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The mentoring FAN: a conceptual model of attunement for
youth development settings
Linda Gilkersona and Julia Pryceb

aErikson Institute, Chicago, IL, USA; bLoyola University Chicago, Chicago, IL, USA

ABSTRACT
Although youth mentoring as a field has enjoyed significant growth
over the last 20 years, a good percentage of mentor relationships
end prematurely. Empirically informed models of training to sup-
port the mentoring relationship are limited. The purpose of this
article is to introduce the concept of attunement in youth mentor-
ing; describe the FAN framework for relationship-building and
reflective practice in youth mentoring and apply the model to
work within a mentoring agency serving youth through site-based
programmes. The proposed framework prioritises reflective prac-
tice and theories of interpersonal communication to help build
relational connection within the youth mentoring system. The arti-
cle concludes with recommendations for more general application
of the FAN to social work practice beyond youth mentoring, and its
potential role in promoting social worker well-being.

KEYWORDS
Attunement; mentoring;
reflective practice; youth
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Introduction

Youth mentoring serves approximately 4.5million youth in nearly 6,000 programmes
throughout the United States (Bruce & Bridgeland, 2014). Mentoring programmes are
typically offered to youth with myriad risk factors, ranging from living in poverty, to single-
parent households, to parental incarceration (Herrera et al., 2013). Such programmes match
a non-parental adult volunteer to the youth in what is referred to as a ‘mentoring match’.
Programmes typically employ mentoring staff responsible for supporting the mentor/youth
match through in-person and/or virtual or phone-based efforts.

Although mentoring remains a widely known intervention, not all mentoring
programmes and matches are equally effective. Nearly half of mentoring relationships
close prematurely, often because they lack a strong connection (Rhodes & DuBois, 2008).
Research supports the importance of close connections across the system of mentoring
relationships, between mentoring staff, mentor, youth, and parent(s), to facilitate positive
outcomes (Keller, 2005). To date, however, rigorous methods of training on relationship-
building for the staff who support mentors, and for mentors themselves, are limited
(Kupersmidt & Rhodes, 2014).

This paper presents a model, the Mentoring FAN (Facilitating Attuned Interactions),
used to build relational capacities among staff and mentors in their efforts to build
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relationships with youth. The concept of attunement in mentoring relationships emerged
from the work of Pryce (2012) and is defined as ‘the capacity to respond flexibly to verbal
and nonverbal cues by taking into account others’ needs and desires’ (p. 292). Mentoring
relationships led by more attuned mentors (i.e., highest attuned were labelled as ‘sage’ or
‘counselor’; Keller & Pryce, 2012) were associated with positive behaviour changes for the
youth and higher relationship quality. Yet, to date, training on attunement in relation-
ships with an articulated theory of change and accompanying ‘micro-level skills’ (Karcher
& Hansen, 2014, p. 65) that underlie this approach is lacking. In this paper, we describe
the need for training on relationship building, offer the FAN framework as applied to
mentoring and youth development, and illustrate via a case study (Stake, 1995) the
application in a mentoring agency.

Overview of research

Models applied to youth mentoring

Rhodes (2002) comprehensive model of youth mentoring considers the influence of
mentoring across social emotional, cognitive, and identity development. This model
was the first to employ a framework for understanding how the mentoring process
works, and what specifically leads to positive outcomes from such relationships. The
model emphasises mutuality, empathy, and trust in building a positive and connected
relationship that facilitates growth and positive behaviours among mentees.

Frameworks focusing on relationship process have also been used to explore the
connection between relationship quality and positive outcomes. Zilberstein and
Spencer (2017) provided basic psychoeducation about the importance of attachment
and the need for mentors to communicate clearly the reasons for mentoring relationships
ending when the time came. Results indicated that when mentors devoted space for
mentees to process feelings throughout the relationship process, youth were less likely to
exhibit symptoms of anxiety and depression at follow-up. Furthermore, providing youth
with positive endings not only offered closure but also provided opportunities for youth
to repair and work through past negative relational experiences through the mentor-
mentee bond.

The psychotherapeutic literature can also contribute to the understanding of the
relationship process within mentoring. Psychotherapeutic relationships are thought to
be determined by three sets of factors, including therapist and client factors, and the
contexts surrounding and supporting the relationship (Duncan et al., 2010). Similar to
therapeutic relationships, in which the alliance between social worker and client is central
to outcomes, mentor capacity is critical when considering mentor–mentee relationship
quality (Spencer, 2012) and mentee outcomes. In contrast to therapeutic relationships,
however, mentor–mentee relationships are organised through a set of shared activities
and variable time spent, time often characterised by enjoyment and learning (Spencer,
2012). Additionally, volunteer mentors are not bound by a professional mandate to
remain in the relationship, which can contribute to the premature terminations of
mentoring relationships (DeWit et al., 2016).

The systems model expands the mentoring framework from a dyadic model (i.e.,
mentor-child) to a systems approach (Keller, 2015). In the systemic model, the youth
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serves as the centre, while the mentor, mentoring staffmember, and parent(s) interact in
dyadic patterns with the child and one another within the perimeters of the programme
(Keller, 2005). Any of the four individuals involved may end the match, which highlights
the importance of each in the relationship system (Keller, 2005). The role and skills of
mentoring staff, therefore, are critical to this system. Mentoring staff monitor relation-
ships to promote agency goals offers guidance in conflict and serves as support for both
families and mentors (DuBois et al., 2011; Keller, 2005; Keller & Pryce, 2010). Agency
support, including adequate screening and ongoing training and resources (McQuillin
et al., 2015), can facilitate mentoring by minimising risk within the relationship, which
can support greater satisfaction for mentors and mentees (Mentor/mentee training and
relationship support resources, 2009). Research indicates that positive assessment by
mentors of their relationship with a staff member was associated with mentor/mentee
relationship success (Keller, 2015).

Across mentoring models, staff are required to balance multiple duties, including
supporting the mentors, while ensuring the programme goals of the youth agency
(Larson, 2006). Mentors require attuned support as they venture into uncertain roles
that often involve balancing status as an adult with the friendship that can characterise
mentoring (Allen & Eby, 2007; Keller & Pryce, 2012, 2010). Despite the clear importance
of staff skills, research as such, linked to a relational model, is limited (Keller & Blakeslee,
2014). The Mentoring FAN addresses this gap in staff training by offering a relational
approach.

Training within the youth mentoring system

Given how vulnerable these relationships are to failure, supporting members of the
system through training is critical. Reasons for relationship failure range from mentor
or mentee abandonment to perceived lack of mentee motivation to deficiencies in mentor
relational skills, including the inability to bridge cultural divides and inadequate agency
support (Spencer, 2007). Cumulative youth risk, including family background character-
istics, as well as youth age at match, are also predictive of premature match closure
(Kupersmidt et al., 2017). This same research supports the presence of training and
strong programme practices in supporting match longevity (Kupersmidt et al., 2017).

The focus of this paper is on Mentoring FAN training as applied to staff–mentor
relationships. Given the impact of relationships on relationships, that is, parallel process
within the mentoring system (Keller, 2005), it follows that strengthened staff–mentor
relationships can improve the quality of mentor–youth relationships within the system.
This paper explains the Mentoring FAN model conceptually, drawing on examples from
the training of mentoring staff as well as published data to illustrate key points. All data
shared here was reviewed by the university Institutional Review Board.

Research on FAN across helping settings

The FAN is a meta-framework generalisable to communication and engagement across
relationships and systems. It is used widely in training home visitors, physicians, child
welfare workers, and early intervention andmental health professionals. Recent evaluations
of the FAN across these settings reveal promising results of increased empathy,
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collaboration, and role satisfaction (Spielberger et al., 2016; Gilkerson et al., 2017; Cosgrove
et al., 2019). FAN-trained home visitors also showed significant increases in reflective
capacity and a reduction in burnout (Spielberger et al., 2017). FAN-trained juvenile court
judges report increased self-regulation and reduced conflict in the courtroom (Cole-
Mossman et al., 2018). Research on the Mentoring FAN shows similar positive impacts
on empathy, collaboration and role satisfaction for mentor-support staff (Pryce et al., 2018).
Staff and mentors report stronger relationships and in many cases, stronger mentor–youth
relationships and/or increased clarity regarding match needs (Pryce et al., 2018).

Principles and practices of mentoring FAN

As an adaptation of the original FAN, the Mentoring FAN (Insert Figure 1) offers not
only a mental model and a practical communication tool that operationalises the
attunement process. More broadly, the FAN offers a new way to use the self in relation-
ships with increased self-awareness and consciousness of the impact of relationships on
relationships (M.C. Heffron et al., 2005). The theoretical basis for the FAN is embedded
in the theories of infant mental health, a field founded on psychodynamic principles
(Fraiberg et al., 1975). The FAN is also influenced by Winnicott’s (1960) holding
environment; that is, the safety needed in relationships for growth to occur and
Fonagy’s concept of reflective functioning; that is, the ability to reflect on the mental

Figure 1. The mentoring FAN.
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states of self and of others’ (Fonagy et al., 1991). The empathic quality of the helping
relationship – a hallmark of social work practice – is also a critical element in the FAN
approach. Below we describe five principles underlie the FAN: attunement, self-efficacy,
self-awareness, parallel process, and reflective practice and explain about how they lay the
foundation for learning new relational capacities.

Attunement

Grounded in the literature on the moment-to-moment attunement in the parent/child
relationship (D. Stern, 1985) and its extension to the client/clinician relationship
(D. N. Stern, 2004), the original FAN was developed to facilitate attunement in parent/
infant relationships (Gilkerson et al., 2012). Attunement, the organising construct for the
FAN approach, refers to the experience of feeling connected and understood, which
opens up space for trying new ways of relating (Siegel & Hartzell, 2013).

Attunement is a form of ‘being with’, described by Stern as ‘to share in another’s
experiences with no attempt to change what the person is doing or believing’ (1985,
p. 148). Thus, one important guideline is to offer support from an empathic stance, trying
first to see the world from the other’s perspective. Being heard and understood by
mentoring staff may create a greater openness in the mentor to honestly share their
experiences with mentoring. More open sharing can translate into feedback more directly
related to the mentor’s needs.

Attunement rests on the capacity of the support person to begin to understand some
of the other’s internal world. This involves the capacity to read affective and behavioural
cues to understand internal states (e.g., needs and motivations) and to remain flexible to
offer interactions that most fit with what the other person is available for in that moment.
FAN identifies five areas for responsive communication: Calming, Feeling, Thinking,
Doing, and Reflecting (See Figure 1). A unique part of FAN is the first process, Calming
or ‘Centering Self’. This process focuses on staff member’s self-awareness by developing
the ability to track, regulate and understand, and use her own reactions during the
contact in order to stay present for the other. The four remaining areas require reading
the mentor’s cues and moving flexibly on the FAN as needed. These are Feelings, which is
‘Listening to Feelings’ with empathy; Thinking, which is ‘Exploring Ideas’ together to
plan or problem solve; Doing, which is ‘Supporting Action’ by focusing on strengths,
providing information or practicing strategies to engage the youth; Reflecting, which is
‘Highlighting Discoveries’ and new insights of the mentor. There is no requirement to
use all the FAN processes in a mentoring support session or contact or that they be used
in a certain order.

FAN training prepares mentoring staff to match the other (i.e., most often the mentor
but sometimes a youth/mentee or the youth’s caregiver) in the same wedge of the FAN in
interaction, as well as identify mismatches and repair the connection as needed. For
example (as drawn from trainings of staff on the Mentoring FAN), the mentor is upset
(Feelings) that the youth did not show up for an outing they had planned together, and
the staffmember offers emotional support (Feelings). In contrast, a mismatch is when the
mentor and staff person are in different places. For example, the mentor wants to think
something through (Thinking), and the support person offers too many ideas too soon
(Doing), to which the response may be: ‘I already tried that and it didn’t work.’ Realising
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the mismatch, the support person might offer a repair, such as: ‘I think I went too fast to
my ideas. I’d like to hear what you think’.

In the Feeling wedge, staff learn to listen empathically by holding, validating,
exploring, or containing feelings. When feelings are contained and the mentor wants
to think or problem solve (Thinking), the staff learn to use questions to draw out the
mentor’s experience and build on his/her ideas, rather than offering an immediate
solution to fix the problem. Sample questions drawn from training materials include:
What do you think is happening? What have you tried? What might be a first step?
What would it be like to try this new way? Often, the contacts between mentoring staff
and mentors are brief, characterised by quick exchanges of advice or tips. Asking
questions draws out the mentor’s experience, and relieves the staff from pressure for
immediate answers.

When the mentor asks for or needs information, the support staffmoves to the Doing
wedge, offering information succinctly and exploring new information with the mentor.
For example, a bit of information and a question might be: ‘Youth often make up their
mind in the first five minutes of a contact if you are there for them. Does that fit your
experience with Juan?’ In Doing, strengths are highlighted; opportunities to practice are
offered. When the mentor has new insights, the staff member moves to the Reflecting
wedge. As an example derived from training, a mentor had missed a lot of sessions and
did not really understand the impact of his absences on the youth. One day, when the
mentor was walking into the school, he saw the youth in the window watching for him
and had an ‘ah ha’ realisation: ‘He misses me’. When he shared this revelation, the staff
member validated him and reflected back his new understanding: ‘What an important
insight. You matter to him and he matters to you’.

The FAN prepares mentoring staff to maintain a mindful presence. There are times,
however, when the mentoring staff is thrown off balance (e.g., mentor is ill, violence in
the neighbourhood, youth takes money from mentor). Dysregulation can also emerge
from internal experience, such as hunger, self-judgement, or everyday stress. FAN
training prepares mentoring staff to go to the Calming wedge, and identify their own
cues for dysregulation, and practice self-regulation strategies. These skills in self-
regulation are grounded in an understanding of how relationships affect relationships,
and how staying calm and present allows the other person to access their own thoughts
and feelings.

In the following quotation, as derived from an interview conducted with a mentoring
staff following training, he illustrates the FAN attunement process through his improved
ability to listen, read cues, and gauge readiness for interactions:

. . . I developeda real intentionality about observing their cues, and asking more probing
questions depending on where they’re at. I came to a place where I can really sort of watch
them . . . I guess I became a better listener in the process. Just thinking more about where
they’re at and what they’re ready for before I begin to provide feedback . . . provide guidance,
provide suggestions, and observe . . . before I jump into those things. (Pryce et al., 2018).

Attunement is viewed as a ‘messy’ process, with expected mismatches. Priority is placed
on repairing interactional mismatches as an essential part of healthy relationships
(Tronick & Gianino, 1986). Thus, attunement involves reading cues about what is not
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working and shifting as needed. Within the FAN approach, mismatches are not seen as
a mistake, but as part of the dynamic process of human relationship.

Self-efficacy

Building capacity and self-efficacy by supporting mentors and youth, rather than doing
for them, is a central premise of the Mentoring FAN. The staffmembers’ role shifts from
expert to collaborator. Rather than rushing to fix or give advice, the support person
pauses to use a series of reflective questions to draw out the mentor. The ultimate goal is
for the person being supported to feel more capable. In so doing, that person may see
a presenting challenge as more manageable, even if the circumstance or behaviour does
not change.

In reflecting on their practice following Mentoring FAN training, this staff member
demonstrates how the use of questions, rather than offering advice, results in increased
investment in ‘figuring out things with them’, as opposed to for them:

I found myself asking a lot more questions than I usually do, and I think that really helped.
And, I would often say to him, “okay, let’s figure this out . . ..” So I usually don’t ask mentors
how they feel, but I think that really helped . . . we get so caught up in our own picture of how
things are that we forget there’s another person involved when we’re trying to figure out
things with them.

Another staff member succinctly reflects:

. . . doing the FAN has allowed me to see them [the mentors] in a little bit of a different role.
Before, they weremymentors and I would tell them what to do and they would just do it . . .
and now it’s like we’re working together and making a difference together.

Not only does this staff member see the mentors differently; she offers the mentors the
opportunity to see themselves differently and more able (Pryce et al., 2018).

Building capacity not only facilitates collaborative problem solving; it also has the
potential to reduce the emotional burden of the staff person. As this trained staff person
reflects:

I’m more at ease because I don’t feel like I have to come up with a solution to the problem
right away. I’m just reminding myself that he needs to talk and as they talk, they’re going to
figure out something more. And it’s through processing it with me that they can maybe
come up with solutions on their own.

In building their own efficacy, and in sharing the responsibility within the relationship,
the majority of those trained on the Mentoring FAN report relief and renewal in their
more collaborative work (Pryce et al., 2018).

Parallel process

The FAN draws on the concept of parallel process, which, while not entirely new to the
mentoring field (e.g., McMillin, 2013), has not been widely explored in youth mentoring.
In psychodynamic theory, parallel process originally referred to the enactment in the
supervisor relationship of the unprocessed material in the patient/therapist relationship
(Doehrman, 1976). In infant mental health, parallel process has a related but somewhat
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different meaning described by Pawl and St John (1998) as ‘doing unto others as you
would have them do unto others’. In the Mentoring FAN, it is hoped that the empathy
and careful work of attunement between staff and mentors can be experienced in the
quality of the relationship between the mentor and youth. FAN training promotes
parallel process by teaching about its importance and modelling attunement during
training.

Self-awareness

The FAN pays equal attention to attunement to the self as to attunement to the other.
Self-awareness has been traditionally viewed as part of clinical training; yet, increasingly,
self-awareness is viewed as a professional competency across fields and roles (Dobie,
2007; Freshwater, 2002). In the FAN framework, self-awareness means noticing one’s
internal experience in interactions and reflecting on one’s general tendencies in relation-
ships. It also draws from Bion’s (1978) concept of containment of intense affect and
French’s (2000) work on negative capability or the tendency to disperse rather than hold
negative affect. As implemented in the Calming wedge, this includes reading one’s own
signs of regulation and dysregulation, having available self-regulation strategies for
regaining balance during moment-to-moment engagement, and then, holding and con-
taining oneself in order to hold and contain another’s experience. Staff learn Mindful
Self-Regulation strategies (Breathing, Grounding, Self-Talk, Imagery) and choose those
most useful for them. For many staff, this self-awareness increases consciousness of one’s
personal interaction style, particularly a tendency to talk and problem solve rather than to
listen and hold. As shared in a qualitative interview following the training, a mentoring
staff stated:

Now I’m much more conscious of what other people are thinking or feeling. Um, and
allowing them to not only share their ideas, but implementing their ideas as effective as mine
would be . . . [the Mentoring FAN] allows me to take a step back and be empathetic that not
everybody thinks or feels the way that I think.

Reflective practice

Reflective practice is a valued part of social work (Pawar & Anscombe, 2015) and is
a practice competency in the social work education standards in the United States. In
the mentoring world, reflective practice has also been conceived of as part of
a reciprocal, critical process of co-learning through youth-adult partnerships (Zeldin
et al., 2013).

Reflection involves slowing down and stepping back to consider the work from
different perspectives, and intelligently adjusting one’s practice (Heller & Gilkerson,
2009). Reflection is best done within a trusting relationship where one can share the
imperfect processes of the work and still be seen as competent. The mentoring staff/
mentor relationship has been considered a safe, trusting relationship, and is the primary
forum for learning the Mentoring FAN to date.

Schon (1983) defined reflection-on-action after engagement and reflection-for-action
to prepare for engagement. The FAN serves as a framework for reflection and is used at
each of Schön’s levels, as well as for reflection-in-action. The FAN process of reading

8 L. GILKERSON AND J. PRYCE



cues, matching interactions, and repairing mismatches is reflection-in-action, or ‘think-
ing on your feet’.

The Mentoring FAN uses reflection tools to guide after-action reflection during the
training process. In the safety of their relationship, staff are supported to reflect on their
experience by considering the question: ‘What was it like for you to be with this mentor
during this contact?’ They are asked to think about contributing factors to moments of
attunement and misattunement and consider how they might approach future
interactions.

The Mentoring FAN also contains another element, called the ‘ARC of Engagement’,
which facilitates a predictable structure for reflective sessions between the mentoring staff
and the mentor (Insert Figure 2). The ARC has four reflective questions, the first
promotes reflection for action. The dependable structure of the ARC gives the staff
anchor points throughout the contact to ground themselves, and can build
a connection with the other.

Application of mentoring FAN within youth mentoring agency

The Mentoring FAN fits best when a programme prioritises relationships, and when staff
are open to learning a process-based approach. Implementation of the Mentoring FAN
works well when a programme can commit to regularly scheduled, face-to-face (in
person or video-based) contacts between staff and mentors. Mentoring FAN training

Figure 2. The ARC of engagement.
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involves mentoring staff and, when possible, mentors. The foundational training is
one day, followed by a period of four-five months of reflective practice. During practice,
the learner completes reflection tools and reviews these monthly with their supervisors
and/or the FAN trainer.

Mentoring FAN is illustrated in this case study in a literacy-based mentoring pro-
gramme in a large urban setting on the East Coast of the United States. All staff, including
direct and supervisory personnel (n = 19), participated in the training. Prior to training,
staff members (n = 16) completed a survey focused on self-reflection, mindfulness, and
attunement. Staff were invited to complete a follow-up survey at the conclusion of the
practice phase; nine (n = 9) completed both surveys. Given the small sample size, this case
study (Stake, 1995) is intended to provide a nuanced example of lessons learned in one
setting and is not intended to provide insights that are statistically generalisable.

A subset of six trained staff and two administrators then participated in the practice
phase (i.e., monthly calls and reflection review) over five months. Five of those partici-
pated in an interview (lasting 25–40 minutes) at the conclusion of their practice. All
interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analysed thematically. Quotations from
interviews are included below and are identified using pseudonyms. This design was
approved by the Institutional Review Board through both collaborating institutions. To
mitigate researcher influence, surveys were submitted and collected electronically, and
a third independent researcher participated in the data analysis phase.

Experience of mentoring FAN training

Participants responded positively to the initial training, rating on average 4.4 on a 5-point
scale across evaluation domains (e.g., global rating training and specific sections such as
‘how helpful was training to their practice’). Examples of evaluative feedback include, ‘I
will find the time for this! This will really make a difference!’ and ‘Materials provided
were clear and engaging and eye-opening’. One staff described the training as ‘[an]
organized researched method for improving relationships and effectiveness’). The train-
ing translated to concrete ideas for applying the Mentoring FAN daily. Examples include,
‘This is a good plan and one to use every day’. Another participant reflected on the
training, stating ‘I really want to work on listening skills & fighting the urge to auto-
matically fix a problem when it’s presented’.

Despite a small sample, responses indicated an improvement from pre to post in staff
ability to reflect, and an increased level of insight regarding their work, as indicated by
two subscales of the Self-reflection and Insight Scale (SRIS; Grant et al., 2002) (t = −2.77,
p = .024; t = −4.10, p = .003, respectively). Staff also reported a positive trend in
attunement (based on Staff Attunement Scale (SAS)) to the needs of mentors and
youth, and to reading their cues. These findings need to be interpreted cautiously,
given the small sample size and possibility of Type II error.

To obtain a more in-depth understanding of the influence of the Mentoring FAN
on staff experience and skills, open-ended data (i.e., reflection forms, interview tran-
scripts, group practice call transcripts) were also collected. During the practice phase,
staff completed reflection forms tracking their experiences; 36 reflection forms were
completed. Through analysis across these open-ended data sources, several core
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themes emerged regarding staff gains and lessons learned, two of which are outlined
here.

Attuned listening

Rather than always taking the lead during interactions with mentees, staff reported
improved attunement in listening that resulted in a greater understanding of the other.
As an example, Robin reflected on an interaction, saying, ‘Karen appreciated being heard
and that I took the time to listen to her’. Sustained listening allowed Tracy to understand
the internal experience of her mentors: ‘I finally heard what these people were saying’.

Through practice, staff contained their urges to act and learned to draw out and
validate the reality of the other's experience. Jennifer stated, ‘I focus more on letting
mentors/mentees express feelings, and dial back on my pushy doing’. Another reported
that she ‘works harder at understanding the feelings behind behaviors’. As staff became
more confident holding and exploring feelings, rather than minimising them and push-
ing forward, they saw the potential for a deeper connection. Robin reflected that the
Mentoring FAN ‘gave me a realization that my role can have greater impact’.

Primacy of relationship-building

The Mentoring FAN helped staff focus on building relationships, which necessarily
requires more time. As an example, Carrie stated: ‘I feel like we learned plenty. My
only concern is having time to practice and implement. It’s definitely an approach that
requires time and patience’. Four months into the practice phase, Tracy reflects on the
increased importance of such relationship building saying, ‘I really need more face-to-
face interaction with coordinators! It’s something I’ve been thinking a lot about lately’.

According to participants in this case study, time required is well spent. Amber
summarised it this way, ‘Short term, it may be more work; long-term, it will make
your job easier.’ Carrie shared, ‘You can get more in less time when using this tool.’
Mary states, ‘Using this tool has helped us see how much we need something like this to
build the relationships we want in this program’.

Future directions and implications for social work

These are a few of many examples of the impact of theMentoring FAN on staff approach to
relationship-building. To date, mentoring FAN training has been applied primarily to staff
(Pryce et al., 2018). Investment inmentoring staff is empirically supported and is associated
with an increased sense of commitment frommentors to continuing their relationship, and
indirectly contributes to relationship satisfaction (McQuillin et al., 2015).

The next step in the development of the Mentoring FAN is to train the volunteer
mentors on this tool. In an exploration of the FAN impact, mentors supported by FAN-
trained staff report feeling more support from staff, and an opportunity for improved
interactions with mentees (Pryce et al., 2018). Preliminary efforts to examine the impact
with mentors have demonstrated the promise and challenge in using this tool (Pryce et al.,
2018). College students report a greater focus on affirming their mentees and validating
their feelings without trying to change them. Mentors highlight the struggle to balance the
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implementation of programme curriculum with a relationship focus. Research on the
calculus between relationship-oriented and goal-oriented interactions suggest that while
both kinds of interactions are important, collaborative interactions focused on relationship
building are more strongly associated with relationship quality, particularly with younger
mentees (Karcher & Nakkula, 2010). These findings further emphasise the complexity of the
mentoring role and the importance of training that helps to facilitate a relational connection
in the midst of adherence to programme curricula.

Because FAN training enables a different use of self, it is transformative and builds
relational capacities that go beyond the work and volunteer worlds. A judge trained in the
FAN remarked, ‘Six months ago, I would have been yelling from the bench . . . I just listened
and stayed calm. The FAN has made be a better judge . . . really it’s made me a better dad,
a better person too’. Mentoring staff also shared how they were better listeners and more
patient at home. Examination of the indirect effect of FAN training on other relationships,
as well as explicit FAN training for interpersonal relationships, are planned next steps.

The FAN also has broader application to the needs of the social work field. The FAN
operationalises the social work practice of meeting clients ‘where they are’, and builds skills
in common factors that underlie effective interventions (Rosenzweig, 1936; Wompold,
2015). The FAN supports traditional social work values, including dignity and respect for
the individual and self-determination, and offers a skill set for new social workers to realise
these values in daily practice (NASW code of ethics, 2017). Social workers practice in
stressful environments and experience higher levels of burnout than comparable professions
(Lloyd et al., 2009). Use of the FAN reduced burnout for home visitors in social service
agencies serving high-risk families (Spielberger et al., 2017) and provided a foundation for
trauma-informed practice for social workers and others serving homeless families and
families with substance use disorders (M. C. Heffron et al., 2016). These findings suggest
the promise of the FAN for self-regulation and reflective practice, and potentially as a tool to
reduce burnout for social workers and other helping professionals. The FAN is now used in
social work education and shows promise as a reflective framework for new professionals
learning social work practice and as a model for reflective supervision (Gilkerson et al.,
2019).

Disclosure statement

We, the authors, acknowledge that there is no financial interest or benefit arising from the direct
applications of our research.

Funding

This work was supported by the Erikson Institute Faculty Innovation Fund Grant 15.18 (internal
funding).

Notes on contributors

Linda Gilkerson, Ph.D., LSW, is a professor at Erikson Institute where she directs the graduate
training programmes in infancy and infant mental health. She founded Erikson’s first clinical
initiative, Fussy Baby Network, a national model home visiting programme for parents of infants

12 L. GILKERSON AND J. PRYCE



under one year. Dr. Gilkerson is the developer of the FAN (Facilitating Attuned Interactions), an
approach that is used widely in home visitation, early intervention, early childhood mental health
consultation programmes, and physician training to facilitate parent engagement and reflective
practice. Her research and publications focus on relationship-based approaches and reflective
supervision in a range of settings. She was a long-time board member of Zero to Three, lead or
served on many early childhood task forces in Illinois and was recently awarded a Lifetime
Achievement Award by the Bright Promises Foundation for her work on behalf of young children.

Julia Pryce, Ph.D., LCSW, is a professor at Loyola University Chicago School of Social Work. Her
research focuses on interventions of non-parental adults in the lives of young people living in risk.
Her research and publications focus on mentoring and youth development in child welfare and in
other systems, as well as the role of social justice and attention to spirituality in social work
education. She is an Invited Member of the National Mentoring Research Board, and her work has
received support from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, among other
funders.

References

Allen, T. D., & Eby, L. T. (2007). Common bonds: An integrative view of mentoring relationships.
The Blackwell Handbook of Mentoring: A Multiple Perspectives Approach, 397–419. https://doi.
org/10.1111/b.9781405133739.2007.00024.x

Bion, W. R. (1978). Four discussions with W.R. bion. clunie.
Bruce, M., & Bridgeland, J. (2014). The mentoring effect: Young people’s perspectives on the

outcomes and availability of mentoring. Retrieved from https://www.mentoring.org/images/
uploads/Report_TheMentoringEffect.pdf.

Cole-Mossman, J., Crnkovich, E., Gendler, L., & Gilkerson, L. (2018). Reducing judicial stress
through reflective practice. Court Review, 54(2), 90–94. http://aja.ncsc.dni.us/publications/
courtrv/cr54-2/CR54-2Mossman.pdf

Cosgrove, K., Author, L., Leviton, A., Mueller, M., Norris-Shortle, C., & Gouvêa, M. (2019).
Building professional capacity to strengthen parent/professional relationships in early interven-
tion: The FAN approach. Infants & Young Children, 32(4), 245-254.

DeWit, D. J., DuBois, D., Erdem, G., Larose, S., Lipman, E. L., & Spencer, R. (2016). Mentoring
relationship closures in big brothers big sisters community mentoring programs: Patterns and
associated risk factors. American Journal of Community Psychology, 57(1–2), 60–72. https://doi.
org/10.1002/ajcp.12023

Dobie, S. (2007). Reflections on a well-traveled path: Self-awareness, mindful practice, and
relationship-centered care as foundations for medical education. Academic Medicine, 82(4),
422–427. https://doi.org/10.1097/01.ACM.0000259374.52323.62

Doehrman, M. J. G. (1976). Parallel processes in psychoanalytic supervision. Bulletin of the
Menniger Clinic, 17, 1–27.

DuBois, D. L., Portillo, N., Rhodes, J. E., Silverthorn, N., & Valentine, J. C. (2011). How effective
are mentoring programs for youth? A systematic assessment of the evidence. Psychological
Science in the Public Interest, 12(2), 57–91. https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100611414806

Duncan, B. L., Miller, S. D., Wampold, B. E., & Hubble, M. A. (2010). The heart and soul of change:
Delivering what works in therapy. American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/
12075-000

Fonagy, P., Steele, M., Steele, H., Moran, G., & Higgitt, A. C. (1991). The capacity for under-
standing mental states: The reflective self in parent and child and its significance for security of
attachment. Infant Mental Health Journal, 12(3), 201–218. https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-0355
(199123)12:3<201::AID-IMHJ2280120307>3.0.CO;2-7

Fraiberg, S., Adelson, E., & Shapiro, V. (1975). Ghosts in the nursery: A psychoanalytic approach
to the problems of impaired infant-mother relationships. Journal of American Academy of Child
Psychiatry, 14(3), 387–421. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-7138(09)61442-4

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 13

https://doi.org/10.1111/b.9781405133739.2007.00024.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/b.9781405133739.2007.00024.x
https://www.mentoring.org/images/uploads/Report_TheMentoringEffect.pdf
https://www.mentoring.org/images/uploads/Report_TheMentoringEffect.pdf
http://aja.ncsc.dni.us/publications/courtrv/cr54-2/CR54-2Mossman.pdf
http://aja.ncsc.dni.us/publications/courtrv/cr54-2/CR54-2Mossman.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12023
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12023
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.ACM.0000259374.52323.62
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100611414806
https://doi.org/10.1037/12075-000
https://doi.org/10.1037/12075-000
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-0355(199123)12:3%3C201::AID-IMHJ2280120307%3E3.0.CO;2-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-0355(199123)12:3%3C201::AID-IMHJ2280120307%3E3.0.CO;2-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-7138(09)61442-4


French, R. (2000). Negative capability, dispersal, & the containment of emotion. Bristol Business
School Teaching and Research Review, (3). Cited inHeffron, M.C., Ivins., B., &Weston, B. (2005)
Finding an authentic voice: Use of self: Essential learning processes for relationship-based work.
Infants and Young Children, 18(4), 323–336. https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/fulltext/2005/
10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx

Freshwater, D. (Ed.). (2002). Therapeutic nursing: Improving patient care through self-awareness
and reflection. Sage Publications, Inc.

Gilkerson, L., Gray, L., Barnes, M., Osta, A., Pryce, J., & Justice, R. (2017). Increasing pediatrician
empathy in communication with parents. Poster presentation at the Society for Research on
Child Development.

Gilkerson, L., Hofherr, J., Heffron, M. C., Sims, J. M., Jalowiec, B., Bromberg, S. R., & Paul, J. J.
(2012). Implementing the fussy baby network [r] approach. Zero to Three, 33(2), 59–65. https://
eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1002819

Gilkerson, L., Isarowong, I., Wasserman, K., & Pryce, J. (October, 2019) Facilitating attuned
interactions: A new approach to developing social worker skills. Paper presented at CSWE
Annual Program meeting, Denver, CO.

Grant, A. M., Franklin, J., & Langford, P. (2002). The self-reflection and insight scale: A new
measure of private self-consciousness. Social Behavior and Personality: An International
Journal, 30(8), 821–835. https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2002.30.8.821

Heffron, M. C., Gilkerson, L., Cosgrove, K., Heller, S. S., Imberger, J., Leviton, A., . . .
Wasserman, K. (2016). Using the fan approach to deepen trauma-informed care for infants,
toddlers, and families. Zero to Three, 36(6), 27–35. http://ilheadstart.org/wp-content/uploads/
2019/01/Using-the-FAN-Approach-to-Deepen-Trauam-Informed-Care-for-Infants-Toddlers-
and-Families-1.pdf

Heffron, M. C., Ivins., B., & Weston, B. (2005). Finding an authentic voice: Use of self: Essential
learning processes for relationship-based work. Infants and Young Children, 18(4), 323–336.
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001163-200510000-00008; https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/full
text/2005/10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx

Heller, S., & Gilkerson, L. (2009). A practical guide to reflective supervision. Zero to Three.
Herrera, C., DuBois, D. L., & Grossman, J. B. (2013). The role of risk: Mentoring experiences and

outcomes for youth with varying risk profiles, executive summary. MDRC.
Karcher, M. J., & Hansen, K. (2014). Mentoring activities and interactions. In Handbook of youth

mentoring (pp. 65). SAGE Publications.
Karcher, M. J., & Nakkula, M. J. (2010). Youth mentoring with a balanced focus, shared purpose,

and collaborative interactions. New Directions for Student Leadership, (2010(126), 13–32.
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.347

Keller, T. E. (2005). A systemic model of youth mentoring intervention. The Journal of Primary
Prevention, 26(2), 169–188. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-005-1850-2

Keller, T. E. (2015). The point of service: Exploring program practices and mentor-staff interactions.
Portland State University.

Keller, T. E., & Gilkerson, J. M. (2010). Mutual but unequal: Mentoring as a hybrid of familiar
relationship roles. New Directions for Youth Development, 2010(126), 33–50. https://doi.org/10.
1002/yd.348

Keller, T. E., & Pryce, J. M. (2012). Different roles and different results: How activity orientations
correspond to relationship quality and student outcomes in school-based mentoring. The
Journal of Primary Prevention, 33(1), 47–64. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-012-0264-1

Keller, T. E., & Blakeslee, J. E. (2014). Social networks and mentoring. In L. DuBois, J. Karcher
(Eds.), Handbook of Youth Mentoring (2nd ed., pp. 129–142). Sage Publications.

Kupersmidt, J. B., & Rhodes, J. E. (2014). Mentor training. In L. DuBois, J. Karcher (Eds.),
Handbook of youth mentoring (2nd ed., pp. 439–456). Sage Publications.

Kupersmidt, J. B., Stump, K. N., Stelter, R. L., & Rhodes, J. E. (2017). Predictors of premature
match closure in youth mentoring relationships. American Journal of Community Psychology,
59(1–2), 25–35. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12124

14 L. GILKERSON AND J. PRYCE

https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/fulltext/2005/10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/fulltext/2005/10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1002819
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1002819
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2002.30.8.821
http://ilheadstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Using-the-FAN-Approach-to-Deepen-Trauam-Informed-Care-for-Infants-Toddlers-and-Families-1.pdf
http://ilheadstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Using-the-FAN-Approach-to-Deepen-Trauam-Informed-Care-for-Infants-Toddlers-and-Families-1.pdf
http://ilheadstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Using-the-FAN-Approach-to-Deepen-Trauam-Informed-Care-for-Infants-Toddlers-and-Families-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001163-200510000-00008
https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/fulltext/2005/10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/iycjournal/fulltext/2005/10000/finding_an_authentic_voice_use_of_self__essential.8.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.347
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-005-1850-2
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.348
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.348
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-012-0264-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12124


Larson, R. (2006). Positive youth development, willful adolescents, and mentoring. Journal of
Community Psychology, 34(6), 677–689. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20123

Lloyd, C., King, R., & Chenoweth, L. (2009). Social work, stress and burnout: A review. Journal of
Mental Health, 11(3), 255–265. https://doi.org/10.1080/09638230020023642

McMillin, S. E. (2013). Mentoring as parallel process. Reflections: Narratives of Professional
Helping, 18(3), 4–7. https://reflectionsnarrativesofprofessionalhelping.org/index.php/
Reflections/article/view/54

McQuillin, S. D., Straight, G. G., & Saeki, E. (2015). Program support and value of training in
mentors’ satisfaction and anticipated continuation of school-based mentoring relationships.
Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 23(2), 133–148. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13611267.2015.1047630

Mentor/mentee training and relationship support resources. (2009). Education northwest.
Retrieved from https://educationnorthwest.org/resources/mentormentee-training-and-
relationship-support-resources.

NASW code of ethics. (2017). Code of Ethics. NASW Press.
Pawar, M., & Anscombe, B. (2015). Reflective social work practice: Thinking, doing, and being.

Cambridge University Press.
Pawl, J. H., & St John, M. (1998). How you are is as important as what you do . . . in making

a positive difference for infants, toddlers and their families. Zero to Three.
Pryce, J. (2012). Mentor attunement: An approach to successful school-based mentoring

relationships. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 29(4), 285–305. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s.10560-012-0260-6

Pryce, J. M., Gilkerson, L., & Barry, J. E. (2018). The mentoring FAN: A promising approach to
enhancing attunement within the mentoring system. Journal of Social Service Research, 44(3),
1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2018.1472174

Rhodes, J. E. (2002). Stand by me: The risks and rewards of mentoring today’s youth. Harvard
University Press.

Rhodes, J. E., & DuBois, D. L. (2008). Mentoring relationships and programs for youth. Current
Directions in Psychological Science, 17(4), 254–258. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2008.00585.x

Rosenzweig, S. (1936). Some implicit common factors in diverse methods of psychotherapy.
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 6(3), 412–415. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.1936.
tb05248.x

Schon, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. HarperCollins.
Siegel, D. J., & Hartzell, M. (2013). Parenting from the inside out: How a deeper self-understanding

can help you raise children who thrive. TarcherPerigee.
Spencer, R. (2007). “It’s not what I expected” A qualitative study of youth mentoring relationship

failures. Journal of Adolescent Research, 22(4), 331–354. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0743558407301915

Spencer, R. (2012). A working model of mentors’ contributions to youth mentoring relationship
quality: Insights from research on psychotherapy. LEARNing Landscapes, 5(2), 295–312. https://
doi.org/10.36510/learnland.v5i2.567

Spielberger, J., Burkhardt, T., Winje, C., & Gouvea, M. (2017). Impact of fan training on home
visitors over time (waves 3,4,5). Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago.

Spielberger, J., Burkhardt, T., Winje, C., Gouvea, M., & Barisik, E. (2016). Evaluation of the Fussy
Baby Network advanced training: Final report. Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago.

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage Publications.
Stern, D. (1985). The interpersonal world of the infant. Basic Books.
Stern, D. N. (2004). The present moment in psychotherapy and everyday life (norton series on

interpersonal neurobiology). WW Norton & Company.
Tronick, E. Z., & Gianino, A. (1986). Interactive mismatch and repair: Challenges to the coping

infant. Zero to Three, 6(3), 1–6. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-15272-001
Winnicott, D. W. (1960). The theory of the parent-infant relationship. International Journal of

Psycho-Analysis, 41, 585–595. https://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Winnicott-D.-
The-Theory-of-the-Parent-Infant-Relationship-IJPA-Vol.-41-pps.-585-595.pdf

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 15

https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20123
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638230020023642
https://reflectionsnarrativesofprofessionalhelping.org/index.php/Reflections/article/view/54
https://reflectionsnarrativesofprofessionalhelping.org/index.php/Reflections/article/view/54
https://doi.org/10.1080/13611267.2015.1047630
https://doi.org/10.1080/13611267.2015.1047630
https://educationnorthwest.org/resources/mentormentee-training-and-relationship-support-resources
https://educationnorthwest.org/resources/mentormentee-training-and-relationship-support-resources
https://doi.org/10.1007/s.10560-012-0260-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s.10560-012-0260-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2018.1472174
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2008.00585.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.1936.tb05248.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.1936.tb05248.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558407301915
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558407301915
https://doi.org/10.36510/learnland.v5i2.567
https://doi.org/10.36510/learnland.v5i2.567
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1987-15272-001
https://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Winnicott-D.-The-Theory-of-the-Parent-Infant-Relationship-IJPA-Vol.-41-pps.-585-595.pdf
https://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Winnicott-D.-The-Theory-of-the-Parent-Infant-Relationship-IJPA-Vol.-41-pps.-585-595.pdf


Wompold, B. E. (2015). How important are the common factors in psychotherapy. World
Psychiatry : Official Journal of the World Psychiatric Association (WPA), 14(3), 1–13. https://
doi.org/doi.10.1002/wps.20238

Zeldin, S., Christens, B. D., & Powers, J. L. (2013). The psychology and practice of youth-adult
partnership: Bridging generations for youth development and community change. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 51(3–4), 385–397. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9558-y

Zilberstein, K., & Spencer, R. (2017). Breaking bad: An attachment perspective on youth mentoring
relationship closures. Child & Family Social Work, 22(1), 67–76. https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12197

16 L. GILKERSON AND J. PRYCE

https://doi.org/doi.10.1002/wps.20238
https://doi.org/doi.10.1002/wps.20238
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9558-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12197

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Overview of research
	Models applied to youth mentoring
	Training within the youth mentoring system
	Research on FAN across helping settings

	Principles and practices of mentoring FAN
	Attunement
	Self-efficacy
	Parallel process
	Self-awareness
	Reflective practice

	Application of mentoring FAN within youth mentoring agency
	Experience of mentoring FAN training
	Attuned listening
	Primacy of relationship-building

	Future directions and implications for social work
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Notes on contributors
	References



