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“Throughout the years, I 

have had several mentors, 

who have all served as my 

guidance during particular 

periods of my life. Some I talk 

to on a regular basis and 

some I only talked to a few 

times a year, but each has left 

a positive lasting impression 

that will forever be imprinted 

in my mind and on my 

heart.” 

 

A.T., volunteer from Bulgaria 

 

“My mentor and I 

have also been able to 

do many fun things 

together that I would 

not have been able to 

do if he was not my 

mentor. “ 

J. V.,volunteer 

from Hungary 

“My life has taken 

several interesting 

deviations. Without the 

help of my mentors, I 

wouldn’t be the person 

I am today.” 

  

T. C., volunteer from 

Ireland 

 

“Mentors need to be 

cognizant of the 

responsibility they are taking 

on. Mentoring requires a lot 

of time and structure, and it 

will do more harm than good 

to the mentee if the 

experience is handled 

incorrectly.” 

 

S.M., mentor from Macedonia 

“Influential 

mentors have 

changed my life, and 

I hope to have the 

same impact on 

someone.” 

F. P,. volunteer and 

mentor from Belgium 
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The Seminar: Good Practices in Mentoring 

Volunteers with Fewer Opportunities 

 
The contents of this document are derived from a seminar which took place between 1-6 November 
2011, entitled Good practices in mentoring volunteers with fewer opportunities. The seminar was 
hosted by Cooperation for voluntary service – Bulgaria (CVS – Bulgaria), and attended by participants 
from 11 partner organisations from around Europe. The countries involved were, the UK, Ireland, 
Belgium, France, Italy,  Spain, Bulgaria, Hungary, Slovenia, Serbia and Macedonia.   
 
All the promoters involved have had organisational experience of mentoring volunteers with fewer 
opportunities, participating in both short and long term projects. The seminar aimed to pool these 
experiences, share knowledge and skills, and in doing so, strengthen the individual promoters 
capacities and the capacity of those on an informal networking level to cooperate on such projects in 
the future. It also aimed to reach some agreement on common practices and guidelines for 
mentoring young people with fewer opportunities, and to greater understand the needs and the 
challenges for this group. Besides discussing on the different aspects of the main topic itself, the 
seminar touched other specific topics, such as: good practices in effective reaching volunteers from 
the target group; the benefits the volunteers with fewer opportunities get in their cooperation with 
other more experienced volunteers; the better integration of volunteers from the target group in the 
specific project activities and overall socialization etc.   
 
The activities of the seminar included workshops, key inputs from experienced youthworkers, 
discussions, activities and use of existing materials to explore these topics and share the experience 
that exists, as well as address some of the challenges that exists. It is hoped this document will serve 
as a starting point for partner organisations within SCI International network while mentoring young 
people with fewer opportunities. The partner organisations involved in the seminar were as follows: 
 
 

CVS - Bulgaria 
VSI Ireland 

IVS Great Britain 
SCI Region Nord, France 

VIA, Belgium 
De Amicitia, Spain; 

SCI Italy; 
Utilapu, Hungary; 

ZAVOD Voluntariat, Slovenia; 
Volunteer’s Center of Voivodina,  Serbia 

CID Macedonia 
 
 
 
The following delegates from CVS - Bulgaria participated and significantly contributed to the seminar: 
Katerina Stoyanova, Miroslava Popova, Snezhina Kozareva, Antoaneta Kumanova, Sofia Shamanovska 
and Vera Nikolova.  



 

The Target Group: Our Main Focus 

 
All the organisations involved in this seminar work with young people with fewer opportunities. 
According to the Youth in Action Programme this refers to “youngsters facing some obstacles that 
prevent them from having effective access to education, mobility and fair inclusion in society”. These 
can be broken down in more detail to include: 
 

 Social obstacles:  
o young people facing discrimination because of gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, 

disability, etc.; young people with limited social skills or anti-social or risky sexual behavior;  
o young people in a precarious situation; (ex-)offenders, (ex-)drug or alcohol abusers; young 

and/or single parents; orphans; 
o young people from broken families. 

 Economic obstacles:  
o young people with a low standard of living, low income, dependence on social welfare system; 

in long-term unemployment or poverty; young people who are homeless, young people in 
debt or with financial problems. 

 Disability:  
o young people with mental (intellectual, cognitive, learning), physical, sensory or other 

disabilities. 

 Educational difficulties:  
o young people with learning difficulties; early school-leavers and school dropouts; 

 Lower qualified persons: 
o  young people with poor school performance. 

 Cultural differences:  
o young immigrants or refugees or descendants from immigrant or refugee families; 
o young people belonging to a national or ethnic minority; young people with linguistic 

adaptation and cultural inclusion problems. 

 Health problems:  
o young people with chronic health problems, severe illnesses or psychiatric conditions; 
o young people with mental health problems. 

 Geographical obstacles:  
o young people from remote or rural areas; young people living on small islands or peripheral 

regions; young people from urban problem zones; young people from less serviced areas 
(limited public transport, poor facilities, abandoned villages). 

 
Different terms are used in various organisations and countries, but this gives an overview of the 
types of disadvantage that may be referred to when speaking of young people with fewer 
opportunities.  Young people coming from these particular circumstances often face obstacles to 
opporunities for travel, volunteering or intercultural learning. Adequate mentoring of such young 
people with fewer opportunities help them overcome and minimise some of these obstacles, and is 
subject to further discussion in this document.  
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Mentoring Volunteers with Fewer 

Opportunities: The Process 

For young people with fewer opportunities participation is difficult. For that reason, they need the 

mentoring of trained youth workers who can help them to acquire the necessary skills to become 

autonomous. While there are many different ways to describe mentoring, at the core is a positive, 

supporting relationship between a young person and a caring adult. Mentoring is a one-to-one, non-

judgmental relationship where you can volunteer your time to support and encourage someone. 

Many people will need the support of a mentor at a time of change in their life.  

Definitions 

There could be found several definitions of mentoring as a process: 

 А voluntary, mutually beneficial and purposeful relationship in which an individual gives time 

to support another to enable them to make changes in their life; 

 

 Mentoring aims to provide a structured and trusting relationship to bring young people 

together with caring individuals who offer guidance, support and encouragement; 

 

 Effective mentoring is a relationship that focuses on the needs of the person being mentored; 

fosters caring and supportive relationships; encourages all people being mentored to develop 

to their fullest potential; is a strategy to develop active community partnerships. 

 

Mentoring is many things indeed, but at its heart lies an affirmation of human relationships and the 

capacity to enable young people and their mentor to learn and to grow. 

Mentoring process 
 
If we are looking for the right key words for mentoring volunteers with fewer opportunities these could be: 
 

 EVALUATE the background of the volunteer 

 AGREE on the approach 

 BUILD trust and relationship 

 MOTIVATE 

 DISCUSS 

 SUPPORT 

 LEAD 

 ENCOURAGE 

 XXXXXXXX (there is always a new word that can be added according to the particular case) 

 

 

Looking closer at the mentoring process we can suggest a scheme to be followed by the mentor but 

always taking into consideration the specifics of situation with the volunteer they are mentoring. 

Thus the mentor (and his/her supervisor at the organization) is responsible for changing the scheme 

of the mentoring process accordingly in order to accommodate the specific needs and situation on 

the volunteer.  



 

 

 

 
 

 

Training 
 

The training of the mentor is a very important part of the mentoring process. As mentioned above 

the Youth in action program on international level and the National agencies on local level provide a 

vast number of opportunities for the mentors to be trained. However there are rarely specific 

trainings for mentor of volunteers with fewer opportunities, which could focus on the specifics of this 

target group. The mentor can be prepared by the organisation that has some experience in the field. 

However the trainings are good to be ongoing and not only involved in the beginning of a certain 

project. A well prepared mentor is much more worth for the development of the volunteer that a 

randomly chosen one. Here we have to empathize on the importance of the selection of the mentor 

MENTORING VOLUNTEERS WITH FEWER OPPORTUNITIES: 
The PROCESS 

Training 

 
Identify points/areas of  

concern to the volunteer 

 
 

Establish goals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Evaluate 

 
Make a plan for development/action 

(if considered useful) 

 
Reflect, discuss 

Establish a relationship 
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done by the responsible personnel from the organization. Knowing the mentor and the volunteer 

helps in order for this selection to be relevant and the mentoring – successful.  

Establish relationship (e.g. make a contract) 

The next step is to establish a good relationship with the volunteer. This includes gathering as much 

background information as possible in order to get to know the volunteer better and gain their trust 

from the beginning. Knowing the volunteer’s case in advance will help the mentor to allocate possible 

topic which will need extra attention or subtle handling. This is critical for the whole mentorship 

course and can also involve “signing” a contract with the volunteer in order to set the framework of 

the relationship and avoid possible misunderstandings. Apart from putting into action all the 

knowledge gained during the trainings on working with the specific target group, the mentor is 

encouraged to use their heart and intuition as leading them in the relationship with the volunteer.  

Identify points/areas of concern to the volunteer 

Another very important step is to identify the areas of concern of the volunteer. This can be done 

through discussions and different interactive methods and is critical for the successful outcome of 

the project.  
 

Establish “goals” 

After identifying the areas of interest the mentor and the volunteer can establish the specific goals. 

These can follow strictly the goals of the project however it would be better to be a bit more in the 

personal life sphere and be broader than those of the project. Thus the mentoring is aimed to bring 

some life changing experiences, positive examples and to educate the volunteer with fewer 

opportunities to set goals and follow them. This is directly linked to the next step of discussing and 

reflecting.  

 

Reflect, discuss 
 

The reflections and discussions have to be part of each step in the mentoring process and mostly 

when the relationship is being set and the goals established. The mentor has the uneasy task to find a 

way to lead these discussions in an informal way, without losing the attention of the volunteer or 

their motivation. Thus the discussions can be mostly friendly talks or interactive ways for sharing 

opinions and ideas.  
 

Make plan for development/action (if considered useful) 

This is an extra step that the mentor could take in order to keep a good record of what has been set 

as a long term goal with this particular volunteer.  
 



 

Evaluate 

The evaluation has to be prepared by the mentor and the supporting team at the organisation. It 

needs to cover all the areas of the mentor-volunteer relationship. It is good to have a sort of mid-

term and final evaluation in order to have the space to improve the process or change it along the 

way, if necessary. The evaluation is extremely important for both the mentor and the volunteer in 

order to show them where they stand and fuel their motivation.  
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The Role of the Mentor: The Leading Role 

 
The mentor is selected by the organisation and plays a key role in socialization and personal 
development of the volunteer with fewer opportunities, as has been previously mentioned. 
Depending on the needs of the individual taking part in the certain project, their role can vary but in 
general the following should be covered by the mentor; 
 

 The Mentor should have experience of working with young people or Volunteers with fewer 
opportunities in a national and  international context; 

 The Mentor should be familiar with the organisation and its activities, philosophy and staff; 

 The Mentor should monitor the Volunteer’s activities and make sure that he/she receives 
enough support; 

 The Mentor should undertake a regular review, together with the Volunteer, of his/her 
activities and advise the organisation where adjustments might be needed; 

 The Mentor should have regular meetings with the Volunteer and pay attention to the 
Volunteer’s behavior and general wellbeing in order to provide the appropriate support; 

 The Mentor should help the Volunteer, and give him/her an opportunity to speak freely. Open 
communication with the Volunteer in this way should prevent conflict situations; 

 The Mentor should be suitably trained and screened to work with young people with fewer 
opportunities and potentially vulnerable adults.  

 

In some cases the mentor might travel to the project to meet with the volunteer (if the volunteer 
with fewer opportunities is participating in a project abroad) if there are issues or the need arises. 
There are additional costs supplied by the Youth in Action Programme for Reinforced Mentorship.  
 
Always ensure the Mentor themselves receives sufficient support and supervision from the 
organisation in question and is adequately prepared. There are trainings for Mentors offered on a 
local and European basis by the NA’s of the YIA programme.  

Key qualities of a mentor 

The following are some characteristics of a good mentor that the organisations have to look for: 
• be independent 
• be well prepared and trained for his specific role 
• be concerned with the social and personal welfare of volunteer 
• be willing to provide support/assistance in conflict or challenging situations 
• encourage and facilitate non-formal learning 
• provide feedback to the volunteer’s supervisor 
The mentor should not see themselves as the volunteer’s best friend and side with them on every 
issue. There is a need for the relationship to be supportive but also professional at all times. 

Time commitment of a mentor 

There is no standard time commitment relating to mentoring volunteers with fewer opportunities. 
Usually there is a meeting between the mentor and volunteer during the first week or two of the 
project. This is usually followed by regular meetings that should take place roughly every 2-3 weeks 
to see how the volunteer is progressing with the project. It is advisable to have a mentoring plan for 
the duration of the project. This would include setting out how often a mentor will meet with a 



 

volunteer, what areas to be discussed etc. The plan should be devised at the beginning of the project 
and can be reviewed with the volunteer during the project. 
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Tips and Advices: The Good Practices 

 

One of the key outcomes of the seminar was a list with good practices that was developed during the 
different sessions and which reflected the discussed case studies and the relevant experience of the 
participating organizations: 

 

 Frequent contacts between the mentor and the volunteer with fewer opportunities are 
important – The strongest effects for mentoring are found for those who meet as regularly as 
possible, according to the needs of the volunteer.  

 Mentors need to make a long term commitment to mentoring – Relationships 1 year or longer 
are most likely to lead to positive outcomes for the volunteer with fewer opportunities; 
progressively fewer positive effects are found in mentoring relationships that last between 6 
and 12 months; negative effects for the volunteer with fewer opportunities(e.g., drops in self 
esteem or perceived school competence) have been found in relationships that ended within 
6 months. 

 Regular participation in structured activities can lead to stronger mentoring relationships– 
Mentoring relationships characterized by moderate to high levels of structured activities have 
been found to be most successful. 

 Discussion of personal relationships and social issues can lead to closer mentor-volunteer 
relationships and more positive outcomes for youth. 

 Mentors who develop relationships with key persons in the volunteer’s life, especially parents 
(or staff in the institution if the volunteer is deprived of family care), can increase the 
likelihood of the mentoring relationship having a positive impact. 

 Activities should be appropriate to the volunteer’s age – For instance, younger children enjoy 
fun physical activities and rule-based play. However, they may have difficulty articulating the 
activities they enjoy so adults may need to help identify them. Teens enjoy activities that let 
them interact with their peers and provide opportunities to test out new abilities and take 
risks.  

 The success of the mentoring relationship can be increased through careful screening and 
matching of the mentor and the volunteer.  

 Matching by race, culture and ethnicity can be helpful but is not necessary for positive 
relationships. 

 Matching on interests, skills and personality can lead to closer and longer lasting relationships. 

 Volunteers from higher risk environments have been found to benefit more from mentoring 
than volunteers from lower risk environments or volunteers whose risk status is a function of 
a psychological or behavioral disorder. 

 Boys and girls have different expectations about the mentoring relationship – Girls do better 
in relationship-based mentoring while boys do better in activity-based mentoring. 

 Mentors with backgrounds in helping roles or professions have been found to be more 
effective. 

 Strong mentor-volunteer relationships are key – Such relationships are characterized by 
authenticity, empathy, collaboration and companionship. 

 Well trained mentors are more effective – Factors that have been found to increase mentor 
effectiveness include: 

o An understanding of the developmental issues that their volunteer is experiencing. 
o An understanding of the familial, cultural and community context in which their 

volunteer lives. 



 

o Having realistic expectations about the mentoring process and its outcomes. 
o Training in relationship building. 
o Training opportunities that are ongoing, not just at the beginning of the program. 

 Supervision by program staff increases the duration and success of mentoring relationships – 
Supervision may be even more important with cross-age peer mentors than adult mentors. 

 Adequate training of program staff can help ensure appropriate supervision and support of 
matches and enhance their success. 

 Poorly implemented programs may not only be ineffective, but can lead to adverse effects on 
volunteers with fewer opportunities 

 Programs that adhere to recommended guidelines for effective mentoring practice have been 
found to be more effective. 

 
There is currently very little research on the effectiveness of cross-age peer mentoring programs in 
the context of this target group- volunteers with fewer opportunities. This is why such seminars on 
the topic which bring the good practices across borders are really helpful and important for the 
implementation of such projects and better coordination by the various organisations involved. The 
benefits are directly influencing the volunteers with fewer opportunities and the confidence of the 
organisations working in this field. Sharing and exchanging ideas and good practices enables us to 
give a hand to these volunteers and contribute to their personal development and integration in the 
society.  



“Този проект се реализира с финансовата подкрепа на програма “Младежта в действие” на Европейската комисия, 
администрирана в България от Национален център „Европейски младежки програми и инициативи”.

Съдържанието на настоящото издание не отразява позицията на Европейската общност, 
програма “Младежта в действие” или НЦЕМПИ.”

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission.
This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible 

for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.
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