What is Peer Education? 

Within the peer education literature a range of definitions have been offered as to what is meant by the term peer education. For some, the term has been described as little more than a fashionable buzz word (Carpenter, 1996; Stahlberg, 1998). Others have sought to describe the essentials of what is meant by peer education: 

... peer health education is the teaching or sharing of health information, values and behaviours by members of similar age or status group. (Sciacca, 1987; cited in Milburn, 1996, p. 9) 

[Peer education] is a process which attempts to build on the existing information exchange [between young people about sensitive issues such as sex and drugs] (FPEP, 1997, p. 6) 

[Peer education involves] those of the same societal group or social standing educating each other (Svenson et al., 1998, p. '7. 

[Peer education] takes place anywhere where people share information ... in social groups. [Peers are similar in age and status and] in some way identify with each other (Fast Forward, 1997, p. 55) 

According to Trautmann (1995) peer education is essentially 'the formalisation of day to day' experiences that form the interactional processes of everyday lives' (1995). For Carpenter, `peer education is a fancy term for an everyday occurrence; (1996), namely, individuals communicating with each other. 

Despite the diversity in definitions of peer education a key characteristic of the approach has to do with the principle that `those of the same societal group or social standing educate) each other about a variety of issues or a specific concern (Svenson et al., 1998). This notion of shared social status, whether relating to age, ethnicity, gender, cultural or sub-cultural membership, has been documented as integral to the application of any peer education project. An example of the importance of shared cultural experience and social status is apparent in Klee & Reid's discussion of the suitability of employing drug users as peer educators within an amphetamine-using subculture around the Manchester area of the UK (Klee & Reid,1995). The 'peer leaders' in this particular study were selected on the basis of their popularity and levels of contact with other drug users. Personal experience of drug use was considered valuable as this permitted peer leaders to empathize with like-minded others in providing information. Klee & Reid suggest that any such model of intervention should have an egalitarian structure without clear authority figures and should not be concerned about asserting power, control, authority or morality (i.e. not 'preaching' about drug use). The conclusions from this study were that drug users were suitable individuals for providing drug information to their peers and were compatible in the role of peer leaders. 

Shiner & Newburn (1996) have also discussed the desirable attributes of peer educators. They found that peer educators should have 'person-based credibility' (relating to age, sex, ethnicity etc.); 'experience-based credibility' (based upon, e.g. their drug misuse); and 'message-based credibility' (the way in which information is communicated, preferably in a non-moralistic and non-judgemental manner). Other studies have also emphasized the importance of peer educators having a shared cultural background with their target group. In a study of HIV peer education amongst gay men, Kelly and colleagues selected individuals to work as peer educators who were identified as being 'well known and liked' on the gay scene in several American cities (Kelly et al. 1991). A conclusion from this study was that peer leaders advocating health promotion have the potential to 'produce or accelerate population behaviour changes to lessen risk for HIV infection (1991, p. 168). 

Within the peer education literature the term 'peer education has been further differentiated to distinguish between 'formal' and 'informal' education. Formal peer education has been defined as the employment of authority figures amongst an egalitarian social group in such a way that recreates the imbalance of power found within traditional educational environments. Informal peer education by contrast seeks to maintain the cultural and social equality within a peer group and does not attempt to recreate hierarchical positions or values. Trautmann (1995) has contributed further to the refinement of the definition of peer education by introducing the notion of 'peer support' to characterize an initiative implemented by intravenous drug users in the Netherlands. Trautmann uses the term 'support' in preference to `education due to the allusions of authority and control that the latter may imply. He justifies the use of this expression with the explanation that education for intravenous drug users may involve learning the rules of safer injection technique, and the rules of practising safer sex. This, he adds, is subtly different from peer support that would find the injecting drug user receiving assistance, in the form of empathy and understanding, based upon shared experience and equality. 

Peer Education: knowledge is . . . empowerment? 

According to Hart (1998), one of the reasons why peer education may be attractive to funders has to do with the fact that it is a relatively inexpensive model of service provision. Implicit within the peer education approach may be an element of inadvertent exploitation if it is accepted that the services which are being provided by a peer education project will almost certainly be costing less than an equivalent service being provided by paid professional workers. Contrary to the suggestion of exploitation it has also been suggested that part of the appeal of peer education approaches may have to do with the potential to empower a variety of marginal and largely disenfranchized groups. Whilst there can be little doubt that many of those working as peer educators may feel empowered as a result of taking control of the dissemination of information within peer networks, one has still to ask how genuine this empowerment process actually is. If a project relies upon the work of volunteers (as many peer education projects do), it is difficult to see how peer educators are being financially empowered as a result of their involvement within the project. Equally, there are important issues to do with who or which group has responsibility for determining the nature of the information being delivered by the peer educators; is it the peer educators themselves or the professional, adult workers that have ultimate responsibility for the information disseminated? If it is the latter, to what extent can the promotion of an 'adult-ist' agenda (Milburn, 1996) by young people to their peers be genuinely referred to as 'empowerment'? Indeed the promotion of adult-ist views may be seen as a form of manipulation within which adults allow others to promote the views which they would wish to have promoted but are unable to promote themselves as a result of their 'non-membership' of the target social group. Whilst it is not possible to resolve this issue within the context of this review, nevertheless questions of the extent to which involvement within a peer project is genuinely empowering are clearly of importance within a mode of service delivery that places particular importance on equalizing the status between those providing and those receiving educational information. This is an issue which peer education projects themselves are likely to have to grapple with both in their formation and in their functioning. 

