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ABSTRACT:

We identify the impacts of assigning a mentor of the same race or ethnicity on the social, emo-
tional and academic development of youth relative to assigning a mentor of a different race
or ethnicity. Using the universe of matches from a nationwide youth mentoring program, we
document that a rich set of pre-match observables are balanced across same-race/ethnicity
match status. We �nd that Black and Hispanic youth assigned a same-race/ethnicity mentor
had slightly faster growth in self-perceived school ability and attitudes toward risky behaviors
after twelve months of mentoring, relative to cross-race matches. On the other hand, cross-race
matched Hispanic youth had improvements in course grades and cross-race matched Black
youth were more likely to report having a “special adult” in their life. In contrast to previous work
on race-matching, we do not �nd improvements in grades or expectations for future educational
attainment. Given that racial/ethnic minority mentors are often in short supply, these results
imply matching on race or ethnicity at the expense of other desirable traits is not necessarily
optimal.
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(SB) or “community-based” (CB) mentoring. SB matches are typically organized at a speci�c

location—such as a workplace, school, or community center—and tend to have more structure

imposed on them by the local agency. In contrast, CB matches spend time in their community

doing activities like playing games at a park, attending a sporting event, or visiting a museum.

Mentors are expected to become a role model for their youth by consistently spending time

together (e.g. 3-4 times a month) and are encouraged to pick activities that foster a friendship

with their youth. The program does not expect mentors to invest large amounts of money in the

youth or spend time tutoring. Rather, the goal for the relationship is to inspire the youth through

positive interactions and “quality time.”

The matching process begins with potential mentors and youth applying for the program at

their local agency. Youth are typically between the ages of 8 and 13 when entering the program,

and can stay enrolled through age 18. Youth (or their guardians) submit an application that

includes basic demographic information as well as information on their preferences for a mentor.

Once they have applied, an assigned case manager administers a baseline survey that covers

the youth's attitudes towards school, relationships and risky behaviors. Mentors are usually

21 years or older, must pass a background check, and must complete an in-person interview

with their case manager. After the interview is complete, the adult enters the pool of available

mentors. Mentors are assigned to a youth by the case manager based on a variety of criteria that

can include gender, race, shared interests or background, travel time between the two, and the

preferences stated by either party. Once assigned, the mentor and youth meet and mutually

agree to form the match. If the match is successful, the local agency administers a follow-up

survey identical to the baseline survey every twelve months the match survives. Either party may

end the match at any time, though the case manager provides continual support to avoid early

terminations. In our sample (described in detail in Section 3), matches typically last for 2-3 years

(mean: 34.93 months, median: 29.20 months).

It is common for youth and their parent(s) to request a mentor of the same gender, and

many request a mentor of the same race. 4 However, the youth's preferences are constrained by

the available supply of mentors of a given race or gender. Figure 1 shows that, though almost

4We assume youth reveal their true preferences since requesting a mentor with certain qualities is costless to the
youth and does not affect the probability of being matched overall.
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