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Introduction and Background

This inquiry into social mentoring arose from the results of a pilot project entitled ‘Navigating Health in the Community (NHIC) initiated in 2003 to investigate the gaps and opportunities in the Brighton and Hove area for mentoring services for people with Asperger syndrome.  This project, based within the Postgraduate Medical School (PGMS), now the Institute of Postgraduate Medicine (IPGM), was initiated by a local campaigning group, Brighton and Hove Assert, and sponsored by the University of Brighton/Community University Partnership Project (CUPP). It culminated in a number of related developments.  

A report was prepared by Jones (2004) and edited by Gill (2005).  The report confirmed a gap in appropriate local support services for individuals with Asperger syndrome.  Furthermore, the authors noted the diverse range of mentoring activities across the health, social care and voluntary sectors and highlighted the need to identify the scope of such activities and clarify the concepts in common usage.
A social mentoring project, ASPIRE, was established, funded through the Brighton and Hove European Union EQUAL programme and co-ordinated by Brighton and Hove Community Initiatives.  This project was established to address the education and employment gap and to provide mentoring support for young people and adults with Asperger syndrome by assisting with access to, retention and progression within local education, training and employment programmes.

This partnership project initially between the University of Brighton, Brighton and Hove Assert, led to the establishment, of a Social Mentoring Network (SMN) in 2005, the purpose of which was to provide a forum for the establishment of a broader network of stakeholders and interested parties. This network was comprised of academics, managers and practitioners from a range of local voluntary sector organizations concerned with access to education, employment and training, health and social care.  The aim of the network was to share experiences, promote understanding of the nature and benefit of mentoring activities and identify and promote best practice.

In 2006, funding was secured through Equal Brighton and Hove and the Social Mentoring Network organising group formed the nucleus of a Social Mentoring Research Group (SMRG) within the University of Brighton.  This group’s composition mirrored the earlier NHIC partnership but was broadened and strengthened by the addition of representatives from the School of Nursing and Midwifery (SNM), the University of Sussex (Peer Assisted Learning Project [PAL]), Southeast Region Mentoring and Befriending Foundation and representatives from a number of local voluntary sector mentoring projects.

The broad aims of the Social Mentoring Research Group were to examine the benefits of mentoring for young and older adults, share learning, identify examples of innovative practice and disseminate this knowledge to a local and national audience.

The Social Mentoring Research Programme

A Commentary on the process

The NHIC report confirmed what was anecdotally perceived locally to be the case, that a vulnerable group of young people and adults of working age with Asperger syndrome within the Brighton and Hove area were experiencing multiple disadvantages in the market place, in education, in the health and social care sector, in the uptake of social and recreational opportunities and in pre-vocational and post vocational training opportunities.  

This gap in provision (see Gill 2005) for this vulnerable group set in train a series of events which determined first of all the intervention, a social mentoring service for Asperger syndrome, and later the research focus – what is known about social mentoring and its benefits for this particular group?  

Consequently, the case was made and funding obtained from the EQUAL European Fund which was directed to the establishment of the social mentoring service, ASPIRE, whose aims were to provide an outreach service providing advice, training and support for young people and adults with Asperger syndrome in the local area.

Alongside this, a social mentoring network was set up within the University of Brighton by the originators of the NHIC report, the purpose of which was, in partnership with the Aspire project, to bring together a wider range of community activists, academics, practitioners and managers to explore and discuss issues relating to the practice of mentoring as an intervention.  This network included representatives from local Job Centre Plus, local job brokers, and voluntary and community groups concerned with mentoring, outreach support, training and employment issues.

This inadvertently created space for the development of a dialogue between different stake holding interests thus enabling a rich cross fertilisation of ideas and the identification and sharing of good practice developments (we were learning from each other). As a result, over time, a strong sense of identity emerged creating a recognizable community of practice who shared a common commitment to the alleviation of disadvantage and the promotion of social inclusion through mentoring.

A second round of EQUAL funding secured the establishment of a social mentoring research group to expand the network partnership and enable a more systematic exploration of the benefits of social mentoring and the complexities of mentoring practice.  This led to the development of, and a re-formulation of the research focus guiding the process.  As a result, we undertook an exploratory review of the literature in order to clarify the terms in use and to scope the range of activities which fell under the terms which have common currency but which are often used interchangeably in the contemporary field of practice: mentoring, social mentoring and befriending.  This review led to a clarification of the terms, an identification of some of their distinguishing characteristics and their applications across a broad range of policy domains – education, health and social care, employment and commerce.  

The resulting knowledge was disseminated through a number of conference presentations; the publication of a Practice Briefing Paper; an academic paper, and a dedicated website is in the process of development.  With the social mentoring research group having completed its EQUAL brief, it now reverts to a steering group to continue with the social network seminar programme through which to disseminate what has been learned and to continue with the reciprocal exchange and cross fertilization of theoretical knowledge and evidence from practice which should enhance, enrich and sustain our collective enterprise.  We have come from practice and we now return to practice.
Framing the programme within a Participatory Action Research (PAR) Paradigm

Participatory Action research PAR is a complex area and represents an approach reflecting an underlying set of values rather than a particular set of methods. A central tenet informing its implementation however is the degree of democratic participation and collaboration leading to the open exchange of experience, expertise and the generation new knowledge.  The resulting knowledge should have relevance and application to practice, be meaningful, and benefit the needs of the wider community.  Our journey and approach reflected in the process outlined above, conforms to Cornwall and Jewke’s (1995) ideal type Participatory Action Research Typology on a number of  fronts:

The research approach has valued the views and tacit local knowledge of members of the local community who have been involved in problem identification.  This lay knowledge has been combined with evidence from a technical literature (NHIC report).  This resulting knowledge synthesis helped make the case for change, the direction of that change and, having been acted upon, had been instrumental in initiating community participation and bringing about sustainable change for a specific group of  local people.

These overall PAR processes can be mapped out for ease of clarity in six phases (although in practice, they were not linear but cyclic and closely interwoven as one phase merged with, and morphed into, the other):

Phase 1: Involved collaboration between the parents and carer’s of individuals with Asperger syndrome in the community, the University of Brighton (IPGM and CUPP), Brighton and Hove County Council and Assert (a local pressure group) leading to an identification of the gaps in service, the need for provision and the direction of change.

Phase 2: Involved the establishment of Aspire under the EQUAL Brighton and Hove Programme.  This was a direct result of the case put forward by the NHIC group representing the combined voices of a community of need and a community of practice.

Phase 3: Involved the parallel establishment of the Social Mentoring Network (SMN) alongside the Aspire Project and other related community projects and services.  This provided a valuable space for reflection and a platform for learning about the processes in action as they occurred.

Phase 4: Involved the establishment of the Social Mentoring Research Group (SMRG), involving collaboration between a wider range of stakeholders; the University of Brighton; (CUPP, PGMS, and SNM); the University of Sussex (PAL); other mentoring related projects set up under EQUAL and independent of it; the Southeast Regional Befriending and Mentoring Foundation, and a local campaigning group (Assert).

Phase 5:  Involved the exploration of the literature. The research focus shifted over time from a general question about the benefits of social mentoring to what is social mentoring?  How did it relate to mentoring and befriending and what is the scope of mentoring practice?  The emerging picture was continuously scrutinized, reviewed and validated against notes emanating from the network seminar and conference programme presentations and discussions, and through discussions held at and outside of the regular SMRG meetings.  Data collection, analysis, interpretation has been validated through these collaborative processes and conclusions modified as a result of this broad dialogue ensuring that the ownership of results was shared.

Phase 6: This involved dissemination of the research group findings through the establishment of a website www.smruob.ac.uk; the publication of a Practice Briefing Paper; a scholarly paper and the conference presentations.

The next (post EQUAL) phase will involve the reconfiguration of the SMRG to assume the functions of a social mentoring network steering group who’s function and purpose well be to re-establish a new network programme and continue the dialogue and knowledge exchange between community groups, practitioners and academics.  

Overall, the programme has produced both knowledge and action useful to the community and has brought about a degree of empowerment for a vulnerable group of individuals representing a segment of the local community whose needs would otherwise remain unmet.

Literature Review

An electronic online literature search was conducted to ascertain the scope of mentoring, social mentoring and befriending as reflected in the published literature.  An initial exploratory review using CSA Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA) search engine revealed an unexpected picture. Using mentoring, social mentoring and befriending as search terms, mentoring yielded 734 hits; social mentoring 0; and befriending 37 hits.  This was supplemented by a hand search and review of a selected range of published texts on mentoring within the past 10 years coupled with a review of notes and minutes developed from the two year social mentoring network programme seminar presentations and from the discussion themes which emerged from one local and one national social mentoring conference.

Towards an understanding of Social mentoring, Mentoring and befriending
Origins and the significance of the Other
The recognition of mentorship and its role in effecting positive outcomes in people’s lives arose from the work of Werner and Smith, (1982), who asked the question ‘what makes people stay well as opposed to what makes people become unwell’.  This systematic and impressive longtitudinal research study covered the lives of a cohort of young people from birth to their eighteenth birthday.  The cohort were children from poor multi-ethnic families in Hawaii and the researchers identified both risk and protective factors operating within this community.  They identified a range of major risk factors rendering individuals vulnerable to negative/maladaptive outcomes such as mental ill health, delinquency, long term unemployment etc.  Examples of risk factors were: chronic poverty, physical disability, teenage pregnancy, serious physical/emotional trauma, family disruption, etc.   

However, despite a high loading with ‘risk factors’ this vulnerability did not, as might have been expected, deterministically translate into negative outcomes in all cases of the “at risk” cohort.  Werner and Smith discovered that two thirds of the cohort, irrespective of degree of vulnerability, had the resilience to achieve successful outcomes as mature, healthy, well-adjusted individuals in society. They identified a range of positive factors but one feature in particular stood out as a crucial protective factor.  This factor, the individual’s relationship with a significant other, appeared to increase resistance to stress and promote a degree of resilience. The young people to whom this factor applied demonstrated an ability to identify with, seek out and gain support from informal mentors from within their peer group and community.  Similar patterns were identified elsewhere in a study of Latino single mothers, Rhodes (1992/94).  It is this pioneering work which has given impetus to the mentoring movement worldwide and provides a rationale for practice.

The scope of mentoring activities
For the past two decades mentoring projects have expanded in the USA, UK and in many other developed countries on a huge scale.  Mentoring has become an integral element in business organisations, primary and secondary education, pre and post-vocational training and employment, initial professional education and continuing professional development, teacher training, health and social care and as a policy intervention in relation to a broad range of vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals.  

In the USA, youth mentoring has expanded over the last decade and since the 1990’s a huge mentoring programme, Big Brothers Big Sisters attracted tens of thousands of volunteers to work with disadvantaged urban youth, Freedman (1999).  In the UK during the same period, the Dalston Youth Project hit the national news as an example of an exemplary project aimed at turning around black young offenders in the deprived area of East London, Benioff, (1997). 

“Social mentoring”, a term which has been used more recently across a wide range of contexts, is the subject of this research group’s inquiry whilst befriending, a close relative of mentoring, has in different forms, been in operation throughout the past two decades in the UK.  Through the use of motivated volunteers, befriending provides a unique supportive one-to-one attachment relationship for a broad range of vulnerable individuals in the health and social care field. To support this growing tide of initiatives in the UK, a National Mentoring Network was established in 1994 to promote local mentoring schemes and the development of an infrastructure.  In 2005, the Mentoring and Befriending Foundation was launched and is now the national strategic body for mentoring and befriending offering support to practitioners and organisations throughout the voluntary sector.  It oversees the work of four regional bodies and has regional co-ordinators in the 9 government regions.
Mentoring: a question of definition
The term mentoring is difficult to define and is open to a range of interpretations.  As an umbrella term, it is sufficiently elastic to enable it to be broadly or narrowly defined depending on circumstance.  Part of the difficulty is that mentoring occurs across a diverse range of contexts; is geared to the needs of a diverse range of beneficiaries; generates a wide range of models and performs a diverse range of functions.  Historically the early literature which attempted to define mentoring and its variants appears to have come from the fields of business, education, health and social care.  

In examples from business, Alleman, (1986): Murphy (1986); Zey (1984), Phillips-Jones (1982), mentoring is regarded as a formal process within an organisation that promotes the career development of the protegé to the benefit of both the organisation and the individual ie;

Phillips - Jones (1982) suggests that: “mentors are influential people who significantly help people to reach their life goals: they have the power through who or what they know - to promote welfare, training or career”.

Key examples from the education field suggest that mentoring is seen as a helpful role and set of functions within an educational context whereby learning is enhanced by the introduction of a supportive element into the learning enterprise, ie;

Klopf and Harrison (1981) conceptualise mentoring as “an enabling process, mentors are competent people who serve as teachers, advisors, counselors and sponsors for an associate who may be younger and of the same or different sex’”.

Dalz (1983) characterises the mentor as a “guide on a journey - pointing the way, offering support and challenging”.
Anderson and Shannon (1987) define mentoring as “a nurturing process in which a more skilled or experienced person, serves as a role model, teaches, sponsors, encourages, counsels and befriends a less skilled or experienced person for the purpose of promoting the latter’s professional and/or personal development.  Mentoring functions are carried out within the context of an ongoing caring relationship between the mentor and the protége.  They regard the mentoring process as a complex activity incorporating an intentional process, a nurturing process, an insightful process and a supportive/protective process”.

In their approach to clarify and define the concept in the youth field Skinner and Fleming (1999), identified three models or broad categories of youth mentoring:

Industrial Mentoring in schools. 

Mentors are recruited from local businesses and industry and intended to be particularly helpful for borderline achievers to help boost self-esteem and bolster self-confidence.  However, in practice there is a tendency to exclude those most in need/disadvantaged.

Positive Action/Community Mentoring

Mentors are recruited from local communities to provide support for young people from oppressed minority and marginalised groups ie Afro-Carribbean and asian groups.  This model emphasizes the positive role model which such mentoring represents for these groups with an emphasis on career development and success.

Engagement Mentoring

Mentors are recruited to target groups of young people at risk of disengaging or who had already disengaged from society and/or the labour market.  This approach, by seeking to engage and return individuals to the mainstream, is responding to dissatisfaction and social exclusion (see Colley 2003).

Learning Mentoring 

Cruddas (2005) extended Skinner and Fleming’s theoretical framework to suggest a fourth Category; Learning Mentoring where the focus on learning distinguishes it from the others. This approach is an integral element in schools, colleges, institutes of further and higher education and in professional and vocational development.

On Befriending
In the UK, befriending, an approach which is synonymous with mentoring in that it is based on a dyadic attachment relationship, has been in existence for the past three decades.  There is a wide range of different models providing a particular befriending function. Many are focused toward particular client groups or found in particular contexts for instance; providing a bridge and support for psychiatric patients (and their families) discharged to the community with limited support, Gay and Pitkeathley (1982);  for vulnerable individuals within a primary health care setting Petrioni (1997); for individuals suffering from long-term mental illness, Bradshaw and Haddock (1998); for people with mental health problems in rural areas, Collis (1993); for asians with mental health problems, King (1998); for mentally handicapped people, Moffatt (1986); for people with alcohol problems, Francis (1995); refugee immigrants struggling to come to terms with the dual trauma of displacement and experience of torture, Lepski J (2002); for the provision of volunteer mothers who befriend young and  inexperienced mothers in the community, Jackson (1992), and Cox (1993 ); for mothers, infants and families, Pound (1990); for parents-to-be, infants and young children, SureStart (2001); and for women in the special hospitals system, Ward-Panter (1992).  In addition there is a well established tradition of visiting services for inmates within the prison system; hospital visiting services and befriending schemes for the elderly; for sick and physically disabled individuals or individuals with sensory impairment and befriending schemes for children, teenagers and young adults.

Befriending: A question of definition:
Friendship typically is a private, mutual and voluntary activity between two or more people.  Friends provide companionship, stimulation, social comparison, intimacy and affection, Flynn (1992).  A befriending relationship can offer some, but not all of the qualities of friendship Widdows (1997).  Befriending is delivered through an organisation which recruits, trains and supports the befriending enterprise through which it seeks to create some of the conditions of friendship whilst lacking a number of its characteristics.  A befriending relationship is not private - the support organisation continues to play a role.  The relationship is not completely mutual, whilst the voluntary service recipient and the volunteer may both gain from the relationship, they are not in a relationship of equal power.  The relationship is not entirely based on spontaneous choice although each may be given the opportunity to reject the other at the start and at any point throughout the prescribed life of the service arrangement, Dean and Goodlad (1998).

The Scottish National Forum (1997) argues that “whilst friendship is a private, mutual relationship, befriending is a service”.  

According to Gollay et al (1997) ‘befriending seeks to prevent an isolated lonely existence for vulnerable individuals in favour of a life that derives meaning from the sense of belonging  and ‘being cared about’ rather than ‘being cared for’ as is often the case with professional involvement’.

The Scottish Befriending Development Forum defined befriending as;

‘A relationship between two or more individuals which is initiated, supported and monitored by an agency that has defined one or more parties as likely to benefit.  Ideally, the relationship is non-judgmental, mutual, purposeful and there is a commitment over time’.  

(cited in Dean Jand Goodlad R (1998) Supporting Community Participation - the role and impact of befriending,  page 5 ).

Russell, Dexter and Bond (1992) in seeking to identify the similarities and differences between befriending, advice, guidance, and counselling defined Befriending as:
'the provision of ongoing quality support to distressed individuals for an indeterminate period of time.  The activity should enable appropriate, realistic and healthy coping skills to be developed within a warm and trusting relationship. Befriending is intended to lessen the person's sense of social or personal isolation'.

Russell, Dexter and Bond (1992). Page 6.

Whilst it is accepted that befriending is not the same as friendship, for many lonely, isolated and vulnerable individuals it may be at worst, the best form of social relationship which is tolerable and acceptable to the individual concerned.  At best, a befriending relationship may be the beginning of a route back to gaining the increased confidence and self-esteem necessary to enable the individual to recreate and develop their own unique social network, improve their psychological wellbeing and enrich their quality of life. 
Towards a Rationale for practice

The significance of the affect.
One key feature of mentoring and befriending is that they are based on an attachment relationship in which two people come together - one who has an expectation that a particular set of needs will be met and the other who is in a position to provide (through their ongoing relationship) for those needs. A central feature is the ‘personal development’ function of the mentor/befriending relationship within the context of an ongoing caring relationship.  Mentoring in many of the previously mentioned categories and contexts tends to direct attention to and emphasizes the manifest or instrumental function of the dyadic relationship which is rational, prescriptive, organisationally situated, task oriented and measurable in terms of specific goals or outcomes, ie to render employable, achieve success in the workplace, improve career achievement, become socially active, economically productive etc.  Alongside this however, the latent or expressive function of mentoring which underlies the relational, interpersonal and socio-emotional processes is often ignored. This expressive function is reflected in Anderson and Shannon’s (1989) definition when they point out that the mentor relationship has a personal development function - within the context of an ongoing caring relationship.  Where the instrumental function dominates, the mentor relationship becomes a means to an end whereas where the expressive function dominates it becomes an end in, and of itself.  This psychological function in a social context points to the mentoring role’s potential for bringing about personal change through joint engagement in the mentoring relationship, the quality of the relationship being dependent on a complex combination of qualities and characteristics which the beneficiary and mentor bring to it and the organisational context and dynamics.  The final outcome is determined by the complex interaction of these factors over time.  

The significance of the internal world

Merrian (1983), Levinson (1978) suggest that at a deeper internal psychological level, the mentoring relationship serves as an equivalent in adulthood, of the ‘good enough parent’ by creating a safe internal space in which the young person can work on, work through and work out a reasonably satisfactory life structure which contains the dream.  The dream in this sense is derived from Jungian psychology and relates to an aspiration held in early childhood that the achievement of a career or lifestyle may be possible.  In this sense the presence of the mentor in the individual’s life may provide a benign presence and by doing so, may represent an emotional container and an inspirational model which provides a sense of containment, personal direction and a feeling of hope for a future, better self and better life.  

The significance of the social
Cruddas (2005) suggests that the focus on ‘learning’ distinguishes learning mentoring from the other three forms of mentoring and that Learning Mentoring has close professional competence links with ‘social pedagogy’. Although well known in europe, social pedagogy is little known in the UK.  Smith (1999) has suggested that it has close links with social work but that this obscures the educational imperative.  Frederich Schleiermacher the 19th century German philosopher in his promotion of the idea of education for community and the fulfillment of a good civic life anticipated the linkage of pedagogy with community in which democracy is a key theme, an idea which is reflected in the educational philosophies of Dewey and Friere.  Lorenz (1994) suggests that social pedagogy has an educational function but also includes a concern with promoting the well being of the whole person.  Cannon and Warner (1997) regard social pedagogy as a form of social action which aims to promote human welfare through child rearing and educational practices and to prevent or ease social problems by providing people with the means of managing their own lives so they can make changes in their circumstances, Cannon et al (1992) cited in Smith (1999).  They argue that in this respect it is important to find ways of promoting environments in which children can flourish by developing forms of public life that are friendly to young people and their families and that it is necessary to re-cast children and family services within a community development/social action framework.  Daniels (2001) highlighted the social implied in the term social pedagogy arguing that the term refers to forms of social practice which form and give shape to the cognitive, affective and moral development of individuals.  In this sense mentoring as a crucial bonding element of the relational environment clearly has an important social function.

Power, authority and context
Mentoring does not take place in a vacuum. The context and the organization of the enterprise will have an impact on its modus operandi. In considering the use of power, authority and the impact of context, Gay and Stephenson (1998) argue that during the process of mentoring there are shifts in equality and power. They attempt to model these shifting power dynamics by situating aspects and styles of mentoring on a spectrum/continuum.  They see mutuality of learning as key to the effectiveness of mentor relationships and suggest that although a degree of inequality is inevitable at the beginning of the mentor relationship, the power gradient shifts progressively with power more evenly distributed towards the end.  They suggest that peer mentoring may be a more egalitarian model with power more evenly distributes throughout all phases of the relationship.

                                                     Styles of Mentoring Spectrum
                                                     Direction-----------------Guidance

                                                     Hierarchy----------------Reciprocity

                                                     Control-------------------Empowerment

                                                     Inequality----------------Equality

                                                     Dependency-------------Autonomy

They contend that context is also important and that the formalisation of mentoring within institutions, schools, companies etc alters the nature of the dyadic process.  The needs and interests of the institution can dominate and determine the goals and agenda. The imposition of organisational goals may push the dyadic relationship towards the ‘directive end’ of the spectrum.  The dyad then becomes a triad and the mentor may become the vehicle through which organisational goals seek expression rather than as a facilitator through which the needs of the beneficiary may be met.

Towards a clarification of the term Social Mentoring

Since our literature review identified a preponderance of the use of the term mentor over the term social mentoring with befriending registering a significant presence, we have attempted to explore the relationship between the term social mentoring, mentoring and befriending. As we saw previously, there are four broad categories to which mentoring activities may be allocated; Industrial; Learning; Engagement and Positive Action mentoring.  Whilst mentoring is predominantly operationalised within education, employment and vocational training, Colley (200) suggests befriending is a looser version of mentoring which operates in the field of health and social care.

The first two, Industrial and Learning mentoring are characterized by their focus on recruiting positive role models to motivate and inspire targeted individuals to greater achievement or to strengthen and enhance their learning experiences and outcomes.   The focus is predominantly on learning enhancement and career progression and these approaches have become an integral element in business/commercial organisations; primary, secondary and tertiary education; pre and post-vocational training and employment; initial/continuing professional education and in teacher training.

The second two, engagement and positive action mentoring, target individuals from minority or socially disadvantaged groups who are in danger of becoming, or, are already located in a marginalized position in society.  The focus is on the empowerment of individuals through the mentoring relationship to effect a shift of status from a position of social and/or economic exclusion to inclusion in the mainstream.

In her critical review of Engagement Mentoring Colley (2003) describes befriending as a much looser form of mentoring and we view it as a close relative of the latter two categories as it also seeks to target vulnerable and disadvantaged groups such as individuals with mental health problems or physical disabilities to effect a change in social status from exclusion to inclusion.  Our view is that engagement, positive action mentoring and befriending are examples of ‘social mentoring’ whereby the preceeding term ‘social’ in the title highlights and emphasizes the ‘social action’ function.  Thus social mentoring seeks to bring about a change in the social status of the individual, moving the individual from a position of social exclusion to inclusion in mainstream society.  The term social mentoring may therefore be viewed as a broad umbrella term spanning and subsuming the latter three.

The common ground

A feature common to both mentoring and befriending is that the mechanism of engagement is based on a one-to- one attachment relationship where two people come together to form a bond.  The mentee brings to the relationship a set of expectations that particular needs may be met and the volunteer mentor brings to it a desire to meet the mentee’s expressed needs.  They go on to develop a person-centred, confiding relationship in an atmosphere of positive regard. The mentor/mentee relationship does not however, operate in isolation and operates within the framework of an organisation.  Typically, organisations in this complex field of practice have developed a common approach and model for practice known as a volunteer linkage strategy, Froland et al (1981).  This approach is characterized by the creation of an organisational structure which facilitates the recruitment, preparation/training and matching and ongoing support of motivated volunteers with targeted individuals.  This organisational framework should ideally, have sufficient coherence and integrity to provide shape and direction but paradoxically, be sufficiently informal so as to facilitate and promote the establishment, development, and enhancement of customised confiding relationships at the mentor/mentee interface over a specified period of time.

Colley (2003) suggests that mentoring organisations may be located along a continuum based on the formality or informality of their organisational structures with those at the extreme formal end of the spectrum tending to be more directive and prescriptive with the attendant risk that their instrumental function (reflected in prescribed hard outcomes and organisational targets) may dominate the practice culture.  Social mentoring organisations on the other hand are more often located along the informal end of the spectrum tending to be more informal, open ended and less directive.  Organisations at this end of the spectrum are more likely to value and emphasize the importance of the expressive function (to enhance the individual’s level of self esteem, bolster self confidence, strengthen identity and promote a positive sense of well being) and less likely to be dominated by concerns regarding prescribed outcomes and organisational targets.

In conclusion.

It seems reasonable to conclude that despite the complexities involved in defining the terms used in this field of practice and given the diverse range of activities which it represents, the term social mentoring emphasizes the social in relation to the mentoring role.  It highlights the “social action” component of mentoring which attempts to impact on the social status of the individual and is often focused around the empowerment of vulnerable and/or disadvantaged groups in society. This is to distinguish it from industrial and learning mentoring activities which take place within businesses, educational and professional programmes and which provides learning and career enhancement for a target group with very different needs.  Social mentoring has most relevance in resource depleted contexts whereas mentoring by comparison operates most commonly in resource adequate or rich contexts.  Befriending as the looser form of social mentoring is located at the extreme end of the social mentoring spectrum where it operates most effectively in promoting a sense of personal and social wellbeing thereby improving the quality of life for vulnerable individuals.

The challenge for welfare entrepreneurs in the case of social mentoring and befriending is to replicate these naturally occurring supportive relationship bonds within artificially contrived relationship networks which are often policy determined, centrally funded but commissioned and operationalised through local organisational systems, so as to reproduce faithfully, the optimal benefits of informal mentor relationships.  This is to ensure their availability to individuals who, for a variety of reasons, may not be able to identify, actively seek out, establish and sustain such gift relationships unaided.  The challenge for administrators in more formal institutional settings where mentoring is an add-on enhancement element of organizational structures is to promote and preserve the person-centred quality of the attachment relationship by ensuring that it does not become subservient to and displaced by organisationally driven bureacratic processes and agendas.
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