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Friends and peers play an important role in successful 
measures to prevent overweight among young people (sst).

 
Overweight in adolescents

Participatory research as a promising approach 
for the prevention of overweight in adolescents 

Health & Medicine



53Issue 2 . 2020

eing overweight or obese is a serious health 
risk for adolescents, which is associated with 

many diseases and health conditions. In Germany, 
16 percent of girls and 18 percent of boys are ca-
tegorized as overweight among adolescents aged 
14 to 17 years.1 Overall, 40 percent of young peo-
ple stated that they want to lose weight as a result 
of feeling overweight.2 This evidence alone shows 
that it is important to tackle overweight on an indi-
vidual and societal level. 

Especially in adolescence, there is a great potenti-
al to prevent obesity. During this developmental  
phase, health-promoting behaviour can be shaped 
and encouraged. However, this can be achieved, if 
adolescents are reached by interventions to pre-
vent overweight. Today hope is being placed es-
pecially in approaches that actively involve young 
people in the development, implementation, and 
evaluation of such projects. For that, the key word 
is "participation".

A current research project 
at the University of Bayreuth

This was the starting point of the PRÄVENT.PARTI-
TION research project at the Institute for Health-
care Management and Health Sciences (IMG) at the 
University of Bayreuth. The project processed the 
current state of knowledge into participatory ap-
proaches and aimed at preventing obesity in young 
people. The published scientific literature was sys-
tematically reviewed and compiled. In addition to 
that, an analysis of evaluated projects’ reports on 
overweight prevention in clinical databases was 
conducted. A complementary component of the 
project were focus group interviews with young 
people 3 and discussions with experts in health pro-
motion. 

In this way, the first step was to identify factors, 
which support the successful implementation of 
participatory projects and measures. After gaining 
knowledge in this process, it was implemented in 
a practice-oriented manner in order to strengthen 
the dialogue between science and practice. A step-
by-step manual was written which is understanda-
ble to all stakeholders and supports the implemen-
tation of the findings in practice.

In all projects, it always needs to be remembered 
that such "one" youth does not exist. Rather, young 
people are characterised by the interplay of diffe-
rent – sometimes conflicting values, such as solida-
rity on the one hand, and egocentrism or the desire 
for self-realisation on the other.4 Participatory ap-
proaches will only be successful if they are planned 
within a consideration of the values and wishes of 
young people. 

Participation, Empowerment 
and Motivation

In everyday language, participation is often associ-
ated with terms such as "attend", "take part", or "join 
in". However, participation means much more: For 
the target group, active participation represents 
a way of influencing decision-making processes 
in accordance with its own ideas and wishes. In 
health promotion and prevention, participation 
means that the members of the target group can 
contribute in all phases of the public health action 
cycle – from needs assessment, planning, and im-
plementation, to the evaluation of an action. In do-
ing so, the degree of participation can vary great-
ly. A widespread model for participation in health 
promotion distinguishes a total of nine levels. The 
greater the degree of participation, the greater the 
influence the target group has on decisions (Fig. 1).

In the focus group interviews, young people indi-
cated that they were critical of the level of self-or-
ganisation. Their expectations are primarily focused 
on their ideas being heard and implemented. At 
the same time, they desire to be accompanied and 
supported by an experienced adult. It is therefore 
advisable to introduce adolescents to participati-
on slowly, and – if there is a lack of willingness to 
participate – to initially implement only preliminary 
stages of participation.

The attractiveness of a project, and also motivation 
to participate, often depend on the personal be-
nefit which the members of the respective target 
group expect to gain from participation. These can 
be, for example, gain knowledge or experience, or 
short-term, immediate rewards. Such rewards also 
have the effect of increasing the attractiveness of 
the project for young people. Competitions follow-
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Fig. 1: Levels of participation according to Mi-
chael T. Wright.5 Instrumentalization, instruction, 
and preliminary stages of participation can be 
found frequently in practice. Actually participatory 
projects (from level 6) are rare (Source: M. Bindl et 
al., Bayreuth 2020, see recommended reading).

"The participation of young people requires a rethinking of the role of all participants."
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Fig. 2: Motivational factors of youth participation 
(Illustration: Ksenia Ibler).

ed by prize-giving, healthy catering, the use of fit-
ness trackers, and vouchers for sports shops have 
proven to be appropriate incentives. Interest in the 
topic, the prospect of having fun, and the pleasure 
of planning and implementation together as a cir-
cle of friends also strengthen willingness to partici-
pate (Fig. 2).

A central finding of the research project is that a 
lack of time weakens young people’s motivation to 
participate actively. A limited time budget is even 
the most frequently mentioned reason the respon-
dents not getting involved. Participation in addi-
tional projects proves to be particularly difficult 
during examination phases and with a high level 
of extracurricular engagement. Therefore, these 
young people prefer projects that are integrated 
into existing structures, such as school lessons or 
group lessons at leisure facilities. 

An insufficient level of knowledge, inadequate soft 
skills, and problems in the social environment can 
lead to adolescents feeling overburdened with the 
planning and implementation of measures to pre-
vent overweight. Therefore, they should be suppor-
ted and prepared for active participation according 
to their abilities, characters, and life circumstances. 
For example, qualifying seminars and training cour-
ses are suitable for this purpose, which are immedi-
ately followed by the first steps towards acting on 
one's responsibility, e.g. by getting young people to 
form “health teams” or become involved as “student 
ambassadors”. Learning by doing is another way of 

developing their skills. Last but not least, it is ge-
nerally desirable to strengthen family and social 
resources to counteract the general social trend of 
declining willingness to participate. 

Influence groups and 
communication channels

The social environment and everyday life have a 
considerable influence on the nutritional and physi-
cal activity behaviour of young people and on their 
willingness to participate in measures to prevent 
obesity. In the discussions that took place within 
the framework of the research project, the adoles-
cents particularly highlighted the importance of 
their parents for their own nutritional and physical 
activity behaviour. Nevertheless, friends and peers 
as well as group leaders, teachers, and mentors in 
schools, church institutions, and associations also 
play an important role. Therefore, projects to pre-
vent overweight should be planned and implemen-
ted where young people feel at home, live, study 
or work and spend their leisure time. Peer concepts 
have proven to be particularly promising. These 
are pedagogical measures that are carried out by 
groups of peers themselves. However, young peo-
ple who were interviewed fear some difficulties 
in the implementation. The reason for this was a 
possible lack of mutual respect within a group of 
peers. Consequently, peer-to-peer interventions 
should preferably be carried out by older teenager 
for younger people.

It has been shown that classical formats such as 
personal contacts and posters or flyers are still 
particularly suitable channels of communication 
to reach young people today. Nevertheless, their 
focus is increasingly shifting to social media such 
as Instagram, Facebook, and Instant Messenger. In 
this area, so-called influencers are currently gaining 
increased influence. 

Involvement of young people
already in the planning phase

When planning a participatory project, it is impor-
tant not to dictate the needs of the target group, 
but to identify those needs in a dialog with them. 
Adolescents can be involved through personal or 
written surveys, joint inspections or the Photovoice 
method 6, for example. In the course of the project, it 
became evident that young people would like to ac-
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Fig. 3: Influencers in social media have a growing 
influence on young people who want to avoid 
overweight (sst).
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tively participate and shape the project by bringing 
in their own ideas and would like to be supported 
accordingly – whether in the selection of topics, in 
forming groups independently, in the distribution 
of tasks or the organisation of meetings. Participa-
tion in the sense of taking part in joint project de-
velopment is the key to the success of a project. 

As a general rule, projects for obesity prevention 
should consider whether the measure should be 
aimed at people of normal weight (primary pre-
vention) or specifically at people who are already 
overweight (secondary prevention). Each measure 
should be designed in such a way as to avoid possi-
ble stigmatization. This can be achieved by not fo-
cusing on body weight and by making participation 
in the project explicitly voluntary. A gender-specific 
approach should be individually agreed upon with 
the members of the target group because all do not 
necessarily desire it.

Participatory projects increase the chances that 
measures are tailored to the respective target 
group. They can increase the acceptance of inter-
ventions and prevent misinvestment because they 
are not planned in line with the wishes and abilities 
of the target group. However, the participation of 
young people requires a rethinking of the role of all 
participants. The personal willingness of the adult 
project participants, in particular, to open up to the 

ideas, needs, and wishes of the adolescents and to 
take these into account in further planning is an im-
portant prerequisite for the successful implementa-
tion of participative projects. 

Conclusion

Health is seen today by many young people as an 
important value and has become a trending topic. 
The desire of adolescents to engage in healthy be-
haviour and avoid becoming overweight is corres-
pondingly widespread. PRÄVENT.PARTITION has 
succeeded in closing a research gap in the participa-
tion of young people in the field of overweight pre-
vention. The results should and can contribute to 
future concepts of preventive and health-promot-
ing interventions being based on the best available 
evidence. This is the only way to ensure that such 
concepts are suitable for practical application and 
that the specific target group can be motivated to 
make the desired behavioural changes. Some of the 
insights gained in the research project, which relate 
to the attitudes, abilities, and motivations of young 
people, can certainly be generalised. For this rea-
son, they offer a helpful orientation in the design of 
strategies aimed at engaging young people to take 
part in health-promoting interventions that – such 
as the prevention of overweight – are in their well-
understood interest.
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Fig. 4: The nutritional and physical activity 
behaviour of many adolescents is essentially shaped 
by their parents (sst).
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