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This review summarizes published studies on undergraduate mentoring pro-
grams from 2008 to 2012. Twenty studies met the inclusion criteria, which 
included empirical research on formal mentoring programs with undergrad-
uate students as mentees or mentors. Each study was assessed based on 
limitations identified in two earlier reviews of the mentoring literature: defi-
nition, theory, and methods. Results from this review indicate minimal prog-
ress has been made in these three areas. However, every study included the 
functions of mentoring, and most studies were guided by a theory or a con-
ceptual framework. Aspects of social validity, a construct not previously 
examined, were assessed and found to be present in 50% of studies. Finally, 
information on primary mentoring program components, another dimension 
not previously examined, was absent in 75% of studies, making replication 
difficult. Future research needs to specify program components, employ rig-
orous research designs to guide evidence-based practice in undergraduate 
mentoring, and assess social validity.

Keywords: academic performance, mentoring, retention, student integration, 
undergraduates

Research on mentoring has not kept pace with the proliferation of undergradu-
ate mentoring programs (UMPs) on college campuses (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; 
Jacobi, 1991). The purpose of establishing UMPs can vary, but they generally aim 
to strengthen student engagement and relationship building in order to improve 
academic performance and college retention, and/or assist with career planning 
(Nora & Crisp, 2007). However, without methodically rigorous and valid research, 
it is unknown if mentoring programs are achieving their intended outcomes. With 
universities heavily investing both financial and human resources in mentoring, it 
is prudent that research guide the development and continuous improvements in 
mentoring programs for undergraduate students. This article is the third review of 
studies that examine the impact of UMPs. This review specifically considers 
undergraduate students as mentees or mentors since undergraduates can function 
in both these roles. I begin by summarizing the first two reviews and then indicate 
the additional contributions of the current review.
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Jacobi (1991) conducted the first review of the undergraduate mentoring litera-
ture, which highlighted three key shortcomings: a lack of a consensus on a clear, 
concise definition of mentoring, theoretical deficiencies, and various method-
ological weaknesses. One contribution of her review was identifying four theories 
in higher education in which mentoring could be integrated (involvement with 
learning, academic and social integration, social support, and development sup-
port). Within these theories, Jacobi presented research components (independent, 
mediating, and dependent variables) as well as the key functional aspect of men-
toring. Based on her review of the literature, she offered recommendations for 
future research. One of these recommendations was the need to include simple 
descriptive information, such as the number of students who access mentoring, 
the nature of their mentoring partnerships, and the characteristics of both the men-
tors and mentees. Additionally, to understand how mentoring leads to academic 
success, Jacobi recommended that evaluations assess the effectiveness of formal 
mentoring programs using more rigorous research designs and providing basic 
theoretical analysis. This type of information, she concluded, would advance both 
the science and practice of mentoring.

Following Jacobi’s (1991) review, Crisp and Cruz (2009) reviewed the men-
toring literature over a 17-year period (from 1990 through summer, 2007). This 
review included mentoring to graduate students and mentoring programs 
abroad. Crisp and Cruz’s review was also broader in scope in that it examined 
theoretical perspectives of mentoring from not only the education literature, but 
also from business and psychology. In their review of 42 empirical studies, they 
found that, since Jacobi’s review, more mentoring studies were published that 
focused on different types of students, such as women, minorities, first-genera-
tion, and LGBT individuals. Although the breadth of mentees suggested prog-
ress, most of the studies had the same methodological limitations as the earlier 
studies, which threatened the internal validity and generalizability of the find-
ings. Crisp and Cruz recommended that theory expand to include underpinnings 
of critical race and feminist theories as well as theories from other fields. These 
authors reiterated the need for a clear definition of mentoring, having found 
over 50 definitions in their review. Additional recommendations centered on 
internal validity issues, such as utilization of longitudinal designs and standard 
instruments and external validity issues, such as studying broader mentoring 
programs in multiple settings. Their findings also highlight the need for a better 
understanding of mentoring programs, including the characteristics of the 
participants.

The value of this current review is fivefold. First, it extends the literature by 
reviewing undergraduate mentoring studies from 2008 through 2012, which is the 
time period since the Crisp and Cruz (2009) study. Issues of definition, theory, and 
methods highlighted in the earlier studies are examined. Second, a classification 
system for assessing evidence-based interventions (Jackson, 2009) is used to indi-
cate the methodological rigor of each study. Third, this review assesses the func-
tion or role of the mentor in each study, using the categories advanced by Nora 
and Crisp (2007). Fourth, this review considers aspects of social validity in the 
studies. Finally, key mentoring program components are identified across the 
studies, such as mentor–mentee ratios. This analysis reveals that considerable 
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progress is still needed in order to advance knowledge and practice of UMPs. 
Recommendations from this study are identified to enable evidence-based 
improvements in UMPs.

Method

Multiple databases, including ESBCO Host, Education Full Text, ERIC, and 
SOCIndex were searched from their inception through December, 2012. 
“Mentoring AND (University or College)” were the key words used in the search. 
A total of 1,445 studies were initially identified. The title and abstract of each 
article were reviewed to determine appropriateness of inclusion for this article. 
Through this process, two prior mentoring reviews were discovered, with the last 
review concluding in 2007. As such, the sampling frame was narrowed to only 
focus on studies published since January, 2008.

Additionally, many publications were excluded because their focus was not on 
undergraduates as a mentee or mentor; rather, the focus was on mentoring gradu-
ate students or faculty. Other articles were excluded if the mentoring program was 
too general (mentoring was only one component of the intervention), simply 
descriptive (no analysis), focused on internship experiences, and not face-to-face 
(i.e., electronic mentoring programs). Mentoring programs were included where 
there were undergraduates who served as mentors, even if the mentees were K-12 
students, since the aim of the review is to understand better the impact of mentor-
ing on undergraduates, both in their role as a mentor or mentee. All aspects of the 
sampling frame reflect the overarching aim of this review, which is to understand 
better the impact of mentoring on undergraduate students. A total of 20 studies are 
included, 6 of which are international studies.

The data presented in this article are organized into three tables. To classify the 
methodological rigor of the studies, the Levels of Evidence-Based Intervention 
Effectiveness (LEBIE) that was developed by Jackson (2009) was used; the levels 
are presented in Table 1. LEBIE was developed to assess the methodological rigor 
of social service interventions and was adapted for use assessing UMPs in this 
study. Using this classification system is appropriate as mentoring is an interven-
tion designed to affect various student-related outcomes. This classification sys-
tem was developed subsequent to the last mentoring review, which did not use a 
classification system to evaluate research methods. Thus, the use of this system 
provides a baseline for assessing future scholarship in this area. LEBIE includes 
the following five levels: Level 1 = Superior Intervention, Level 2 = Effective 
Intervention, Level 3 = Efficacious Intervention, Level 4 = Emerging Intervention, 
and Level 5 = Concerning Intervention. Table 1 also includes a tally of how many 
articles were assessed at each level, and these results are discussed in more detail 
in the Results section.

Table 2 is a summary of frameworks, methods, and findings of undergraduate 
mentoring empirical studies. Table 3 identifies the participants in the study, the 
function of mentoring, and selected mentoring program components. In each 
case, categories relevant to the table were developed based on concepts in the 
literature (described in more detail in the Results section).

Past reviews on mentoring (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991) did not specifi-
cally assess social validity. Social validity was originally defined as a subjective 

(Text continues on p. 380.)
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measure in behavioral intervention research that focused on whether the interven-
tion goals, procedures, and effects are perceived as socially relevant by the indi-
vidual receiving the services or those who care about the individual (Wolf, 1978). 
Over time, this construct has been applied beyond community and behavioral 
interventions (Francisco & Butterfoss, 2007). Eamon (2008) provided a four-part 
operationalization of social validity, calling for “[a] the establishment of socially 
relevant goals; [b] demonstration of meaningful change; [c] use of acceptable, 
appropriate, and feasible interventions; and [d] maintenance and generalization of 
intervention gains” (p. 328). The operationalizations can involve subjective and 
objective measures, which include and extend beyond reported satisfaction with 
an intervention.

None of the studies in this review explicitly sought to assess social validity. As 
a result, it is not possible to determine from the studies whether all four of Eamon’s 
criteria (2008) were met. The first and third criteria, socially relevant goals and 
use of acceptable, appropriate, and feasible interventions, respectively, were 
coded as present if the following were evident in the study: (a) focus groups, indi-
vidual interviews, or surveys with mentors and/or mentees centered on the per-
ceived value and impact of the mentoring intervention and/or (b) culturally 
sensitive interventions, such as the use of Latino/a mentors with Latino/a men-
tees. Eamon’s second and fourth criteria, demonstration of meaningful change 
and maintenance and generalization of intervention gains, respectively, are con-
tingent on experimental or quasi-experimental methods, which are classified in 
this review through the LEBIE scale. Criteria two and four also involve additional 
assessments from the point of view of the participants or other key stakeholders. 
Since few of the studies involve sufficiently rigorous methods to be assessed with 
the second and fourth criteria, only the first and third criteria were used. As a 
result, this review is only assessing two aspects of social validity (Eamon, 2008). 
Even a partial measure of social validity serves to advance this construct in the 
context of UMPs.

Also, past reviews on mentoring (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991) found 
multiple definitions of mentoring, and these authors also called for more specific-
ity on mentoring program features. The articles reviewed here also varied consid-
erably in definitions of mentoring. While there was variability in the reporting on 
program features, the functional categories of mentoring from Nora and Crisp 
(2007) were still able to be used to summarize the role(s) of the mentors. These 
functions include (a) psychological or emotional support, (b) support for goal set-
ting and choosing a career path, (c) academic subject knowledge support aimed at 
advancing a student’s knowledge relevant to their chosen field, and (d) specifica-
tion of a role model.

Results

Use of Theory

Over the past 5 years, limited academic progress has been made on shortcom-
ings identified in the previous reviews of UMPs. One limitation identified in the 
previous two reviews on mentoring was a lack of theory guiding the research 
(Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991). The second column of Table 2 indicates that 
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70% (n = 14) of the undergraduate mentoring studies were guided by a theory or 
conceptual framework. These theories include cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1973), 
shared learning (Tinto, 1995), social capital and social networks (Bozionelos, 
2006; Hezlett & Gibson, 2007; Singh et al., 2009), social integration (Bean 1980; 
Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993), social supports (Pearson, 1990), boarderlands paradigm 
(Anzaldúa, 1987), feminist and network models (Benishek et al., 2004), capital-
ization (Judge & Hurst, 2007), and student approaches to learning (Duff & 
McKinstry, 2007), as well as others. The mix of theories reflects the diversity in 
the range of the outcome measures being examined (discussed below), but does 
stand as one indicator of progress in the literature. The theory that is most often 
applied to undergraduate mentoring studies is Tinto’s social integration theory, 
which postulates that students who are integrated into the campus environment, 
both within and outside of the classroom, are more apt to persist and not depart 
from the university without graduating.

Threats to Validity

Although the use of theory is a positive dimension of the articles reviewed, 
there are still important limitations in the methods employed. In column 3 of 
Table 2, summaries of the methods employed, the size of the population studied, 
selected methodological issues, and the LEBIE classification score are pre-
sented. Common threats to internal validity noted include the lack of control or 
comparison groups and the lack of reliable measurement instruments. 
Specifically, 75% (n = 15) of the studies did not include a control or comparison 
group and 25% (n = 5) did not administer survey instruments with reliable 
scores. These factors limit the ability to know if research results are due to the 
intervention or other factors.

Common threats to external validity noted in Table 2 included small sample 
size, a single geographical location, and a narrowly focused program. For exam-
ple, 30% (n = 6) of the studies had less than 40 mentors or mentees. Although 
there is no precise cutoff for a sample size being large enough to not be a threat to 
internal validity, 40 is used here, as it is a minimal sample size frequently used in 
the research methods literature (e.g., Goodhue, Lewis, & Thompson, 2006). Also, 
85% (n = 17) of the studies were conducted at one university, and 55% (n = 11) of 
the studies were limited to a single course, major, or college. All these factors 
limit the generalizability of research results from one location or population to 
others.

Using the LEBIE classification scale to assess methodological rigor for evi-
dence-based practice, not one of the mentoring studies met either of the top two 
classification levels (superior or effective), since none employed an experimen-
tal design. The highest classification achieved in assessing the 20 mentoring 
studies was a Level 3 or efficacious. There were five studies (25%) that achieved 
this classification by using a nonrandomized control or comparison group. Four 
studies (20%) fell in the Level 4 or emerging category. The majority of studies 
(55%, n = 11) received the lowest possible classification, Level 5 or concerning. 
The classification results are primarily because these studies only collected data 
at one point in time on mentees and/or mentors participating in the mentoring 
program with no comparison group. As such, there is minimal evidence of 
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positive change to mentors or mentees that is the result of mentoring (despite 
most studies reporting positive impacts of mentoring). In summary, the method-
ological concerns noted in past reviews remain evident in current undergraduate 
mentoring research.

Past research reviews did not list the dependent variables for each study in the 
review, but did address the reliance on perceptions as outcome measures (Jacobi, 
1991). As can be seen in column 4 in Table 2, most undergraduate mentoring 
programs focused on more subjective measures (such as satisfaction or perception 
of mentoring relationship) as proxy measures for predicting academic and other 
outcomes. Even seemingly objective measures, such as GPA or retention, still 
involve administrative judgment. Of the studies in this review, 60% (n = 12) used 
more subjective measures, whereas 40% (n = 8) used more objective measures. 
Two studies used both types of outcome measures. The use of both subjective and 
objective outcome measures has the greatest promise for achieving internal, 
external, and social validity.

Column 5 in Table 2 summarizes the findings from the 20 undergraduate men-
toring studies. Considering the methodological limitations previously discussed, 
findings in these studies need to be viewed with caution, even though all the stud-
ies do report some positive effects associated with mentoring. The final column in 
Table 2 also identifies if aspects of social validity were present. As noted earlier, 
social validity was not addressed in the two prior research reviews of studies 
evaluating mentoring programs and none of these studies examined in this review 
explicitly sought to measure social validity. If aspects of social validity were pres-
ent, it meant that the researchers gathered information from the mentors and men-
tees on their perceptions of the goals, process, and effects of the mentoring 
intervention (beyond just satisfaction) and reported culturally sensitive interven-
tions. Fifty percent (n = 10) of the studies did take into account aspects of social 
validity, including mentor or mentee perceptions. Although Jacobi (1991) was 
critical of a reliance on participant perceptions of mentoring, this review identifies 
participant perception as an element of social validity and a positive finding that 
can be combined with more objective measures.

Operational Features of Studies

At the conclusion of both prior research reviews on mentoring (Crisp & Cruz, 
2009; Jacobi, 1991), the authors recommended that future scholarship specify key 
programmatic information. In particular, Jacobi (1991) called for a listing of 
descriptive information, such as the number of students who have access to men-
tors, the nature of their relationship, and other relevant program features. These 
types of program features were still missing 18 years later when Crisp and Cruz 
(2009) published their review of the mentoring literature. In a 2007 study, Nora 
and Crisp did provide a multidimensional framework on mentoring functions. In 
Table 3, a detailed review is provided of key operational features of the 20 UMPs 
in this review, in part utilizing the mentoring functions highlighted by Nora and 
Crisp. Additionally, Table 3 identifies who are the mentors and mentees and other 
operational components outlined by Hall and Jaugietis (2011). In providing this 
information, Table 3 allows for the first comprehensive review of operational fea-
tures of mentoring programs.
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In most (70%, n = 14) of the studies, mentors were undergraduates. Although 
creating mentoring opportunity for college students can be beneficial (Amaral & 
Vala, 2009; Bullen et al., 2010), past research also points to the need to create a 
structure of accountability to safeguard against inconsistency and early termina-
tion of undergraduate students who serve as mentors (Lee et al., 2010). The 
remaining mentors included faculty, staff, high school teachers, or alumni. The 
mentees in the studies were primarily (75%, n = 15) undergraduate students who 
were chosen on the basis of a specific attribute, such as an underprepared chemis-
try student, a first-year accountancy student, a senior, or a woman. Mentees who 
were not undergraduates were elementary, middle, or high school youth who also 
were chosen on the basis of attributes, such as a Latino/a, at-risk adolescent girls, 
or at-risk youth with emotional/behavioral challenges. In the Crisp and Cruz 
(2009) review, growth in mentoring for special populations was noted, and this 
current review also includes two studies (5%) in which the mentors were from 
special populations (underprepared and Latino/a) and nine studies (45%) where 
mentees were from special populations, such as first-generation college students, 
individuals with intellectual disabilities, Latinos/as, and individuals from low-
income families.

Definitions Versus Functional Aspects of Mentoring

The two previous reviews of mentoring studies (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 
1991) addressed the multiple definitions used in these studies. The “who, what, 
and why” were generally included in each of the mentoring definitions, but var-
ied. For example, Blackwell (1989) considered the “who” for a mentor as “per-
sons of superior rank, special achievements, and prestige” (p. 9) whereas Lester 
and Johnson (1981) considered the “who” as “an older person and a younger 
person” (p. 119). Additionally, Blackwell identified the “what” as “instruct, coun-
sel, guide, and facilitate” whereas Lester and Johnson considered the “what” as 
“modeling behavior and extended dialogue.” Finally, Blackwell considered the 
“why” as “intellectual and/or career development” whereas Lester and Johnson 
identified the “why” as “learning.” This lack of consistency in a mentoring defini-
tion also applies to studies reviewed here.

Rather than focus on different mentoring definitions, however, the four func-
tional aspects of mentoring as advanced by Nora and Crisp (2007) are identified 
for each of the 20 studies in Table 3. Sixty percent (n = 12) of the studies had their 
mentors serve in multiple functions. The function most often provided by a men-
tor was academic support (70%, n = 14), followed by psychosocial or emotional 
support (55%, n = 11) and by serving as a role model (50%, n = 10). The function 
least used by a mentor was goal setting and helping with career paths (15%, n = 
3). Although defining terms is important, the range of functional aspects of pro-
grams suggests that, rather than seeking a single definition for mentoring, it is 
most important for mentoring research to specify the functional aspects of the 
program.

Program Components

Table 3 lists five mentoring program components that are derived from Hall 
and Jaugietis (2011), as discussed earlier in the Method section. The first program 

 at SAGE Publications on June 1, 2015http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.aera.net


Gershenfeld

384

component is the mentor–mentee ratio. As indicated in Table 3, there is wide 
variation in this ratio (ranging from 1:1 to 1:30) and more than half of all studies 
(55%, n = 11) did not include this critical information. The second program com-
ponent is whether or not mentoring is voluntary or mandatory. The majority (80%, 
n = 16) of the programs were voluntary, with mandatory mentoring either included 
as part of a course requirement or as part of a scholarship program. The third pro-
gram component is whether compensation (e.g., financial or as part of a mentor’s 
grade) is involved. No students who served as mentors received financial com-
pensation. Student mentors, however, received course credit for serving in the 
role in 40% (n = 8) of the studies.

The fourth program component is the frequency in meeting and duration of the 
mentor–mentee partnership. There was a wide variation in reporting of this infor-
mation. For example, in 55% (n = 11) of the studies, no information was provided 
on the frequency of meeting, and in 65% (n = 13) of the studies, no information 
was provided on the duration of the mentor–mentee partnership. When reporting 
was provided, the shortest duration for a mentoring partnership was 6 weeks, and 
the longest was 1 year. With regard to the frequency of meeting, some studies 
provided specific information about the frequency of meetings (e.g., weekly), but 
were not specific about the amount of time per meeting. Other studies provided 
information about a specific time frame, such as meeting 75–150 hours over a 
semester. Without using the same units, such as hours per week per semester, it is 
not possible to compare the programs on this important component.

The fifth program component is mentoring support, either through training, 
resource material, the structure of a course, or ongoing supervision for either the 
mentor or mentee. In 30% (n = 6) of the studies, there was no indication of support 
for the mentor–mentee partnership. In only two studies, mentors and mentees 
both received some type of support, though the support was not specified. More 
often, mentors received support, which was identified in 50% (n = 10) of the 
cases. However, specifics about the types of support were not provided to assess 
and compare across studies.

Discussion

Two past reviews cited deficiencies in mentoring research due to absence of a 
guiding theory, use of multiple definitions, and methodological limitations (Crisp 
& Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991). Over the course of the past 5 years, progress has 
been made with respect to the use of theory or conceptual frameworks. Tinto’s 
(1975, 1987, 1993) theory of student integration is the one most often cited when 
the dependent variable was student retention or persistence. Because various out-
come measures have been studied when focusing on mentoring as an intervention, 
a wide variation of theories also have been used. Looking to the future, a single 
guiding theory would be inappropriate given the range of outcome measures in 
undergraduate mentoring programs.

Although multiple definitions of mentoring were previously seen in reviews as 
a limitation, this article has presented evidence to suggest that some of the prob-
lems with a lack of a common definition of mentoring can be addressed by speci-
fying the functions of the mentoring role. This review is the first to classify the 
literature based on the various possible mentoring functions, as identified by Nora 
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and Crisp (2007). By doing so, it was determined that UMPs generally serve more 
than one function, and those that are employed with greatest frequency are aca-
demic support, psychosocial support, and role modeling. The fourth mentoring 
function, goal setting and helping with career paths, was indicated in a limited 
number of studies. This outcome might be related to the fact that the mentees were 
mostly college freshmen, and several of the mentoring programs were limited in 
scope to a college course or a short duration in time. The function of mentoring is 
likely to differ depending on who is the mentee. College freshmen have different 
needs than college seniors, for example, and these needs will be reflected in the 
functional roles of the mentors. Determining the function of mentoring also has 
practical implications in that (a) it provides clarity for administrators who are 
developing and determining the scope of a mentoring program, (b) it enables 
researchers to make more accurate comparisons across mentoring programs, and 
(c) it provides clarity for faculty, staff, and students who participate in mentoring 
programs.

The methodological limitations in mentoring research remain vast. By apply-
ing the LEBIE classification scale, the findings illustrate that the majority of men-
toring studies received the lowest possible score, meaning that there was no 
conclusive evidence that mentoring programs had an impact on the desired out-
comes. Why then do mentoring programs proliferate on college campuses? This 
question has not been answered in other reviews (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 
1991) and is a worthy inquiry for future research. Certainly, university adminis-
trators, faculty, and staff are eager to provide support and services to facilitate 
student success, but it appears from the literature that development of mentoring 
programs has not been guided by empirical evidence.

Perhaps the proliferation of mentoring programs is based more on aspects of 
social validity whereby the value is determined by participant perceptions. 
However, aspects of social validity have not been given any prominence in litera-
ture reviews. In fact, relying on perceptions of mentees and mentors has been cited 
as a methodological limitation (Jacobi, 1991). Also, the LEBIE classification scale 
does not give any explicit consideration to social validity in its classification, 
though experimental and quasi-experimental methods are needed to determine 
some aspects of social validity. By considering social validity, this article docu-
ments research that points toward a combination of subjective and objective mea-
sures, taking into account the perspectives of mentees and mentors. Overall, 
experimental and quasi-experimental research designs are needed in mentoring 
research and social validity should also be valued in research as it is in practice.

Operationally, mentoring programs vary considerably. For example, how can a 
one-to-one mentoring program compare to a mentoring program with a ratio of 
1:30? This is the first review that attempts to identify key components across 
UMPs. What is evident from this review is that information on these components 
is not commonly reported in studies. When information is reported on key opera-
tional components, the diversity of these features defies any simple classification 
scheme. Moreover, failing to specify these key operational components, such as 
training, seriously limits any comparison across studies and any efforts to repli-
cate findings. For example, knowing that 70% of mentors in these studies were 
undergraduates and knowing from past literature that peer mentors need a structure 
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for accountability, studies need to address the training and other support compo-
nents available to mentors and mentees.

Since 2008, there were only 20 empirical studies identified on undergraduate 
mentoring, and none achieved high levels of methodological rigor. Prior reviews 
were also critical of the caliber of research methods. Why haven’t there been more 
rigorous mentoring studies over the past four decades? It is certainly the case that 
a true randomized experiment would present ethical concerns since some students 
would be denied mentors who wanted them and others would have mentors 
imposed. Nonetheless, there can be naturally occurring experiments where men-
toring programs are rolled out in successive waves or where a lottery is involved 
to allocate scarce resources. Additionally, improved quasi-experimental designs 
are possible, as seen in this review in 25% of the studies.

Limitations

There were several limitations in this review of UMPs. First, it is possible that 
additional empirical studies exist on undergraduate mentoring programs but were 
not discovered under the methods employed in this article. As it cannot be deter-
mined if the 20 studies selected are representative of the full population, this lack 
of information should be considered a limitation of the study. Second, studies that 
were only descriptive were excluded from this article, as it would not be possible 
to assess levels of evidence and other factors. A limitation, however, is that some 
descriptive studies of mentor programs might contain valuable information on 
mentoring program components.

Third, only one person (the author) classified the studies. Studies in this review 
were classified in three ways: according to mentoring function, whether social 
validity was present, and levels within LEBIE. In the measurement of mentoring 
function, the accuracy of the classification depends on the quality of the program 
description by the authors in each study. There may have been additional mentor-
ing functions in the studies but not described by the researchers.

In the measurement of social validity, the accuracy of the classification depends 
on whether the authors in each study reported on methods through which the per-
ceptions of the mentor and mentee were considered in the analysis. Both Type 1 
and Type 2 errors are possible. That is, some authors may have reported interac-
tions classified in this review as social validity that were in fact superficial (Type 
1) and other authors may have attended to social validity but not reported it in 
their study (Type 2). Moreover, none of the studies explicitly sought to assess 
social validity. Furthermore, in introducing the construct of social validity to 
research on UMPs, a judgment is being made that perspectives of the mentors and 
mentees, as well as other aspects of social validity, matter. Classifying the studies 
according to the LEBIE 5-level scale was least likely to be subject to error, as all 
articles reviewed included a Method section with relevant information. Still, the 
potential for misclassification is a final limitation.

Conclusions and Implications

Although there have been some advances in undergraduate mentoring, the 
research has not kept pace with the proliferation of mentoring programs. This 
review has implications for improving future research and practice.
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The most important finding in this review is the need for more rigorous research 
designs in studies of UMPs. Researchers should continually strive to improve 
internal and external validity through use of control and/or comparison groups, 
valid instruments, multiple research sites, pretests–posttests, and other such rigor-
ous research methods and designs. Otherwise, conclusive evidence on the effec-
tiveness of undergraduate mentoring remains limited.

Additionally, as this review illustrates, not all UMPs are the same. Future 
research on UMPs needs to specify key operational features of the program. These 
include characteristics of the mentors and mentees, functions of the mentoring 
role, mentor–mentee ratio, frequency and duration of mentoring meetings, 
expected duration of mentoring commitment, types and extent of training and 
other support, compensation/rewards, and whether the program is mandatory or 
voluntary. This information is important for comparisons across programs and 
assessment of impacts.

Finally, researchers should consider assessing social validity in their studies. 
Rather than seeing more subjective participant views as a methodological flaw, 
gathering data on participant perceptions and the influence on program improve-
ment are important elements in understanding the relevance of the mentoring pro-
cess on those who matter the most. Social validity needs to be integrated with 
measures that are internally and externally valid in order to improve evidence-
based practice.

For university administrators, there is a need to create partnerships with 
researchers to achieve higher levels of evidence-based practice. At a minimum, 
university administrators should be clear about the goals of the mentoring pro-
gram, the function or role of the mentors, the measures that will be used, and col-
lect baseline and ongoing data to evaluate if program objectives are being met. 
University administrators should not only be guided by the scholarly literature but 
also understand the limitations and work to employ best practices. Finally, univer-
sity administrators should use internal data to guide continuous improvement in 
program operations.

For individuals who serve in the role of mentor for undergraduates, which 
could include faculty and staff as well as students, this analysis reinforces the 
importance of distinguishing among the range of applicable mentoring functions. 
These include academic support, psychological/emotional support, goal setting, 
career paths, and role modeling. This way, faculty, staff, and students can enact 
their mentoring roles with the potential for greater clarity and effectiveness. Both 
mentors and mentees can also benefit from improved training and other support 
within each of these functional categories. Additionally, mentors and mentees can 
play valuable roles contributing to the continuous improvement of mentoring pro-
grams by providing information needed for evaluation. Beyond mentoring roles, 
implications for faculty and staff include joining with administrators in ensuring 
well-structured and appropriately evaluated programs. 

In an era of increasingly constrained resources and strategic challenges in 
higher education, evidence-based research will be even more important. Effective 
mentoring programs have a potential to play valuable roles in higher education, 
but this potential can only be realized through improvements in research and 
practice.
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