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Mentoring and leisure-time program-
mes are already implemented in vari-
ous forms in many countries. When 
carefully executed, these interventions 
offer many effective tools for suppor-
ting young people at risk of offending. 

Only a few evaluations on the impact 
of such programmes exist in Denmark, 
but if we look abroad, we find mento-
ring and leisure-time programmes that 
are well-documented and show pro-
mising results. 

In this guide, we have compiled a 
number of recommendations for deci-
sion-makers and professionals who 
work with children and young people 
in vulnerable situations. The recom-
mendations are based on systemati-
cally collected information about the 
direct or indirect impact of mentoring 
and leisure-time activities on de-

linquent behaviour and crime, inclu-
ding youth group crime. 
 
The solid body of knowledge about the 
impact of mentoring and leisure-time 
programmes derives chiefly from inter-
national studies focusing primarily on 
young people aged 12 to 17 who are 
vulnerable to one or more risk factors. 
We consulted Danish professionals, re-
searchers, associations and institutions 
about their experience and knowledge 
in order to put the international re-
search into various, specific actor per-
spectives.

This guide is intended to qualify and 
provide guidance about the effect of 
mentoring and leisure-time interventi-
ons on both general and group-related 
delinquency and crime. The guide 
shows how local initiatives can be la-
unched and the efforts required, also 

when the aim is to strengthen an 
existing programme involving volunte-
er mentors, support workers, recreati-
onal pursuits or club activities.  
 
The examination of mentoring and le-
isure-time programmes and the re-
commendations in this guide was pre-
pared in collaboration with TrygFonden. 
Over the next few years, we will jointly 
focus on various programmes that can 
help prevent youth crime and get at-
risk youth back on the right track. 

The systematic review and summaries 
of the studies and programmes that 
form the basis for this guide can be 
read in The Effectiveness of Mentoring 
and Leisure-Time Activities for Youth at 
Risk. A Systematic Review (Danish Cri-
me Prevention Council, 2012).  
http://www.dkr.dk/mentoring-and-leisu-
re-time-activities-youth-risk

Foreword

Yours sincerely

Anna Karina Nickelsen 
Director of Secretariat 

Danish Crime Prevention Council
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Introduction

Many children and young people grow 
up without a stable base or support in 
a society that puts high demands on 
them as individuals from an early age. 
Lack of networks and resources, fami-
ly conflicts, frequent moves, abuse, 
and difficulties with schoolwork are 
among the problems that can derail 
young people. 

A mentoring or leisure-time initiative in 
the local community can strengthen 
young people’s personal and social de-
velopment. However, this requires pro-
grammes that are well planned and 
executed. Such programmes can incre-
ase young people’s resilience and posi-
tively impact various factors at school, 
among friends, in the local community, 
at home and in the youth themselves.   

Leisure-time programmes can offer 
youngsters an opportunity to socialise 
with their friends as well as a safe pla-
ce to be, attentive adults and activities 
that enhance their skills. A mentor can 
be a stable, long-term, personal sup-
port and role model who listens confi-
dentially and guides the young person 
according to his or her wishes and ne-
eds. The mentor can be a paid support 
worker or a volunteer. 

If a young person takes part in a leisu-
re-time activity and also has a mentor, 
the two elements can go hand in hand. 
This means that the young person 
gets various kinds of support from dif-
ferent sources in a range of social con-
texts. However, the various program-
me elements must be coordinated.

Holistic, combined interventions have 
the advantage that they can impact se-
veral aspects of a young person’s life – 
friends, family, school, leisure time and 
local community. An intervention that 
reaches more broadly and deeply into 

a young person’s life over a longer peri-
od of time has a greater chance of suc-
cess.

Youth in groups
Friends are important for young people. 
Young people naturally take their cues 
from each other and often meet in 
groups. The incentives may be shared 
interests, friendships, backgrounds or 
experiences. Sometimes their get-to-
gethers may turn into activities aimed 
at breaking norms, causing trouble or 
committing crime. In these cases, indi-
vidual youngsters may be negatively af-
fected by the other group members 
and get pulled into a downward spiral.

If both group and individual approaches 
are used to help a young person, as is 
the case with combined mentoring and 
leisure-time interventions, the group’s 
social dynamics can be put to construc-
tive use. Watching how a young person 
interacts with his peers lets us discover 
special sides of his personality, and we 
can use specific incidents in the group 
to create time for reflection, new points 
of view and new roles. There are many 
possibilities of change, and no two 
youth groups are the same to work 
with. Professionalism is crucial and con-
tinuous assessment is needed to deci-
de whether the intervention is benefi-
ting anyone. 

Effects
The three types of interventions – men-
toring, leisure-time and combined – 
concern more than keeping young 
people occupied or giving them good 
experiences here and now. Overall, re-
search has proved that the interventi-
ons can positively impact youth:
  •   Behaviour
  •   Mental health

  •   Schooling
  •   Relationships with friends and 

family
  •   Attitude
  •   Substance use
  •   Crime.

Solid mentoring studies can document 
all the above effects. However, well-do-
cumented effects of leisure-time activi-
ties come primarily in the form of im-
proved youth behaviour and mental 
health, including self-esteem. Solid stu-
dies of combined programmes show 
they have effects in all the above areas, 
with the exception of attitude. 
Mentoring and leisure-time activities 
are promising preventive methods for 
young people who for various reasons 
are deemed at risk of offending. The 
programmes should be adapted to 
youth needs, and research shows that 
the effect varies depending on how the 
programme is implemented, for whom 
and for how long. The guide outlines 
the key characteristics of effective pro-
grammes and what to avoid.

Local challenges
Although a number of general re-
commendations regarding mentoring 
and leisure-time interventions are avai-
lable to guide us, such programmes 
must also be assessed in light of local 
conditions. The scope and nature of 
crime-related challenges can vary sig-
nificantly from place to place as well 
as change over time. 

Assess the need in your area before 
initiating any activities. You will create 
the best basis for your work by first 
analysing the exact nature of the pro-
blem. At the end of this guide we offer 
ideas for tackling this challenge and 
questions which you can ask to identi-
fy local needs and solutions.
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 ‘Remember that crime is a 
symptom of something else.’

Daniel Frank, 
SSP, Odense

 ‘Vulnerable youth and their families 
have a history. The earlier we see 
them, the better.’

Kristoffer Rønde Møller, 
BL - Federation of Social Housing  

Organisations in Denmark
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Mentoring programmes

The emotional support and relationship 
of trust between mentor and mentee 
are believed to be the mechanisms 
that make an impact and strengthen a 
young person’s psycho-social develop-
ment. This relationship can help a 
young person to build other trusting re-
lationships and improve his or her self-
perception.  

A mentor can be a role model who 
helps a youngster to handle pressure, 
get involved in socially acceptable acti-

vities, reflect on the consequences of 
his or her actions and look positively at 
a future filled with hopes and ambiti-
ons. A mentor’s supervision and 
guidance can also provide a protective 
factor in the young person’s life and 
help enhance his or her skills.

Youth aged 11–14
Young people who benefit most from 
having a mentor are generally only 
aged between 11 and 14.
 

They are at less risk of committing of-
fences and at a stage in their lives 
where they may start to feel socially 
excluded. Such youth typically live in 
urban areas with special socio-econo-
mic problems.

 ‘The relationship is always the 
foundation of any youth-tar-
geted initiative.’ 

Heidi Alstrup,
youth counselling service, Århus

A mentoring programme can generate posi-
tive changes for young people in vulnerable 
situations and make a positive impact on a 
range of factors.

Examples
 
 Big Brothers Big Sisters 
 An intensive mentoring pro-

gramme from the USA invol-
ving volunteer mentors.

 The participants are children 
and youth from lowincome, 
single-provider families that 
often have a history of sub-
stance abuse and domestic 
violence. In just one year, the 
programme showed it could 
reduce the likelihood of parti-
cipants starting to take 
drugs, drink alcohol, play tru-
ant from school or commit 
violence.

 An improvement was also 
seen in their academic perfor-

mance and attitude to home-
work. The youngsters’ relati-
onships with peers and their 
own parents also improved, 
as did their perception of their 
own academic skills and 
others’ social acceptance of 
them.

 

 Den Korte Snor (The Tight 
Leash)

 An intensive programme from 
Copenhagen using professional 
contact workers. 

 The participants are 10–17-ye-
ar-olds with massive social 
and personal problems. 
Many have been involved in 
delinquent behaviour or vio-
lence against the person. In 

addition to family interviews 
and network meetings with  

 schools and afterschool acti-
vities, the programme prima-
rily consists of 15 weekly 
hours of relationship buil-
ding.

 An evaluation showed better 
school attendance and parti-
cipation in organised leisure 
activities among participants. 
Criminal reports and charges 
fell by two-thirds on average, 
and the conflict level in the 
most conflict-ridden families 
dropped slightly. After the 
programme, the youth’s fri-
endships tended to be slight-
ly more pro-social, and more 
youngsters focused on posi-
tive targets.
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 ‘Attentiveness, trust and 

determination are impor-
tant programme parame-
ters. You mustn’t make 
any promises you can’t 
keep.’

Torben Bertelsen,  
SSP, Varde

 

Key practices
Mentoring programmes stand the best 
chance of success when:

 •    They are tailored to local condi-
tions and youth needs 

 •    They entail emotional support 
and a long-term relationship of 
trust 

 •    The young mentee is moti-
vated to take part  

 •    Professional staff screen and 
match mentors and mentees

 •    The match accommodates the 
wishes of the young person, 
parents and mentor

 •  The young person and the men-
tor share the same interests

 •    All those involved have clearly 
defined expectations for the 
programme from the outset – 
including its aims and duration

 

 • They last at least one year with 
weekly contact

 • Professional staff train the men-
tors, offer support and supervi-
sion, and continuously monitor 
the match

 • The mentor has no preconcei-
ved or specific change in mind 
on the young person’s behalf 

 • The volunteer mentor does not 
represent an official institution.
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While some conditions can have an 
especially positive impact on a mento-
ring programme, so can others be par-
ticularly detrimental. Longterm mento-
ring relationships are required to 
create the conditions needed for youth 
development. Conversely, a prematu-
rely ended relationship can be harmful.

A prematurely discontinued 
mentoring relationship can 
make a young person feel be-
trayed 

It has been shown that relationships 
that end within six months can incre-
ase young people’s alcohol consumpti-
on and those shorter than three 
months can diminish their self-esteem.

Adopting the practices mentioned in 
this chapter can counter this risk. The 
next step is to consider alternative in-
terventions for specially vulnerable 
youth, as their needs require extra at-
tention. In particular, avoid assigning 
untrained, unprofessional persons to 
be their mentors.

You should also gain the parents’ sup-
port for the programme and ensure 
that the young person has sufficient 
resources and social skills to be part of 
a mentoring relationship.

Other mentee and mentor characteri-
stics appear to influence the all-impor-
tant duration of the relationship. It has 
been shown that matches with 
13–16-year-olds break down more of-
ten than matches with 10–12-year-olds. 
This indicates that this type of inter-
vention best benefits younger youth.

Volunteer mentors aged over 25 also 
seem to be more stable than 18–24 
year-old mentors, whose own lives are 
often undergoing many changes.

The close personal bond formed be-
tween mentor and mentee – a key im-
pact criterion – can also become a 
challenge in itself:

Without supervision, mentors 
may burn out 
A mentor can easily become burned 
out by the turbulence in his mentee’s 
life, for which the mentor must not 
feel personally responsible.

The mentor-mentee relationship is per-
son-dependent, which can make the 
initiative fragile. The mentor may fall ill 
or move, or the match may simply be 
doomed from the start. A new match 
must then be made, for which reason 
several mentors must be on standby. 

 ‘Getting a youngster and his 
parents to see the need for a 
mentor can be a challenge – 
what can a mentor do that a 
parent can’t?’

Christian Østergård, 
South and Southern 

Jutland Police

A relationship that ends abrupt-
ly will disappoint young people

Young mentees are often deeply disap-
pointed when their mentoring relati-
onship ends – especially if it ends ab-
ruptly. 

A clear timeframe for the programme, 
a gradual reduction in interaction, a ri-
tual ending and a possible follow-up 
session can ease the transition and 
make it more acceptable. Many local 
authority mentors in Denmark often al-
low the young mentee to phone them 
if they need to. In this way, the relati-
onship can continue informally at a lo-
wer intensity. Volunteer mentors fre-
quently continue the relationship after 
the agreed first year.
 
 ‘Volunteer mentors should not 

be allocated to the most hard-
core youth. Prepare professio-
nals better and meet the young 
people not as equals but as 
equally worthy.’

René de Claville Juhler, 
youth counselling service, Århus

Implementation 
experience 
Knowing the practical experience 
gained from other mentoring program-
mes can be useful if you are to be per-
sonally involved in a mentoring pro-
gramme. The following examples are 
intended as a checklist before starting 
such a programme. It lists both pitfalls 
and proposed solutions to be aware of. 

Initial challenges

 • Professionals may be sceptical 
about volunteers’ potential and 
whether a new programme will 
create a heavier workload 

 •   Embedding the mentoring pro-
gramme in existing local bodies 
whose staff train and supervise 
the new mentors encourages 
local co-ownership and support

 •   Professionals fail to refer 
enough young people to the 
mentoring programme despite 
clear guidelines, or refer youth 
who do not meet the criteria

 •   Limited time and resources re-
duce the number of volunteer 
mentors admitted and trained, 
so fewer youth benefit from the 
programme 

 •   The time gap between training 
mentors and matching them 
with mentees can be too great:  
they may forget their training, 
become demotivated or have 
less spare time

 •   Letting a young person wait a 
long time for a mentor can be 
undesirable

 •   It can be difficult to find enough 
volunteer mentors – particularly 
male mentors. The need for 
mentors is greatest amongst 

 
 Facts
 Matches with the most vulne-

rable youth are most likely to 
break down. Young people 
who have been subjected to 
physical, psychological or se-
xual abuse are also those 
who will be most negatively 
affected by a prematurely en-
ded mentoring relationship.
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 Facts
 Consistent contact between 

mentor and youth for several 
hours at a time three to four 
times a month can be decisi-
ve for positive change.

But the process can get tough 
when:

 • The young person fails to initia-
te contact or suggest activities 
or seems totally uninterested in 
meeting

 • The local neighbourhood offers 
only a few places to go to

 • The location is remote, and 
long distances mean the men-
tor needs a car 

 • The mentor has to stand by and 
watch the youth’s problems and 
difficulties without being able to 
help

 • The mentor finds talking about 
the mentee to staff problematic 
because he fears that the 
young person may take this the 
wrong way

 • The mentor worries about 
being inadequate as a mentor 

 • The mentor is affected by e.g., 
the young mentee’s being pla-
ced outside the home 

 • The young person inexplicably 
breaks off the match.

 ‘Remember, it’s the system 
they’re mad at. Take some-
thing positive home with you. 
And it is important to be clear 
about giving in to anything 
else.’ 

Henrik Vang Nielsen, 
Social Services, Copenhagen

Costs
The costs of a mentoring programme 
vary greatly depending on whether the 
mentor is a volunteer or a professional. 
However, only a professional can deal 
with young people with massive, com-
plex problems dependably – in terms 
of both the young person and him/her-
self.

According to American cost-benefit 
analyses, the voluntary mentoring pro-
gramme Big Brothers Big Sisters is a 
paying proposition. Support and super-
vision allegedly cost approx. 1,000 
US$ per match per year. The money 
pays for professional staff who recruit, 
screen and train the volunteers, while 
also establishing and supervising the 
matches. The mentor is unpaid and 
works in his spare time.

Embedding the programme in existing 
local bodies can also be preferable to 
setting up a new, separate framework. 
In other words, local youth workers are 
involved in training and supervising. 
This takes time, but it promotes ow-
nership and context. 

 ‘A young person who turns 18 
and has smoked marijuana sin-
ce he was 12 is not ready to 
cope with life, even though his 
birth certificate says he can. 
This is an obvious case for a 
mentor.’

Thomas Gajhede,  
The Joint Council for Children’s 

Issues in Denmark

boys, and a male mentor can 
better influence boys who are 
most crime-prone 

 •   Recruiting, assessing and 
matching youth and volunteers 
is time-consuming

 •   Staff can feel pressured to crea-
te a match even if the perfect 
volunteer is not available, ma-
king the match dependent on 
convenience rather than on the 
common interests of mentor 
and mentee.

Being a mentor feels easy when:

 • Mentor and mentee have a 
common background, common 
interests and activities and have 
fun together 

 • The mentee is enthusiastic and 
willing

 • The mentor can relax and be 
himself 

 • Volunteer mentors gain a privi-
leged role in the young person’s 
life because they are not 
employed staff and have taken 
on the job with no desire for fi-
nancial compensation 

 • Volunteer mentors are not re-
stricted by a system frame-
work, but can negotiate their 
own support systems with 
young people with whom they 
have a common understanding 

 • Both volunteer mentors and 
mentees participate in the pro-
gramme in their free time and, 
as such, have the same interest 
in how the programme is 
adapted and negotiated to suit 
their needs

 • Mentor and mentee maintain a 
dialogue 

 • Mentors can listen, be patient 
and be tenacious.

 ‘Remember to guide. Young 
people can provide many an-
swers themselves. Help them 
to help themselves. Have a so-
lution-oriented outlook on 
people and invite yourself into 
their way of seeing the world.’ 

Daniel Frank, SSP, Odense

 
 A good idea…
 Ongoing training and support 

for volunteer mentors can 
help them handle new in-
sight and information about 
the young person, e.g., if he 
or she has a family history of 
substance misuse or incarce-
ration. 

Volunteer mentors want:

 • More training, networking and 
support

 • More opportunities for group 
activities with other matches 
and/or mentors

 • Better transition processes 
when matches end 

 • More teamwork with parents/
providers to make the match 
more efficient.
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Existing leisure-time programmes for special-
needs youth can make a greater impact, if 
they follow certain recommendations.

Leisure-time activities

There are several explanations for the 
mechanisms that produce positive ef-
fects. Developmental research indica-
tes that opportunities to spend time 
with a supportive adult and take part in 
meaningful, challenging activities with 
peers can enhance a young person’s 
development and skills. 

By the same token, the risk of deviant 
behaviour may increase if young 
people do not take part in organised le-

isure activities with adult supervision. 
Efforts could be made to introduce this 
group to well-organised recreational 
activities instead.  

Some group-oriented programmes are 
run on the notion that a leisure-time 
programme – a club, for instance – can 
offer young people what they would 
otherwise seek through youth groups 
that exhibit delinquent behaviour. The 
club can provide an alternative by offe-

ring challenges, fellowship, supportive 
adults and a place to belong to. 

Finally, a systematic review of the ef-
fect of organised leisure-time program-
mes for children and young people has 
shown that programmes that spotlight 
personal and social skills can enhance 
participants’ self-perception, positive 
social behaviour, school marks and 
commitment to school while curbing 
their problem behaviour.

Examples 
 
 Clubs – Gang Prevention 

Through Targeted Outreach 
(GPTTO) & Gang Intervention 
Through Targeted Outreach 
(GITTO)

 American club initiatives for 
young people at risk of getting 
involved in youth gangs or who 
are already involved in them.

 The GPTTO preventive initiati-
ve is used mainly by 10–12-ye-
ar-olds, while the GITTO inter-
vention initiative chiefly has 
16-year-old users. These yout-
hs have grown up in poverty 
and many are already – or are 
becoming – involved in gangs. 
They have problems at school, 
and many carry weapons, 
have committed crime, etc.  

 The clubs organise interest-
based activities and offer abu-
se services, school, job and 
skills training – as well as tat-
too removal. The youth are 
identified by outreach work 
and other methods.

 Frequent participation in the 
programmes helps youths to 
improve their academic per-
formance, strengthen social 
relationships, make more 
constructive use of their spare 
time, lessen their contact with 
the legal system and reduce 
criminal behaviour. The likeli-
hood of their stealing and 
smoking marijuana falls, whi-
le the onset of gang-related 
behaviour, including special 
clothing, is delayed.

 

 Maryland’s After School 
Community Grant Program

 A recreational programme 
from the USA offering leisure 
activities such as sport, art 
and handicrafts.

 The recreational activities 
alternate with homework 
assistance and sessions in 
social, emotional and cog-
nitive skills, including the 
ability to express feelings 
and solve problems. 

 Positive friendships help to 
significantly reduce the cri-
minal behaviour of 11–14 
year-old students, and their 
incentive not to start taking 
drugs increases. The partici-
pants live in areas with 
high crime rates.
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Try to avoid …
Although a leisure-time programme 
can lead to improvement, it can occasi-
onally provoke the opposite of its in-
tended effect. 

Young people can have a negati-
ve impact on each other 

When a group of youth whose beha-
viour deviates from accepted social 
norms are brought together in an inter-
vention, their risk of offending may in-
crease, regardless of whether they al-
ready know each other. Already 
knowing each other may reinforce their 
group affiliation and gang-related beha-
viour.

Programmes offered by drop-in centres 
and clubs have occasionally proved to 
be an unfortunate line of approach if not 
staffed by competent, attentive person-
nel. 

The older, the more difficult

The outcome can also vary depending 
on the characteristics of the target 
group. For example, the GITTO initiative 
had positive effects for the club’s 
10–13-year-old participants. The pro-
gramme seeks to get young people to 
leave existing delinquent youth groups. 
They take fewer drugs, generally exhibit 
less criminal behaviour, appreciate 
school more and do more homework, 
and their family relationships improve. 
On the other hand, there are no measu-
rable effects of participation for the 
slightly older group of 14–18-year-olds. 

The related, but preventive, club initiati-
ve, GPTTO, has a positive impact on the 
school grades of 13–15-year-olds. How-
ever, youth aged 16–18 show an incre-
ase, over the year, in their association 
with negative peers, despite being 
more self-confident at school. In this re-
spect, the initiatives provide inadequate 
benefit for older youth. Drop-in centres 
have occasionally been seen to start as 
– or develop into – hubs of violent episo-
des. However, as The Neutral Zone initi-
ative in the USA shows, massive staff 
presence can stop troublemakers.
 

The specific practices and characteri-
stics of effective leisure-time program-
mes seem to play an important role for 
the extent and value of their impact.

Youth aged 10–16
According to research, young people 
between the ages of 10 and 16, prima-
rily 11–12-year-olds, who are at major 
or minor risk of offending can benefit 
from a leisure-time programme that 
adopts the practices described on this 
page. The youth investigated typically 
live in mid-sized towns or cities with 
higher poverty and crime levels than 
the rest of society. 

Attracting and engaging the relevant 
youth groups – those who are gene-
rally most left to their own devices and 
thus, perhaps, in greatest need – can 
be a challenge for leisure-time pro-
grammes. Motivating these youth can 
be more demanding and takes time.

 ‘The youth we work with want 
adults who care, are fun to be 
with and stick by them in thick 
and thin … every day! Hang in 
there! As they would say … 
then you’ll earn their trust and 
respect. To change their narrati-
ve, they need more adults to 
respect.’

Clifford Phillips,
Buret, youth sports club,  

Copenhagen
 

Key practices
Leisure-time programmes offer the 
best chances of creating positive chan-
ges when they involve:
 • Well-qualified, welltrained, at-

tentive, supportive and stable 
staff        

 • Structured activities
 • Clear, explicit goals 
 • An adult response to disruptive 

and antisocial behaviour
 • An emphasis on and support 

for the social and emotional 
skills of the youth

 • Step-by-step learning using acti-
ve learning methods at focused 
times and with a clear, well-de-
fined purpose 

 • Youth who participate actively 
and frequently

 • A duration of at least one year 
 • Activities geared to the age, li-

festyle and daily rhythm of the 
young people 

 • Active outreach work to identify 
the most vulnerable youth

 • Collaboration between different 
stakeholders who can refer 
youth to the intervention.

 
 Facts
 A study of Copenhagen youth 

clubs shows that 25% of the 
young people would like 
more club rules while 40% 
wanted more consistent sanc-
tions against the bad beha-
viour of their friends.
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 ‘It’s difficult to reach the 
14–16-year-olds. They’re of-
ten so engrossed in their 
daily lives.’ 

Søren Nørregaard Madsen, 
institutional department, 

Fredericia
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 ‘A concentration of young 

people with problems can in it-
self fuel more problems. 
However, in high-quality insti-
tutions it has been shown that 
this institutional initiative can 
bolster children’s social, cogniti-
ve and emotional development. 
The bottom line is that you 
have to analyse what’s going 
on in a project.’  

Mogens Nygaard Christoffersen, 
SFI, The Danish National Centre 

for Social Research

  • If a collaboration partner repla-
ces some of its staff, the fact 
that newcomers are untrained 
can cause problems. Resolve 
this issue by providing continu-
ous instruction for new emplo-
yees in youth programmes 

 • Supportive friends and parents 
play an important role in getting 
young people involved 

 • When accompanied by a key 
staff member, young people 
who are already participants are 
good at recruiting other youth.

Retaining youth

 • Over time, young people often 
drop out, which is problematic 
because a positive outcome de-
pends on long-term, frequent 
participation 

 • Different age groups need diffe-
rent activities. Sometimes 
youth fail to turn up if required 
to do an activity with a younger 
person  

 • Activities can be gender-segre-
gated, if considered culturally 
appropriate

 • In cities, different youth gang 
territories must be taken into 
consideration. Activities must 
be offered either in neutral loca-
tions or within the gang’s own 
boundaries

 • Cancelling activities causes fu-
ture youth participation to drop

 • Establishing links with existing 
organisations, sports clubs, etc, 
enables participants to continue 
attending the programme after 
it ends 

 • Involving youth in planning and 
choosing activities boosts atten-
dance.

 ‘Youth must be part of a project 
so they can take some owners-
hip of what we do.’

Ronny Frank, 
volunteer, 

Gademix dropin centre, Kolding

Implementation 
experience
Leisure-time programmes have certain 
distinctive characteristics that you must 
consider when introducing a new leisu-
re-time initiative or considering revie-
wing and assuring the quality of an 
existing one.

Referring youth

 • It is sometimes difficult to get 
youth to participate, as partici-
pation is usually voluntary

 • Street-level outreach work can 
be a key recruitment factor

 • Working with the school, social 
workers, police and others can 
give tips about which youth 
with emergent problems could 
be referred to the club, etc. 

 • Collaborative relationships take 
time to build and maintain

Examples
 
 Here are two examples of what 

to avoid. In both cases, the pro-
grammes had to change their 
strategy:

 Gang Intervention Through Tar-
geted Outreach (GITTO)  
Out of control

 The club programme, which 
tries to get youth to leave ex-
isting delinquent groups, hired 
former local gang members to 
recruit participants. Indeed, they 
were good at persuading young 
people to join the club, but lack 
of experience and training me-
ant they were not good at run-
ning the programme. The club 
became a place where substan-
ce use and signs of the young 
people’s gang affiliation aboun-
ded, e.g., in the young people’s 
clothing. A project coordinator 
hired to supervise the outreach 
workers added structure. The 
club issued strict rules regarding 
dress code and behaviour to 
make sure participants ’left their 
gangs mentality at the door’. 

Commuter project in Århus
Unclear pedagogical goals
According to the evaluator, the 
lack of clearly defined pedagogi-
cal goals was a problem, with 
staff focusing their efforts exclu-
sively on the youth relationship, 
regardless of where it was hea-
ded.  

15–18-year-old boys got their 
own club, as the existing one 
could not capacitate them. The 
adults made no demands on the 
youth, going along with the 
boys’ talk instead, despite its 
vulgarity. The teaching staff deci-
ded to adopt a more formal ap-
proach. 

The youth seemed more inter-
ested in learning something than 
in taking part in action-packed ac-
tivities. They appreciated the 
change and now ask for stricter 
rules for their behaviour, both  
within and outside the project. 
They do not want to ‘just come 
and go as they please’.
 

 
 Perseverance is a must 
 The Youth Inclusion Project in
 England
 The leisure-time project acti-

vely sought to identify the 
most vulnerable youth in an 
area. On average it took nine 
attempts to make contact 
with a youth from this target 
group, but it could take any-
thing from 1 to 30!
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Costs
The cost level varies greatly, because 
the leisure-time programmes cover 
such a wide variety of activities, based 
on a wide range of premises. Several 
elements are often combined, particu-
larly in the American after-school pro-
grammes, ASPs. Structured educational 
elements are added in combination with 
recreational activities such as sport, 
games, and films.

According to its evaluation, the wide-
reaching English and Welsh leisure pro-
gramme that focuses on inclusion, The 
Youth Inclusion Programme, is financial-
ly viable. It is estimated that the pro-
gramme has returned 2.5 times the in-
vestment made, when the drop in 
number of crimes during the program-
me’s existence is taken into account. 
The programme costs about £1,641 per 
youth over a three-year period.

Club programmes like the American The 
Neutral Zone, which is open during the 
evening, is cost-effective according to 
the authors of the study. This is possible 
because the club borrows school pre-
mises, receives donations of food and 
activity materials, and is run by volunte-
ers. In terms of effect, the programme 
curbs crime, but only during the club’s 
opening hours, and the results are 
uncertain. However, other after-school 
programmes such as the Enhanced af-
ter-school program, are expensive and 
have a weaker effect than expected. 

Some leisure-time studies indicate, 
though, that early preventive program-
mes for youth at high risk, such as GPT-
TO and GITTO, pay off in the long term. 

They are far less expensive than the 
costs of dealing with the problems in 
court.

Difficult programme start
 Positive Activities for Young
 People
  Basic start-up problems
 PAYP is a large-scale program-

me in England and Wales that 
offers a range of activities for 
youth at risk of social exclusion, 
offending or becoming the vic-
tim of crime. These young 
people live a chaotic lifestyle in-
volving e.g., drug or alcohol 
use. 

  PAYP aims to reinforce their per-
sonal and social skills through 
such activities as sport, art, bow-
ling, go-carting, dancing, clim-
bing, anger management and 
much more.

 The programme start-up had in-
sufficient time and difficulties 
recruiting staff, finding appro-
priate activities and identifying 
its target group.

  The PAYP programme is im-
plemented, however, and the 
young people say that it 
helps them feel better about 
themselves, improves their 
relation-ships with adults and 
gives them a chance to ac-
quire new friends and skills.
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Having a mentor while joining in organised ac-
tivities and spending time with other young 
people and adults can have a positive impact.

Combined interventions

A combined programme offers opportu-
nities to influence several areas of a 
young person’s life – both one-on-one 
with a mentor and in a forum that en-
ables the young person to relate to 
peers. The combination creates new 
options and challenges.

The active mechanisms underlying 
combined mentoring and leisure-time 
programmes will be explained in the 
same way as for mentoring program-
mes and leisure-time programmes. 
Young people’s development is streng-

thened, supported and enhanced by a 
supportive adult, with whom they form 
trusting, personal bonds. The adult can 
also act as a role model with which the 
youngster can identify. Leisure activities 
enhance the young people’s skills, whi-
le also cancelling out the young per-
son’s other options for associating with 
delinquent friends.  
 

Youth aged 11–14
Youth aged 11–14 are the group shown 
to derive particular benefit from combi-

ned interventions and are defined me-
rely as being ‘at risk’. They are assessed 
to be at risk primarily because they live 
in city districts with a low socioecono-
mic status. Some are identified becau-
se they are not thriving at school, have 
academic difficulties, play truant or dis-
play particular behavioural or emotional 
characteristics. Consider what typifies 
these youth and how best to support 
their psycho-social development.

Example
 The South Baltimore Youth 

Center

 Youth take part in positive 
social activities and play a 
role in determining them. 
They have to plan and carry 
out all activities. The centre is 
informally organised and lo-
cated in an American city 
with high poverty and un-
employment rates.

 The centre offers pool, TV 
and computer facilities and is 
open during daytime hours 
after school, at the weekend 

and during school holidays.
  The staff see their role as a 

support for whatever the 
young people want to do – 
whether at the centre or in 
their personal lives. The cen-
tre also provides staff or stu-
dent volunteers as mentors, 
and the young people are 
further taught academic 
skills. Outreach workers on 
the street recruit youth to the 
centre, and youth are also re-
ferred by schools and others.

 The centre is founded on the 
notions of trust and empo-
werment. 

  The staff substitute for the 
adults absent from the young 
people’s lives, thus streng-
thening their socialisation.

 The intervention affects high-
risk behaviour and seems to 
reduce substance use, crime 
and violence.

The centre’s rules:
1.  If something needs doing, do it
2.  No drugs
3.  No fighting
4.  No shoes on the furniture
5.  The youth must make sure the
     rules are followed.
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The characteristics of the mentoring 
and leisure-time programmes that 
have shown to generate the greatest 
improvements are:
 • Weekly contact and at least   

one year’s duration
 • The programme develops in 

line with the young person’s  
needs

 • Offering a safe and positive so-
cial environment

 • Activities that appeal to youth – 
through variety, challenges and 
surprises

 • Activities that promote social, 
emotional and cognitive skills

 • Committed and competent 
adults who are there for the 
young people

 • Adults who can be appropriate 
role models

 • Involvement of the young 
people’s parents

 • Positive development is a clear 
goal of the relationship and the 
activities

 • Help with school and home-
work as needed.

In a combined mentoring and leisure-
time programme, staff can influence 
young people one-on-one and in their 
interaction with other youth as well as 
observe them in different contexts.

A well-coordinated programme can 
create new avenues of understanding 
and reach more spheres of a young 
person’s life, thus potentially promo-
ting more fundamental change than if 
only one sphere were addressed.

The previous chapters describing men-
toring and leisure-time programmes, 
respectively, outline approaches that 
can also be used in combined pro-
grammes. The particularly effective 
practices have many identical and re-
curring characteristics.

 ‘A sense of failure can cause 
young people to underestimate 
their potential. Focus on the so-
cial relationships that underpin 
their self-esteem.’

Mogens Nygaard
Christoffersen, SFI, 

The Danish National Centre for 
Social Research

 ‘We have a homework club to 
help young people along and to 
tell them that school isn’t a ta-
boo.’ 

Ronny Frank, volunteer, Gademix 
drop-in centre, Kolding

through his concerns and frustrations. 
A mentor’s availability should follow 
clear guidelines, which brings up the 
question of the mentor’s private life 
and overtime rules. And has anyone 
considered ensuring the mentor’s con-
tinued commitment?

 ‘A programme must focus on 
actively retaining the adults – 
their continued interest is vital. 
Follow-up is also important! All 
too often the relationship fizz-
les out.’

Søren Gøtzsche,
 Leisure and Society

Insufficient closure and follow-
up on the relationship create 
disappointment

These are relevant advance issues to 
address before the end of the mento-
ring relationship, because strong per-
sonal bonds that stop or take on 
another status create a vacuum.

Abstract, irrelevant activities do 
not capture young people’s inte-
rest

Juvenile life is multifaceted, and young 
people will drop out of activities that 
they find meaningless or unrelated to 
their interests and problems. Recreatio-
nal activities must reflect an understan-
ding of the young people targeted, and 
their goal must be to enhance youth 
well-being and development.

Impressive activities do not ne-
cessarily generate impressive re-
sults 

Some projects try to reach the ‘tough 
guys’, offering extreme activities such 
as gocarting, paintball, military assault 
courses and trips into the wild. They 
are not always appropriate. 

Activities may be ill-suited to develo-
ping or bringing out skills and may also 
be disproportionately costly. Excursi-
ons or extended trips to remote wil-
derness areas can typically end up 
challenging the capabilities of both 
youth and staff. Physical tests and 

 Youth or adult mentors 
A study of volunteer men-
tors shows that young high 
school mentors focus more 
strongly on their mentees’ 
social relationships with 
other young people and 
more frequently involve 
them in decisions. Conver-
sely, adult mentors put more 
focus on academic activities. 
They help foster a far higher 
number of greater improve-
ments than the young high 
school students, including 
stronger pro-social beha-
viour, less truancy and bet-
ter academic performance.

Try to avoid...
Many of the challenges of mentoring 
and leisure-time programmes repeat 
themselves – separately and in combi-
nation.

The close personal bonds with the 
mentor can become so demanding 
that mentors – volunteer and professi-
onal alike – risk burning out and giving 
up. However, the greater the challen-
ges facing a young person, the greater 
the importance of having a professio-
nal mentor.

Lack of supervision can lead 
mentors to drop out

On the other hand, a mentor who is 
constantly supervised can work 
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sanctions may become too extreme 
on such excursions, tipping the balan-
ce between harsh and benevolent di-
scipline.

The programme group can affect 
individuals positively and nega-
tively

Combined mentoring and leisure-time 
programmes are characterised by the 
fact that youth have a personal relati-
onship with a mentor as well as enga-
ge in a forum with other young people. 
But this puts demands on adequate 
staffing. 
 

Working with an existing group shows 
respect for the positive aspects of the 
young people’s relationships. Therefo-
re, the young people are more likely to 
participate. Staff can work on specific 
conflicts that occur in the group, and 
the young people can support each 
other’s development, thus making col-
lective progress. 

 ‘Young people prefer the sup-
port of other young people. 
Other youth can have a positive 
influence.’ 

Benny Wielandt, FUE  
(federation of associations  

for education and  
career counsellors)

Conversely, young people can also 
drag each other down. However, good 
group work will often fracture the 
group, thus enabling the youngsters to 
be integrated into other group contex-
ts as they gain new perspectives and 
the desire to change their behaviour.

 ‘Synergies arise between 
young people. They position 
themselves. Some cast a cloud 
on the others’ positive attitude. 
This might require a one-on-
one talk with the “alpha male”. 
There are no easy solutions, 
but you need to be aware of it.’

Leif Jønsson,
Federation of Youth  

School Headmasters
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experience
You may encounter, or are already fa-
miliar with, some of the following plus-
ses and minuses.

You can also find inspiration in the pre-
vious sections dealing with mentoring 
and leisure-time programmes separate-
ly. They share characteristics, and some 
of the experiences below will be rele-
vant for mentoring or leisure-time inter-
ventions on an individual basis, too.

Challenges posed by combined 
programmes and volunteer use

 • It seems harder to implement 
intensive, more comprehensive 
programmes, if local staff are 
unaccustomed to such initiatives

 • Finding enough volunteer men-
tors can be a problem, resulting 
in waiting lists for young people 
and a lack of replacements for 
mentors who e.g.,move away

 • Finding male volunteers can be 
slightly harder – volunteers are 
usually women. Mentor gender 
may matter less, however, if the 
mentor is an adult rather than a 
youth

  • Volunteers may have difficulty 
meeting documentation require-
ments, eg, recording the time 
they spend with the young per-
son

 • Young mentors cancel mentee 
meetings more often than adult 
mentors

 • Young mentors who are given 
special privileges for participa-
ting are more likely to end the 
mentee relationship after the 
obligatory mentoring period than 
those who are not rewarded.

Meetings with other mentor 
matches can fuel mentor moti-
vation

When young mentors meet other 
mentor matches, the support they may 
feel coming from other mentors can 
prolong their own match. 

Costs
Combined mentoring and leisure-time 
programmes can be either costly or re-
latively inexpensive to initiate. Obvious-
ly, their design can vary even more than 
separate mentoring and leisure-time 
programmes, there being more options 

for combining programme elements. 
The cost therefore varies depending on 
the choices made.

Some examples of combined program-
mes and their costs may give a sense 
of the scope.

Volunteers can add an extra dimension 
to a programme without making it 
more expensive. Some fixed-budget 
programmes have succeeded in taking 
this approach. Some studies point out 
that using a volunteer mentor enables 
an initiative to be launched for a youth 
group that social workers would other-
wise have been unable to reach.

In other instances, volunteer sports-
people act as both basketball coaches 
and mentors for the young people they 
coach and play games with.

Finally, some projects originate from 
the bottom-up, for example, the local 
initiative Denver’s Gang Rescue and 
Support Project (GRASP) in the USA.  
GRASP is based on adult volunteers 
and former gang members who have 
started a non-profit organisation. Their 
main need is for local premises.

Advantages of combined programmes
 Using mentoring and leisure-

time interventions in tandem 
can also offer special advan-
tages:

 HardWork, Copenhagen 
 The evaluation showed that 

the combination of group 
and individual relationship 
work offered more scope for 
changing young people’s be-
haviour and enhancing their 
skills. Personal contact was 
vital to the entire program-
me. Group work supple-
mented this relationship, and 
joint competency-enhancing 
activities were key to buil-

ding the young person’s new 
identity and behaviour.

 1990s ‘Dogsled’ project
 Young people will not betray 

trust
 A mentor worked with a 

group of five to seven fri-
ends in fixed activity groups 
on the Copenhagen island of 
Amager.

 The 13–18-year-old boys built 
a close, confidential relati-
onship with their ‘bonus pa-
ter’ mentor and identified 
with him. They would not be-
tray his trust, and were

  therefore ashamed when he 
confronted them with their 
criminal behaviour – he was 
immediately informed of 
their reported offences.

 The confrontation caused a 
rift between their norms and 
the new group codex which 
the ‘bonus pater’ had helped 
to set up. The effect on their 
personal attitudes was so 
profound that the partici-
pants ultimately believed 
that their changes reflected 
their own process of maturi-
ty.
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However, the programme appears to 
increase participants’ use of alcohol 
and illegal substances, although also 
helping them to graduate from high 
school. The caseworker-mentor ele-
ments, which had an educational pur-
pose and had been well implemented, 
explain this positive impact.

Sometimes, excursions and trips can 
make a combined programme expensi-
ve. A trip to Greenland culminated the 
1990s’ Danish ‘Dogsled Project’ invol-
ving an adult professional mentor and 
a group of young men. In the evalua-
tor’s opinion, the trip’s preventive value 
was questionable. 

On the other hand, the programme 
was believed to have potentially saved 
costs in that it eliminated the need for 
24-hour placements. At the time, such 
placements cost DKK 35,000 a month 
compared with the monthly program-
me cost of DKK 2,000 per participant, 

An intensive mentoring programme in 
the USA, involving volunteer mentors 
and ongoing group activities, is esti-
mated to cost about 1,000 US$ per 
young mentee because the program-
me requires professional programme 
consultants and administrators.

Expensive or wide-reaching program-
mes are not necessarily more effecti-
ve. Numerous factors determine a pro-
gramme’s effectiveness, including 
implementation.

The Quantum Opportunity Program 
costs about 25,000 US$ per young 
person over a five-year period. Despite 
its countless elements, the program-
me did not reduce risk behaviours, cri-
me or negative gang-related behaviour. 
The programme consists of case ma-
nagement combined with a mentoring 
programme, teaching and tutoring acti-
vities, community service activities, 
developmental activities and practical 
support.

excluding the salary for the mentor 
(‘bonus pater’) and materials for their 
collective activities.

All in all, a host of opportunities exist 
for compiling a programme that meets 
youth needs. It is not so much the 
number of programme components or 
scale of events that make a positive 
difference as the practices adopted by 
the programmes and their understan-
ding of the multifaceted settings in 
which they have to operate.

 ‘The programme has to be 
tailored to the group or young 
person every time. Location 
makes a huge difference. It’s 
hard to transfer a method to 
another place or person.’

Kristian Larsen,  
SSP, South Djurs
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Case-by-case assessment

Analyse and assess

What does the 
problem comprise?

Seen from several points of 
view? With knowledge 

created over time?

What conditions lead to 
the problem?

Person, friends, family, 
school, network, neighbour-

hood, local community?

Design, implement, do-
cument and evaluate

Customise, involve, organi-
se, coordinate and introdu-
ce. Are there any deviations 
from the plan? What is to be 
changed?  Will the target be 

achieved?

Who are the target 
group? What is the 

target?
Age, resources, need, 
degree of risk? Social, 

emotional, cognitive de-
velopment?

What interventions 
can achieve the target?
Learn from previously com-
piled experiences. Consider 

time, economy, facilities, 
personnel and competenci-

es. Appropriate structure 
and cultural and political 

acceptance? 

Analytical wheel

Figure 1. Analytical wheel for ongoing 
identification of local needs and soluti-
ons. Read more at www.beccaria-stan-
dards.net and www.beccaria-portal.org

Assess the local challenges and needs 
before initiating an intervention. This 
assessment will increase the likelihood 
that the solution you choose will fit the 
situation and have the best possible 
impact. 
 

There are many models around that 
pose constructive questions to help 
you identify local needs and solutions. 
The models also help you learn from 
what you do and make adjustments 
over time.

The model below is inspired by the 
Beccaria standards developed for Euro-
pean collaborations and designed to 
ensure the quality of crime prevention 
projects.
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Prevention dilemmas 

How do you address youth group 
problems?

 ‘It’s better to focus on phenom-
ena (in this case subcultures or 
group cultures) than on indivi-
duals and their actions – and 
assess the importance of the 
problems in those subcultures. 
Vulnerable youth are often ex-
cluded and perceive themsel-
ves as excluded – and thus es-
sentially stigmatised. They 
often form their own groups, 
isolating themselves. If you re-
peatedly feel excluded as a 
child, it’s wonderful to be part 
of a group from which you can 
exclude  others.’  

Knud Erik Hansen,  
Danish Building  

Research Institute

 ‘Why do young people form 
groups? Because they lack so-
mething in other areas of their 
lives. It’s dangerous to define 
them as a group if they don’t 
do so themselves. You might 
even lose sight of their indivi-
duality, their hopes and dreams 
for their personal lives.’

Charlie Lywood,  
SSP, Furesø

 ‘Acknowledge that the group-
ego can be stronger than the 
personal ego. Work on creating 
a new narrative for the commu-
nity, but remember the indivi-
dually oriented part.’ 

Daniel Frank, SSP,  
prevention and counselling, 

Odense
 

 ‘You have to constantly analyse 
the group and each of its mem-
bers, if they are to join a pro-
gramme. Will each win, or will 
he or she lose out or be stuck 
in a negative pattern? People 
stick to their own positions, 
and that’s why other people or 
events have to break that iden-
tity.’

Kjeld Pedersen, SSP,
Frederikssund

 ‘Anyone can switch groups and 
change their degree of risk in 
one go or gradually.’

Benny Wielandt,  
FUE

 
 Facts
 A programme that declares 

its aim to prevent crime may 
scare off potential partici-
pants, especially if they are 
still nowhere close to offen-
ding and only in the ‘low-risk’ 
category.

How do you handle the risk of 
stigmatising programme partici-
pants?

 ‘How can we, as a system, get 
better at addressing the role 
we play in producing children 
and young people with social 
problems?’ 

Heidi Alstrup, 
youth counselling service,  

Århus
 

 ‘Stigmatisation needs to be a 
focus of attention – and is inevi-
table when establishing pro-
grammes targeted at specific 
youth groups. We can then 
base bridge-building on estab-
lished programmes. Mixing 
youth (’red, yellow, green’) is a 
possibility. Otherwise the out-
come may be negative.’

Søren Nørregaard Madsen,  
institutional department,

 Fredericia

In addition to the well-documented ef-
fects, practices and implementation 
experience described for mentoring 
and leisure-time programmes, there 
are a number of other aspects that 
have no simple answers or prece-
dents. 

Some of our partners have suggested 
answers to the most central questi-
ons, described below. You may also 
have experience that could be inte-
grated into future programmes.
 

  ‘You mustn’t be reluctant to 
tackle the programme aim as it 
relates to the problem, but you 
have to think about how you 
advertise it!’

Thomas Gajhede,  
The Joint Council for Children’s 

Issues in Denmark

 ‘Normality is everyone’s goal 
and desire.’ 

Claus Jul, 
Culture, sports and 

leisure, Furesø
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s How do you involve the young 
people’s parents – and to what 
extent?

 ‘Many parents want to know 
what their children are up to and 
find the contact positive. It’s im-
portant to listen to parents – 
most want the best for their 
children. How can we support pa-
rents who have difficulty dealing 
with the situation so they don’t 
feel alone with the problem?’

Anne Jensen, Street Team, 
outreach work, Horsens

 ‘Parents are important because 
they stay – the professionals le-
ave.’

    Kjeld Pedersen, SSP,
Frederikssund

 
 ‘Not necessarily. Parents can 

be the reason a programme is 
needed. In other cases, paren-
tal involvement wouldn’t hurt 
when it comes to retaining the 
young people.’

Thomas Gajhede,  
The Joint Council for Children’s 

Issues in Denmark

 ‘You have to define the issue. 
Stay away from working with 
parents if the mentor doesn’t 
match up to the task. It takes a 
little effort, but it’s best if the 
parents are involved.’

Leif Jønsson, Federation of Youth 
School Headmasters

Which local partners should you 
work with to ensure your pro-
gramme succeeds?

 ‘Many interdisciplinary groups 
want a say – who heads the ta-
ble? Local coordination is im-
portant – civil society, local aut-
hority and home have to 
interact.’

Kristoffer Rønde Møller, 
Federation of Social Housing  

Organisations in Denmark

 
 Parent involvement
 Parents can be involved in 

many ways and to varying 
degrees, from simple con-
sent to their children’s partici-
pation to getting involved 
themselves. Some leisure-ti-
me programmes e.g., use pa-
rents as volunteer helpers on 
excursions. In certain mento-
ring programmes, the men-
tor can be a mentor for the 
whole family, helping to con-
tact the doctor, social worker, 
etc. Finally, parents can be in-
volved or informed through 
visits, meetings, parent get-
togethers, newsletters and 
emails.  

 ‘Work, for example, with local 
clubs, associations, the job 
market and the police – and in-
struct associations in how to in-
clude young people.’

Anne-Marie Meller, SSP,  
Ringkøbing-Skjern

 ‘Create a community neigh-
bourhood feeling by building re-
lationships – I mean, becoming 
a collective part of an area.’ 

Clifford Phillips, Buret, 
youth sports club,

Copenhagen

Does your programme directly 
improve the academic perfor-
mance of young people?

 ‘When you’re not enjoying 
school, a change of scene, for 
instance, to a youth club, is a 
welcome opportunity.

Jon Anders Jørgensen,  
BUPL

 ‘That depends on the problem. 
There are pros and cons. For 
some, school is the main pro-
blem – the place they least 
want to be and where they’ve 
had far too many failures.’ 

Claus Hansen,  
SSP, Randers

 ‘Activities that make demands 
on children’s mental and motor 
skills can enhance their cogniti-
ve functions. We can capitalise 
on this by designing schools 
and afternoon activities that 
rely on physical rather than 
mental activities to promote 
learning. In some areas, local 
partnerships with schools, 
afterschool care facilities and 
sports associations have been 
able to increase the physical di-
mension of in children’s eve-
ryday lives.’

Jan Toftegaard Støckel,  
University of Southern Denmark

 ‘What about strengthening aca-
demic – and cognitive – compe-
tencies? Bolster talent. Social 
problems and school go to-
gether. We have to include 
them.’

Kristoffer Rønde Møller,  
Federation of Social Housing 

Organisations in Denmark

 

 
 ‘Initiatives for children and 

young people are good if they 
focus on involving them - give 
them ownership during and of 
the process. We shouldn’t 
come up with all sorts of adult 
inventions without sounding 
out the young people first. If a 
project isn’t running properly, 
we have to get hold of the 
youngsters and discuss tangi-
ble ideas for changing the situa-
tion.’ 

Marianne Grønbech, SSP,  
Svendborg
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 ‘How can I document that 
I was the first person a 
young man who had been 
in my care as a youth cal-
led five to seven years la-
ter to tell me he had just 
become a father? The rela-
tionship had special signi-
ficance for this young 
man.’

Henrik Vang Nielsen,  
Social Services, 

Copenhagen

 
 ‘Look beyond a young 

person’s behaviour to see 
the individual behind.’

Heidi Alstrup, 
youth counselling service, 

Århus
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In brief

Summary

The effect of mentoring and leisure-ti-
me programmes is contingent on cer-
tain conditions.

Mentoring schemes that do not inclu-
de regular, reliable meetings between 
mentor and mentee reduce the proba-
bility of their achieving the desired out-
come. In fact, unstable mentoring rela-
tionships can often be worse than 
nothing for a child or young person’s 
self-confidence. Duration and quality 
are alpha and omega.

Neither is merely getting a young per-
son to spend time at a club or doing 
sports and other pursuits enough. The-
se activities are unlikely in themselves 
to prevent criminal behaviour or resolve 
wellbeing issues, unless they deploy 
certain practices. Shortterm, non-inten-
sive initiatives cannot be expected to 
produce significant changes either.

Leisure-time programmes can actually 
cause direct problems if they end up 
as vehicles for some young people to 
negatively influence other youth. So-
metimes, the programme participants 
may not be those who need it most.
 

Finally, one must remember that 
younger youth who are not already in-
volved in crime or exhibit seriously pro-
blematic behaviour gain the prime be-
nefit from taking part in leisure-time 
and/or mentoring programmes.

These types of programme are not ge-
nerally geared to dealing with severe 
problems – and must not replace 
other, better-suited initiatives.

Remember that

Mentoring programmes

Key pointers 

Mentoring and leisure-time pro-
grammes must

• Last at least one year
• Provide participants with weekly 

sessions lasting several hours 
• Provide a personal, trusting relati-

onship with a supportive adult
• Have explicit goals
• Enhance personal and social skills
• Have well-trained, stable staff who 

can also manage volunteers.

• Can be directly harmful if they end 
after only a few months 

• Require professional personnel for 
youth with serious problems

• Depend on careful matching and 
continuous support

• Must have a clear timeframe that 
includes gradual disengagement 
and follow-up.

Leisure-time programmes

• Can bring young people with de-
linquent behaviour together and 
thereby increase or spread such 
behaviour

• Can negatively affect the young 
people’s self-perception and widen 
the gap between them and others 

• Require the presence of professio-
nal personnel who can intervene 

• Must specifically and actively aim 
over a long period to bolster  
youngsters’ psycho-social develop-
ment.
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The recommendations set out in this guide are based on a solid body of knowl-
edge and are aimed at anyone who works with mentoring and leisure-time inter-
ventions or is considering launching such initiatives. Such bodies could be  local 
authorities, housing associations and volunteer organisations, including 
decision-makers and front workers.

The guide offers insight into the impacts of mentoring and leisure-time activities, 
why they work and the young people who most benefit from them. It gives good 
advice about key practices – and important pitfalls that special care must be ta-
ken to avoid. An outline is given of experience in implementing the programmes 
and of their varying cost levels. Finally, the guide offers pointers to which speci-
fic, local evaluations may help increase the chances of success of a given mento-
ring and/or leisure-time intervention. 

The guide is based on a systematic review of 50 studies identified from among 
thousands of texts. The studies had to meet several criteria to form part of the 
review. These criteria included: an examination of the programme’s direct or indi-
rect effect on crime, the inclusion of 12-17-year-olds as programme participants, 
at least half of whom had to be boys, and the perception that the programme 
participants were ‘at risk’ according to one or more factors related to local com-
munity, family, school, friends and/or the individual. The quality of all the com-pi-
led studies was assessed, and deficient studies excluded. 

The guide’s main recommendations are based on the review studies that had the 
highest quality and used control groups. The recommendations are thus based 
on a well-documented foundation. 
Read the systematic review here: http://www.dkr.dk/mentoring-and-leisure-time-
activities-youth-risk
 


