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This month we are revisiting Standard 5 with guest columnist Janelle Hill, Community Services Coordinator with Arbor Circle Youth Services, and a Mentor Michigan Providers Council Member. 

Matching strategy? I have a list of youth waiting for a mentor. A mentor comes along. I pick a name from the list and Bingo – it’s a match! How much strategy do you need? 

Does this sound familiar? While some individuals may believe that any mentor is better than no mentor, Matching Strategy is one of the Quality Standards for Youth Mentoring because it is an important component of a successful match. A matching strategy helps a program to prioritize what elements of a match are most important to that program, and most likely to lead to successful matches. That’s not to say that programs should hold off on matching mentors and mentees until the “perfect” fit comes along. Some of the most successful mentor matches I’ve met would not be a perfect fit on paper – they may have differing history or interests or characteristics – but those factors have helped to provide balance to the mentor relationship and allowed each individual to learn from one another. While the ideal match may not be “practically perfect in every way,” important factors are considered in such a match. 

The Standards don’t dictate the type of strategy that should be in place, just that one has been implemented. The first element of a matching strategy is that it is consistent with the program’s statement of purpose. For a program focusing on career preparedness, it may make sense for matches to be based on the goals of the youth and the careers of the mentors. A program working with bilingual youth may have a language requirement of their mentors. A site-based program that meets at a certain time may match mentors and mentees based on the schedules of the youth and mentor. Community-based programs where mentors are engaging in activities and spending one-on-one time with youth may find that their matches thrive when based on common interest, personality traits, or shared life history. All of these are valid factors and a program’s matching strategy may contain any or all of them. By developing a written match strategy a program considers its priorities and is purposeful in the matches it makes. 

A program with a clear matching strategy may find its screening process easier. The matching strategy outlines which factors are taken into consideration when making a match, which in turn helps dictate the questions to be asked and the mentor information to be tracked. It also helps predetermine whether a potential mentor is not a fit for a particular program and if they should be referred elsewhere. 

Beyond the actual pairing of a mentor and mentee, matching strategy also provides structure for formalizing the match and outlining clear expectations for both parties. By utilizing signed statements of understanding, mentor programs are able to prepare everyone for the match and start the relationship off on the right foot. It addition to clarifying expectations, it gives the opportunity for the youth and the mentor to actively accept the match. While the program may make the pairing, it puts the choice in the youth's and mentor’s hands to begin the relationship. 

For more information on what MENTOR has to say about matching click here.
Click here to learn more about Arbor Circle
