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Abstract

Purpose: The Social Norms Approach (SNA) is a health behaviour intervention which promotes
positive behaviour change by challenging and reducing misperceived social norms of peer behaviours
and attitudes. This study reports a novel qualitative evaluation of an in-school SNA intervention which
aimed to reduce 11-to-12-year-old students’ unhealthy snacking behaviours by reducing misperceived

peer norms.

Design: A qualitative evaluation of seven teachers’ and eighteen students’ experiences of taking part

in the SNA intervention based on focus group discussions and an open-ended survey.

Findings: An inductive reflexive thematic analysis indicated that the SNA intervention was an
effective and engaging means of delivering normative feedback to younger adolescents. The use of a
paper-and-pens creative poster-making activity, where students were tasked with designing the
intervention materials featuring normative feedback based on their baseline data, encouraged students
to discuss and reflect on the discrepancies between their perceived norms and the actual reported
unhealthy snacking norms. Challenges were identified with ensuring intervention fidelity and in

students’ understanding of how to record survey responses using Likert scales.

Originality: This study demonstrates the usefulness of exploring post-intervention perceptions of SNA
interventions, particularly from the perspective of the intended recipients. The study also provides
useful information for those intending to develop in-school SNA interventions in the future,
particularly the importance of involving participants in the designing of intervention materials as a

means of promoting engagement with an SNA-based dietary behaviour intervention.

Keywords: Social Norms Approach; adolescents; dietary behaviour; intervention; social

norms; snacking.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a key developmental period for establishing dietary behaviours and eating habits which
continue into adulthood (Craigie ef al., 2011; Lake et al., 2009). Promoting healthier patterns of
behaviours amongst adolescents is important for optimal health and development (Racey et al., 2016),
particularly in school environments where interventions can be easily delivered and evaluated due to
the intensive and direct contact schools have with adolescents (Calvert ef al., 2019). One means of
encouraging positive health-related behaviours and attitudes is the Social Norms Approach (SNA)
(Dempsey et al., 2018; Perkins, 2003). This approach works by addressing commonly held
misperceptions of others’ behaviours and attitudes, highlighting the discrepancy between perceived
and actual norms (e.g. perceptions that most people in your social group engage in unhealthy
behaviours, such as drinking alcohol heavily, when this is not the case), reducing the perceived social
pressure to conform to unhealthy social norms (Dempsey et al., 2018). Whilst the SNA has been widely
used in older adolescent and university student samples, particularly in relation to substance use
(Dempsey et al., 2016, 2018; Helmer et al., 2014; Lally et al., 2011; Lehne et al., 2018; McAlaney et

al.,2011), there is a lack of SNA studies focusing on younger adolescents and their dietary behaviours.

The literature underscores adolescence as a critical period for establishing dietary behaviours,
with interventions in school environments being particularly effective due to direct contact with
adolescents. The SNA is identified as a promising strategy for promoting positive health-related
behaviours, though its application among younger adolescents is limited. In response, we conducted a
series of studies to develop and test the effectiveness of an in-school SNA feedback intervention
focusing on unhealthy snacking behaviours in younger adolescents in the early years of secondary
school in the UK (Year 7: ages 11-12 years). Our initial qualitative research indicated that secondary
school students at this age understood what constitutes healthy eating and the consequences of poor
dietary behaviours (Blinded for review). These students, however, still engaged in unhealthy eating
practices and consumed larger amounts of snacks than recommended because of social normative
pressures, perceived norms that unhealthy snacking is commonplace in their peer group, and to avoid
peer disapproval (Blinded for review). This data, alongside input from an advisory group of students
and teachers at the target school, guided the focus on reducing unhealthy snacking behaviours through
an in-class SNA feedback intervention. Two schools in economically deprived areas of the North and
Midlands of England (were allocated to receive the SNA intervention and a healthy eating information

leaflet (intervention school) or the healthy eating information leaflet alone (control school). Year 7
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students in the intervention school engaged in a poster-making activity where they were tasked with
designing posters featuring normative feedback messages based on a baseline survey of their dietary
behaviours. The poster activity was designed to encourage students to attend to the SNA feedback and

was guided by recommendations from the student advisory group.

The findings from the intervention’s baseline quantitative survey demonstrated that these
students overestimated their peers’ consumption of unhealthy snacks (by 3.2 portions a day), and the
greater these misperceptions, the more likely the students were to consume unhealthy snacks (Blinded
for review). Quantitative findings from the intervention indicated that the SNA feedback significantly
reduced overestimates/misperceptions of peers’ unhealthy snacking attitudes immediately post-
intervention, with the intervention group having reduced unhealthy snacking behaviours and having
less positive attitudes to unhealthy snacking at the three-month follow-up (Blinded for review)). The
relationship between exposure to the SNA intervention and changes in students’ personal unhealthy
snacking attitudes was mediated by changes in perceived peer unhealthy snacking attitudes Blinded for
review). These findings supported the SNA’s focus on challenging misperceived social norms as a

means of promoting positive health behaviours and attitudes.

Although the quantitative findings from the SNA intervention indicated that it was successful
in promoting positive behaviours and attitudes (i.e., reducing unhealthy snacking, perceived peer
norms, and associated attitudes relating to eating unhealthy snacks), such data provide little insight into
the students’ experiences of actually engaging with and understanding SNA feedback. This is important
as there is a general lack of qualitative evaluations of user engagement in SNA interventions (Dempsey
et al., 2018) and few studies have used the SNA with younger adolescents, tending to focus on alcohol
and tobacco use (Linkenbach and Perkins, 2003; Vallentin-Holbech et al., 2018) rather than dietary
behaviours. There is no published work on younger adolescents’ experiences of engaging in a dietary
behaviour focused SNA intervention. Such evaluations are important for understanding which aspects
of an intervention best work for whom, under what circumstances, and in which context, and is
important for identifying and developing effective health-promoting interventions(Pawson and Tilley,
1997), as well as in understanding intervention fidelity (Schneider et al., 2009). The aim of the current
study was to provide a qualitative evaluation of our in-school dietary behaviour SNA intervention
based on the experiences of the target adolescent sample and the teachers who coordinated the in-

school intervention sessions. This paper contributes to the existing literature by shedding light on
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younger adolescents’ and teachers’ experiences of engaging in a SNA intervention that targets

unhealthy dietary behaviours, addressing a key gap in the evidence base.

Methods

Design and Participants

Four focus groups with students from the SNA intervention school (10 females, 8 males; aged 11-12
years) were conducted in July 2018 to explore their experiences of taking part in the intervention,
completing the self-report measures, and suggestions for improvements to the intervention. The seven
teachers who coordinated the SNA feedback sessions at the intervention school completed a survey
containing a series of rating scales and open-ended questions about their experiences of the
intervention, the materials provided by the researchers, and suggestions for improvement. The
population in this study was deemed representative as it comprised Year 7 students from a school
located within the 30% most deprived areas of England (Noble et al., 2019) which was matched to the
intervention control school. Institutional research ethics approval was obtained from (BLINDED FOR

PEER REVIEW).

Procedure

Students who took part in the SNA intervention were invited to participate in the discussion groups,
with opt-out consent forms sent home to parents/guardians. A random selection of consenting students
was chosen by the Head of Year to participate. Focus groups were conducted during school time on
school premises with students asked to provide their own assent prior to the start of the discussion.
Discussions were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis, with any personally
identifiable information removed. On completion of the discussions, students were thanked for
participating and debriefed by providing the students the opportunity to ask questions, alongside
providing contact details for the research team and children’s support services, e.g. Kids Helpline, in

the event they had any further enquires or needed additional support. Teachers were invited to

Page 4 of 21
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participate in the survey via an internal school letter, provided their consent before completing the

survey, and were thanked and debriefed upon completion.

Data analysis

Teachers’ responses to the closed-ended questions were analysed using SPSS (IBM SPSS Statistics,
2020). Transcripts from the student focus groups and open-ended responses from the teachers’
questionnaires were inductively analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2019)

and NVivo (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2016).

Reflexivity

The first author, who led the focus group discussions and analysis, is a 35-year-old white female from
a middle-class background with previous experience of conducting psychological research with
children of a similar age. All three authors are from backgrounds different to the target student
population in terms of their geographical location and socio-economic status as well as their status as
university-based researchers. During the research process, the researchers were mindful that their
outsider perspective may have influenced the analysis, and so particular efforts were made to retain a
focus on the participant data throughout the inductive analysis. The lead author kept a reflexive journal
throughout the research programme and had regular supervision meetings with the second and third

authors to discuss the research process and the qualitative analysis reported here.

Results

Teachers’ quantitative survey results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the teachers’ responses to the closed-ended questions. The
means indicated that teachers felt that the lesson plan for the in-school SNA feedback session was easy
to understand, follow and implement, that students engaged with the poster-making activity, and that

the feedback messages were easy to understand.
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(INSERT TABLE 1 HERE)

Qualitative analysis of students’ and teachers’ experiences

The inductive reflexive thematic analysis identified three main themes in the student focus groups and
teacher survey data, each of which impacted students’ engagement in the SNA intervention: (i)
enjoyment; (1) organisation and intervention delivery; and (ii1) understanding. Quotes from students

are presented with pseudonyms.

Enjoyment

This theme discusses how the SNA feedback session was an enjoyable and engaging method for
delivering feedback to young adolescents in a school setting, with two sub-themes focusing on this

approach as a novel and creative method.

Novel

The interactive approach used to deliver the intervention was well received by both students and
teachers (“we got something to do, that was new, that we’ve never tried out before”, Laura). The
intervention gave students a unique opportunity to work in group and address a topic that was yet to be

taught:

“We work in pairs sometimes, but we never get put into like, groups like, like there was like

five of us doing it together” (Emily)

“In high school we like don’t do it [discuss healthy eating], like at all”’ (Tasmin)

The novelty of the SNA feedback activity made the session fun and enjoyable for students ( “we
don’t get to do like really fun lessons”, Laura). The competition format helped keep students’ attention
on the SNA feedback (“pupils loved the competition element”; Teacher 1; “we got to compete against

different [groups]”, Laura). The use of a creative activity to deliver the SNA feedback generally

6
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engaged the participants in the intervention, with the novelty and enjoyable nature of these activities

being particularly successful.

Creative

Being able to create the feedback materials themselves made the session interesting and enjoyable for
the students as they were actively involved in designing the intervention resources ( “it’s more fun to
make ‘em [sic]”, James). Creating the intervention materials encouraged the students to attend to and
actively reflect on the feedback more so than if they just viewed print-based SNA messages (“I'd

rather make it than see it”, Noah):

“We were given information sheets so while we were writing we were thinking about like....like
thinking about, the actual meanings towards doing it not just doing it and being like oh, like

not ever speaking about it again” (Emily)

There was some concern that being creative may have distracted some students from attending
to the feedback messages (“The session became more about making the posters look attractive rather
than understanding the research findings”, Teacher 1; “I think we should have done more writing as
we did a lot of drawing”, Lucas). The SNA feedback session was well received by students, but some
may have benefited from a class discussion prior to designing the posters to ensure all students had

time to actively consider their feedback before creating the posters:

“If there was a PowerPoint created for us to be able to discuss the findings of the research with

pupils before making the posters” (Teacher 1).

Organisation and Intervention Delivery

This theme describes how the organisation of the in-school SNA feedback sessions influenced
students’ experiences and engagement. This theme has three sub-themes which discuss consistency,

timing, and group work.
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Consistency

One of the challenges of organisation was maintaining consistency in intervention delivery, and
therefore intervention fidelity, although the student discussions suggested general consistency in how
teachers coordinated the sessions across the different classes. As per the planned intervention, the
majority of students stated that they presented their SNA feedback posters to the rest of the class (“we
explained to the rest of the class”, Beth), and voted for the best poster (“we voted for the best one”,
Rose). There were a limited number of students who stated they did not present their posters and vote

as they ran out of time (as these were the last activities in the practical session).

Timing

A point of discussion amongst students and teachers was that the timetabled hour for the intervention
session did not seem to be long enough, and may have limited the time students had to consider and

understand their feedback:

“Not enough time” (Teacher 2)

“Yeah, longer would be better cause some people are like rushing to do it” (Tasmin).

“I would have liked more time to be able to get messages across” (Teacher 1).

The lack of time may have been related to variations in how teachers had organised the sessions
(“they already had it set up ready”, James; “it needs a bit of setting up before cause [sic] we had to
give it all out”, Ari). This could also be due to students taking time to plan their poster ( “that we didn’t
get a lot of time to do it, because we had to like plan it out”, Laura) and to navigate the group working
(“by the time we’d worked it all out we were like, twenty minutes in”, Emily). Whilst the in-school
approach for the SNA feedback was a creative and engaging means of delivering the intervention,
ensuring consistency in intervention exposure and engagement with feedback remains a challenge

(Dempsey et al., 2018).

Page 8 of 21
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Group work

Students were organised in small groups to produce their posters based on the provided SNA messages.
One teacher discussed how students “worked really well in teams to create the most imaginative and
informative poster” (Teacher 1). There was evidence that some students found group working to be

challenging:

“in my class err we don’t usually, err have groups” (Rose)

“Probably found it more difficult that we got mixed up with different people that we’ve not
really spoke to, or don’t really know, an’ then we had to try and get to know each other

whilst doing the poster” (Claire)

Despite such challenges, discussing the SNA feedback with peers appeared to facilitate social

comparison and a discussion of social norms ( “how they [peers] think”, Tasmin):

“I rather like (to) do it groups (sic) because I can like see what like from everybody’s

perspective not only from mine” (Rose)

The group format of the intervention appeared to reinforce the credibility and social

acceptability of the SNA feedback messages being presented:

“it gives you a chance to expand on what you thought you know [about peer behaviour]”

(Tasmin)

There was no mention in the discussions or teacher survey of students questioning the accuracy
or the credibility of the normative feedback messages, which were based on students’ baseline data
(Blinded for review), both of which are important points for maximising the effectiveness of SNA
feedback (Dempsey et al., 2018; McAlaney et al., 2011). Allowing students time to discuss the SNA
messages with their peers during the poster activity appeared to enhance the personal relevance of the

feedback.
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Understanding

This theme focuses on students’ understanding of the survey items used to measure normative
misperceptions and their understanding of the SNA feedback which aimed to challenge these
misperceptions. This theme has three sub-themes which discuss knowing what to do, concerns about

being judged, and understanding the SNA feedback messages.

Knowing what to do

To measure students’ snacking behaviours, attitudes, intentions, and perceived norms, a self-report
survey was designed with input on the item wording from the student advisory group. This involvement
of the target population meant that students generally found the questionnaire survey easy to understand
(“Err the questions were easy to answer”, Lily), as items were brief, unambiguous, and quick to
complete (“/ finished in about 15 minutes”, Oliver). There were, however, aspects of the survey which
some students seemed to struggle with, which may explain some of the missing data we later noted
(Blinded for review). For example, some students found the items relating to personal and perceived
snacking attitudes easier to complete compared to behaviour-related items (“These ones more
straightforward than them ones”, Claire), owing to students not knowing how to record responses
using the Likert scale (“Just like the numbers an [sic] the co—colons, is it?”, Emily). Students found
recording their answers using tick boxes simpler and quicker compared to understanding Likert scales
(“These, cause err it says chocolate and you just tick which one you think ...”, Claire). Students
suggested that alternative ways to collect responses could be by colouring percentage figures (“(you
could) put the people an’ how many they are so like ten an’ then, like one to ten an’ we could colour

how many people we think”, Laura).

There was also some confusion with the participant identifier passwords we had asked students
to create in order to facilitate our matching of their survey responses across different time points in the
intervention ( “I didn’t get the password thing on it”, James; “I don’t remember it”’, Noah). Partly, this
confusion was related to students not fully understanding the purpose of the password (“why do we
have to write the first two letters of our most memorable male and female”, Tasmin). Although we

were careful to pilot the wording of the survey items and instructions with the advisory group, there

10
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was still confusion amongst some students with some aspects of the surveys. Alternative means of
matching responses (e.g., based on demographic information) and simplifying response options for

younger adolescents are needed to reduce missing data.

Concerned about being judged

It was notable that some of the girls, but not the boys, misunderstood how the questionnaire items
would be used, and discussed that they felt they would be judged for how they responded to the
questionnaire items ( “the judging part”, Rose), which made some students feel insecure about their
own snacking behaviours ( “It makes me like a bit insecure about what I eat an’ [sic] not wanna [sic]
answer it”, Tasmin). Some students were concerned about making inferences about peers’ unhealthy

snacking behaviour at the early stage of their secondary school career:

“We didn’t really know because you don’t really know that many people, you re in year seven

so you don’t know that many people...” (Claire)

The fear of judgement may be motivated by a misunderstanding that they would be identified
from their data (“so why does it say, like what is your date of birth?”, Rose) and/or that peers could
see their responses (“in my class when sometimes I look at others, they were like look(ing)”, Rose).
For girls specifically, there seems to be a fear that their response about personal and perceived
unhealthy snacking will not be perceived as normative or socially acceptable, so reassuring students of
their anonymity, and checking understanding would give them the confidence to answer candidly
without fear of social disapproval ( “you just have to like reassure them, like that you're not going to

be judged like”, Tasmin).

Understanding the SNA feedback messages

The feedback messages were developed around the three most-pronounced discrepancies between
perceived and actual snacking norms, for boys and girls, from the baseline survey data (Blinded for

review). Both students and teachers stated that the feedback messages were easy to understand (“Yeah,

11
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[ found it easy to understand”, Ari; “messages were easy to understand”, Teacher 1), and clearly

demonstrated the discrepancies between actual and perceived norms for snacking behaviours:

“When you look at this an’ [sic] err, you see what they think and then what it actually it’s like”
(Ava)

However, some students may have had difficulty understanding the percentage figures

communicated in the feedback messages:

“Yes, [ understand it, but I'm just thinking of like, other people who might not get percentages...
I’'m just worried for people who don’t really get maths ... it’s not their strong point”

(Tasmin)

Students did, however, feel that the visual representation of the percentages using silhouettes

of stick people shaded in was an effective way to communicate percentages to students in the feedback:

“Understand how many people like oh it’s just seventy percent but then when you actually see

it in the people it makes more sense’” (Emily)

The highlighting of the actual and perceived norms, and the use of visual representations of
these discrepancies, helped students to understand the feedback and many reported being shocked by
what they read:

“They were easy to read but then it was quite shocking to the fact err [sic] how it’s said like

how it’s said, and we know that we 've done that” (Claire)

The SNA feedback led students to actively consider their perceptions of their peers’ unhealthy

snacking:

“More aware to be honest ... before you 're actually thinking about it like, the percentages and

how other people think not just how you think, it actually makes you more aware” (Tasmin)

12



Page 13 of 21

oNOYTULT D WN =

320
321
322

323

324
325

326

327

328
329
330
331
332
333
334
335

336
337
338
339
340
341
342
343
344
345
346
347
348

British Food Journal

A sense of shock or surprise appears to be a key mechanism underlying the effectiveness of
SNA feedback as a behaviour change strategy(Dempsey et al., 2018), and this appeared to motivate

the students to reduce their unhealthy snack consumption:

“Not eating as much now” (Thomas)

“I used to eat like 5 packets of crisps in like three days, now I eat like one every three days”

(Beth)

Discussion

This study evaluated the experiences of participating in an in-school SNA intervention from the
perspective of the student target sample and the teachers who coordinated the intervention delivery in
school. This is the first reported evaluation of younger adolescents’ experiences of participating in a
SNA feedback intervention focusing on dietary behaviours, addressing a key gap in the literature
(Dempsey et al., 2018). Our findings indicated that younger adolescents (secondary school students
aged 11-12 years) were actively engaged in the poster-making activity at the centre of our SNA
intervention, understood their normative feedback and engaged in a reappraisal of their perceived

norms, with many reporting a sense of surprise after viewing the actual reported norms.

Our use of an interactive creative poster-making activity was a novel means of delivering SNA
feedback. This choice of intervention modality was guided by feedback from a student advisory group
and practical considerations associated with limited computer availability in the school. It should be
noted that SNA interventions can take various forms, from print-based marketing campaigns to more
digital personalised normative feedback approaches (Bewick et al., 2013; Cookson et al., 2021,
Dempsey et al., 2018; Marley et al., 2016; Perkins et al., 2010). There were some unexpected benefits
to our practical, creative, pens-and-paper approach to the feedback session as this gave students an
active role in designing and creating the campaign materials, ensuring that they viewed, discussed, and
reflected on their normative feedback. The visual representation of the feedback, where percentages
were represented by stick figures with shading, improved understanding of the normative feedback,
something which a previous study with older adolescents reported difficulty with (Stock et al., 2020).
Whilst some students found the group working challenging, many appreciated the group-based nature

of the feedback activity, and this facilitated students discussing the feedback with the same peers the

13
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norms feedback was derived from. Allowing this process of discussion and reflection in a group
appeared to help promote the credibility of the feedback and the students’ reappraisal of their normative

perceptions.

The focus group discussions also revealed that girls, but not boys, felt judged for how they
responded to the questionnaire and appeared sensitive to perceived pressure to give socially desirable
answers. There seemed to be a misunderstanding amongst the girls about potentially being identifiable
from their data or that peers could see their responses. Our formative qualitative work indicated that
the girls, but not boys, at the sampled schools felt judged by other students (particularly by the boys)
for their dietary behaviours (Blinded for review). Future research needs to consider reassuring similarly
aged participants of their data confidentiality, as well as exploring in more depth why girls feel judged

for their dietary choices and behaviours.

Students expressed a sense of ‘shock’ when engaging with the SNA feedback messages,
something which has been observed in other age groups (Marley ef al., 2016; Neighbors ef al., 2009;
Stock et al., 2020). This sense of surprise helped our participants to actively consider the SNA feedback
content, facilitating a comparison of their perceptions and personal norms with actual norms, leading
to positive health behaviour change. This supports the idea that being surprised by social norms
feedback could be a key part of the mechanism underlying the SNA’s effectiveness as a behaviour

change approach (Dempsey ef al., 2018).

In terms of the practical implications from our evaluation, both students and teachers suggested
that additional time was needed for students to read and reflect on the feedback messages, with teachers
suggesting additional discussion time prior to the poster activity may have been useful. Care needs to
be taken that SNA feedback is perceived to come from the broader social group, not from an authority
figure such as a teacher (Dempsey et al., 2018); therefore, more time to allow a peer-led discussion of
the normative messages may be helpful to promote students’ reflection on their feedback. Future
interventions should consider how long participants have to understand and process normative
feedback, especially as many health behaviour change interventions in applied settings tend to be brief
in nature (Bewick et al., 2021), including the intervention we have evaluated here. Peer-led discussions
can support a deeper level of reflection and understanding which could enhance the effectiveness of

behaviour change interventions.

14
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Whilst our data indicate that students were able to understand the wording of the survey items
on unhealthy snacking, some reported difficulty in using Likert scales which is consistent with other
studies sampling children and adolescents (Mellor and Moore, 2014). Some students also had difficulty
creating a memorable password to assist in matching their data collected over the course of the
intervention, leading to some missing data for the quantitative analyses(Blinded for review). Using
alternative methods (e.g., demographic data) to identify participants across timepoints may be required
in the future given that this is less likely to be inaccurately recorded (Audette et al., 2020). This will
help particularly with intervention studies which are evaluating whether changes in health-related
behaviours and attitudes are maintained over the longer-term (Bewick et al., 2021; Dempsey et al.,

2018).

From a policy perspective, in the United Kingdom there has been a focus on balanced diets and
swapping of unhealthy food items for healthier choices through national information campaigns
targeting school students and their families (Public Health England, 2020). Future work could consider
combining such approaches with SNA normative feedback to further promote the social acceptability
of such food choices to reduce excessive unhealthy snacking and promote healthy eating in secondary
school students. Given the focus on food swapping (of unhealthy snacks for healthier alternatives),
future research and policy developments could focus more specifically on the social norms of food-
swapping behaviours (e.g. understanding and highlighting the actual norms of healthier food swaps),
rather than aiming to only reduce unhealthy snacking as was the focus in our intervention (Blinded for
review). One simple, but key, implication for healthy eating policies in schools is to ensure that related
interventions are engaging and enjoyable for adolescents to take part in. As discussed in the qualitative
data presented here, the successful engagement of younger adolescents in a dietary behaviour
intervention was dependent on their active involvement in the intervention and the experience of this
as a ‘fun’ and ‘different’ activity to complete. Finally, the importance of receiving SNA feedback in
the presence of peers given adolescents are especially susceptible to social influence (Rivis and
Sheeran, 2003; Story et al., 2006) and group-based discussion can help reduce the strength of the
unhealthy misperceptions which  has implication for health promotion policy development.
Policymakers could consider leveraging social influence and peer dynamic through delivering SNA
feedback in a group-based discussions challenging perceived norms and promote healthier dietary

behaviours among adolescents.
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A strength of this study is that this is the first qualitative exploration of younger adolescents’
perceptions of participating in an in-school SNA intervention focusing on reducing unhealthy dietary
behaviours. The integration of both students’ and teachers’ experiences generated a multidimensional
view of the delivered intervention and highlighted common experiences and areas for development for
future SNA interventions working with this target group and behaviour. One limitation is that we were
not able to conduct focus group discussions with the teachers who coordinated the intervention sessions
due to competing demands on teachers’ time. Whilst a focus group with teachers may have
accommodated a more in-depth exploration of their experiences, we did find consistency across the
teachers’ surveys and the student discussions in terms of their experiences of participating in the

intervention.

In conclusion, this qualitative study demonstrates that an in-school Social Norms Approach
intervention can be successfully delivered within a school environment and can engage young
adolescents and create an opportunity for students to reflect on their perceived social norms, how their
(mis)perceptions may differ from actual reported norms in their peer group, reappraise these
perceptions, and promote more positive dietary behaviours. The creative, group poster-making SNA
intervention session was viewed as an enjoyable and engaging means of delivering normative feedback
to young adolescents. For this age group, receiving SNA feedback that was easy to understand, whilst
in the presence of peers, helped them attend to the feedback content and credibility. Ensuring that
participants are given sufficient time to read, discuss, and reflect on SNA feedback, as well as using
age-appropriate activities and age-appropriate response options on survey items, and ensuring young
adolescents maintain a feeling of anonymity is important for ensuring their engagement in this type of
intervention. Finally, the present study demonstrates the importance of gaining in-depth qualitative
feedback on participants’ experiences of engaging with such interventions, particularly as an aid for

reflecting on the interventions delivered and in identifying areas for further improvements.

References

16



Page 17 of 21

oNOYTULT D WN =

437
438
439

440
441
442
443

444
445
446

447
448

449
450
451

452
453
454

455
456
457

458
459
460
461

462
463
464

465
466
467

468
469
470

471
472
473
474

British Food Journal

Audette, L.M., Hammond, M.S. and Rochester, N.K. (2020), “Methodological issues with coding
participants in anonymous psychological longitudinal studies”, Educational and Psychological
Measurement, Sage Publications Sage CA: Los Angeles, CA, Vol. 80 No. 1, pp. 163—-185.

Bewick, B.M., Bell, D., Crosby, S., Edlin, B., Keenan, S., Marshall, K. and Savva, G. (2013),
“Promoting improvements in public health: Using a Social Norms Approach to reduce use of

alcohol, tobacco and other drugs”, Drugs.: Education, Prevention, and Policy, Vol. 20 No. 4, pp.
322-330, doi: 10.3109/09687637.2013.766150.

Bewick, B.M., Dempsey, R.C., McAlaney, J. and Crosby, H.F. (2021), “Electronic brief personalised
feedback interventions for alcohol use”, Palgrave MacMillan Handbook of Psychological
Perspectives on Alcohol, pp. 477-498.

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2019), “Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis”, Qualitative Research in
Sport, Exercise and Health, Taylor & Francis, Vol. 11 No. 4, pp. 589-597.

Calvert, S., Dempsey, R.C. and Povey, R. (2019), “Delivering in-school interventions to improve
dietary behaviours amongst 11- to 16-year-olds: A systematic review.”, Obesity Reviews,
England, Vol. 20 No. 4, pp. 543-553.

Calvert, S., Dempsey, R.C. and Povey, R. (2020), “A qualitative study investigating food choices and
perceived psychosocial influences on eating behaviours in secondary school students”, British
Food Journal, Vol. 122 No. 4, pp. 1027-1039, doi: 10.1108/BFJ-07-2019-0575.

Calvert, S., Dempsey, R.C. and Povey, R. (2021), “Normative misperceptions of unhealthy snacking
amongst 11- to 12-year-old secondary school students.”, Appetite, Vol. 166, p. 105462, doi:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105462.

Calvert, S.M., Dempsey, R.C., Povey, R. and Clark-Carter, D. (2022), “An in-school Social Norms
Approach intervention for reducing unhealthy snacking behaviours amongst 11- to 12-year-
olds”, British Journal of Health Psychology, Vol. 27 No. 3, pp. 891-914, doi:
10.1111/bjhp.12581.

Cookson, D., Jolley, D., Dempsey, R.C. and Povey, R. (2021), “A social norms approach
intervention to address misperceptions of anti-vaccine conspiracy beliefs amongst UK parents”,
PLOS ONE, Vol. 16 No. 11, p. 0258985, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0258985.

Craigie, A.M., Lake, A.A., Kelly, S.A., Adamson, A.J. and Mathers, J.C. (2011), “Tracking of
obesity-related behaviours from childhood to adulthood: a systematic review”, Maturitas, Vol.
70 No. 3, pp. 266-284.

Dempsey, R.C., McAlaney, J. and Bewick, B.M. (2018), “A critical appraisal of the Social Norms
Approach as an interventional strategy for health related behaviour and attitude change.”,
Frontiers in Psychology, Vol. 9, p. 2180, doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02180.

Dempsey, R.C., McAlaney, J., Helmer, S., Pischke, C., Akvardar, Y., Bewick, B.M., Fawkner, H., et
al. (2016), “Normative perceptions of cannabis use amongst European University students:

associations between perceived peer use and peer attitudes with personal use and attitudes.”,
Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, Vol. 77 No. 5, pp. 740-748.

17



oNOYTULT D WN =

475
476
477
478

479

480
481
482

483
484

485
486
487
488
489

490
491
492
493

494
495
496
497

498
499
500

501
502

503
504
505
506

507
508
509

510

511
512

British Food Journal Page 18 of 21

Helmer, S.M., Mikolajczyk, R.T., McAlaney, J., Vriesacker, B., van Hal, G., Akvardar, Y., Guillen-
Grima, F., et al. (2014), “Illicit substance use among university students from seven European
countries: A comparison of personal and perceived peer use and personal and perceived peer
attitudes towards illicit substance use.”, Preventive Medicine, Vol. 67, pp. 204-209.

“IBM SPSS Statistics.” (2020), IBM Corp, New York.

Lake, A.A., Adamson, A.J., Craigie, A.M., Rugg-Gunn, A.J. and Mathers, J.C. (2009), “Tracking of
Dietary Intake and Factors Associated with Dietary Change from Early Adolescence to
Adulthood: The ASH30 Study”, Obesity Facts, Vol. 2, pp. 157-165, doi: 10.1159/000219819.

Lally, P., Bartle, N. and Wardle, J. (2011), “Social norms and diet in adolescents”, Appetite, Elsevier
Ltd, Vol. 57 No. 3, pp. 623-627, doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2011.07.015.

Lehne, G., Zeeb, H., Pischke, C.R., Mikolajczyk, R., Bewick, B.M., McAlaney, J., Dempsey, R.C., et
al. (2018), “Personal and perceived peer use and attitudes towards use of non-prescribed
prescription sedatives and sleeping pills among university students in seven European

countries”, Addictive Behaviors, Elsevier, Vol. 87, pp. 17-23, doi:
10.1016/j.addbeh.2018.06.012.

Linkenbach, J.W. and Perkins, H.W. (2003), MOST of Us Are Tobacco Free: An Eight-Month Social
Norms Campaign Reducing Youth Initiation of Smoking in Montana., edited by Perkins,
H.W.The Social Norms Approach to Preventing School and College Age Substance Abuse: A
Handbook for Educators, Counselor, Jossey-Bass/Wiley, New York, NY.

Marley, S., Bekker, H.L. and Bewick, B.M. (2016), “Responding to personalised social norms
feedback from a web-based alcohol reduction intervention for students: Analysis of think-aloud
verbal protocols.”, Psychology & Health, Vol. 31 No. 9, pp. 1007-1024, doi:
10.1080/08870446.2016.1161192.

McAlaney, J., Bewick, B. and Hughes, C. (2011), “The international development of the ‘Social
Norms’ approach to drug education and prevention”, Drugs: Education, Prevention, and Policy,
Vol. 18 No. 2, pp. 81-89, doi: 10.3109/09687631003610977.

Mellor, D. and Moore, K.A. (2014), “The use of Likert scales with children.”, Journal of Pediatric
Psychology, United States, Vol. 39 No. 3, pp. 369-379.

Neighbors, C., Lee, C.M., Lewis, M.A., Fossos, N. and Walter, T. (2009), “Internet-based
personalized feedback to reduce 21st-birthday drinking: a randomized controlled trial of an
event-specific prevention intervention.”, Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, Vol.

77 No. 1, pp. 51-63, doi: 10.1037/a0014386.

Noble, S., McLennan, D., Noble, M., Plunkett, E., Gutacker, N., Silk, M. and Wright, G. (2019), The
English Indices of Deprivation 2019, Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government.

Pawson, R. and Tilley, N. (1997), Realistic Evaluation, SAGE, London.

Perkins, H.W. (2003), “The emergence and evolution of the social norms approach to substance
abuse prevention.”, in Perkins, H.W. (Ed.), The Social Norms Approach to Preventing School

18



Page 19 of 21

oNOYTULT D WN =

513
514

515
516
517

518
519
520

521

522
523
524
525

526
527
528

529
530
531

532
533
534
535

536
537

538
539
540
541

542

543
544
545
546

British Food Journal

and College Age Substance Abuse: A Handbook for Educators, Counselors, and Clinicians,
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, pp. 3—18.

Perkins, H.W., Linkenbach, J.W., Lewis, M.A. and Neighbors, C. (2010), “Effectiveness of social
norms media marketing in reducing drinking and driving: A statewide campaign.”, Addictive
Behaviors, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 35 No. 10, pp. 866—874, doi: 10.1016/j.addbeh.2010.05.004.

Public Health England. (2020), “Healthy Eating”, available at:
https://campaignresources.phe.gov.uk/schools/topics/healthy-eating/resources (accessed 26
April 2024).

QSR International Pty Ltd. (2016), “QSR International Pty Ltd”.

Racey, M., O’Brien, C., Douglas, S., Marquez, O., Hendrie, G. and Newton, G. (2016), “Systematic
Review of School-Based Interventions to Modify Dietary Behavior: Does Intervention Intensity
Impact Effectiveness?”, Journal of School Health, Vol. 86, pp. 452—463, doi:
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12396.

Rivis, A. and Sheeran, P. (2003), “Descriptive norms as an additional predictor in the theory of
planned behaviour: A meta-analysis”, Current Psychology, Springer, Vol. 22 No. 3, pp. 218—
233.

Schneider, M., Hall, W.J., Hernandez, A.E., Hindes, K., Montez, G., Pham, T., Rosen, L., et al.
(2009), “Rationale, design and methods for process evaluation in the HEALTHY study”,
International Journal of Obesity (2005), Vol. 33 No. 4, pp. S60-S67.

Stock, C., Lavasani Kjer, S., Rasmussen, B.M. and Vallentin-Holbech, L. (2020), “Youth
experiences with social norms feedback: Qualitative findings from the drug prevention trial the
GOOD Life”, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health,
Multidisciplinary Digital Publishing Institute, Vol. 17 No. 9, pp. 3200-3213.

Story, M., Kaphingst, K.M. and French, S. (2006), “The role of schools in obesity prevention.”, The
Future of Children, United States, United States, Vol. 16 No. 1, pp. 109-142.

Vallentin-Holbech, L., Rasmussen, B.M. and Stock, C. (2018), “Effects of the social norms
intervention The GOOD Life on norm perceptions, binge drinking and alcohol-related harms: A
cluster-randomised controlled trial”, Preventive Medicine Reports, Elsevier, Vol. 12, pp. 304—
311, doi: 10.1016/j.pmedr.2018.10.019.

19



oNOYTULT D WN =

547

548
549

British Food Journal

20

Page 20 of 21



Page 21 of 21

oNOYTULT D WN =

1

2

British Food Journal

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the quantitative questionnaire items

Questionnaire items

Mean? SD
I feel that the provided teacher’s lesson plan was easy to understand. 4.29 .76
I feel that the teacher’s lesson plan was easy to follow and implement. 4.29 .76
I think the students engaged with the poster-making activity. 4.14 .90
Do you think the messages for the posters were easy to understand? 3.57 98

aResponse options ranged from 1 — strongly disagree/hard, to 5 — strongly agree/easy



