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ABSTRACT

RESEARCH REPORT

Sven Resnjanskij, Jens Ruhose, Simon Wiederhold and Ludger Woessmann

Mentoring Improves the
Labor-Market Prospects of
Disadvantaged Adolescents

How can the labor-market prospects of school-attending ado-

lescents from disadvantaged families be improved? One pos-

sible approach is the use of mentoring programs that assign

adolescents a mentor who can provide them with support that

their family environ

ment is not able to provide. But do such

programs really help? Testing this empirically is difficult be-

cause it is unclear how these adolescents would have devel-

oped without participating in the mentoring program, since

available datasets generally do not include a convincing con-

trol group of similarly disadvantaged youths. To overcome this

limitation, we randomized participation in a large German

mentoring program,
oversubscribed, i.e.,

exploiting the fact that the program was
had more applicants than available slots.

Due to the random assignment, the adolescents who did not

participate in the pr
for the participants.

ogram provide a compelling control group
We find that the mentoring program sig-

nificantly improves an index of labor-market prospects for

eighth- and ninth-graders from severely disadvantaged families

one year after progr

am start. The positive effects are present

for all three components of the index, which measure cogni-

tive (math grade), non-cognitive (patience and social skills)

and motivational (la

bor-market orientation) aspects. For dis-

advantaged adolescents, the expected income benefits from

program participation greatly exceed program costs. In con-

trast, the program has no positive effects for adolescents from

less disadvantaged families. The results suggest that mentor-

ing works when it compensates for a lack of family support.

38

Nobel laureate James J. Heckman (2008) called it
the “accident of birth”: The family background has a
strong impact on a child’s opportunities later in life.
For instance, in Germany it takes six generations for
the offspring of a low-income family to reach the
average income (OECD 2018). Differences in family
support are a key driver of social inequality. Family
circumstances are not “self-inflicted” and are beyond
the control of the individual. This source of inequal-
ity—the lack of equality of opportunity—is generally
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perceived as unjust (see Roemer 2008). Globally, there
is growing concern about the persistence of inequality
across generations.! Therefore, the question of how
to support youths from disadvantaged families, in
particular, to improve their labor-market prospects
ranks high on the political agenda in many countries.

Because disadvantaged children often lack the
strong family support that other children receive, pol-
icies aimed at helping them face dire limitations as
neither schools nor family-targeted programs can fully
substitute for or change parents. Empirical research
suggests that policies stand a good chance of suc-
ceeding if they compensate for limited family support
early in life.? Later interventions in schools or the la-
bor market, on the other hand, have proven much less
successful in supporting disadvantaged youths (e.g.,
Cunha et al. 2006). However, little is known about the
effectiveness of programs that provide disadvantaged
youths with personal support from other adults.

This is the approach followed by numerous men-
toring programs that aim to help disadvantaged ado-
lescents by offering them a mentor who can provide
support that their family environment is not able to
provide. In a project spanning several years, we in-
vestigate whether mentoring can help disadvantaged
adolescents improve their school performance and
skill development to achieve long-term success in the
labor market. In our field experiment, we surveyed
participants in a large German mentoring program
and a corresponding control group at several loca-
tions throughout Germany, both before program start
and one year later. This article summarizes the main
findings of our evaluation study. We report the de-
tails of the study and the results in Resnjanskij et
al. (2021).

THE MENTORING PROGRAM

We examine the effectiveness of one of the largest
one-on-one mentoring programs for disadvantaged
adolescents in Germany. The program, Rock Your Life!
was launched in 2009 by a group of university stu-
dents. It is offered in 42 cities across Germany and

! See,e.g., Alvaredo et al. (2018), Autor (2014), Black and Devereux
(2011) and Corak (2013).

2 See, e.g., Almond, Currie and Duque (2018), Cunha et al. (2006),
Garcia et al. (2020) and Kosse et al. (2020).



has established more than 7,000 mentoring relation-
ships since its foundation (Rock Your Life! 2020).2 The
program, which lasts up to two years, targets eighth-
and ninth-graders in lower-track secondary schools
in disadvantaged neighborhoods and provides them
with a voluntary university-student mentor.

The program’s primary goal is to prepare ado-
lescents for a successful transition into professional
life. To reach this goal, the mentoring relationships
are supposed to:

- support disadvantaged adolescents in developing
their individual potential

- promote their self-esteem and confidence in their
own abilities

- improve their situation at school and provide
guidance for their professional future

Regular mentor-mentee meetings are the core of the
program. These are meant to take place every two
weeks. In addition to joint leisure activities such as
visits to the cinema and the zoo, mentors help men-
tees cope with stressful situations at school or in the
family, give career guidance and provide support for
applications for apprenticeships.*

The program is organized as a franchise system
of self-governing locations in participating university
cities. The local university societies are responsible
for operating and organizing the mentoring program
and recruit university students who voluntarily act
as mentors. An umbrella organization, organized as
a non-profit holding company, coordinates the ac-
tivities of the mentoring sites and makes strategic
decisions about future developments of the overall
program. The holding company also provides stand-
ardized training courses for the mentors, counseling
of mentors on how to run the mentoring relation-
ship and training opportunities on how to organize
the local university societies. The program relies on
funding from foundations and other social investors.

STUDY DESIGN

An empirical investigation of whether the mentoring
program is effective in improving the labor-market
prospects of participating youths faces a major chal-
lenge: Since the program targets severely disadvan-
taged youths, it is very difficult to find a convincing
control group of similarly disadvantaged youths who
did not participate in the program. But such a control
group is necessary for determining how the situation
of youths participating in the program would have
developed without participation.

® The program is also offered in 10 cities in Switzerland and the
Netherlands. More information about the mentoring program is
available at https://rockyourlife.de and https://de.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Rock_Your_Life.

* The mentoring relationships between the mentors and the ado-
lescents are formed during a “Kick-off” meeting. “Job Coach” train-
ing and “Your Way” training offer further qualification opportunities.
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We therefore designed and
conducted a field experiment
to evaluate the effectiveness of
the mentoring program. When-
ever there were more applicants
than available slots at a mentor-
ing site (i.e., oversubscription), we
let a lottery decide on participa-
tion.® In doing so, we obtained a
treatment group of (random) pro-
gram participants and a control
group of (random) non-partici-
pants. From an ethical perspec-
tive, a random allocation of pro-
gram participation is the fairest
way to allocate available program
slots to applicants. Since there are
more interested adolescents than
available slots, it is simply left to
chance who is allowed to partic-
ipate in the program and who is
not. The adolescents were already familiar with this
kind of procedure from their everyday school life,
since student exchange programs and other programs
are often oversubscribed.

From a research point of view, the random as-
signment also offers an important advantage: With a
sufficiently large number of cases, the random assign-
ment ensures that participants and non-participants
have similar characteristics on average. In fact, we
can show that there are indeed no significant differ-
ences between either group in the numerous charac-
teristics we collected before random assignment. The
non-participants are thus a convincing control group
for the participants.

We conducted the study in two consecutive co-
horts in ten cities across Germany.® A total of 308 ado-
lescents in 19 schools participated
in our study. We collected baseline
data prior to the start of the
mentoring program between
October 2016 and May 2017 in
the first cohort and one year
later in the second cohort.” Im-
portantly, our evaluation did not
alter any elements of the program
or the selection of participating
schools, adolescents or mentors.

To evaluate the impact of
the mentoring program on la-
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Figure 1
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Socio-demographic Characteristics of Participants Compared
to the Total Adolescent Population

a) Socio-economic Status (SES)

53%

Survey Participants

b) Migration Background

58%

&

Survey Participants

c) Familiy Background

25%

S
9P

Survey Participants

d) Gender

44%

o

Survey Participants

M Both parents

M Low SES  Low SES
Higher SES 7% Higher SES
Adolescents in Germany
B Native M Native
Migrant Migrant

28%

q

Adolescents in Germany

M Both parents

present 86% present

Single parenthood Single parenthood

14%

Adolescents in Germany

M Female
Male

M Female
Male

50%

Adolescents in Germany

Notes: The figure compares selected socio-demographic characteristics of study participants (left) to the
characteristics of a representative sample of the adolescent population in Germany based on PISA 2012 (right).

a) Socio-economic status (SES): measured by books at home; adolescents classified as low SES if they indicate that
they have at most 25 books at home. b) Migration background: adolescents classified as migrants if they themselves
or at least one parent were born abroad. c) Single parenthood: definition of parents includes biological parents and

step parents.

Source: Own representation based on Resnjanskij et al. (2021).
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bor-market prospects, we conducted a second survey
approximately one year after the baseline survey. We
made considerable efforts to reach participants again.
For example, our team members made over 100 trips
to participating schools to establish a trusting relation-
ship with principals and teachers, to conduct the sur-
veys in the school and to collect administrative data
on school grades. We achieved an exceptionally high
resurvey rate. Overall, we have information on 98.7
percent of participants (304 of the 308 adolescents)
one year after program start. In our own follow-up
survey, we achieved a participation rate of 94.5 per-
cent. In addition, we received the school grades of 95.5
percent of the adolescents from official school reports.

MEASURING LABOR-MARKET PROSPECTS AND
SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS

Because all participants in our evaluation are still en-
rolled in school one year after program start, we can-
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not observe actual labor-market outcomes. Therefore,
we defined three outcome components that predict
long-term labor-market success according to the lit-
erature and our own analysis of representative data
for Germany. These three components of labor-mar-
ket prospects are (1) math grades in school as the
cognitive component, (2) patience and social skills
as the non-cognitive component and (3) labor-mar-
ket orientation as the motivational component (see
Resnjanskij et al. 2021 for details on the specific vari-
ables underlying each component). We combine these
three components into an overall index of labor-mar-
ket prospects and also report results for the three
sub-indices.

Highly disadvantaged adolescents are the main
target group of the mentoring program. These ado-
lescents are likely to lack family support, which the
mentoring program can partly make up for. However,
when we analyzed the baseline survey data, we found
that more advantaged adolescents also participate in
the program. Although the program targeted schools
in disadvantaged neighborhoods, the program did not
discriminate among interested youths within these
schools. As a result, participants with a higher so-
cio-economic status were also eligible to participate
in the program.

In our analysis, we distinguish between highly
disadvantaged (low socio-economic status (SES)) and
less disadvantaged (higher socio-economic status
(SES)) adolescents. We divide our sample into two
roughly equally sized groups using information on the
number of books at home (a well-established meas-
ure of family social, economic and educational back-
grounds, see, e.g., Schuetz, Ursprung and Woessmann
2008): Adolescents with 25 or fewer books at home are
classified as low SES and adolescents with more than
25 books at home are classified as higher SES (Figure
1a).% 47 percent of the adolescents in our sample are
low SES. Across Germany, the percentage of low-SES
adolescents is only about half as large (23 percent).
This confirms that the mentoring program succeeds
in reaching the intended target group. However, it is
also apparent that a significant percentage of program
participants is not highly disadvantaged.

For further characterization, Figure 1 compares
additional socio-demographic characteristics of the
adolescents in our sample with a representative sam-
ple of adolescents in Germany (PISA study 2012). It
is striking that the percentage of adolescents with a
migration background among the study participants
(58 percent) is more than twice as high as the German
average (28 percent). One out of four adolescents in
our sample lives in a single-parent household, com-
pared with 14 percent in Germany overall. In addition,
female adolescents (56 percent) are slightly overrep-
resented in our sample.

8 Analyses using a broader index of socio-economic status that
combines information on books at home, parent educational attain-
ment and parent labor market status yield very similar results.
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Figure 2
Parental Support for Learning

The survey data also illustrate that highly disad-
vantaged adolescents often lack parental support.
Figure 2 shows the percentage of adolescents who
experience little school support from their parents, \ \
separately for low-SES and higher-SES adolescents. Low SES 2
Almost half of the highly disadvantaged youths report ‘ ‘
that they receive little support from their parents in Higher SES 67
school-related matters. In contrast, this is the case for ‘ ‘
only one-third of the less disadvantaged adolescents.

Finally, our main outcome measure, labor-market
prospects, as well as its components also reveal sig-
nificant socio-economic gaps (measured in the control

M Low support Strong support

0 20 40 60 80 100 %

Notes: The figure shows parental support for homework and school-related learning activities for youths with a
highly disadvantaged (low SES) and more advantaged socio-economic status (higher SES). Low support refers to
adolescents indicating that their parents do not support them at all or provide rather little support. Strong support
refers to adolescents indicating that their parents support them rather strongly or very strongly.

Source: Own representation based on Resnjanskij et al. (2021). © ifo Institute

group not participating in the program). Overall, low-
SES youths have lower labor-market prospects than
their higher-SES counterparts (Figure 3). In particular,
they perform significantly worse in math and exhibit
a lower level of patience and social skills. In what fol-
lows, we examine the effectiveness of the mentoring
program in increasing the labor-market prospects of
disadvantaged adolescents, potentially reducing the
existing socio-economic gaps.

MAIN RESULTS

The randomization into treatment and control group
makes estimating the causal effect of participating
in the mentoring program straightforward. A simple
comparison of the mean values of the outcome var-
iables between the two groups one year after pro-
gram start shows whether the labor-market prospects
of the youths have improved as a result of program
participation. Our preferred estimation model also
includes control variables for the level of the respec-
tive outcome before program start and for individ-
ual characteristics, both of which are taken from the
baseline questionnaire, as well as fixed effects owing
to the randomization procedure. However, none of
these are crucial for the results.

An overall picture of the effectiveness of the men-
toring program emerges when we look at the index
of labor-market prospects. Low-SES adolescents ben-

Figure 3

efit significantly from participating in the mentoring
program: In the sample of low-SES adolescents, the
labor-market prospects for those who participated in
the program are more than half a standard deviation
higher than the labor-market prospects of those who
did not participate (Figure 3). Thus, program partici-
pation fully closes the SES gap in labor-market pros-
pects for low-SES adolescents. The positive effects are
similar for girls and boys. Thus, low-SES adolescents
benefit considerably from the program.

For low-SES adolescents, the mentoring pro-
gram has a significant positive effect on each of
the three sub-indices of our index of labor-market
prospects—math achievement, patience/social skills
and labor-market orientation. For example, the math
grade improves by 0.29 standard deviations as a result
of program participation. This effect corresponds to
an improvement by an average of 0.42 grade points
(closing more than half of the gap to adolescents with
a more advantaged socio-economic status). More
detailed analysis shows that performance increases
across the entire grade distribution.

Low-SES adolescents also benefit from the pro-
gram in the non-cognitive domain. An index summa-
rizing measures of patience and social skills increases
by 0.44 standard deviations as a result of program
participation. This increase is mainly driven by pa-

Effects of the Mentoring Program on the Labor-market Prospects of Disadvantaged Adolescents

M Treatment effect SES gap
Labor-market prospects m
Patience and social skills
Labor-market orientation H
-0.1 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6

~Standard deviétion

Notes: The figure shows the effect of the mentoring program (“treatment effect”) on the index of labor-market prospects and its three components: (1) standardized
mathematics grade (German ordering reversed so that higher values indicate better performance); (2) index of patience and social skills; and (3) index of labor-market
orientation. The figure also depicts the difference in the respective outcome between more advantaged and highly disadvantaged adolescents in the control group not

participating in the program (“SES gap”).
Source: Own illustration based on Resnjanskij et al. (2021).

© ifo Institute
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tience as a measure of future orientation and willing-
ness to postpone gratification. Social skills—meas-
ured as prosociality, trust and self-efficacy—are also
positively affected by the program, but the increase
is somewhat smaller and not statistically significant.

Finally, participating in the mentoring program
also increases the labor-market orientation of the se-
verely disadvantaged adolescents by 0.29 standard
deviations. The effect is driven by the wish to be part
of an apprenticeship: Program participation increases
the percentage of low-SES adolescents stating that
they want to do an apprenticeship after school by
22 percentage points (from 44 percent in the control
group to 66 percent in the treatment group). We in-
terpret this evidence as showing that participants in
the mentoring program develop more realistic expec-
tations about their future careers, since successfully
completing an apprenticeship is the most relevant
career track for disadvantaged youths in low-track
schools. This interpretation is also consistent with
results on various dimensions of satisfaction: Low-
SES youths in the treatment group are more satisfied
with their lives and their current belongings than their
counterparts in the control group, suggesting that the
program makes highly disadvantaged adolescents
focus on what they can realistically achieve and ap-
preciate what they already possess. In contrast, there
is no program effect on whether the adolescents al-
ready know exactly what they want to do later in life.

Adolescents with a more favorable socio-eco-
nomic status do not benefit from program participa-
tion. If anything, their labor-market prospects (overall
index and each component) tend to decline slightly.
However, the effect is small and not statistically sig-
nificantly different from zero.

Hence, mentoring seems to work primarily for
highly disadvantaged adolescents who severely lack
family support. This picture also manifests itself in a
further analysis in which we test different channels
that can potentially explain the effect of the mentor-
ing program. The results of this analysis show that a
notable percentage of the positive effect on the la-
bor-market prospects of disadvantaged adolescents
can be attributed to the fact that the program offers
mentors as attachment figures with whom the adoles-
cents can talk about their future. Mentors also provide
important information about future career choices
and facilitate the mentees’ understanding that learn-
ing in school can be helpful for their future career.

One reason why the program does not work for
the less disadvantaged adolescents could be that
the mentors are unable to provide these adolescents
with any significant additional help beyond the fam-
ily support they already have. In contrast to severely
disadvantaged youths, the mentees from less disad-
vantaged families do not report that mentoring helps
them to cope with problems at school or outside of
school. In addition, mentor-mentee conversations re-
volve around leisure activities more often than is the
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case for highly disadvantaged adolescents. Our results
also indicate that for the less disadvantaged youths,
participating in the program crowds out potentially
beneficial activities, for example, social activities at
school.

The mentoring program also reaches a substan-
tial percentage of adolescents with a migration back-
ground. For more than half (58 percent) of the partic-
ipants in the evaluation study, either the adolescents
themselves or at least one of their parents was born
abroad (Figure 1b). The program effect in the sample
of migrants is significantly positive, albeit somewhat
smaller than in the low-SES sample. If migration and
socio-economic status are taken into account simul-
taneously, the effects are driven exclusively by the
socio-economic status. However, there is a large pos-
itive effect of program participation on labor-market
prospects of first-generation migrants—i.e., youths
who were themselves born abroad.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Our findings suggest that mentoring programs can
substantially improve the future labor-market pros-
pects of highly disadvantaged adolescents. The stud-
ied mentoring program, Rock Your Life!l, significantly
increases overall labor-market opportunities of ado-
lescents with a low socio-economic status, completely
closing the gap between them and more advantaged
adolescents. All three components of the overall index
of labor-market prospects—cognitive, non-cognitive
and motivational aspects—are positively affected by
the program. Therefore, mentoring seems a viable
policy for raising the prospects of disadvantaged chil-
dren even during adolescence. Of course, mentors
can never fully substitute for parents and they never
aim to. However, by providing guidance for future op-
portunities, they appear to be able to substitute for
some elements of parental support that many disad-
vantaged youths are lacking.

In contrast, the program is not effective for
youths who have a more advantaged socio-economic
status, for whom lacking parent support is less of a
handicap. Therefore, the sharp differences in program
impact by participants’ socio-economic status suggest
that the program should focus on those adolescents
who truly lack family support.

To estimate the magnitude of program benefits
relative to the costs, we conducted a rough cost-ben-
efit analysis. We measure the benefits of the program
in terms of the lifetime labor-market returns that the
severely disadvantaged adolescents can expect as
a result of their improved school grades (according
to own calculations based on representative data
for Germany). Given the large effects and relatively
low costs of the program, the benefit-to-cost ratio is
15-to-1 for the current version of the program and
31-to-1 for a program targeted at severely disadvan-
taged youths. Although such estimates are subject to



a considerable degree of uncertainty, the large mag-
nitude suggests that the costs of the mentoring pro-
gram are likely more than offset by the labor-market
benefits it generates.
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