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Figure 1 Prevalence of Risk Factors During Childhood and Adolescence 
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“I think the mentors were like advocates. It 

was like an extension of an arm and they 

were able to speak on my behalf. So 

oftentimes and when I spoke it would 

seem like people would kind of come into 

thought with all these biases - the general 

assumption is like, this kid doesn’t know 

shit. But, when adults spoke on my behalf, 

it kind of got rid of that, and allowed an 

opportunity for my thoughts to be 

considered without all these external 

factors.” 

- Interview participant 

“I think a mentor is someone who isn't 

there to necessarily coach you on your 

journey, but to kind of be on that journey 

with you. And I think there's a pretty big 

difference. A coach, they're focusing on 

the end result and they tell you what to do 

to get there. Now, a mentor is different 

because I think a mentor is someone 

who's part of that journey. They don't care 

as much about what your destination is, 

but more so how you get there.” 

- Interview participant 
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“I really started learning about the native 

way of knowing and doing as well, which 

in some contexts they call it, they'll talk 

about getting a degree on the land, like it's 

a different way of learning. And 

mentorship is huge. Like, that's such an 

important way to knowledge transmission, 

and inter-generational transmission as 

well.”  

- Interview participant 

“Cultural competence is important. It’s 

really important that a mentor not 

invalidate their mentee’s experience just 

because they don’t understand them… I 

think people come from such different 

backgrounds, and sometimes when you 

talk to people who come from a different 

background, it can feel like they're 

invalidating your experience. So, I like 

having people who are aware of that 

diversity and embrace that diversity is 

really important.” 

- Interview participant 

“You have to like, feel safe, heard and 

seen and validated... That someone 

noticed you as a person.” 

- Interview participant 

“So I think it was almost as much of a learning opportunity for me as it was a guidance opportunity and it kind of became a 

two-way street. And for me, the idea of being able to be an active part of his life and something useful for him. So not just 

I'm not just a task ... He feels like he's helping. Like the fact that he can benefit from it definitely interests me more in having 

that relationship… after that title was taken away with that feeling of being able to give some benefit to him, too. And even 

as a child, if I'd had that relationship with someone older would have been the feeling of I'm bringing something good to their 

life... It's there's something real there and there's a back and forth, back and forth I think with be the biggest part of it. And 

just the feeling of you're here because you want to be not because you're told.” 

- Interview participant 



Mapping the Mentoring Gap   version 1.0 

 

 

 9 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Access to Mentoring (Ages 6 to 18 Collectively)  

Access to a Mentor 
(Any Mentor) 

 
  

  
n= 2,672 

Access to a Formal Mentor 
among Mentored Youth 

 
 
 

 

 
n= 1,444 

Categories of analysis 

In our analyses we examined young people’s 

access to mentoring in general, which 

includes natural/informal mentors and formal 

mentors (this category is referred to as ‘any 

mentor’). We also examined access to formal 

mentoring in the context of a structured 

program that matched a young person with a 

mentor (this category is referred to as ‘formal 

mentor’).  

Since the ‘formal mentor’ category is a subset of 

the ‘any mentor’ category, data pertaining to 

access to formal mentors is also included in the 

any mentor category.  

Definitions  

The survey provided the following definition of 

a mentor: “Someone other than your parent(s) 

or guardian(s) who is usually older with more 

experience than you, who you could count on to 

be there for you, believed in and cared deeply 

about you, inspired you to do your best, and 

influenced what you do and the choices you 

made then or make now.” Formal mentoring 

was defined as “when an organization like a 

school or a community group matches a young 

person with an adult with whom they develop a 

relationship in a structured manner through 

regular meetings and activities.” Informal 

mentoring was defined as “when someone 

comes into a young person’s life and a 

mentoring relationship develops naturally.” 
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Figure 2 Access to Any Mentor by Demographic Subgroup 

Statistics accompanied by an asterisk 

(*) throughout the report are 

statistically significant, with at least 95 

percent confidence. (See Appendix A 

for more details on the study’s 

methodology.) 
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Figure 4 Unmet Needs: Access to Mentors by Demographic 
Subgroup

 

 

The Mentoring Gap in Canada 

 More than 2 out of 5 of young adults in Canada grew up 

without the support of a mentor.  

 54 percent of young adults can recall a time during their 

childhood or adolescence when they wished they had a 

mentor but did not have access to one.  

 Youth who faced at least one risk factor growing up were 

twice* as likely to recall a time when they wanted a 

mentor but did not have one than youth who did not face 

risk factors.  

Having access to one mentor may not be sufficient to close 

the mentoring gap: young people want several supportive 

relationships – mentoring and otherwise – to help them stay 

on the path to healthy and productive adulthood.  
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Figure 5 Barriers to Accessing Mentors (ages 12-18) 

“So I think a big challenge is definitely being aware, 

especially if your parent, you know, don't necessarily 

speak English or they're not like from Canada. 

There's no way for them to even know certain things 

exist on what someone else tells them. And like, 

they're not proficient in English. They can't just 

Google it. They can't, you know, search it up or, you 

know, call the community centre and ask about some 

thing like that. So, definitely like figuring out ways to 

get messages across to first generation immigrants. 

It's like a big way to help solve things.” 

- Interview participant 
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It wasn't up until that point where that ‘official’ 

relationship ended that I seemed to personally care 

for it. So, at that point, he kept reaching out more as 

a friend rather than a mentor. And at that point, I was 

like, OK, well, if he's not doing it because he has to. 

And at that point, it's kind of like getting the 

opportunity to get to know him and become friends. 

And that's really when the relationship formed itself. 

So up until that point, when that title was taken away, 

I honestly was kind of against it. 

- Interview participant 

I probably would have never reached out because I 

still thought it was taboo. Kind of like if you're 

reaching out to that kind of stuff, it's because you 

need it in the sense that there's something wrong... 

instead of being, you know, I'm working through 

issues which everybody's got something they can 

work through. It was more like you’re broken and 

you need extra help… back then I thought like, oh, I 

don't need this, I'm not broken, I'm not behind. 

- Interview participant 

The Mentoring Gap: Comparing Canada and the United States  

The mentoring gap appears to be more pronounced in Canada than in the United States. Fewer young adults in Canada 

recalled having a mentor while growing up and a greater proportion recalled a time when they did not have a mentor but 

wished they had one. However, a similar proportion of young people appear to be participating in formal mentoring 

programs.  

 Canada  
(2020) 

United States 
(2013) 

Access to any mentor 56% 66% 

Access to a formal mentor 16% 15% 

Unmet needs: access to mentors 54% 46% 

 
MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership conducted a nationally representative survey with 1,700 young people aged 
18-21 in July and August 2013. A mentor was defined as a supportive adult who works with a young person to build a 
relationship by offering guidance, support, and encouragement to help the young person’s positive and healthy development 
over a period of time. Formal mentoring was presented as: “One way that a young person can receive mentoring is through 
a structured program. An organization like a school, a community group, or a faith-based organization matches an adult with 
a young person with whom they develop a relationship in a structured manner through regular meetings and activities”. 
Informal mentoring was presented as: “A second type of mentoring is when an adult comes into a young person’s life and 
they naturally develop an informal mentoring relationship. The adult could be a friend of the family or a teacher with whom 
the young person maintains a relationship outside of the classroom”. To measure unmet needs, survey respondents were 
asked to reflect back from their adult perspective and report on whether or not they could have used a mentor growing up 
but did not have one.  
 
Source: Bruce, Mary and Bridgeland, John (2014). The Mentoring Effect: Young People’s Perspectives on the Outcomes and Availability of 

Mentoring. Washington, D.C.: Civic Enterprises with Hart Research Associates for MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership. 
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Figure 6 Duration of Most Meaningful Mentoring Relationship 
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Figure 7 Most Meaningful Mentoring Relationship Type 

 
 
 
Figure 8 Meeting Location of Most Meaningful Mentoring  
Relationship 

Figure 9 Similarity in Characteristics with Most Meaningful Mentors 

“When a person has a shared life 

experience, you are able to learn from how 

they overcame the same struggles you face, 

and you can see how they succeeded. You 

can see that you’ll be OK too.” 

- Interview participant 

 

 

 “It’s really, really nice to have a mentor who comes from a different 

background because you are able to learn more about other fields that you 

might not have considered before… A lot of people don’t realize the value of 

having someone come from a diverse background than who you are, and a 

lot of times, the lessons you learned from mentors are universal.” 

- Interview participant 
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Figure 10 Supports Provided by Most Meaningful Mentors 
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Figure 11 Transition Supports Provided by Most Meaningful 
Mentors

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 Most Meaningful Mentors' Influence on Youth
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“She sat down beside me, and said, we've all struggled 

with our skills, you know. Learning is hard. And if it's 

really important to you, don't give up. And I remember 

she had a poster on her wall that she always pointed to 

all the time and students would be struggling with 

something and they'd say, I can't. But the poster was 

numbered and there was the worst one: I don't. And 

then it went up to like: I won't. And then there's: I can't. 

And then there's: I'll try. And then: I will, I can, and I do. 

And so she would stop someone when she heard one 

of those like red flag words and be like, where are you 

on the scale right now? Where do you want to be? I 

remember a lot of them and that helped me in an awful 

lot of contexts throughout my life, like at school.” 

- Interview participant 
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https://www.mentoringcanada.ca/en/state-of-mentoring/canadian-survey-youth-development-and-mentoring-organizations
https://mentoringcanada.ca/en/raising-profile-of-mentoring
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Characteristic No. % Characteristic No. % 

Age Community Type 

18 to 20 598 21.1% Urban 1,380 49.8% 

21 to 22 352 12.4% Suburban 931 33.6% 

23 to 24 377 13.3% Rural 408 14.7% 

25  to 26 473 16.7% Remote 54 2.0% 

27 to 28 469 16.5% Total 2,773 100.0% 

29 to 30 569 20.1% Indigenous Identity 

Total 2,838 100.0% I don't identify as Indigenous 2,313 81.5% 

Province of residence First Nations  185 6.0% 

Alberta 353 12.4% Métis 106 3.7% 

British Columbia 347 12.2% Inuk (Inuit) 13 0.5% 

Saskatchewan 87 3.1% Unsure 120 4.2% 

Manitoba 95 3.4% Prefer not to say 111 3.9% 

Ontario 1,097 38.7% Total 2,838 100.0% 

Quebec 610 21.5% Born in Canada 

Nova Scotia 60 2.1% Yes 2,378 83.8% 

New Brunswick 67 2.4% No 417 14.7% 

Newfoundland and Labrador 33 1.2% Prefer not to answer 43 1.5% 

Prince Edward Island 14 0.5% Total 2,838 100.0% 

Northwest Territories 3 0.1% Gender Identity 

Yukon 6 0.2% Woman 1,434 50.5% 

Nunavut 1 0.0% Man 1,341 47.3% 

Outside of Canada 37 1.3% Non-binary 48 1.7% 

Unsure 
7 0.3% Indigenous or other cultural 

minority 
21 0.7% 

Prefer not to say 21 0.7% Prefer to self-describe 11 0.4% 

Total 2,838 100.0% Prefer not to say 21 0.7% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total 2,838 100.0% 
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Characteristic No. % Characteristic No. % 

 

Ethnocultural Identity    

South Asian 182 6.4% Identify as transgender/ trans/ trans-umbrella 

Chinese 193 6.8% Yes 126 4.4% 

Black 177 6.2% No 2,650 93.4% 

Filipino 82 2.9% Prefer not to answer 62 2.2% 

Latin American 110 3.9% Total 2,838 100.0% 

Arab 79 2.8% Sexual orientation   

Southeast Asian 82 2.9% Heterosexual 2,121 74.7% 

West Asian 34 1.2% Lesbian 43 1.5% 

Korean 37 1.3% Gay 72 2.5% 

Japanese 37 1.3% Bisexual, pansexual, or queer 291 10.3% 

White 1,833 64.6% Asexual 42 1.5% 

Other 106 3.7% Two-Spirit 17 0.6% 

Unsure 50 1.8% Questioning or unsure 59 2.1% 

Prefer not to say 93 3.3% Prefer to self-describe: 46 1.6% 

Total 2,838 100.0% Prefer not to say 147 5.2% 

Disability (reduced functional activity) Total 2,838 100.0% 

Yes 1,193 42.0% Having risk factors during youth 

No 1,395 49.2% None 1,209 42.6% 

Unsure 177 6.2% 1 or more 1,629 57.4% 

Prefer not to say 73 2.6% 2 or more 1,106 39.0% 

Total 2,838 100.0% Total 2,838 100.0% 

Disability (professional diagnosis, if yes to reduced 
functional activity (n=1,193)) 

 

Yes 727 60.9% 

No 403 33.8% 

Unsure 52 4.4% 

Prefer not to say 11 0.9% 

Total 1,193 100.0% 
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Defining mentorship across cultures and context, ages and stages of life 

The meaning of mentoring 

 A mentor takes a mentee under their wing; shows a mentee the ropes; is a sounding board; joins a mentee on 

the mentee’s personal journey; is a role model; acts as a connector; a networker; is accessible and available; 

has a genuine willingness to help with no ulterior motive.  

 A mentor truly gets to know their mentee; guides, helps, supports, encourages, motivates; shares knowledge; 

advocates; listens; leads by example.  

 A mentoring relationship is personal; long-term; intentional; applies to all aspects of life; non-judgemental; 

hands-on; reciprocal and bi-directional; led by the mentee, not the mentor. 

 Young people can help identify a new, more welcoming term for ‘mentor’ like touchpoint, connection, friend. 

 

Cultural and contextual considerations 

 Parents may be considered mentors; mentors external to the family may be discouraged; help-seeking may be 

stigmatized; culture shapes the ways adults and young people relate to one another. 

 Young people do not want to be assigned an identity and put into a culturally-specific program; young people 

are keen to learn culture and language form their mentors, whether or not they share the same culture. 

 Mentoring is consistent with Indigenous ways of knowing; mentors must be culturally competent; acknowledge 

lived experiences of racism, intergenerational trauma. 

 

Barriers and facilitators of having access to a mentor 

Awareness of mentoring 

 Young people may not become aware of mentoring until their teens; may be mentored without realizing it. 

 Young people may think mentoring is comparable to daycare/babysitting, tutoring, guidance counselling, or 

therapy; or that mentoring is only for certain types of people who are either excelling or struggling. 

 Newcomers/their parents/guardians may not be aware or face language barriers. 

 Young people suggest advertising mentoring through creation of a central information hub; religious or cultural 

centres, settlement offices; libraries, YMCAs, community centres, government websites, buses and subways, 

assemblies at school; and introductory YouTube videos. 
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Interest in having a mentor 

 Many young people are interested in having a mentor, especially during times of transition. 

 Some young people are hesitant to have a mentor because they are suspicious of motives; weary of 

transactional relationships; averse to authority figures; or experiencing stigma or shame around help-seeking. 

 Young people may be particularly hesitant to accept mentoring from a teacher.  

 Some parents may not consider mentoring for their child because they value self-reliance; prefer to be the only 

influence in their child’s life; think external mentoring is a negative reflection on their own parenting. 

 

Facilitators to accessing mentoring  

 To meet a mentor, young people may prefer a ‘light touch’ introductory approach, based around a group 

activity; personalized outreach through small gestures is appreciated; academic-focused mentoring may 

eventually lead to a more holistic mentoring relationship; reaching out to parents/guardians first fosters trust; a 

universal approach may reduce stigma and normalize mentoring.  

 School is emphasized as an ideal place for mentoring relationships to form because it is accessible; young 

people may meet mentors through faith-based communities and community volunteering initiatives; young 

people are open to the idea of virtual mentoring.  

 

Barriers to accessing mentoring 

 There is a shortage of mentors, including male mentors and mentors with specific qualifications or expertise; 

language barriers; cost; age-cut offs; transportation is an issue in small communities; time constraints are a 

reality for mentors and mentees; parents/guardians may not be available to supervise or bring a child to extra-

curricular activities where mentoring takes place; concerns about appropriate boundaries and ‘stranger danger’ 

may be a deterrent; young people in crisis may not be able to participate in mentoring. 

 

Dynamics of mentoring relationships 

The focus of mentoring relationships 

 Professional development; career guidance; networking; financial guidance; academic help; social skills; 

relationships; emotional support; adapting to a disability; a break; navigating times of transition; staying out of 

trouble; finding the right path; exploring identity; language and culture; settlement; teaching one another; just 

spending time together; sharing food; cultural activities. 
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Matching mentors and mentees 

 Factors that could be relevant to a mentor-mentee match include language, culture, gender, sexual orientation, 

career/field/program of study, disability, newcomer status, passions and interests, coming from the same local 

community; and more generally, “background”.  

 Some young people prefer older mentors with life experience, some prefer younger mentors who are more 

relatable. Histories of trauma, bias, discrimination and racism may influence preferences for a match. 

 Mentors who are similar to mentees offer a success story and shared values. At the same time, mentors who 

are different are appreciated as learning and growth opportunities.  

 Young people want to be engaged in the process of choosing a mentor; they want freedom to switch a mentor 

if needed; when discussing mentor preferences, confidentiality is important. 

 

Qualities of an ideal mentor 

 Young people value a range of qualities in a mentor, relating to a mentor’s personal attributes, what a mentor 

knows, how a mentor acts, and how a mentor makes a mentee feel. Young people want mentors to validate 

their feelings; maintain boundaries; create safe spaces; enjoy their mentee’s company, have fun; speak to their 

mentee as an equal; reach out to mentees and foster two-sided interactions; be non-judgemental. 

 

Features of an ideal mentoring relationship 

 Mentoring should be softer, lighter, easy going, dynamic, and fluid; young people have different ideas about 

how frequent mentors and mentees should meet and where; young people want mentors to be supported too. 

 

Outcomes associated with mentoring 

 Mentorship can change mindsets; foster personal growth; increase confidence; push young people to reach 

their potential; inspire, motivate; improve social skills; increase help-seeking; help newcomers settle; lead to 

better decisions; give young people lessons and tools to carry with them throughout their lives. 
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https://www.studentscommission.ca/assets/pdf/en/node-reports/conference-reports/canada-we-want-2020/Future-of-Public-Education_CWW-Report_06-09-2020.pdf
https://www.studentscommission.ca/assets/pdf/en/node-reports/conference-reports/canada-we-want-2020/Future-of-Public-Education_CWW-Report_06-09-2020.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000501
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/index.php/what-works-in-mentoring/reviews-of-mentoring-practices.html?id=321
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/index.php/what-works-in-mentoring/reviews-of-mentoring-practices.html?id=321

