (2) 
it was a dissertation, (3) it did not contain a quantitative offending 
outcome measure with sufficient numbers to meet our inclusion crite-
ria, or (4) it was not a study of mentoring.

The next database that was searched was OVID, which includes 
Psychinfo (1968 – current) and Embase (1980–2006)16. In Psychinfo 
1,482 studies made mention of mentor* somewhere in the article, and 
79,172 made mention of crim* or offend* or viol* or reoffend* or 
prison* or recidivism* or delinq*. Combining these two searches pro-
duced 18 ‘hits’. Of these 18, five had previously been identified, six 
were discussion or review studies, five were dissertations, one did not 
address offending explicitly and one had too small a sample to meet 
our inclusion criteria.

A number of other databases were searched, but they did not pro-
duce any new studies. The ISI Web of Science provided a total of 
38 studies, Igenta Connect provided 20 studies, ZETOC provided 9 
studies and Sciencedirect provided one article. However, all of these 
studies had either been identified earlier or were not relevant to the 
current project. 

13	 An asterisk (*) in a search term includes all possible derivations of a word. For ex-
ample, mentor* would return the terms mentor, mentoring, mentored etc.
14	 Because most individuals ‘volunteer’ to take part in social research, especially offen-
ders, including the term volunteer resulted in far too many irrelevant studies.
15	 A text file containing these is available upon request.
16	 Embase contained no studies relating to our search criteria.
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The search of the electronic databases resulted in the identifica-
tion of 23 additional potentially relevant studies. (39 potential studies 
identified)

Focused Internet Search
The websites investigated included Public/Private Ventures (Gross-
man and Tierney, 1998; www.ppv.com), the US Department of Justice 
(www.usdoj.gov), the US Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquen-
cy Prevention (www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org), the Youth Justice Board (www.
youth-justice-board.gov.uk), Justice Canada (www.justice.gc.ca), the 
Australian Government Attorney General’s Department (www.ag.gov.
au), and the Home Office (www.homeoffice.gov.uk).

Two studies were identified as potentially relevant from the Public/
Private Ventures website, and this site provided a link to the Center 
for Research on Religion and Urban Civil Society which had a poten-
tially relevant study. The studies identified at the US Department of 
Justice and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) websites had already been identified through the electronic 
database search. A link provided within OJJDP led to an article at the 
California Research Bureau. Two studies were identified on the Youth 
Justice Board website, and a link was provided to an additional article 
at the Home Office. No studies were identified on the Justice Canada 
website. Two studies were identified on the Australian Government 
Attorney General’s Department website. No new studies were identi-
fied on the Home Office website.

The focused internet search resulted in the identification of an ad-
ditional 9 studies that were potentially relevant. (48 potential studies 
identified.)

Late in the review a website which contained a relevant article was 
brought to our attention by Pat Tolan, a leading researcher. (49 po-
tential studies identified.)

Research Registers
An electronic search of the Cochrane Library identified the Gross-
man & Tierney (1998) study which had already been obtained. The 
Cochrane library contains high-quality independent evidence (espe-
cially based on randomised controlled trials) to inform health-care 
policy. An electronic search of the Campbell Collaboration website 
(Crime and Justice Section) identified no documentation relating to 
mentoring. The Campbell Collaboration prepares, maintains and dis-
seminates systematic reviews of interventions. (49 potential studies 
identified.)
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Hand Searches of Relevant Journals
No additional studies were identified by hand searching the journals 
Evaluation, Evaluation Review or Mentoring and Tutoring. Because 
of the limited time of this study, only these journals were searched be-
cause of their high relevance. (49 potential studies identified.)

Reviewing the Studies
Table 2.1 shows the 49 studies that appeared potentially relevant ba-
sed on their abstracts. Attempts were made to obtain all 49 studies. 
However, we were unable to obtain one of these. This study was pu-
blished in a journal that we could not obtain (Aseltine et al., 2000). 
Of the 48 studies that were obtained 16 met our inclusion criteria 
and 32 were excluded. The right-hand column of Table 1.1 shows 
the main reason why the study failed to meet the inclusion criteria. In 
most cases (13) this was because the study provided no detail about 
the outcome, or there was no offending outcome presented. In eight 
cases the numbers were too low for inclusion, and in three studies the 
intervention did not involve mentoring. In three studies no compari-
son group was available, and in three studies there was no informa-
tion provided about who (if anyone) received a mentor. In one study 
only previously included results were presented, and in another study 
only qualitative information was reviewed.
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More Information About Analysis of Included 
Studies

Rules for Which Outcome was Chosen for Meta-Analysis
Because of practical limitations only a single measure of reoffending 
was chosen to assess the effect of each study. In studies where multiple 
reoffending outcomes were available, the prevalence of reoffending 
was used. Prevalence refers to the number of individuals involved in 
reoffending. Therefore, if 50 out of 100 individuals had offended, the 
prevalence of offending would be 50%. Prevalence was used rather 
than frequency, which refers to the number of offences committed per 
offender. If in the above example, 100 offences had been committed, 
that would be equivalent to a frequency of 2 offences per offender. 

The decision to use prevalence rather than frequency was made 
because most studies only provide prevalence information. Also, re-
search has demonstrated a greater concordance between different of-
fending outcomes (e.g. self-reports and court referrals) for measures 
of prevalence compared to measures of frequency (Farrington et al, 
2003). 

In cases where different levels of reoffending outcomes were re-
ported (e.g. arrest, court referral, conviction), the earliest was cho-
sen (e.g. arrest) to increase comparability across studies. Also, this 
would increase comparability with self-reported offending, generally 
regarded as the most accurate measure of true offending (Farrington, 
2001). In cases where there were multiple types of offending repor-
ted (e.g. self-reported offending total, self-reported theft, self-repor-
ted violence etc) the most encompassing measure was used (e.g. total 
offences). If a more global measure was not available, then the most 
serious type of offending was used (e.g. violence rather than theft in 
the example above). This ordering of offence seriousness was based 
on the costs of offending as estimated by the Home Office (Brand & 
Price, 2000).

Deriving the Average Effect Size
The weighted mean effect size in a fixed effects model is obtained by 
adding each effect size multiplied by its inverse variance, and dividing 
this sum by the sum of the inverse variance weights. For the 18 com-
parisons included in this REA the mean effect size using a fixed effect 
model was d = 0.08 (95% CI .03 –.12). The corresponding z-value of 
3.29 calculated for this mean effect size is significant at the p<.001 
level. The weighted mean effect size in a random effects model is the 
sum of each effect size multiplied by its inverse variance (modified 
by an additional random effects variance component), dividing this 
sum by the sum of the inverse variance weights. For the 18 compari-
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sons included in this REA the mean effect size using a random effects 
model was d = 0.21 (95% CI .07–.34). The corresponding z-value of 
3.04 calculated for this mean effect size is significant at the p<.002 
level.

A number of methods of interpreting the magnitude of effect sizes 
have been proposed. A widely used convention is that proposed by 
Cohen (1988). An effect size of about .20 is considered small, while 
an effect size of around .50 is considered medium and an effect size 
greater than .80 is considered large. However, this convention seems 
too conservative. A more meaningful way of interpreting an effect 
size can be provided by converting the results to the differences in 
proportions offending between those who have or have not received 
mentoring. First, the standardised mean effect size (d) is converted to 
a phi correlation r (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p. 199). This results in an 
r value of approximately half that of d, and this value of r or phi is, in 
turn, equal to the difference in proportions between the two groups 
(Farrington & Loeber, 1989).

For example, if it was assumed that half (50%) of the controls in 
the 18 comparisons would commit offences at follow-up, the standar-
dised mean difference (fixed effects model) d of .08 can be converted 
to r (.04), which is equal to the difference in proportions committing 
offences between those who have or have not been mentored. There-
fore 46% of those who had been mentored would commit offences. 

A similar conversion can be made for the random effects model. 
The d of the random effects model of .21 is equal to an r of about .10, 
and assuming half of those in the control group would commit offen-
ces the random effects model suggests that 40% of those who received 
mentoring would commit offences.

More Information About the Heterogeneity of Studies
The heterogeneity (Q) of this sample of 18 comparisons was calcula-
ted to determine if the variability across effect sizes was greater than 
would be expected from sampling error alone. The resulting Q value 
of 121.7 (17df) was significant at the p<.0001 level. Therefore, the va-
riance of these samples of effect size measures was greater than would 
be expected from sampling error alone. Although some of this varian-
ce may have been random, or resulted from random differences bet-
ween the studies, a certain amount of the variability might be explai-
ned using some of the methodological features of the comparisons.

Details of the Key Features of the Studies
Tables 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4 provide the key features of the studies that 
were coded and subsequently used in the analysis.
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