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Abstract: Peer support is a widely adopted strategy in higher education, facilitating student
engagement in socially safe groups to enhance knowledge and social skills. While its benefits are
recognized during in-person education, evidence supporting these benefits in an online format of
study, especially among postgraduate health students, remains scarce. This study explored the
impact of a peersupport program on the social and emotional well-being of postgraduate health
students who were studying online during the COVID-19 pandemic. Peer support groups were
implemented for a mixed group of local and international students enrolled in a postgraduate health
subject delivered online in 2021 at Western Sydney University, Australia. Data were collected using
four focus group discussions conducted via Zoom, transcribed verbatim, translated (as required),
and analyzed through inductive thematic analysis. Three major themes were identified: (i)
emotional well-being and social support; (ii) social interactions and forming friendships; and (iii)
facilitators and barriers to engagement. This study highlights the positive impact of the peer support
program in enhancing social and emotional well-being among post-graduate health students, with
most being international students. Despite the challenges posed by online learning during COVID-
19, students experienced significant social, emotional, and cultural benefits from participating in the
peer support program.

Keywords: peer support; student experience; social and emotional well-being; higher education;
online studies; COVID-19 pandemic; Australia
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1. Introduction

Peer support is defined as “social and emotional support that combines expertise
from lived experience that is delivered with mutual agreement by persons sharing similar
challenges to bring about self-determined personal change” (Fortuna et al., 2022). This
definition is consistent with the explanation by Mead et al. (Mead et al.,, 2001) that
describes peer support as a process of offering and receiving help founded on shared
understanding, respect, and mutual empowerment among peers in similar situations.
Swarbrick and Schmidt (Swarbrick & Schmidt, 2010) provide a taxonomy that classifies
peer support into four categories, with this paper focusing on peer-delivered self-help,
defined as voluntary, mutual assistance to achieve personal and communal goals.

Peer support programs have been implemented globally for decades, showing
effectiveness in diverse groups, including higher education students and individuals with
disabilities or mental health challenges (Brock & Huber, 2017; King & Fazel, 2021;
Peersman et al., 2019; Scheef & Buyserie, 2020). These programs are adaptable, delivered
one-to-one or in groups through various platforms such as mutual help groups and
telephone support (Horgan et al., 2013). The literature consistently reports that peer
support enhances social connections, emotional well-being, and coping mechanisms, such
as self-esteem and adaptive behaviors (King & Fazel, 2021; Peersman et al., 2019). Despite
these benefits, challenges like social comparison, emotional dependency, confidentiality
issues, and role ambiguities persist amongst peers, which can complicate peer interactions
(Graves et al., 2022; Peersman et al., 2019). Nonetheless, systematic reviews and meta-
analyses affirm an overall positive impact of peer support programs (King & Fazel, 2021;
Pointon-Haas et al., 2024; Van Der Meulen et al., 2021).

Peer support interventions are more commonly delivered in-person in-group
sessions; however, the onset of COVID-19 introduced peersupport using an online
platform, known as digital peer support (Fortuna et al., 2020). Digital peer support
programs allow peers to be connected using technology media such as social media or
online groups, using smartphone apps, video conferencing apps, video games, and virtual
reality (Fortuna et al., 2020). This was popular in the education space at the time of
COVID-19, given that students were isolated, and many were overseas in different
countries and in different time zones.

In educational settings, peers serve as a crucial support system due to shared trust,
their ability to recognize early signs of distress, and their close presence, which foster a
sense of acceptance and belonging (Graves et al., 2022). The adoption of peer support
programs in schools and universities is increasing, which indicates their effectiveness in
improving student well-being and academic performance and makes them a sustainable
approach to creating positive educational experiences (Eberli, 2018; Horgan et al., 2013;
Scheef & Buyserie, 2020). Multiple reviews further support this, reporting significant
benefits of peer support programs such as improvements in self-confidence, self-esteem,
social interaction, acceptance, and the overall quality of life of students (John et al., 2018;
Van Der Meulen et al., 2021).

University students are particularly vulnerable to compromised well-being and
academic performance (El Ansari & Stock, 2010), facing numerous challenges as they
transition into new academic and social environments. These challenges include
heightened academic stress, increased mental health needs, and the need to develop
robust communication and social skills (Cvetkovski et al, 2012; Ecochard &
Fotheringham, 2017). This is more evident for international students enrolled into tertiary
education, including both undergraduate and postgraduate students (LaMontagne et al.,
2023; Maharaj et al., 2024). Postgraduate health students often transition from primary
degrees in medicine, nursing, allied health, or other health disciplines into postgraduate
studies in public health and health sciences, which may lie outside their prior academic
training (Zaher et al., 2022). Additionally, for international students, this transition
involves adapting to the Australian style of learning, adapting to a different culture, and
building a support network in an unfamiliar environment, often while managing the
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additional complexity of English not being their first or even second language (Akanwa,
2015; Dovchin, 2020; Khanal & Gaulee, 2019; Newton et al, 2021). These factors
collectively impact their overall experience and emotional and psycho-social well-being,
highlighting the need for targeted support during this critical phase (McKenna et al.,
2017). Research indicates that peer support interventions can substantially mitigate these
issues by fostering friendships, supporting social networks, creating an open environment
for dialog, and facilitating the exchange of emotional and practical support (Graves et al.,
2022; John et al., 2018; Suresh et al., 2021b).

The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruptions in higher education, with
restrictions on physical student mobility and a halt to campus life (Yildirim et al., 2021).
The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a sudden shift to online-only educational settings
(Tang et al., 2023), which was threatening for students and led to lack of confidence and
loneliness in students (Curelaru et al., 2022; Mulhearn et al., 2024). International students
faced challenges such as limited access to campus resources, reduced collaboration
opportunities, and the inability to experience the host country’s cultural and educational
environment, while studying online at their home country which make the experience
more discouraging for them (Yildirim et al., 2021). This makes it crucial to understand the
importance of peer support programs in the online format, especially in higher education,
in order to understand whether peer support can help students gain a sense of belonging
and connectedness (Naidu, 2021). Recent studies highlighted the positive outcomes of
peer support during the pandemic, confirming its efficacy in addressing the adverse
effects of such an unprecedented global event (Ardekani et al., 2021; Arenas et al., 2021;
Sun et al., 2020; Suresh et al., 2021a). However, these studies were more focused on mental
health and did not target postgraduate health students, particularly international
students.

The majority of existing research on peer support interventions (Brierley et al., 2022;
Crisp et al., 2020; M. Kachaturoff et al., 2020; Lerchenfeldt et al., 2019; Moir et al., 2016),
focuses on undergraduate medical and nursing students and were conducted in domestic
cohorts with a limited representation of international students, leaving a significant gap
in understanding the experiences of international students and postgraduate public
health and health sciences students. Additionally, these studies and systematic reviews
were primarily focused in face-to-face settings (Brierley et al., 2022; Crisp et al., 2020; M.
Kachaturoff et al.,, 2020; Lerchenfeldt et al., 2019; Moir et al., 2016), leaving a gap in
understanding the effectiveness of such interventions in an online format, with none being
carried out during the time of crisis. This gap highlights the need for focused research on
how peer support can specifically aid this demographic in navigating their complex
transition to higher education in a foreign environment and in an online study format. A
study by Campbell et al. (Campbell et al., 2024) highlights the need for research that
examines peer-to-peer collaborative group work in online or hybrid formats in higher
education.

Drawing from the existing evidence and responding to this gap in the literature, a
group peer support program was implemented, targeting a cohort of postgraduate health
students at Western Sydney University in Australia during the COVID-19 pandemic
(2021). A group peer support program was implemented in 2021 to address the
compounded stresses of COVID-19 pandemic-induced isolation and the swift transition
to an online or mixed-delivery educational model. The present study explored the impact
of this peer-support program on the social and emotional wellbeing of the participating
students. The aim was to explore and understand the complex intersectionality of the
factors that influence their experiences.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Design

This study employed a qualitative descriptive design to explore the experiences and
perspectives of postgraduate health students in a peer support program. A qualitative
approach was deemed appropriate to explore the participants” personal experiences,
meanings, and viewpoints (Hammarberg et al., 2016), a method consistent with prior
research in this field (Crisp et al., 2020; Graves et al., 2022). Underpinning this study is the
constructivist paradigm, which suggests that knowledge is co-constructed with the study
participants (Given, 2008). This paradigm is particularly suited to our research objective,
which aims to generate a deep understanding of the participants” experiences within the
peer support program.

2.2. Setting

The study was conducted in Autumn session from March 2021 to November 2021.
The study focused on exploring the experiences of students undertaking a Master’s of
Public Health or Master’s of Health Science program, who were enrolled in the Social
Determinants of Health (SDH) subject in the School of Health Sciences, Western Sydney
University, Australia. This is a core subject for Master’s of Public Health and Master’s of
Health Sciences students, but students in other courses (e.g., Master’s in Nursing or
Master’s in Epidemiology) can undertake this subject as an elective unit. Given that this is
a core subject required for postgraduate students in health sciences and public health
courses, this served as an ideal context for implementing the peer support program. The
course was delivered online during the COVID-19 pandemic to both on-shore and off-
shore local and international students, providing a unique opportunity to engage a
diverse and broad group of participants.

2.3. Description of Peer Support Program

The peer support program was introduced by the subject coordinator of the SDH
subject at the beginning of the Autumn 2021 session during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Participation was voluntary, with all enrolled students (n = 80) encouraged to join. The
program was structured into 17 peer groups, each comprising 4-5 students. Following
group formation, the subject coordinator sent emails to the students, providing details
about their group allocation and the email addresses of their group members. The email
communicated the following points to the students: (1) the purpose of the peer support
program was to group the students with other students; (2) participating in the group
would help them to interact with others and share their ideas and experiences in learning,
help them transition into a postgraduate study, and provide an opportunity to network
with other students, especially in the online learning environment due to COVID-19; and
(3) the reason for implementing this program in the SDH unit was that this is a core unit
in the Postgraduate Public Health and Health Science degree; therefore, it is to be
completed by all students undertaking these degrees and other students of degrees who
were taking this unit as an elective unit.

Students were encouraged to connect with their group members using platforms that
they mutually agreed upon, such as emails, phone, Zoom, WhatsApp, Facebook, Yammer,
and other platforms. The approach to interaction within the groups was flexible, allowing
students to decide the nature, content, and level of their engagement. To support active
participation and ensure the program’s effectiveness, the subject coordinator sent email
reminders fortnightly throughout the semester and reiterated the participation during
classes.

2.4. Sampling and Data Collection

All students who participated in the peer support program were invited to
participate in focus group discussions (FGDs) at the end of the subject term. Participants
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who expressed interest in joining the FGDs were requested to sign a written consent form
and complete a brief demographic questionnaire. Based on the participants’ language
preferences expressed during initial contact, four groups were formed: two in English
(consisting of 6-8 students), one in Hindi (4 students), and one in Nepali (4 students), each
consisting of 4-8 students, with a total of 22 students. Most participants were international
and first-year postgraduate students, and conducting the sessions exclusively in English
might have created a language barrier, discouraging participation. The discussions were
held in the preferred languages to ensure that the participants could comfortably express
their experiences. The literature suggests that three FGDs are typically sufficient to
identify significant themes in qualitative research; however, the number of FGDs in this
study was largely based on the participant’s preference and availability (Guest et al.,
2017).

The FGD method was selected to explore the collective experiences of participants in
the peer support program, leveraging the dynamics of group interaction, which is
particularly effective in gathering diverse personal experiences (Kitzinger, 1995). All FGDs
were conducted online through Zoom, and lead and moderated by three researchers. The
primary reasons for choosing this approach of conducting the FGDs online were the
COVID-19 pandemic risk at the time of data collection and to accommodate the offshore
participants (Maulana, 2022). Traditional in-person interviews are regarded as an ideal
method in qualitative research due to their ability to create personal connections, build
rapport, capture both verbal and non-verbal cues from participants, and, therefore,
enhance the richness and depth of the collected data (Adams-Hutcheson & Longhurst,
2017; Johnson et al., 2021). However, the COVID-19 pandemic forced a shift toward
digitally-mediated interviews, such as video conferencing, telephone, and instant
messaging, due to physical distancing and mobility restrictions (Gray et al., 2020). While
these digital methods have historically been viewed as less effective, particularly in
generating the same level of intimacy and data quality as face-to-face interactions, they
proved to be crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic (Maulana, 2022). The benefits of
digitally mediated interviews include increased accessibility for participants despite
logistical challenges, and they allow for data collection during situations where in-person
meetings are not possible (Lobe et al., 2020). They are particularly useful in contexts
involving power imbalances or sensitive topics (Pretorius & Macaulay, 2021).

Three researchers with expertise in qualitative research and data collection
conducted the FGDs. The research team collaboratively developed an FGD guide, which
underwent several revisions based on a review of the literature (Crisp et al., 2020; John et
al., 2018; Pointon-Haas et al., 2024; Skjevik et al., 2020; Y. Zhang & Maconochie, 2022) and
the researchers’ input. The focus group guide was crafted to explore students’ experiences
with peer support, including engagement, benefits, and areas for improvement. It covered
facilitators, barriers, and the overall impact of peer support, with a particular emphasis
on networking, academic support, psychological support, and adapting to challenges
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Emotional challenges and peripheral topics were
excluded to maintain focus on the peer support’s effectiveness and outcomes. The focus
group discussion guide is available in the Appendix A. Each FGD began with
introductions and icebreaker questions about participants’ general experiences of the
course to create an engaging, safe environment where participants were comfortable
sharing their experiences (Liamputtong, 2011). This was followed by discussions on team
interactions, experiences with the peer support group, and the various types of support
received. The final part of the discussion focused on any issues faced by participants or
any factors that helped them in participating in the peer support program. All FGDs were
recorded, establishing additional verbal consent, as informed consent had been taken
beforehand, with each lasting an average of 90 min. Transcripts from the English focus
groups were validated by the researchers through careful verification of the text against
the audio recordings. Transcripts from the Hindi and Nepali FGDs were transcribed and
translated into English by a professional translation service before analysis. To ensure
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accuracy, the translation of Hindi and Nepali transcripts was validated by the team
members, who are native speakers proficient in both the source and the target languages.

2.5. Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using inductive thematic analysis, where themes were
identified directly from the data without pre-determined categories, according to the six-
step analysis framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Quirkos
software (2.5.3) was used for data management and coding (Quirkos, Scotland, UK).

Initially, two researchers immersed themselves in the data for data familiarization,
by reading and re-reading transcripts several times to capture the depth of the content
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). Following an inductive approach (Guest et al., 2012), they
performed initial coding on the study transcripts. The emerging codes were discussed
between three members of the research team researchers to develop a codebook, and they
met multiple times to refine the coding scheme (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Once coding was
complete, they reviewed all codes to consolidate broader sub-themes to ensure data
accuracy, and then defined and named the final set of themes (Braun & Clarke, 2012).
These themes were then presented to the larger research team for feedback. Any
disagreements were resolved through consensus. As a final step, researchers convened to
review, describe, and interpret the themes into a coherent narrative that addressed the
research question (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

2.6. Methodological Rigor

To establish trustworthiness in this qualitative study, we adhered to Guba and
Lincoln’s (1989) four criteria (Forero et al., 2018). Credibility was enhanced by utilizing
the FGD method to gather in-depth information directly from participants. The study was
conducted by researchers with substantial expertise in qualitative methods and FGDs
specifically. Debriefing sessions were held after each FGD to refine the study guide and
approach based on the insights gained. Dependability was supported by providing a
detailed description of the study methods, allowing for an understanding of the research
process. Confirmability was ensured by having two independent researchers code the
data. The inclusion of direct quotes from participants in the study findings supports the
identified themes and sub-themes. Transferability was addressed by offering detailed
descriptions of the study participants, the context in which the research was conducted,
and the methods used. Methodological rigor was further strengthened through a negative
case analysis (Antin et al., 2015). To achieve the rigor in verbatim transcription, the process
involved independent review, cross-checking, and coding, ensuring the transcription’s
accuracy and completeness.

2.7. Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Western Sydney University
Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval No. H13567). This research was carried out
in complete compliance with the World Medical Association’s Declaration of Helsinki
(World Medical Association, 2013). All participants provided informed written as well as
verbal consent before participating in the FGDs.

3. Results

A total of 22 students participated in the four FGDs. Table 1 provides a detailed
breakdown of the participants’ study enrolment and geographic distribution. Most
participants were enrolled in the Master of Public Health program (n = 10). The study
balanced the representation between on-shore and off-shore students, with each group
comprising 11 participants. Notably, there was a higher representation of international
students within the study (n=17).
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Table 1. Characteristics of the study participants.
S.N Variables n
1 Total number of students who participated in focus group discussions 22
2 Courses enrolled
Master of Public Health 10
Master of Health Sciences 5
Master of Nursing 4
Master of Epidemiology 1
Graduate Diploma in Public Health or Health Science 2
3 Number of students in the first year of study 17
4 Enrolment type
International students 17
Domestic students 5
5 Location of students
On-shore (in Australia) 11
Off-shore (overseas) 11

The inductive thematic analysis of the study data revealed three major themes: (i)
emotional well-being and social support, (ii) social interactions and forming friendships,
and (iii) facilitators and barriers to engagement (Table 2).

Table 2. Themes and subthemes identified in the study.

Themes Subthemes

Theme 1: 1. Helping and supporting each other
Emotional well-beingand 2. Moral support and emotional well-being
social support 3.  Essential help during COVID-19

Theme 2:
Social interactions and
forming friendships

—_

Forming friendships
Building student networks

N

1. Facilitators to engagement
- New experience
- Motivation from unit coordinator

Theme 3: - Acclimatize to Australian culture
Facilitators and barriers to - Same or different cultures and countries of origin
engagement 2. Barriers to engagement

- Different countries and time zones
- Non-responsive or inactive group
- Reduced engagement due to cultural differences

3.1. Theme 1— Emotional Well-Being and Social Support

The peer support program significantly contributed to participants” emotional well-
being and social support, expressed through various interactions within the groups. These
interactions ranged from practical help to moral support and were especially valued
during the challenging times of the COVID-19 pandemic for reducing the feeling of
isolation and contributing to the improvements in emotional well-being.

3.1.1. Helping and Supporting Each Other

Participants emphasized that mutual assistance was a primary motivator for
engagement in the peer support groups. This support extended beyond academic help to
include practical day-to-day issues. This exchange of mutual support shows the value of
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connections in the peer support groups, which emphasizes the strong sense of
community. One participant described this exchange:

“We [peer buddies] always helped each other regarding anything. One of my buddies
recently had neck pain, so he called me, 'Buddy, I am having pain in my neck. What
should I do?’ So, I told him, 'Bro, do this, and after that, do some stretching and then do

this. You will be fine.” if I had any problem, he would guide me. Like in the technical

field, I had some problems with my laptop, and he guided me through a series of steps to

fix it.” [Participant 20, Hindi FG 6-7-21]

Many students indicated that they received support from peers that was not limited
to academic assessments. Some participants explored career options in Australia and other
relevant matters within their groups. One participant explained this by providing an
example of the discussion:

“Like I asked her (peer buddy), what is going on in Australia, Sydney, is it easy to and
jobs or not? Part time jobs? How is it done? What are you doing? So, it feels like there
is support, we are not alone. I received a very good answer, like you can get a certificate
of barista from India itself, if you can bring the training certificate from barista, it will
help you a lot to get a job in starting, and after you complete your postgraduation, you
can do a job in your field. So, she (peer buddy) told me those things.” [Participant 21,
Hindi FG 6-7-21]

3.1.2. Moral Support and Emotional Wellbeing

The transition to a new study program can be stressful, and for many international
students, this is compounded by the anxiety of being in a new country. The peer support
groups provided a crucial platform for easing such anxieties by offering a sense of
reassurance and empathetic support. The shared experiences of being in similar situations
helped peers to calm down and feel supported in adjusting to the new educational and
cultural setting.

“I guess I chose to engage with the peer buddy group because I was anxious at the
beginning of the term because everything was new to me, and it was my first time going
abroad to study. So, I didn’t know what to expect. And the peer buddy support group
really helped me a lot. Like, it calmed down my anxiety.” [Participant 2, English FG
22-6-21]

Other participants noted the general emotional support received from their peers,
which went beyond academic concerns. The program provided them a safe space to share
with their peers the struggle they were experiencing in conducting research for
assessment, which they were not comfortable sharing with their family. Sharing their
experiences led to a sense of solidarity that everyone was facing similar challenges. Due
to this shared understanding, it became easier for peers to provide and seek moral and
emotional support.

“Personally, moral support was present, and it was a help for everyone [Peer buddies]
morally as all were in the same phase. Even at home, some family members wouldn’t
understand our struggle, especially during research, so the friends in our peer group
were there to listen and support us morally.” [Participant 11, Nepali FG 29-6-21]

3.1.3. Essential Help During COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unique challenges, making the support from peer
buddies even more crucial. Participants recounted instances where their peer buddies
were lifelines during severe crises, and they provided an exceptional level of support,
showcasing the peer buddies’ commitment and strong bond within the peer group, as
illustrated by this example:

“He [Peer buddy] was really, really helpful for me. Like my brother was in Bangalore.
He got COVID-19 in Bangalore when we were back in Punjab, so He [Peer buddy]
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greatly helped my brother. And he was in my buddy group.” [Participant 22, Hindi

FG 6-7-21]

The emotional and social support facilitated by the peer support program proved
essential, particularly during the isolating pandemic conditions, as evidenced by the
participants” experiences. The emotional reassurance provided during this time was a
common benefit noted by the students:

“We had COVID-19, my parents were affected by it, and at the same time, my brother
was. So morally, there was support (from peer buddies) at COVID-19 times, and we
knew it would be fine. We received a lot of moral support (from peer buddies),”
[Participant 19, Hindi FG 6-7-21]

3.2. Theme 2 — Social Interactions and Forming Friendships

The peer support program was pivotal in fostering social interactions and forming
friendships, which was particularly important during the shift to online learning. The
program provided a structured platform for the participants to interact with peers, and
these interactions led to the formation of friendships among buddies. The social
interactions with their peer buddies helped them build a network of friends, which
contributed to providing a supportive environment to peers for learning.

3.2.1. Forming Friendships

The shift to online classes during the COVID-19 pandemic posed challenges to the
natural social interactions that typically occur in face-to-face settings. However, the peer
support groups provided an opportunity for students to connect and extend their social
networks. Participants appreciated how these groups helped them branch out:

“There were few friends to make in class, but this peer buddy group extended my roots.
For example, when we got to know each other, he [Peer buddy] introduced [another
student] to me. So, like, we were able to branch out and make more friends and get to
know more ideas.” [Participant 1, English FG 22-6-21]

The random allocation of group members also facilitated a mix of students from
different cultures and interests, enhancing the diversity of interactions:

“I was motivated about, like, I usually exercise daily, but diet was something I could not
do. So, due to the group, I also started to focus on this. On the other hand, the two
members in my group didn’t exercise; they only followed a diet, so due to my influence,
they have started doing exercise.” [Participant 20, Hindi FG 6-7-21]

These newly formed friendships were meaningful, with many students planning to
maintain these relationships beyond the academic term:

“Well, I'll definitely keep in touch with everyone, regardless of which unit I will do, what
we are doing or which semester we are in [peer support group].” [Participant 3, English
FG 22-6-21]

3.2.2. Building Student Networks

Beyond friendships, the peer support groups acted as a catalyst for building broader
student networks. In the context of online learning, where casual conversations are less
frequent, these groups encouraged students to take the initiative:

“The way I was looking at the whole buddy system is that it’s just a catalyst to organic
peer building. You know, it’s like an initiative for you to actually go around and meet or
interact with people.” [Participant 8, English FG 22-6-21]

Participants noted that the peer support groups provided a valuable platform for
interacting with a more diverse set of peers, including international and offshore students,
which might not have occurred otherwise:
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“Even in face-to-face sessions, we only interacted and discussed with our limited 2-3
friends; outside that, we didn’t contact anyone else. But now, we communicate well with
international students, even with the offshore students.” [Participant 10, Nepali FG
29-6-21]

3.3. Theme 3 — Facilitators and Barriers to Engagement

This theme captures the dynamics that influenced students’ participation in the peer
support program, detailing the positive aspects that facilitated engagement and the
challenges that created a barrier. The engagement within the peer groups was facilitated
by enthusiasm to experience something new and the opportunity to interact with peers
from diverse cultures; however, the challenges of having less-engaging peers, being from
different countries and cultures, and time zones created hindrance to effective
communications among the peer buddies.

3.3.1. Facilitators to Engagement
e New experience

For many students, the novelty of the peer support program was a significant draw,
as this provided a chance to build connections with peers in the online learning system.
The opportunity to participate in something new was both exciting and engaging, as
explained by a participant:

“I wanted to know how a peer support group would be because I was in the last semester,

and such a program was unavailable earlier. And as it was a new thing, I was curious to

know what it was, which is also why I got engaged.” [Participant 9, Nepali FG 29-6-

21]

For most students, the idea of a peer support group was very new and many of them
admitted to not having done anything similar in the past. Therefore, the curiosity to
experience something new within their studies encouraged peers to participate, as
exemplified in the quote below:

“I think it was just I've never... I've never done something like this before.” [Participant
13, English FG 1-7-21]

° Motivation from unit coordinator

For many students, email reminders from the unit coordinator acted as a motivating
factor to engage with group members.

“In our case, I must say it was demotivation, like when we get demotivated to engage

and then when we receive the reminder e-mail from Unit coordinator saying contact
with your peers, then it was like I send a message on the WhatsApp group that, hey
buddies, how are you doing? Something like that to engage them in the conversation.
And it was always like somebody was encouraging us.” [Participant 3, English FG 22-
6-21]

The role of unit coordinator was important in encouraging some hesitant students to

participate in the peer support group, as suggested by participants:

“it was the motivation by the instructor, I must say, because she was asking us, like the
normal questions or routine questions (to non-peer members or others) and then this
motivate her to ask them from her peers.” [Participant 17, English FG 1-7-21]

e  Acclimatizing to Australian culture

Interacting with peers from different backgrounds allowed students to learn more
about Australian culture, which was especially valuable for those new to the country. They
got an opportunity to learn more about the traditions and social norms of Australia, which
is important for a person to integrate into their new environment.
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“There were many things about the Australian context. There were many group
members who were residing in Australia for 10-12 years or 16 years. They were aware
and knowledgeable about the Australian context.” [Participant 10, Nepali FG 29-6-21]

Some regretted not having the opportunity to engage with peer groups earlier in their
studies. According to them, they could have benefitted from getting to know more about
the country in their initial times of transition. Some participants were of the opinion that
peer groups could provide more support to them while they were trying to learn and
acclimatize to Australian culture.

“I really regret not taking this unit before. A peer group should have been formed when
I knew nothing about Australia.” [Participant 9, Nepali FG 29-6-21]

e  Same or different culture and country

Diverse cultural backgrounds enriched the peer experience, fostering broader
interactions and friendships. Few students admitted that getting to know about different
countries, cultures, and ideas made them interact more and formed a very good bond.
Many participants admitted that experiencing cultural diversity expanded their
perspectives about different cultures, as explained by the quote below:

“We enjoyed it a lot because we were from different countries. We could share different
ideas, and during our free time, we reqularly asked about each other by at least saying
how are you.” [Participant 12, Nepali FG 29-6-21]

While some students found it interesting to know more about different countries and
their culture, others found it easier to interact if peers were from same country. This
played an important role in engagement of peers in the group.

“I have observed that if peers are from the same country from where I belong, then they
prefer to ask me questions as compared to peers from different country, something like
that.” [Participant 7, English FG 22-6-21]

3.3.2. Barriers to Engagement
e  Different countries and time zones

The geographic dispersion of students presented significant challenges, particularly
related to time zone differences. The peers were located across various countries, which
made it difficult to schedule discussion times suitable for each group member.

“Now, most of my study discipline members were actually onshore. I think I'm the only

one offshore. So, the difference in time zone was a problem.” [Participant 19, Hindi FG

6-7-21]

Responses delayed by time differences often disrupted the flow of conversation.
Limited interaction between peers due to time zone differences created a challenge for
participants to have real-time communications, as described by one of the participants:

“I felt that that was like a time zone, differences and stuff like that. I would get like I
would answer them probably three hours later, or they would answer me a couple of
hours later.” [Participant 14, English FG 1-7-21]

e  Non-responsive or inactive group members

Engagement was also hindered by non-responsive group members, which
demotivated active participants. The lack of response from some group members created
disconnect among the active participants because their efforts to create interaction within
groups went unrecognized.

“After receiving the cc email with all members, which mentioned everyone needs to
participate, he [Peer buddy] also came to the group but was not active during any
conversation; he [Peer buddy] was just added to the group.” [Participant 10, Nepali
FG 29-6-21]
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Non-participation often led to feelings of isolation within the group. Lack of
responsiveness from one or two members created a one-sided communication from active
members and discouraged them to participate in the group.

“There was another participant who didn’t respond at all. So, it was just sort of me
talking to myself. So, I just disconnected from it [Peer group].” [Participant 15, English
FG1-7-21]

e  Reduced engagement due to cultural differences

While cultural diversity was generally seen as a benefit, it sometimes created barriers,
making some students feel uncomfortable and less inclined to engage:

“Like my fellow participants right now said, cultural differences mean people prefer to
ask questions from people of the same culture rather than ask unknown people or
somebody else.” [Participant 5, English FG 22-6-21]

Cultural hesitancy affected how openly students could communicate. Cultural
diversity may have influenced the communication styles of peers, which created a barrier
to open communication and peers may have felt hesitant to fully express themselves.

“I feel that we all were multicultural in the same place, and there was a cultural
difference. So, maybe due to this, people were finding it difficult to open up.”
[Participant 12, Nepali FG 29-6-21]

4. Discussion

The results of this qualitative study provide some valuable insights into the social,
emotional, and cultural benefits the students experienced from participating in a peer
support program amidst the difficult time of the COVID-19 pandemic. The key facilitators
included new experiences and acclimatization to Australian culture. However, challenges
such as inactive groups and differing time zones also limited engagement. Despite these
barriers, participants’ overall narrative about their experience in the program was
positive.

A key finding of our study is the documented social, cultural, and emotional support
students received from their peers, aligned with the findings of previous research (Brock
& Huber, 2017; John et al., 2018; Suresh et al., 2021b). Participants noted multiple benefits
from their involvement in the peer support program, including forming new friendships
(Wang et al.,, 2021), receiving guidance (Maccabe & Fonseca, 2021), expanding their
networks (Fetter et al., 2012), and managing the stress associated with online education
(Melissa Kachaturoff et al., 2020; Oktaviani & Hasanah, 2023; Prayitno & Andayani, 2023).
The peer groups served as crucial sources of emotional support, providing reassurance
and practical strategies to handle academic and personal challenges, thereby enhancing
their overall well-being (Alsubaie et al., 2019; Drysdale et al., 2022; John et al., 2018).
Similar to the results provided in the study by Maccabee & Fonseca (Maccabe & Fonseca,
2021), participation in the program and receiving the support created a sense of belonging
in the peers. A sense of belonging plays a pivotal role in the student experience (Strayhorn,
2018), as it fosters a supportive environment where students feel valued and accepted
(O’Keeffe, 2013; Tang et al, 2023). When students perceive themselves as integral
members of the academic community, they are more likely to engage actively in their
studies, demonstrate higher levels of motivation, and exhibit greater resilience in the face
of challenges, leading to success in higher education (Keating et al., 2020; Strayhorn, 2022).

Additionally, the program facilitated cultural exchange, and many students enjoyed
sharing their cultures and learning about others (Palermo-Kielb & Fraenza, 2021; Vickers
etal., 2017). This was particularly valued by international students, who used the platform
to overcome cultural hesitancy and integrate fully into the Australian context, as reported
in other studies (Ju et al., 2016; Lim & Pham, 2016; Palermo-Kielb & Fraenza, 2021; Sandel,
2014). Also, the enthusiasm of the unit coordinator in encouraging them to engage with
their peers through gentle email reminders was a big facilitator of the program, similarly
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to the findings documented in previous research (Maccabe & Fonseca, 2021; Maillé et al.,
2024). These findings affirm peer support programs’ broad positive impact in enhancing
student experiences (Elshami et al., 2021).

It is crucial to recognize that this peer support program was implemented during the
COVID-19 pandemic, a period marked by increased mental health challenges (Hossain et
al., 2020; Kathirvel, 2020; Salimi et al., 2023) and significant disruptions to traditional
learning environments (Garcia-Morales et al.,, 2021; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). The
heightened prevalence of mental health issues among students during this time
underscores the potential for increased benefits from their participation in the program,
supported by similar research (Ni'matuzzakiyah, 2022; Prayitno & Andayani, 2023;
Rayland & Andrews, 2023). While this study did not directly assess the impact of COVID-
19 on the participants, the observed benefits align with emerging research suggesting that
peer support interventions can be effective during a crisis (Osborn et al., 2022; Sun et al.,
2020). These findings indicate that such programs support students under normal
circumstances as well as during widespread stress and unplanned change in the academic
learning formats. The distance and isolation were the major issues experienced by
students who are used to a traditional learning environment, and in these difficult times,
this project served as more than an opportunity to understand peer support as a
framework to not only enhance student engagement but also as a means to support overall
student wellbeing.

Similarly to the challenges documented in previous research (Maillé et al., 2024),
students in this study encountered several challenges while participating in the peer
support program. The online format, accommodating both on-shore and off-shore
candidates, presented difficulties due to varying time zones, which hindered effective
communication, as reported in other studies (Abbott & Silles, 2016; Lowenthal et al., 2020;
J. Zhang et al., 2023). The transition from traditional face-to-face classes to an online
learning environment created barriers for students to socialize with peers, due to the habit
of physical interactions in students (Swart et al., 2022; Tibingana-Ahimbisibwe et al.,
2022). The traditional learning environment provides a platform for students where they
organically create peer groups, make friends, interact with each other, and reach out for
help; however, online learning does not facilitate socializing as easily as the physical
learning system (Lamere & Kennedy, 2020; Sadeghi, 2019). Therefore, programs such as
peer support play an important role in connecting students with their peers and can
provide a warmth or sense of belonging in the new learning system as well (Akinla et al.,
2018; Sleeman et al., 2019).

The online learning environment led to physical isolation from peers and impacted
the student learning and overall experience (Salimi et al., 2023; Yu & Hu, 2016). Students
described that this different learning arrangement due to COVID-19, accompanied by the
different setting, hindered physical interaction between peers as well as tutors, and it
created more anxiety in students, aligning with previous research (Liyanage et al., 2021;
Yu & Hu, 2016). According to Christenson et al. (Christenson et al., 2012), anxiety can
significantly hinder learning and the student experience by impairing cognitive processes
such as attention, memory, and problem solving. It creates a heightened emotional state
that reduces students’ ability to concentrate, engage, and perform effectively in academic
settings (Jiang et al., 2018). Participating in the peer support group helped many students
reduce their anxiety. Similarly to previous research (Anila & Dhanalakshmi, 2016),
reducing anxiety can foster a more positive learning environment and improve the overall
academic experience for students.

Peer-assisted learning is a widely accepted approach in distance learning programs
and has shown benefits in improving learning outcomes and the overall student
experience, as reported in a previous systematic review (Tibingana-Ahimbisibwe et al.,
2022). Though cultural differences facilitated the engagement of students, they also
created some barriers in communication, making some students feel uncomfortable and
less inclined to engage, similarly to previous research (Abbott & Silles, 2016; Anawati &
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Craig, 2006; Liu et al., 2010). Also, allocating students from different time zones to the
group may have been a limiting factor in the success of the peer support program for some
students.

Additionally, some groups struggled with non-responsive or completely inactive
members. Discomfort with using online platforms also affected participation, with some
students reluctant to engage fully during group calls or to turn on their cameras, as
responsiveness is very important for engagement in the program, as supported by
previous research (Alvarado et al, 2014). Interestingly, a preference for one-on-one
interactions over group settings was noted, with some students favoring private
messaging and calls. There was mixed feedback regarding improvements for future
implementations: suggestions included incentivizing participation through grades or
rewards, assigning group projects to foster engagement, rotating members between
groups regularly, and allowing students more autonomy in forming their own groups.
Despite these challenges, the overarching experience was found to be positive, with
students reporting numerous benefits from their involvement in the peer support
program.

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the
findings. First, only a small subset of the enrolled students agreed to participate in the
FGDs, which may have resulted in a selection bias. Those who participated could have
experienced more benefits from the peer support program than those who declined to
participate. Secondly, all data collection was conducted online due to the constraints
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. This may have limited our ability to explore some
topics in-depth compared to face-to-face interactions. This study does not provide
comprehensive data on the implementation aspects of the peer support program. The
unique circumstances of the pandemic may have influenced both the program’s
implementation and the participants” experiences. Lastly, the absence of a control group
and quantitative comparative analysis is a limitation of this study, and future research
should address this to better assess the program’s effectiveness. However, it is important
to note that this research was conducted during the peak of COVID-related changes and
lockdowns in Australia, and it highlights the adaptability and resilience demonstrated by
both educators and students in implementing and participating in the program under
such challenging circumstances.

5. Conclusions

This qualitative study examined the impact of a peer support program on the social
and emotional well-being of postgraduate health students during COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings highlight the significant benefits of peer support in alleviating stress,
enhancing emotional resilience, and fostering a sense of belonging among students during
times of crisis, such as a sudden shift from in-person to online learning format. These
results suggest the importance of integrating peer support mechanisms into postgraduate
education as a structured and ongoing component of university programs beyond crisis
response. The study contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting the role of
peer support in promoting student well-being, providing valuable insights for future
interventions. These could include faculty-supported peer mentoring, mental health
workshops, and interactive peer activities to help students maintain their emotional and
social well-being.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educscil5030273/s1, Figure S1: Thematic map showing the

interaction between themes and subthemes.
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Appendix A. Focus Group Guide

1. Did you engage with your peer support group 401,372 The Social Determinants of
Health? If yes, why? If no, why?

2. Can you share what were some facilitators to engage in peer support group?
Pointers—same culture, assessment discussion, making friendships, getting to know
others in same course

3. What were some barriers that prevented you to engage in peer support intervention?
Pointers —Work, family commitment, from a different course (e.g., nursing)

4. How did you engage with peer support group members?
Pointers—Who/What/When/How/Method of engagement/Frequency spoke within
the group or to others outside? Why?
via Facebook, WhatsApp etc.?

5. Share your experiences on other peer member’s engagement.

Pointers—Did everyone engage?

6. How could we use peer support to improve student engagement?
Pointers—How can we engage students who are unresponsive?

7.  How did the peer support help you to transition and settle into the 401,372 unit and
the university?

8. How did peer support help you grow personally and professionally?

9. How did you use peer support to network with other students? What benefit did it
bring to you?

10. How did peer support play for you in completing the 401,372 Social Determinants
unit? Pointer —Did you contact others on query about assessment?

How can we get students to talk to each other?
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11. Share your thoughts on how peer support helped you with achieving the unit and
course learning outcomes.

12. What can be done to further improve peer support in 401,372 The Social
Determinants of Health?
e.g., Bonus 5 marks, make bigger groups, make group depending on course, make
one large group per class, have a peer leader and deputy leader.

13. Share your thoughts on how your peer support group provided psychological and
social support amidst the COVID pandemic.

14. How did peer support help improve your health and well-being?
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