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Summary

Peer-led interventions are highlighted as promising strategies to promote health among adolescents,

but little is known about the mechanisms underlying this approach. To better understand the role of

peer mentors (PMs) as implementers in school-based health promotion, we combined participant

observations, focus group interviews and video recordings to explore high school students’ reception

of a peer-led intervention component (Young & Active). Young & Active aimed to increase well-being

among first-year high school students (�16 years of age) through the promotion of movement and

sense of community and was implemented during the school year 2016–2017 in a larger school-based

intervention study, the Healthy High School study in Denmark. The Healthy High School study was

designed as a cluster-randomized controlled trial with 15 intervention schools and 15 control schools.

At each intervention school, university students in Sports Science and Health (members of the re-

search group) facilitated an innovation workshop aiming at inspiring all first-year students to initiate

movement activities at schools. The findings illustrate potentials and challenges implied in the PM

role. The peer mentors’ profound commitment, as well as their response and sensibility to situational

contingencies, were found to be significant for the students’ reception and experience of the interven-

tion. In conclusion, the specific job of PMs as implementers seems to consist of simultaneously

following a manual and situationally adjusting in an emerging context balancing commitment and

identification to the target group and the intervention project.

Lay Summary

Peer-delivery of health promotion is highlighted as a promising strategy to reach adolescents, but lit-

tle is known about the mechanisms underlying this approach. To better understand the role of peer

mentors (PMs) as implementers, we used qualitative methods to explore high school students’ recep-

tion of a peer-led workshop (Young & Active) in a school-based intervention in Denmark. Young &

Active aimed to increase well-being among first-year high school students (�16 years of age) through

the promotion of movement and sense of community and was implemented during the school year

2016–2017. At each intervention school, university students in Sports Science and Health facilitated
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an innovation workshop to inspire all first-year students to initiate movement activities at schools. We

found different potentials and challenges implied in the PM approach. Balancing peer mentors’ com-

mitment and identification to the recipients and the intervention seems central.

Key words: peer delivery, adolescents, physical activity, school-based interventions, qualitative research

INTRODUCTION

Low physical activity (PA) levels among young people

constitute a major public health concern worldwide

(Chaput et al., 2020). In Denmark, 51% of boys and

68% of girls in high school (16–18 years old) do not

meet the national recommendation of engaging in at

least 60 min of moderate physical activity (PA) daily and

young people’s participation in sport decreases during

adolescence (Pilgaard, 2012; Pisinger et al., 2019;

Toftager and Brønd, 2019).

Schools are recommended settings for health promo-

tion, but the effects of school-based interventions on PA

levels among adolescents have been mixed (Dobbins

et al., 2013; Naylor et al., 2015; Love et al., 2019).

Peer-led delivery of school-based PA interventions has

been highlighted as a promising approach to reach

young people (Ginis et al., 2013; Christensen et al.,

2021).

There is a strong theoretical rationale for using peer-

approaches in health care and health promotion (Payne

et al., 2003; Simoni et al., 2011; Ginis et al., 2013), e.g.

in agreement with Social Cognitive Theory most guides

for developing interventions include modelling as a

method of behaviour change (Bartholomew et al., 2011;

Michie et al., 2014). Peers can provide an example for

students to aspire to or imitate (Michie et al., 2014), and

the influence of peers and friends on adolescents’ sports

participation is well documented in epidemiological

studies (Duncan et al., 2005; Fitzgerald et al., 2012).

However, the evidence of peer-based interventions

targeting a broad range of health outcomes including PA

is mixed (Harden et al., 2001; Webel et al., 2010; Ginis

et al., 2013; Ramchand et al., 2017; Christensen et al.,

2021). Conclusions are hard to reach across studies

partly due to different applications (e.g. type of peer in-

teraction, setting and the implied role of the peer)

(Harden et al., 2001; Dennis, 2003; Webel et al., 2010;

Ramchand et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 2021). Ginis

et al. (Ginis et al., 2013) point to the importance of

studying the underlying mechanisms of how peer-based

interventions are assumed to increase PA, for example

by exploring participants’ perceptions of the peers in or-

der to investigate the quality of the peer-participant

relationship.

Study aim

This study aimed to enhance our understanding of the

distinct role of peer mentors (PMs) as implementers in

school-based health promotion by exploring high school

students’ reception of a peer-led workshop in the Young

& Active intervention (Y&A) in Denmark.

METHODS

Setting

Y&A was one of four intervention components tested in

the cluster-randomized Healthy High School study

(HHS). The HHS intervention aimed to increase well-

being of first-year high school students by preventing

stress and promoting regular sleep, strong sense of com-

munity, regular PA and movement, and regular and

healthy meals (Bonnesen et al., 2020b). All components

were developed systematically based on the Intervention

Mapping protocol and a comprehensive needs assess-

ment (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Bonnesen et al.,

2020b). It was implemented in the school year 2016/

2017 at 14 intervention schools across Denmark (one

high school randomized for intervention decided not to

implement the intervention). The implementation of the

various intervention components was investigated in

multi-methods process evaluation studies (Bonnesen

et al., 2020a,b).

The Young & Active innovation workshop

Y&A was communicated as a ‘youth-to-youth’ interven-

tion and specifically aimed to promote regular move-

ment and sense of community as a pathway to student

well-being. At each intervention school, university stu-

dents in Sports Science and Health (PMs) facilitated in-

novation workshops to support the first-year students in

inventing and planning new movement activities. Each

workshop included approximately 50 students.

Depending on the total number of first-year students,

two to four workshops were conducted at each school.

The first-year students were responsible for initiating

and running the activities at the high school during the

school year and it was therefore essential to explore

their reception of the workshop including their interac-

tions with the PMs in the present study. To support
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purchase of equipment and facilities and implementa-

tion of activities, the students were encouraged to in-

volve local sports clubs and they could apply the

research team for a start-up grant. The PMs followed

the same implementation manual, principles e.g. body-

based exercises and materials for all workshops (Table

1). As preparation for the workshops, the research team

appointed intervention coordinators at each school to

circulate project information to the students and to re-

cruit a couple of teachers to attend the workshop.

The programme theory (see Supplementary

Appendix 1) illustrates how the intervention was

expected to create a change at three socioecological lev-

els (Sallis et al., 2006; Bartholomew et al., 2011;

Dobbins et al., 2013). The tasks of the PMs were (i) to

motivate the students to move more by highlighting the

benefits of even lighter movement activities on overall

well-being and energy for managing the school day

(Powell et al., 2011). By avoiding a focus on intensity or

duration of activities, the intention was to appeal to all

students, including those who usually do not engage in

sports; (ii) to inform about the opportunity of starting

up new activities and gaining influence on school activi-

ties; (iii) to inspire the students to think creatively about

movement and how movement can be integrated in les-

sons through the use of body-based exercises. The PMs

presented movement as a wide concept which includes

different types of activities that allow students to move

together with schoolmates before, during and after

school hours and will provide them with experiences of

joy, energy and sense of community; (iv) to illustrate the

fun and energy produced by movement activities; and

(v) to provide social support during the workshops and

encourage students to work closely together in the activ-

ity development process. The PMs were not responsible

for mentoring the high school students in the process of

implementing the ideas after the workshops.

The peer concept in Young & Active

The decision of using PMs as intervention providers was

based on (i) a scientific rationale and a wish for experi-

menting with a new promising approach to change

young people’s PA levels (Ginis et al., 2013), (ii) the

funding agency’s call for projects using this type of inter-

vention delivery, and (iii) a coincidence followed by pos-

itive experiences with PMs: While the research group

was developing Y&A and writing grant proposals they

were contacted by four university students in Sports

Science and Health who were looking for an internship.

The students were specialized in innovation techniques

and contributed significantly to the development of the

Y&A intervention. During their internship, they con-

ducted five pilot workshops at selected high schools and

refined the format and content of the workshop. Based

on their youth and ability to connect with high school

students during pilot workshops, the research group

recruited them to act as PMs in the trial. The PMs

recruited 10 of their fellow university students as co-

facilitators.

A defining feature of peer concepts in previous stud-

ies is the sharing of personal characteristics such as age,

educational level and background between the peer and

the recipient (Shiner, 1999; Dennis, 2003; Fitzgerald

et al., 2012). In the context of health care and health

promotion, where the peer is appointed to have a de-

fined supportive role, the definitions also entail sharing

circumstances or experiential knowledge, and training

or preparation of the peer (Dennis, 2003; Simoni et al.,

2011).

The university students were experienced ‘experts’

without a professional background. Their expertise was

based on their educational profile within sport and inno-

vation, previous teaching experience within sports, and

their personal experiences with being a high school stu-

dent and doing sports during adolescence. We consid-

ered the age of the university students a dimension of

similarity (‘youth to youth’) and anticipated that they

could communicate the central messages at eye-level and

act as role models for the high school students.

To promote a sustainable intervention, two different

types of PMs were used throughout a three-year imple-

mentation period: (i) PM delivery by university students

in the first project year (2016/2017) (the focus of this

study), (ii) peer-maintenance the following 2 years

(2017–2019) where senior high school students who had

participated in the initial workshop facilitated work-

shops for new first-year students, thereby ‘handing over’

the intervention to future students.

Study design and analytical perspective

We used a multi-stringed qualitative methodological ap-

proach inspired by ethnography in the sense that we

combined ethnographic methods such as participant

observations including video recordings and focus group

interviews, and spend time with the students to achieve

a contextualized understanding of the students’ recep-

tion of the workshops (Moore et al., 2014; Sparkes and

Smith, 2014; Madden, 2017). Our overall analytical

perspective was inspired by the concept of participant

responsiveness (PR) (Dane and Schneider, 1998; Carroll

et al., 2007; Durlak and DuPre, 2008). Carroll et al.

(Carroll et al., 2007) describe PR as encompassing
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participants’ receptiveness and acceptability, how they

respond to, are involved in and enact an intervention,

their judgement about the outcome, relevance and use-

fulness and how far they accept the responsibility of the

intervention (Carroll et al., 2007). In this study, we fo-

cused on the students’ understanding of the intervention

aim and concept, and their response to and participation

in the workshop, including reaction to and interactions

with PMs. We examined the students’ engagement in ac-

tivity development to capture their judgement about rel-

evance and accept of responsibility.

Data collection

S.K.W. conducted participant observations of work-

shops at 7 out of 14 schools, covering 11 out of 43

workshops. The seven schools were selected through a

pragmatic strategy considering variation in school size,

location (different regions within the country) and com-

position of the PM team. During each observation,

S.K.W. adopted a role of ’observer as participant’

(Sparkes and Smith, 2014, p. 101), staying in the margin

of the situation, but now and then asking the students

questions or answered theirs if necessary. This role was

adopted to get an overview of the situation and to avoid

getting in the way of the PMs. S.K.W. observed the stu-

dents’ reactions, interactions and participation during

the various workshop phases, including their opinions

expressed in an oral evaluation at the end of workshops,

the role of the PMs and their interactions with students;

the significance of the venue; and the importance of

time. S.K.W. wrote descriptive and reflective notes while

in and outside the field (Patton, 2002). At five schools,

we included video recordings of the workshops to cap-

ture the wholeness of the situations and offering a sup-

plementary perspective to the more close-up

observations (Phoenix, 2010). The observations were

also supplemented by the PMs’ own assessment of each

workshop written in a standardized form capturing their

immediate reflections on the workshop.

To explore the students’ collective experiences of the

activity implementation processes, we conducted four

focus group interviews with students (nstudents ¼ 19) dur-

ing school hours at three schools (Wilkinson, 1998).

Students were recruited by head teachers, and each focus

group interview included students from the same school.

One of the groups included only girls, whereas the rest

were gender heterogeneous. In all four groups, the en-

gagement in sports and activities at school varied be-

tween participants. The interviews were facilitated by

members of the research team and recorded and took

place from December 2016 to May 2017. As the

interviews were supposed to contribute to the process

evaluation of the entire HHS, recruitment and timing

depended on the schools’ implementation of all interven-

tion components. Research assistants, who were not

part of the data collection, transcribed the interviews

verbatim.

Ethical considerations

Upon headteachers acceptance to participate in the HHS

study, they granted access to schools for research activi-

ties. All participating students were informed about the

study aim, that data would be treated confidentially and

anonymized. The students volunteering for focus group

interviews were informed that they could withdraw their

consent at any time. In cases of video recording, the

camera was placed in the corner of the room with an an-

gle leaving out the few students who did not want to ap-

pear in the video material.

Analysis

S.K.W. analysed and revisited the empirical material in

four steps. Firstly, S.K.W. familiarized herself with the

material by the open question What is this a case of?

Here, a variety in the students’ reception of the interven-

tion was observed and the idea that this study was a case

of reality being complex and ‘acting’ differently than

expected emerged. Secondly, the analysis focused on

main principles of the intervention (broad concept of

movement, peer-to-peer, student-driven activities and

innovation) which were related to the overall analytical

perspective (Carroll et al., 2007). Thirdly, S.K.W.

closely examined the material for significant situations

and experiences involving interactions between the stu-

dents and the PMs, especially those found to be puzzling

or challenging. By this process, the PMs’ situational

enactments emerged as significant. Fourthly, as part of

the discussion of the study, the distinct phenomenon of

PMs as implementers was described relating the findings

to existing peer concepts (Dennis, 2003; Simoni et al.,

2011; Ginis et al., 2013). The analytical steps were

based on an abductive process moving between the ma-

terial and the broad theoretical concept of PR, bearing

in mind the assumptions underlying the intervention

(programme theory in Supplementary Appendix)

(Tavory and Timmermans, 2014). Preliminary findings

and interpretations were discussed with a colleague ex-

perienced in ethnographic implementation research and

co-authors including research group members, who

knew the intervention and the workshops well.
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RESULTS

This section presents the students’ overall reception of

the workshop followed by a look into the relational

aspects of the PMs’ workshop facilitation. This analyti-

cal split between intervention content and delivery offers

a contextualized understanding of the PM delivery by

summarizing selected challenges.

Students’ reception of the intervention concept

During the observations, S.K.W. noticed that some stu-

dents did not understand the overall purpose of the

workshop or did not believe they could implement activ-

ities by themselves after the workshops. Questions like

‘Are we really supposed to do this?’ and ‘Isn’t it just hy-

pothetical?’ were often raised by the end of the work-

shops, and some students directly asked for a clearer

explanation of the workshop purpose. When the stu-

dents left the workshop, most of them left behind their

papers with notes, idea descriptions and implementation

plans for brainstormed activities, signalling their percep-

tion of mission accomplished.

The workshops took place in August–September im-

mediately after high school entry, to give first-year stu-

dents an active role in defining their social life at school

(co-determination) from the beginning. In the focus

group interviews, the students described how they by

the time of the workshop struggled to figure out how the

school was organized, and how Y&A was related to the

general introduction course for first-year students. The

written information we provided to the students as prep-

aration for the workshop seemed to be insufficient.

Another important finding concerns the demonstra-

tion of movement. Despite the PMs’ intention to facili-

tate an active workshop, some students called for more

movement. As one disappointed student stated: ‘I

thought we were supposed to be physically active; we

end up doing Danish (the subject)’. The video material

revealed that the exercises only included a little move-

ment. The main phases of the workshop involved long

periods of students being sedentary or standing at the

same spot. The students’ understanding and belief in the

PMs’ message of movement as applicable throughout

the school day was probably challenged by their percep-

tion of movement playing only a minor role throughout

the workshop.

During the brainstorm exercises, students were told

to think creatively and not reject ideas. In the students’

notes, S.K.W. observed a large amount of ideas centred

around partying and alcohol consumption, expensive

travels, or ideas without movement (e.g. cake event).

This indicates that the framing of the idea generation

unintentionally became too wide and abstract, resulting

in unrealistic ideas. This abstract framing probably also

influenced the students’ low expectations to the outcome

of the workshop. As part of an oral evaluation at the

end of a workshop, one girl stated: ‘We would like to

take this further, but in 1-2 months it will all be forgot-

ten’. This indicates general challenges related to the stu-

dents’ prerequisites for establishing the activities and

belief in the concept as sustainable. Similarly, the inter-

viewed students described how it would require a large

effort and passion to implement the activities, and that

only highly committed students would see the activities

through. This was also mentioned in interviews held sev-

eral months after the workshop indicating that the inter-

viewed students were not passionate enough themselves.

However, at that time, the students seemed to have un-

derstood and acknowledged the purpose of the work-

shop retrospectively.

Peer mentor workshop facilitation

Overall, the interviews indicated that the PMs had made

a remarkable impression on the students. They all

recalled the PMs as energetic and enthusiastic, and sev-

eral students had experienced the PMs’ positive attitude

and energy as contagious. However, some students

found the PMs’ way of instructing ‘intense’, ‘extreme’

and ‘exaggerated’, or disliked the body-based exercises,

because they felt their boundaries were overstepped.

The articulated intervention: project terminology and

translations

S.K.W. examined the PMs’ tone, choice of words, and

body language closely to explore the PMs’ communica-

tion and interaction with the students, which enabled

her to interpret the students’ impression of the PMs. A

picture emerged of the PMs’ profound commitment to

their job as workshop facilitators.

The PMs often used youth jargon and when the PMs

got excited about the students’ engagement, they cred-

ited them in this ‘young’ tone: ‘You did an awesome

job!’ or ‘It’s been so cool to work with you guys!’.

Judging by the students’ own communication with each

other, they were familiar with this jargon, and herein

the PMs probably touched a dimension of mutuality.

During the observations, S.K.W. noticed that the

PMs often used esoteric research project terminology,

which seemed puzzling to the students. When asked to

‘think innovatively’ to ‘promote movement and sense of

community’, or to do ‘an idea-generation based on cer-

tain domains’, S.K.W. repeatedly observed question

marks in the students’ eyes. However, when the students
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asked clarifying questions, the PMs did not hesitate to

explain and ‘translate’ the expressions into a more acces-

sible language.

To engage the students, the PMs also tried to speak

to the students’ sense of responsibility: ‘This is your op-

portunity to influence your high school life’, ‘No one

will come and do this for you. You will need to do it

yourself. But it’s also a unique opportunity!’. One of the

suggested mechanisms in the programme theory (see

Supplementary Appendix 1) was to strengthen students’

action competences, opportunities for co-determination

and sense of responsibility for their school life s. The

citations illustrate the PMs’ attempt to highlight these

principles of the intervention. However, articulating

these expectations to the students seemed to miss the

target. The students had just entered high school, and

probably had not realized a need for extra social activi-

ties at the time of the workshop. Also, an educative tone

appeared among the PMs when students acted against

their expectations or showed resistance towards the

workshop: ‘The workshop will be most fun if the ideas

are serious’ and ‘Don’t waste the sticky notes by playing

with them; they are expensive!’. This point illustrates

that apart from being peers, the PMs also took on an ed-

ucative role of authority.

Finally, several times the PMs used expressions such

as ‘for the sake of the project’ and ‘It’s very important

for the project, and we also believe it will make a change

for you’. These expressions reflected their passionate

commitment to the project. In the situations, however,

these expressions seemed out of place and failed to moti-

vate the students. Instead of illustrating the potential

benefits of participating in the workshop to the students,

the remarks were pointing back at the PMs’ strong belief

in the project. In summary, the different dimensions of

commitment seemed to support the relations between

the PMs and the students and activate the intended in-

tervention mechanisms, but also seemed to work against

the same mechanisms.

The enacted intervention: body language and manners

The PMs deliberately instructed the body-based exer-

cises in a very animated way using active body language

with large gestures and loud expressions. The students’

reactions to this type of instruction varied from reluc-

tance and shyness to excitement and active participa-

tion. Based on the observations, it seemed that many

students generally liked the body-based exercises. Most

students participated in the exercises, which in general

carried laughter and raised energy. One girl shared her

positive experience during the oral evaluation at the end

of the workshop: ‘These activities we’ve been doing, no

matter how ridiculous we looked, we’ve just been laugh-

ing at each other and used our bodies instead of just sit-

ting staring into a screen. It was really good!’. However,

some students felt uncomfortable during the exercises,

which was expressed either as non-participation or

walkouts. In the interviews several months later, a num-

ber of students explicitly expressed that they had dis-

liked the body-based exercises and had found them

awkward and difficult to engage in, as they did not

know their classmates well at the time of the workshop.

As mentioned, S.K.W. observed long periods of phys-

ical inactivity during the workshops, and several stu-

dents expressed a wish for more movement. In some

cases, the PMs reacted to this sense of collective restless-

ness and tiredness by improvising a movement activity,

thus deviating from the manual. Most of the time, the

students worked in groups sitting or standing around

the ‘group station’. Meanwhile, the PMs drifted around

and guided the students through the assignments by en-

gaging in an informal and friendly dialogue. During this

calm guidance at eye-level, which came in stark contrast

to the vivid instructions of the body-based exercises, the

PMs seemed to ‘connect’ with the students at another

level, which was reflected in the students’ active partici-

pation in the dialogue.

This section illustrates how the bodily distances and

boundaries between students and PMs changed during

the workshop. One specific observation of a video-

recorded situation where the PMs introduce a new

body-based exercise of improvised storytelling (‘The

bear on the pathway’) illustrates the ongoing process of

changing boundaries:

In the introduction to ‘The bear on the pathway’, the

students initially express a lot of scepticism. They are

standing in a circle along the walls of the room. The two

facilitators stand in the centre and illustrate the activity.

They use large gestures and are very animated. Students

are standing with their arms folded, heads askew and

with somewhat reserved attitudes. Yet as the improvised

story gradually becomes increasingly nutty—the facilita-

tors yell loudly and throw themselves onto the floor—

the students loosen up and laugh. When the students are

asked to start telling their own improvised stories, they

participate actively, and the available space is increas-

ingly applied. Some of the students remain standing

along the wall, miming on the spot, while others throw

themselves onto the floor. The students take the activity

seriously and are not afraid of putting themselves on dis-

play. They seem to have fun.

The example indicates how the students, through the

body-based exercises, gradually engaged more in the

Peer mentors’ role in school-based health promotion 7



exercise. Based solely on the observation, they seemed to

become more comfortable with the body-based exercise.

In the present moment, the vivid instruction might have

inspired them to participate. Taking the students’ retro-

spective reflections on the workshop into account, an-

other interpretation may be that some students had their

boundaries pushed too much. The two perspectives on

the same situation could both be valid interpretations,

as the perception of bodily boundaries is determined by

the specific social situation and hereby changeable in the

spectrum between situational inspiration and persua-

sion, as well as social pressure as indicated above.

The active body language illustrated the PMs’ inten-

tion to inspire the students to participate and think

while moving, and to motivate them through animated

instructions. The PMs were able to guide the students at

eye level. Sometimes their efforts resulted in boundaries

being pushed or even exceeded, but the observations

showed that the PMs strived to adjust their approach to

create a safe environment or to prevent restlessness, tak-

ing the specific situation into account.

DISCUSSION

The analysis showed that the high school students mis-

understood the purpose of the workshop and did not re-

alize that they were supposed to implement their ideas

for activities after the workshop. This might be related

to the timing of the workshop, the minor role actual

movement played throughout the workshop, and the

wide framing of the brainstorm exercises. When the stu-

dents reflected on the Y&A intervention retrospectively,

they found it to be a good initiative; however, they were

not interested in and unable to commit to the effort of

implementing activities after the workshop as they did

not want to invest the amount of time they believed was

necessary in that process.

The analysis of the students’ reception of the peer-led

Y&A workshop illustrates selected potentials and chal-

lenges implied in the role of PMs as implementers. At

the workshop, the PMs’ facilitation often seemed to re-

sult in a fruitful mentoring of the students. This included

establishment of a mutual language, ‘translation’ of re-

search terms, and eye-level group guidance. However, in

some situations, the PMs’ facilitation seemed to affect

the interaction with students negatively, for example

when the PMs felt compelled to take on an authoritative

teacher role or when their effort of encouraging the stu-

dents into challenging body-based exercises was experi-

enced as pushing the students’ boundaries too far.

The findings illustrate the significance of the PMs’

commitment, as well as their response and sensibility to

situational contingencies. We consider PMs as imple-

menters as positioned in-between various conditions and

roles: in-between research and practice, young and

adult, the intervention manual and the situational con-

tingencies, and in-between having the responsibility for

the intervention and passing it on to the students. We

will nuance this perspective by discussing the findings in

relation to three central elements of established peer-

concepts: similarity and identification, the sharing of ex-

periential knowledge, and effectiveness due to distinctive

peer-role (Dennis, 2003; Simoni et al., 2011; Ginis et al.,

2013).

Similarity, identification, and balancing
accountability

Previous studies on peer-based health care and interven-

tions generally agree on a peer concept based on similar-

ity and mutual identification with the recipient, while at

the same time emphasizing the importance of some dis-

similarity regarding expertise and experience related to

target phenomenon (Dennis, 2003; Simoni et al., 2011;

Ginis et al., 2013). In Y&A, the students and the PMs

were considered similar by being ‘young’ and ‘student’.

However, the actual age difference (16–17 years old ver-

sus 23–25 years old) and the fact that the PMs were stu-

dents in a specialized field in higher education indicate a

large degree of dissimilarity.

Dennis views (Dennis, 2003, p. 326) PMs as ‘a cre-

ated source’ trained to a specific task of mentoring ap-

plying experiential knowledge and skills. Based on their

educational backgrounds, the PMs in Y&A were trained

in PA and innovation. The PMs may also be considered

as ‘a creating source’, as they contributed to both devel-

opment and implementation of the workshop. Within

the field of PA, Ginis et al. (Ginis et al., 2013) note that

PMs preferably should be physically active to share their

experiences (Ginis et al., 2013). Our findings suggest,

the PMs might have been too athletic. At times the PMs’

strong commitment to the project also seemed to com-

plicate or even work against the intention of the peer-

strategy, because their role, including their accountabil-

ity, became unclear. The PMs’ use of esoteric research

terms and body language expressing great bodily compe-

tence illustrated a professionalism, which might have re-

duced many students’ perception of similarity and

identification. Consequently, the mechanisms of the

peer-strategy might not have functioned as intended or

have even been counter-productive. Appointing the

‘right’ PM seems challenging, and the line between being

experienced and too specialized seems delicate.
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Common ground

Based on previous experience (and not formal training)

related to a condition or transition, a PM can help a re-

cipient facing a similar experience by offering support,

understanding and counselling (Dennis, 2003; Simoni

et al., 2011; Ginis et al., 2013). This sharing of experien-

tial knowledge rests on the assumptions that the PMs

have experienced a condition or transition comparable

to the one the recipients face. In Y&A, this common

ground would be the transition from an inactive to an

active high school life and a transition from being a pas-

sive recipient to an active co-player in shaping the social

school life. The PMs did not address this potential tran-

sition from a personal experiential perspective. Instead,

the PMs aimed to illustrate the opportunity for ‘transi-

tion’ by using their own friends’ experiences with initiat-

ing new activities as cases in the workshop presentation.

Furthermore, their active body language illustrated a

genuine sports identity, which they probably always

have had. The students’ mixed reception of the work-

shop and low implementation of new activities after-

wards probably reflects that they did not recognize the

problem the workshop intended to solve and therefore

did not perceive a need for going through a transition by

participating in the workshop. Similar to the process

evaluation findings regarding the stress preventive initia-

tive in the overall HHS study, this finding questions the

proper timing of the workshop. In the beginning of the

school year, students probably have not yet experienced

and recognized problems of stress and inactivity

(Bonnesen et al., 2020b). When asked to reflect on Y&A

retrospectively, the students found it to be a good idea

and they acknowledged the need for more activities;

however, the initiative seemed to be competing with

other priorities in the students’ lives, such as academic

performance. Hence, as indicated, the assumptions

about similarity and sharing of experiential knowledge

implied in established peer concepts can be questioned

in this project. Initially, we assumed that the peer-ap-

proach (‘youth-to-youth’) constituted a key intervention

mechanism, but the analysis questions the idea of sole

‘peerness’. However, compared to potential workshop

facilitation by professional adults e.g. researchers, teach-

ers or sports coaches there probably was a higher degree

of ‘peerness’ between the PMs and the students despite

dissimilarities and weak common experiential ground.

Effectiveness due to distinct role

Simoni et al. (Simoni et al., 2011) state that ‘peers are

valued and thought to be effective in this work at least

partly because of their status as peers and not solely

based on the services they provide’ (Simoni et al., 2011,

p. 353). This element resonates the students’ immediate

impression of the PMs. Despite mixed experiences of the

PMs’ workshop facilitation, they left a remarkable

impression.

As ‘in-betweeners’ connecting research to practice,

we believe that the specific job of peer implementers

consists of simultaneously adhering to a manual and

adapting it to an emerging context balancing the com-

mitment and identification to the target group and the

intervention project. This balancing movement serves to

start a process of shared understanding of the principles

of the intervention between the research project and the

target group (Rod et al., 2014). The PMs for example

adhered to the plan of instructing the exercises in an ani-

mate way, while at the same time respecting the stu-

dents’ boundaries and attempting to meet them at eye-

level as mentors. Peer implementers are distinct com-

pared to a general concept of peer as they require a thor-

ough understanding of the intervention and the

research-based principles and not just a familiarity with

the target group and the PA behaviour.

Considering the context

The educational context entails certain affordances

which influence the intervention delivery (Scarantino,

2003; Poland et al., 2008). Apart from the material and

physical surroundings (PowerPoint presentations, pens

and papers for notes, classrooms and PE sport halls), a

central affordance of the specific peer mentoring form

was the inherent teacher–student constellation: one or

two PMs instructing a group of approx. 50 students.

Here, a tension seemed to exist for the PM: On the one

hand creating a close connection offering social support

and on the other hand inspiring the whole group to ex-

plore new ideas through an animate body language. The

tension calls for didactical and pedagogical insights, es-

pecially in this case where the aim of the workshop was

rather abstract to the students (Carroll et al., 2007).

Despite the PMs’ experience with teaching sports and

the consideration of involving enough PMs to be cover

the students’ need for support during the workshop, cen-

tral aspects of communication were probably not con-

sidered sufficiently in the development of the

intervention.

The students’ limited adoption of the intervention,

questions whether it is at all possible to engage first-year

high school students in developing new initiatives for

the sake of their well-being and social lives. Other stud-

ies have underlined the complexity of involving students

in health promotion, and the type and degree of student
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participation must be considered carefully (Bruun

Jensen and Simovska, 2005; Griebler et al., 2017).

Danish High school students’ everyday lives are in gen-

eral characterized by aspects of pressure and perfor-

mance related to time, school work and their social lives

(Wehner et al., 2021), and these constraints affect their

possibilities for participating in sports (Thing et al.,

2015). Involving high school students in activities be-

yond the curriculum therefore seems to be a challenge.

Methodological considerations

For a research team deeply involved in the development

of the intervention, the advantage of knowing all the

details goes with the challenge of adopting a critical per-

spective as evaluators (Levin-Rozalis, 2003; Conley-

Tyler, 2005). Evaluating the job of close colleagues (the

PMs) was difficult. These challenges were continuously

considered in the research group, and careful attention

was given to critically exploring the assumptions of the

intervention. Involving an experienced colleague who

was unfamiliar with the project in the collaborative

analysis and as co-author on this paper was a significant

strength.

Additional strengths include the application of sev-

eral data sources nuancing the findings, and the focus on

the recipients’ perspectives, which is highlighted as im-

portant in implementation research and process evalua-

tion (Moore et al., 2014). Ideally, the voices of the

students had composed a larger part of the material to

fully capture their responsiveness to the intervention;

however, recruiting students for interviews was chal-

lenging. The interactive form in the focus group inter-

view was useful because the students supported each

other’s memory. Also, this method allowed the research

group to talk to more students at once. The comprehen-

sive participant observations allowed us to explore pat-

terns and differences in the students’ spontaneous

reception of the workshop and to consider the specific

contexts.

The timing of the focus group interviews (3–

9 months after the workshops) challenged the students’

memory of specific elements of the workshop. A discrep-

ancy between some of the observations and the students’

experiences expressed in the interviews, such as their ap-

preciation of the movement activities, could be viewed

as a methodological limitation. Yet, we believe it is a

strength illustrating a core finding: in the present mo-

ment, many students were carried away by the atmo-

sphere, but reflecting upon it retrospectively, some

students found it to be ‘too much’. We consider it a mat-

ter of different types of knowledge illustrating different

aspects of the impression left by workshops and the

PMs.

Implications

The study contributes to nuance established peer con-

cepts. For example, future interventions applying a peer-

approach should carefully consider the expected output

and characteristics of appropriate PMs. To inspire

young people and create a sense of identification, there

seems to be a need for involving different types of PMs

in delivering a new initiative.

Several studies emphasize the importance of training

peer leaders, for example through ‘train the trainers’-

components [e.g. (Sebire et al., 2019)]. This study illus-

trates the implications of involving PMs early in the in-

tervention development. We believe the PMs’ strong

commitment and profound insight into the intervention

was an advantage for the purpose of inspiring the stu-

dents. However, their workshop facilitation might have

benefitted from receiving additional training in commu-

nication skills and didactic methods.

Fun has been identified as ‘the magic intervention in-

gredient’ in PA interventions targeting young people

(Van Sluijs and Kriemler, 2016, p. 2). However, as con-

firmed in this study, a challenge exists in sustaining

young people’s engagement in the intervention and not

just create a moment of fun. According to several stud-

ies, PM and role model programmes are most effective

when there is time for developing a long-term relation-

ship, enabling more persistent support (MacCallum and

Beltman, 2002; Dennis, 2003; Payne et al., 2003). In

Y&A, sustainability was presumed in the development

of lasting activities and facilities and in the three-step

implementation process where the PMs (university stu-

dents) delivered a concept for future PMs (senior stu-

dents) to maintain. We may question whether the initial

intervention delivery by university students could be la-

belled as a peer-to-peer approach. However, considering

the university students as change agents defined by

Rogers as ‘a communication link between a resource sys-

tem with some kind of expertise and a client system’

with the task to ‘facilitate the flow of innovations’

(Rogers, 2003, p. 368), the remarkable impression left

by them might be a launch pad for senior high schools

students taking on the role as PMs in the future. Hereby,

the conceptual idea and the enthusiasm of the university

students can be adopted by a group of PMs (Senior high

school students) who match the recipients (first-year

high school students) better and with the potential of

greater mutual identification, an aligned common

ground and more enduring mentorships.
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CONCLUSION

This study explored the role of peer implementers by in-

vestigating high school students’ reception of the peer-

led Y&A intervention aimed to promote movement and

sense of community. A close view on situations of inter-

actions between PMs and students illustrated potentials

and challenges implied in the PM role. Overall, the find-

ings illustrate the PMs’ profound commitment to the re-

search project and their job as implementers, as well as

their sensibility to situational contingencies. The study

suggests a distinct perspective of PMs as intervention

implementers covering their job of simultaneously fol-

lowing an intervention manual and situationally adjust-

ing their enactment of the manual in the emerging

context. This balancing act conveys the principles of the

intervention and create a shared understanding between

the PMs and the recipients.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary material is available at Health

Promotion International online.
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