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Canadian Context
Current State of Male
Mentorship

Based on recent data (2019)
collected from a sample of Big
Brothers Big Sisters agencies across
Canada, there is a greater
proportion of female relative to
male mentors (approximately a 2:1
ratio) across school-based,
community-based and site-based
programming.

Across the global mentoring
community, women are far more
likely to become mentors than men
leaving a significant lack of male
mentors available (Raposa et al.,
2019).

Canadian Context: Example

Within Alberta

• Agency in Toronto
• ”When we look at our wait-list we have 500 littles
that are waiting and majority of them are little
brothers because we don’t find the big brothers
for them.”
• “Some of them are waiting for three or four years
now.”

Women between the ages of 18-24 are most likely to
report being a mentor to a child or youth (Richard, Tong,
& Felix-Mah, 2016).
In a rural agency we connected with:
• 3:1 ratio of female to male mentors
• 1:3 ratio of females to male children/youth on a
waitlist
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Within an Edmonton
Mentoring Organization

Masculinity & Mentorship
(Spencer, 2007)

In November 2019

What is the role of gender in mentorship?

• 900 children were on a waitlist and 650 of these were
boys.

• Male mentorship = opportunity for traditional
masculine gender norms to be challenged.
• Demonstrating a emotional vulnerability, availability,
and connection as a male role model was identified as
important to mentors.
• Youth expressed gratitude toward their mentor as a
male-role model.

Scoping Review
(1) What are the challenges in recruiting and
retaining men in mentorship roles?
(2) What are the best practices for recruiting and
retaining men in mentoring roles?

Our Research

1. Scoping Review
2. Enviroscan
3. Male Mentoring Survey (to come)

Scoping Review: Results

Theme: #1

• No peer reviewed articles in the academic literature
on best practices for recruiting and/or retaining men
in community mentorship roles.

• Under-representation of men is not unique to
mentoring
• Evident in other traditionally female dominated
professions (i.e. education, nursing) that involve
children or vulnerable populations.

• Several resources available in the gray literature (i.e.
evaluations, reports, handouts, unpublished
dissertations/theses, toolkits, etc.).
• 4 core themes emerged

• What does this mean?
• Enhancing the visibility of men in roles in which
they are currently under-represented and
connecting them with other males is important in
order to challenge these beliefs.
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Theme #2
• The importance and benefits associated with having a
mentor.
• Emerging body of literature examining the benefits
associated with mentoring from the perspective of
mentors themselves.

Theme #3

• Over-representation of articles and resources geared toward minority
populations (i.e. African American men/youth) was evident across the
academic and gray literature.
• It should be noted that this information came from literature produced in the
United States.

Theme #4
• Importance of connecting men with other males who
can serve as mentors or role models.
• Has the potential to break down certain myths or
stereotypes regarding their competence or
suitability in traditionally female dominated
professions.
• In extending this to the mentoring field à involving
current male mentors in recruitment efforts might be
an effective strategy for engaging men.

Summary of Results
• Recruitment > retention challenges
• Amount of female mentors > male mentors

3M Enviroscan
• We interviewed 9 Canadian mentoring agencies
about their experiences recruiting and/or retaining
male mentors.
• Agencies provided different mentorship
opportunities (community-based, school-based,
corporate mentorship, cross-peer mentorship,
post-secondary readiness program, etc.) and were
at different stages in their male engagement
efforts.

Would you say that your agency
has a shortage of male mentors?
“If you look at our staff and our volunteer pool, I would
say probably 90% of it is women.”

• At an organizational level à more female staff
• More male children/youth waiting to be matched with
a male mentor
• Funding challenges for male mentorship programs
(relative to female programs)
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Where are the men in
mentoring organizations?
“Our biggest struggle has been trying to find a
consistent male staff member that would just ... that
would be willing to stay with our program and perform
this role.”

“Why do you think there is
a shortage of male relative
to female mentors?”

Participant
Comment
“Why do you think there is
a shortage of male relative
to female mentors?”

• “Culture amongst men where volunteerism
doesn’t seem as important.”
• Agency is “predominately female-based”
• Men might not see themselves as having the skills
to mentor

“Why do you think there is a shortage of
male relative to female mentors?”
• Fear of false allegations
• Public perception
“People are going to look at them like why are you
mentoring a child?”
• Work schedules & location – men as more “transient”
compared to women and engage in more shiftwork
• Amount of paperwork involved

•
•
•
•

Taking care of children as “women’s work”
Mentoring as a “female type thing to do”
Women as “natural helpers”
Human services field is and has always been
“dominated by women”

“I think also the word “mentor” is a very
daunting word. It’s been sort of hijacked by
Forbes Magazine where if you want to be a
CEO of a Fortune 500 company, it’s good to
get a mentor. So I think people think,
especially men think that being a mentor
means that you have to have your whole life
figured out and you have to be the perfect
human being before you can give back. But
that’s obviously not the case. Any life
experience is enough to be a mentor to atrisk youth right? So I think it might seem a
little daunting.”

Expanding Mentoring
opportunities for male youth
• Some agencies have incorporated a variety of options
for males and are not relying on the traditional oneto-one match.
• Groups (i.e. boys can meet once a week with a
facilitator).
• In-school support programs and cross-peer
mentorship
• Leadership conferences
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Within Schools:
Cross-Peer Mentorship

Cross Peer Mentorship

• Example: Grade 8 students with
grade 10, 11, or 12 students.
• Can involve group sessions with adult
facilitators, one-on-one mentorship,
after-school groups, etc.
• Avoid “piggybacking” on the model
for girls when developing a group.
• Consider being more “activity based”
to appeal to boys

Similar challenges engaging teen boys
(grade 10, 11, 12) as mentors to younger
students.
How can we ”pitch” mentorship in a way
that is appealing to boys?

Retention Strategy:
Reconnecting with Mentors

Peer Recruitment
“For me as a parent, if I were to tell my son to do this,
it's not going to be as effective as if it's his buddy. I think
there's also something about the cross-peer mentorship,
where everyone kind of looks up to it to a bigger kid,
right?

• Reconnect with past mentors if there is a mentee who
you believe would be a good match.
• Example (male mentor with an interest in fitness):

So, I just think that they're just – they're just more
powerful at doing it themselves, right, at selling it to
each other and in their language that makes sense.”

“You know, I’ve got this kid that I think would be really
good for you and what I need you to do is climb with him
every Tuesday night. That’s what he wants to do; he
wants to master some skills.”

Recruitment Strategies
What are
organizations
currently doing to
engage men?

Recruitment
Strategies

Host male-oriented
recruitment events

Establish connections with job
sites or industries that are
male oriented and develop a
“presence” in the community

Organize volunteer
appreciation nights for male
mentors

Utilize current male mentors
and engage them in the
recruitment process
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Example: Coffee Meetings
Involving Current
Male Mentors

“Some of those volunteers have also referred us to
some of their friends, and then we’ve taken them
out for coffee as well just to talk about our agency
and the need for volunteers, and then they’ve all
been signed and so it’s been very successful.”

Connect with current male mentors
• Do they have recruitment ideas?
• Friends that might be
interested?

“They’ll also fill out the application with them at
that coffee meeting if they’re ready to do it as well.”

“They talk to their friends and say you
know, it’s not such a bad thing, it’s not
just a female volunteer job.”

Involving Current Male Mentors
• Male mentors can advocate in the community &
within their social network.
• This might help other males see mentoring as
something they could become involved in and would
enjoy.

“So they’re not hearing it from
somebody who’s trying to sell them
something ….it’s coming from
somebody who’s happy in their
position, who’s finding it a meaningful
experience for themselves and who has
chosen to tell this particular person
about it because of something they see
in them.”

“Honestly, I think it’s word of mouth from other
males just saying this is an awesome programme,
this is not hard, it’s only this many hours in a week,
you can totally do it, you know, that kind of thing."

During Volunteer
Appreciation Nights
• Invite male mentors to bring friends that might be
interested in volunteering
• Answer any questions they might have about
mentorship (i.e. time commitment, what activities
can they do, financial requirements, etc.)
• Have application materials accessible at the event
so that they can start the process ASAP!*

Male Oriented Events
• Recruit male mentors in a “male oriented”
space
• Example: organize a recruitment event
around watching an Oilers game
• Develop community partnerships with
businesses that can host events
• Example: spaghetti eating contest at a
local restaurant
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Consider how you can make a
“presence” in the community

Additional benefits of hosting events

We “started partnering with a lot of barbershops in the
city because we found that for some reason barbershops
are a place where men are allowed to be vulnerable and
talk about sort of anything they want to talk about.”

• Provides an opportunity for male mentors to get to know one another.
“But also it was a way for our current volunteers to meet other current volunteers and talk
about their experiences, which I think goes back to the retention piece because of the
mentor, you can feel very isolated as a volunteer. There’s not very many opportunities to
meet other volunteers, so this was like, it was of kind of like a two-part event.”

Establishing Community
Partnerships
• Create partnerships with popular male athletes
who can participate in events that raise awareness
of the agency.
• Involving popular athletes also shows that the
agency is up to date, aware of what is happening in
the city, and involved with the “right” people.

Tell men what
mentorship can
involve

Men might be unsure about the time commitment, what
mentorship looks like, what activities they would engage in,
or what they have to “offer” a kid.

“Men are less guarded at a barbershop for some reason.
So we started working with barbershops and getting
them to talk to their clients about volunteering with Big
Brothers and Big Sisters.”

More Recruitment Strategies
Inform men about what mentorship entails

Get personal, build relationships, and spread the word in the
community
Collaborate with schools and establish school-based mentorship
opportunities

Tell men what
mentorship can
involve

• Explain the different types of activities that they can
participate in with a child/youth (i.e. sports, camping).
• This helps to challenges misconceptions (i.e. mentorship as
homework help, reading, etc.)
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Do I need to be “good at
sports”?

Getting “Personal”

“We used to think, “Well then the
mentor needs to be very good at sports.”
But even that, yes, it’s helpful but it’s
also helpful for a young person to feel
like they’ve got it going on and that
they can teach the mentor
something. So if the mentor isn’t good
at the sport, that’s okay.
You know, maybe it’s a chance for the kid
to be better at something than the
mentor."

• Staff can reach out to positive male role models in
their own lives.
• These men might not be aware of the
opportunities for mentorship or considered
themselves as being suitable for this role.
• Set up interactive booths at public events to
provide information to men and raise awareness
of the need for male mentors.

Getting “Personal”
• Recruitment efforts can also speak to the universality
of mentorship.
• For example, men might be able to empathize
with being a youth and feeling alone or as if they
didn't have someone to connect to.
• “Speaking into that void” can also be incorporated
in male recruitment efforts.

Getting “Personal”
“But my experience has been when I
target a male and say, “I could really
use you in my program,” they’re
very willing.
And the males that I have in my
program are every bit as nurturing
and capable in the same skills that
the women are.”

Getting “Personal”
• In an employment context, men might not be aware that the agency is looking to hire men
or view the position as suitable for them.
“I’ve been reaching out to guys that I know that are in this field that ... well, and actually not
even just in the field, like any guys that I know that really have, like a caring compassion for kids,
and just be, like look, I know maybe you might not have thought about a thing like this but why
don’t you come and try it? ”

Build relationships within
surrounding communities through
volunteering and attending events.
“So we’ll go and volunteer our time and just start to
build relationships there and talk about the work we do
and things like that……So that’s helped us immensely in
terms of everybody kind of knows us and knows that
we’re being a part of the community versus just always
asking the community for something.”
“So what’s happening is that they’re getting to know us,
and they’re thinking about our agency, and they’re
wanting to help us as well because we’re helping them.”
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Male oriented
group-based
activities

More Recruitment Strategies
Provide male-oriented,
group-based community
events and activities

Establish a dedicated
recruitment team

• Offer “male focused” group
programming, which may be
more comfortable for men.
• i.e. visiting an autobody
shop

Expand traditional
mentorship
opportunities

Create advertisements
with “male focused”
language

• Helps increase men’s
awareness of the need for
mentors and exposes young
boys to a possible career
and the education required.

Male oriented group-based activities
• Potential to shift men’s
perceptions surrounding these
youth as “troublemakers” to kids
who are just in need of some
“extra time.”
• Men also see that mentorship
might not be “such a hard thing
for them to do.”

Importance of Language
“We’re not speaking the lingo or we’re not, we’re trying to speak the same thing as how
we’re recruiting females to recruit males and it doesn’t always, like they don’t necessarily
see themselves in that position when you’re explaining it like you would to a female.”
“Like if we’re putting out a whole bunch of flowery type, or even nurturing type language,
maybe they don’t see themselves in that, so making it more of the male language.”

Corporate mentorship

Examples
• Instead of emphasizing being a caring or
nurturing individual, tailor the
advertisements to describe activities that
might be of interest to men as means of
engaging them.
“If you like to do X, you can be a mentor”
• Have pictures of men mentoring males in
advertising materials.

Expand
Traditional
Mentorship
Opportunities

Bring students to a corporate
office. Men can mentor them over
lunch. “Easier sell”

Provide
opportunities for
shared mentorship

Men in
shiftwork,
couple
match, etc.

Use of technology?
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More Recruitment Strategies
Shared
Mentoring
Example

“So, for example, if someone does work shiftwork we’ll say maybe you and a friend that’s
on another shift could kind of tag team, each
take a turn, one week on or one week off,
mentoring one student.”

Openly acknowledge the challenge in engaging men as mentors and the need for
more men in conversations, recruitment materials, etc. to help raise awareness.

Meet volunteers where they are at and
take an individualized approach.

“We’re willing to do whatever the volunteer needs to
get them through the doors.”

When delivering recruitment presentations, tailor them to the target audience and
what might be of interest to them.
Men as being “there for a reason”

Examples: Tailoring the Pitch
Example: Tailoring the
Pitch

“For men in a university setting who might be thinking about
applying for a graduate programme, you can talk about
mentorship as a tool that will help differentiate their resume.”
“And then if we talk to businesses, we try to talk to them in a
way where we tell them that volunteers get as much out of it
as our little brothers and little sisters do, mainly because you
have that opportunity to sort of just let loose without thinking
about work and be a kid again and enjoy the moment while
inadvertently making a huge impact on a child’s life.”

“So for example if we talk to police officers,
we would talk about how our programs are
early intervention and it’s really helping atrisk youth not be involved in risky
behaviours which breaks the cycle of
violence, it breaks the cycle of poverty and
all of that.”

Looking at your
own community
Are there certain male dominated
industries that require volunteer
work?
• i.e. police, firefighters

Recruitment
Strategies
Expand recruitment efforts to target older
men as mentors.
“I don’t think I have anything but I just
have lots of knowledge about cars and so
I want to teach somebody else about a
car, taught all my grandkids, and I want to
keep teaching…. And so we found him a
fifteen-year-old boy that was interested in
taking apart a car and that’s what they’re
doing.”
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Recruitment Strategies
• Target your approach to how potential volunteers
think & act.
• “Marketing perspective”
• Example: Millennials might be more interested in
what they can get out of volunteering and how
they are viewed by their peers if they volunteer.
• In this case, agencies can make the program more
social media friendly to allow mentors to share
what they are doing.

Recruitment Strategies
• Utilize social media to promote the organization’s
programs and make enrollment as easy and
accessible as possible.
• Online training (i.e. webinars) streamlines the
application process and makes it more
convenient (i.e. minimizes travel in large cities).

Example:
Marketing
Perspective

“So look at volunteering as a product, look at
volunteers as a consumer and then try to
figure out what these volunteers gain from
it, what they lose from it and then think
about how we can amplify their gains and
try to remedy their losses.”

Recruitment Strategies
Use real matches in social media adds.
“We actually use real matches out in the community in
Toronto where men in the community can actually see
themselves doing it right? We have a pretty famous
basketball court in one of our communities where the
walls are covered in graffiti and we had an actual match
take a picture of them just playing basketball with each
other. That brought in a lot of volunteers because men
are like, “I can see that. This doesn’t seem to daunting.”

Cultural Considerations in
Recruitment
• “Foreign-ness” of the concept
“It’s really hard to explain mentorship to
someone who just doesn't have an analogy to it
in their language or their culture.”
• The service & function might have been done
“naturally” by a cousin or a member of the
extended family.

Cultural
Considerations

• How do we promote or explain mentorship in culturally
meaningful ways?
“Oftentimes there’s a default to hey, let's just translate the
poster and that should be enough. And it isn’t.”
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Cultural Considerations

Future Directions

• Establish a presence and build relationships

• Engage Male Mentors
• Engage current male mentors in recruitment
efforts and future research. Their experiences are
valuable and understudied.

• Collaborate with community leaders
• Appeal to men in their language and at forums where
they are at
• Consider the role of culture in mentor/mentee
matches

• Involve Male Staff
• Explore the perspectives of male staff within
mentoring organizations.
• How can we use their experiences to involve other
men?

“We’re building a narrative that they can see themselves
in.”

Future Directions
• Organizational Efforts
• Address the lack of male representation at an
organizational level
• Widening the scope: Look outside of the mentorship
community and continue to conduct research
• Is the general public aware of the need for male
mentors?
• How can we raise public awareness?

Future Directions
Ongoing research to help inform practice
• What male recruitment strategies are
effective?
• What are the perspectives of male
mentees & mentors in terms of the
role of gender in mentorship?
• Male mentoring survey*

Thinking Ahead
How can we “raise boys that
are not afraid to mentor?”

Questions?
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