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Abstract

The challenges facing students in Higher Education are increasing. Peer mentoring can be used to support students, promote integration, and reduce drop-out, yet any peer mentoring programme should meet the needs of students without replacing other forms of support. This project used two co-creation workshops to explore undergraduate student (N=9) and staff (N=4) values of academic and pastoral support, to inform the design of future peer mentoring programmes. Thematic analysis was conducted on the audio recordings of the workshops. Themes included issues impacting mentees and mentors, and the mechanics of peer mentoring. These align with past research, however, there was a clear emphasis on the wellbeing of the mentors, showing the importance of providing training and support for peer mentors. Co-creation gives a voice to students and staff and is an innovative way to approach peer mentoring. This method could be used to design future peer mentoring programs. 
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Introduction

Student retention is arguably one of the biggest challenges facing Higher Education institutions in the UK. In the 2019/2020 academic year, the Higher Education Statistics Agency estimated drop-out rates from UK universities at 5.3% (HESA, 2022) and according to the Student Loans Company, this number has increased (SLC, 2023). This is supported by a survey of over 1000 UK students by the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) that showed one in seven students had considered dropping out of university (Hanna, 2023). The HEPI reported the biggest reason for drop-out was the cost of living, but there are other factors that may influence the decision to withdraw, such as mental wellbeing, with one in six students reporting mental health difficulties (TASO, 2023). 
According to Hixenbaugh et al. (2005), key issues affecting withdrawal include a lack of preparedness for higher education, a change in personal circumstances, financial issues, competing pressures from paid work, and a lack of satisfaction with the course or institution. An early review from Tinto (1975) separated the causes of drop-out into external factors, such as finances and part-time work, and internal factors, specifically the level of integration with peers and the congruency between one’s own values and the values of the institution. He argued that greater integration with others and with the university would result in increased commitment to studies and reduced drop-out. Such factors impacting withdrawal have also been highlighted by recent work showing the importance of academic and social integration (e.g., Kehm et al., 2019; Lorenzo-Quiles et al., 2023). However, this research also acknowledges other aspects such as a student’s socioeconomic and sociodemographic background, personal characteristics, and the level of support obtained from family.  
	One way to provide additional support to students and encourage integration is through peer mentoring, a system that ‘pairs one or more students (i.e., mentees) with a more experienced student (i.e., peer mentor) who provides both practical guidance and social support to the mentees’ (Yomtov et al., 2017, p.26). Jacobi (1991) stated that mentoring provides emotional and psychological support, helps with careers and professional development, and enables role modelling. This was shown by Treston (1999) who conducted a unique evaluation on a long-running peer mentoring programme. She found that the programme resulted in benefits to mentees (bonding with existing students, gaining information and knowledge about their course and the university in general, reduced isolation, and improved IT skills), benefits to mentors (satisfaction gained from helping others, increased subject-knowledge, the ability to practise and further develop skills, and enhanced employability), and benefits to the institution (reduced drop-out and reduced workload for staff). Hixenbaugh et al. (2005) also found benefits of e-peer mentoring, such as engagement with a mentor increasing a mentees’ social integration. These early findings are supported by a review from Le et al. (2024), outlining that four key benefits of peer mentoring are improvements to academic performance, wellbeing, retention, and social integration. 
Studies show that peer mentoring has the greatest impact in the early stages of a course, when students are making the transition to university (Collings et al., 2016; Page & Hanna, 2008). This also coincides with the point at which students are most likely to drop-out. Matheson et al. (2018) argued that successful transition is closely associated with academic and social integration (Tinto, 1975), and opportunities to support transition and, therefore, foster and encourage integration should be embedded into courses. Lizzio (2006)      outlined five key ‘senses’ to successful transition into, through, and out of higher education, one of which is building a sense of connectedness. This is related to a sense of belonging, which is essential for student engagement and academic success (Thomas, 2012). Thomas (2012) argued that one way to develop and encourage belonging is through helpful peer relationships, something that can potentially be achieved via peer mentoring. Supporting this, Cornelius et al. (2016) proposed that, depending on the design, a peer mentoring programme has the potential to increase a student’s sense of belonging, improve their transition experience, and increase commitment to and engagement with their studies.
Recent reviews highlighting the value of peer mentoring programmes within higher education show that they can aid students in a variety of ways. Gehreke and colleagues (2024) found that peer mentoring has the scope to improve social integration, academic integration, adaptation to university life, employability, soft skills, and emotionality (e.g., reduction in stress, anxiety, and isolation). In turn, these impacts have a positive influence on retention and sense of belonging. 
	A peer mentoring programme can therefore benefit students (both mentees and mentors) and benefit an institution, yet it is important to ensure that any programme is suited to the requirements of those involved. Page and Hanna (2008) raised the concern that a programme designed and imposed by a university (without input from students) may not be perceived positively by students (potentially because it does not meet their needs). Whilst staff can be compassionate to a student’s situation, signposting relevant information and services, their own experience of being a student is possibly too different and/or too distant to really appreciate and understand what a current student is going through. Indeed, the American Psychological Association (APA) states that one benefit of peer mentoring is having someone to communicate with who has been through the same thing (Williams-Nickelson, 2007). It is therefore crucial that the design of any peer mentoring programme incorporates the views and opinions of students (see also O’Shea et al., 2015). 
The aim of the current project was to explore the aspects of peer mentoring that would enable a peer mentoring programme to benefit incoming undergraduate students (mentees) and current undergraduate students (mentors) without replacing or reducing the effectiveness of any existing student support offering. To achieve this, undergraduate students and academics from psychology were invited to co-creation workshops in which they worked independently, and as a group, on a series of activities that involved them sharing opinions and ideas about student support in general and peer mentoring more specifically. The benefit of including both staff and students was that students have experience of the learning environment and related challenges that staff do not have, whereas staff know about the support that is already offered within the university, ensuring that any future peer mentoring programme would provide a unique support opportunity.
Co-creation in the field of higher education is the ‘design of the content, structure and processes of courses and programmes through a dynamic interaction between staff and students’ (Bovill, 2013, p.463). It allows staff and students to work together to design course elements, giving both groups a ‘voice’ in the process and the product. The current project largely followed the work of Galpin et al. (2022) who used a values-led design approach to co-create aspects of their undergraduate curriculum. This approach involves participants engaging in activities such as telling stories and playing games, which encourage participants to share their values and consider how these values might be implemented. Galpin et al. (2022) argued that to provide an opportunity for staff and students to share and reflect on their own values, activities should give scope for individual consideration of viewpoints and group discussion, provide an element of anonymity, and be non-threatening. The present work used the activities selected by Galpin and colleagues to ensure a comfortable and creative environment within the workshops.




Materials and Methods

Study Design
Using a qualitative activity-based focus group design, two co-creation workshops were conducted to obtain views and ideas about peer mentoring. Ethical approval was gained from the School of Psychology Ethics Committee at (institution to be added after double-blind review) (PSYJM13241). 

Participants
Students and staff were recruited via online announcements and emails, and thirteen individuals (P1-P13) participated in February and March 2024. There were eight participants (five females, three males) in workshop 1 (five second-years, one third-year, and two senior lecturers) and five participants (four females, one male) in workshop 2 (one first-year, one second-year, one third-year, one professional tutor, and one lecturer). The workshops were open to and were advertised to all undergraduate Psychology students (approximately 500 students) and all academic staff in the School of Psychology (22 academics). Participation therefore involved approximately 2% of students and 18% of staff.
There were six students completing a BSc Psychology degree and three students taking Psychology with another discipline (such as Psychology and Criminology). Student participants (seven females and two males) were aged between 20 and 31 years old with a mean age of 22.56 years. Eight had moved away from home for university and one lived at home. Five students were originally from England, the other students had moved to England from countries including Northern Ireland, Poland, Germany, and Indonesia. All were studying full-time. All staff participants (two females and two males) had worked in the department for over five years, three worked full-time and one worked part-time. They were aged 41-58 years old with a mean age of 52.75 years. Three staff participants were from England, and one was from Canada. The student co-authors (CA and CK) participated in workshop 1. All participants were given a £15 voucher as a thank you for their time.
 
Procedure
The workshops took place in-person in a classroom on-campus and were facilitated by staff co-authors CT and EB. They lasted 3-hours each, including comfort and refreshment breaks. Participants were welcomed to the workshop, introductions were made, and ground rules were established. These included not speaking over each other, allowing everyone to express their views, valuing the opinions of others, and keeping everything discussed in the workshop confidential. The group were then taken through three activities, described below. These activities were suitable because they do not rely on experience or knowledge of higher education or psychology. Consequently, participants in the workshops were equal, and staff were not favoured over students. Audio from the workshops was recorded through Zoom (Zoom Video Communications Inc., 2024) using an Owl (Owl Labs, 2022). This automatically transcribed the conversations.

The Worst Idea
In the first activity (see Mattimore, 2012) participants were given 10-minutes to individually think of and write down their perceived worst possible peer mentoring scenario. This could be from the perspective of the mentor, or the mentee. One-by-one, each participant then presented their scenario to the rest of the group and outlined all the negative aspects of it. The group were then challenged to identify any positives from the scenario. 


Start, Stop, Continue
In this activity (see Hoon et al., 2015) participants were given post-it notes and asked to think about the current offering at the University in terms of student support and write down things they wanted to ‘start’, ‘stop’, and ‘continue’ doing. They were asked to write each idea down on a separate note, and after 15-minutes were instructed to take their notes and arrange them together on a large table. The notes were arranged under the headings of ‘start’, ‘stop’, and ‘continue’ and once arranged, participants took time to read the different ideas. The group then worked together to arrange the ideas into themes. To provide examples, one of the themes focused on tutor office hours, another focused on trips and placements.

Crazy 8’s
In the final activity (see Knapp et al., 2016), participants were asked to consider the themes from the previous task and were given 8-minutes to individually develop eight different ideas for a peer mentoring programme based on these themes. They were then asked to select their favourite idea and spend 20-minutes outlining a proposal. Proposals were then taped anonymously to the walls around the room and participants read each proposal and voted on their favourite idea by placing a mark on the proposal. After all participants had voted, the facilitators identified the proposal with the highest vote, the participant who developed that proposal was asked to describe their idea, and this idea was then discussed by the group.

Data Analysis
Data from both workshops were analysed (by EB) using thematic analysis. The six steps of Braun and Clarke's (2006) guidelines were followed. After checking the Zoom-generated transcripts for accuracy, time was spent becoming familiar with the data. Codes were generated for all data, and from these codes, initial themes were identified. These themes were then reviewed collectively (by all co-authors), ensuring that they were accurate in relation to the narratives provided by participants and to ensure consistency across researchers. Final themes and subthemes were then agreed by the research team by identifying themes that were common across both workshops and considering any overlap. These final themes were then named and reported.  


Results

Thematic analysis yielded three overarching themes: Issues impacting mentors, including subthemes of a) importance of boundaries, b) mentor responsibilities, and c) equal status interactions, Issues impacting mentees, with subthemes of a) mentee expectations, b) communications, and c) equal status interactions, and Mechanics of the peer mentoring system, including subthemes of a) development and implementation of a peer mentoring programme, b) academic versus pastoral mentoring, and c) the need for a mentor space. See table 1 for themes, subthemes, and example quotes supporting each theme.

Issues Impacting Mentors
Importance of Boundaries
Participants discussed the impact that being a peer mentor may have on students taking up this role and were clear that mentors should establish boundaries. One participant stated that they would be concerned that a lack of boundaries ‘could lead mentors into a situation where they’re not quite sure how to deal with the emotions they’re experiencing’ (P12). 


Mentor Responsibilities
The issue of boundaries led to a discussion of the need for support and training for mentors to manage the risk of getting ‘very quickly out of their depth and perhaps respond[ing] inappropriately’ (P1) when confronted with challenging situations. Training related to ‘knowledge of systems and things… student union or student well-being’ (P13) was also proposed in the context of ensuring that the university provide appropriate training for mentors. Participants discussed the need to recognise the limits of mentor competence and identified that an honest approach by mentors would allow them to be candid about their abilities, safeguarding against taking on too much. The participants encouraged reflective practice in mentors, agreeing that ‘it takes a reflective mentor to be able to take on board’ (P13) areas where they are not as competent.

Equal Status Interactions
Participants felt that to ensure an appropriate power balance it should be made clear to all that ‘the mentor is not a tutor’ (P9), and that mentors should acknowledge ‘how far my knowledge goes’ (P11). In this way, any programme should remain focused at the peer level and no students should be placed in a position where they, or others, see themselves as being above other students.
 
Issues Impacting Mentees
Mentee Expectations 
Attention was drawn to mentee expectations and the need for mentors to be well-informed and knowledgeable to prevent mentees feeling ‘that they’re not getting any support’ (P5). Participants were clear that mentees should be treated with respect and not judged, and felt that having a choice of mentor would be positive, stating that ‘having a choice over what somebody’s expertise is and who you go with… As a mentee you’re trusting this person to tell you things or give you advice’ (P2).

Communication
Clear communication was highlighted as an essential component of a peer mentoring programme, with participants agreeing that the ‘level of communication’ (P9) was crucial and that being ‘sent to the correct person’ (P9) would be very important. Inappropriate responses were discussed, including mentors trying to resolve issues rather than signposting mentees to appropriate university services. Mentor over-sharing was seen as a potential threat to a positive mentee experience, with participants considering the negative consequences of ‘the mentor… sharing more about their experience rather than asking you about your experience… rather than asking you how you feel as the mentee’ (P8). It was agreed that ‘compassionate responses would make the mentee feel supported’ (P12) whereas an empathic response may be interpreted as the mentor overstepping and making a situation about them. Participants also discussed the benefit of individualised support, where the mentor would need an understanding of the person that they are mentoring, for example, understanding mentees’ ‘external pressures’ (P13) and how these might impact on them. 

Equal Status Interactions
In addition to being critical in relation to mentors, the importance of equal status interactions for the mentee was indicated as essential and participants highlighted concerns over the development of any hierarchy between mentors and mentees. Participants felt that ‘it’s important to remain on the same level with the mentor’ and that any kind of ‘power imbalance’ would be ‘unhelpful’ (P9).

Mechanics of a Peer-Mentoring System
Development and Implementation of a Peer Mentoring System
Participants spoke at length about the logistics of developing, implementing, and running a peer mentoring system. A key concern was the possibility for mentees to feel stigmatised by engaging with the system, assuming their engagement may indicate a failure to cope. Participants agreed that all students should be automatically enrolled in a programme as mentees and that they can then opt-out of meetings and events, rather than having to opt-in: ‘if it’s seen as a thing that loads of people go to, especially in first year, you’re probably less likely to opt out’ (P3).
Methods of communication between mentors and mentees were considered and it was agreed that mentee expectations around communication should be managed so that mentors have the right to disconnect and should not be expected to reply to mentee communications immediately. Group chats were indicated as potentially problematic in terms of blurring these expectations, and the use of online forums and emails was preferred.  
Ethical and professional conduct was also identified as paramount. Participants agreed that ‘lacking professionalism or ethics’ (P12) would be problematic and that, for example, mentors should not be ‘sharing information with other students… [or] telling the mentee off because they are superior’ (P12). It was agreed that the purpose of a programme needs to be clear from the outset and that this should be facilitated by mentors who set boundaries and pay attention to their own status as a student; ‘[the mentors] can’t be this completely altruistic individual that helps everyone… you’ve got to look at your own studies as well’ (P4).
There was agreement that a mentoring programme should be evaluated by those who use it. One participant stated that, ‘I think it’s part of being a reflective person, reflective learner, evaluating your own processes’ (P13). Others agreed with this and said that ‘I do think mentee feedback would be good’ (P9). 
Academic versus Pastoral Mentoring
Participants spent time discussing the focus of a peer mentoring programme and whether this should be academic, pastoral, or both. Most held the view that ‘a mix of both would be most helpful’ (P2). During the discussion, participants decided that mentors could choose whether they wanted to offer academic or pastoral support, playing to their strengths, and having some control over the support that they offer, resulting in a system that was based on mentor strengths. 

Need for a Mentor Space
The final issue discussed was the need for a dedicated mentor space, which would ensure that mentors had ‘visibility right from the start’ (P11). It was felt that this dedicated space would allow mentors to ‘organise themselves… where they can keep resources and stuff like that’ (P12). It was also agreed, however, that having sessions always take place in a formal setting such as a classroom might not be conducive to positive interactions between the mentor and mentee, and having meetings in more informal locations might be beneficial. Concerns of safeguarding were raised here, and it was suggested that there may be ‘a few issues with that [informal meetings] not following the university structure that we have’ (P7). It was clear that a peer mentoring programme would need to allow for safeguarding of all mentors and mentees, take place in university-sanctioned spaces, and protect the well-being of all involved.





Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore staff and undergraduate student values relating to pastoral and academic support. This would benefit the design and implementation of peer mentoring programmes used in higher education. In two co-creation workshops, participants completed activities designed to elicit views on existing support, issues surrounding peer mentoring, and best practice in mentoring. The involvement of students as partners (both in designing the programme and conducting the research) ensures students were given a voice in the process (Bovill, 2013) and reduces the risk of imposing a programme that does not meet the needs of the students (Page & Hanna, 2008).
	The themes identified from the workshops were issues impacting mentors, issues impacting mentees, and mechanics of a peer mentoring programme. Past research has concentrated on how mentees benefit from peer mentoring (e.g., Leidenfrost et al., 2014; Yomtov et al., 2017) and how mentoring can be designed to provide emotional and professional support (e.g., Jacobi, 1999) and reduce stress (e.g., Hixenbaugh et al., 2005). In the present study, participants had a clear focus on issues impacting mentors and, in support of Seery et al.'s (2021) work, spoke of the need for support and guidance for mentors who may not always have answers for the mentees, may not always know how to best support mentees, and may struggle with the emotional demands of hearing about difficulties faced by their mentees. Seery et al. suggested, however, that this could be considered positively as it may encourage mentors to expand their knowledge. 
All participants were in favour of training for mentors so that they were well-informed, and they knew how and where to signpost their mentees. The mental health and wellbeing of mentors and mentees was highlighted by students, and all agreed that this should be incorporated into mentor training. In accordance with this was the importance placed on equity between mentors and mentees. It was felt that mentors have a responsibility to ensure equality and be open and honest with mentees about the limits of their skills and knowledge. Jacobi (1991) made the case that mentors should have more experience, influence, and achievements compared to their mentees, yet the current findings suggest that this should not come at the expense of a power imbalance between mentors and mentees. Indeed, participants consistently identified the need for mentors to recognise the limits of their own competence and act ethically when responding to the needs of mentees.  
	A key aspect covered by Jacobi (1991) was that ‘mentoring relationships are reciprocal’ (p513) with mentees and mentors gaining benefits. The focus on equity potentially reflects this as it shows an understanding that both parties have a role and a stake in the relationship. Participants also highlighted the fact that unclear expectations regarding a peer mentoring programme may have a negative impact on mentees as they could feel embarrassed to ask for help about certain matters. This supports a point made by the APA that peer mentoring should involve open communication where mentees can be clear about their requirements and goals (Williams-Nickelson, 2007). 	
Communication was also discussed in relation to mentors sharing their own experiences. While participants suggested that this is valuable in establishing common ground, a key concern was the potential negative impact of mentor over-sharing, where the mentee’s concerns are not recognised (see also O’Shea et al., 2017).
	With regards to the design of a mentoring programme, participants agreed that mentoring should provide both pastoral and academic support. This fits with two of Jacobi’s (1991) three key features of mentoring; emotional support and professional development, however, there was no direct mention of the third feature of role modelling. Participants did, however, discuss the importance of experience and professionalism in relation to their course, proposing that there should be criteria for mentors, such as a specific level of attendance and attainment. This was considered in relation to mentors being trustworthy and having the correct information, but it could be equally important in terms of mentees using their mentors as a role model. These views arguably reflect the attendance and attainment of those who participated in the workshops. It would be interesting to know whether mentors who had learned from mistakes (i.e., not attending class and/or failing an assignment) could be equally as valuable, and perhaps more powerful, in supporting mentees.    
	In accordance with past studies showing that mentoring is most successful when implemented or accessed early on (e.g., Collings et al., 2015; Hixenbaugh et al., 2005), the consensus was for mentoring to start during induction, where students are engaged in university and subject-specific orientation. Participants also agreed that a peer mentoring programme should be ‘opt-out’, so that all first-year students are given a mentor. Some participants thought it was important for mentees to have a choice of mentor, similar to Page and Hanna (2008) who found that 16% of students preferred to choose their mentor, and Fladerer et al. (2023) who found that allocation of mentors and mentees according to values may be beneficial. Page and Hanna (2008) also found a preference for having a dedicated space for mentoring, and whilst the issue of mentor space was raised in the workshops, the focus was choosing appropriate locations for meetings. It was clear that participants were aware of the importance of mentors and mentees feeling comfortable and also choosing surroundings that maximised relaxation and restoration (e.g., Boyd, 2022; DeLauer et al., 2021) whilst being aware of safeguarding issues. 

Limitations and Future Directions
Although there are examples of previous peer mentoring programmes being designed and evaluated in partnership with students (e.g., O’Shea et al., 2017; Seery et al., 2021), this work was original in utilising values-led co-creation activities (i.e., Galpin et al., 2022) to encourage the generation of ideas surrounding peer mentoring. This did, however, involve a significant time commitment for students, and generally there was limited engagement in the project from student participants. This indicates that participation is likely to be from students who want to engage with a peer mentoring programme (i.e., become mentors) and so responses may be biased. It may also predict a lack of engagement with a programme once it is embedded. Mendes and Hammett (2020) argued that students are overloaded with requests for feedback and the time taken to participate takes them away from their studies, consequently the lack of engagement is perhaps expected. However, there is also the argument that participating in the workshops is a worthwhile learning experience that creates a sense of belonging. For example, Thomas (2012) proposed that meaningful interactions between staff and students nurtured belonging.
Although the workshops were open to all psychology staff members and all students enrolled on a psychology undergraduate course at the University, the sample size was still small, representing only 2% of students and 18% of staff. This is similar to the sample of Galpin et al. (2022) who had participation from around 3.7% of their student cohort and 14% of staff across two workshops. It may be argued that if the same workshops were conducted again with different participants (i.e., different socioeconomic backgrounds and/or ethnicities), at a different university, studying a different course, the findings may vary. To assess scalability, it would be advantageous to use the present co-creation method to explore the functionality of peer mentoring across different disciplines and institutions. It should also be noted that none of the current participants had any experience of peer mentoring. Future research would benefit from considering views of existing mentors and mentees who would bring lived experiences, enhancing the knowledge surrounding the practical aspects of peer mentoring. 
Despite the small sample size, the student participants were largely representative of the undergraduate student population in the UK; a larger proportion of females, the majority studying full-time, with inclusion of 44% aged over 21 years, and 44% from EU and non-EU countries (Universities UK, 2023). However, due to the limited number of participants in the co-creation workshops, CA and CK (both undergraduate students at the time of the study) volunteered to participate. Beevers (2021) stated that engaging in staff-student projects as a member of the design team and as a participant in the workshops results in too much knowledge of the project and a bias towards specific viewpoints being brought to the workshops. This may be a factor in the present work. Engaging with students as partners does have many reported benefits and is widely encouraged in curriculum design (i.e., Bovill, 2019; Bovill et al., 2011), but it may be beneficial to ensure students do not have overlapping roles in the process. 
A further issue with using co-creation as a methodology (and of using qualitative methods more generally) is the possible biases of the researchers. For instance, CA originally proposed the implementation of a peer mentoring programme and was identified as the student lead for any programme that was designed based on the workshops. Additionally, as academics, CT and EB have experience of working with students and providing support which might be similar to that required by mentees of their mentors. It is essential that any experiences that could lead to bias during workshop discussions and bias during analysis are bracketed to ensure they do not detrimentally impact the research. 
A final limitation is that whilst this work provides a unique method for designing student support mechanisms, the success of any peer mentoring programme cannot be determined until it is evaluated. This is particularly important because again, the students involved in the co-creation workshops had no experience of being a mentee or a mentor, and their expectations may differ from their experiences. For instance, in the present study, protecting the wellbeing of mentors was viewed in the sense of mentors being overloaded with work and struggling to deal with providing emotional support, yet Seery et al. (2021) found that wellbeing of mentors was negatively impacted by their mentees requiring limited support, therefore not getting in contact and not needing them. They found a large gap between initial mentor expectations and actual experiences and in addition to evaluating any peer mentoring programme, it would be informative to know how experiences of mentors and mentees aligned with their initial expectations through the use of a post-implementation evaluation. Co-creation tends to be used at a design stage, but given it is a playful, non-threatening method of eliciting viewpoints and values, it could also be helpful at the point of evaluation, and in the ongoing development of a peer mentoring programme.

Conclusions
The findings from the present study showcase student and staff views of peer mentoring that largely reflect past research showing a clear focus on protecting the wellbeing of mentors and mentees and the importance of training for mentors. Co-creating peer mentoring with students as partners ensures they have a voice in the design of support systems available to them during their studies, and including students in the project team allows them to shape the nature of the work, potentially increasing engagement with, and belonging to the institution. Co-creation is arguably an effective method for developing student support initiatives. 
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Table 1: Analysis of co-creation workshops: themes, subthemes and example comments
	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Example comments

	1. Issues impacting mentors
	Importance of boundaries
	[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs][I would be concerned about the] ‘tutor teachers, student people type dynamic… I would sort of worry about how do I manage that? How do I manage this sort of hierarchy?’ (P1)


	
	Mentor responsibilities
	‘what happens if the mentor’s out of their depth dealing with the really complex mentee issues?’ (P1)
‘at the top end there [need to be] places we can go if we need support’ (P5)


	
	Equal status interactions
	[mentors cannot] ‘portray [themselves] as an expert’. (P11)


	2. Issues impacting mentees
	Mentee expectations
	[not made to feel] ‘too scared or stupid or, like, embarrassed to ask something’ (P6)
‘as a mentee, that, er, the worst scenario would be too, like, too high an expectation that I am judged’ (P7)


	
	Communication
	‘if it goes too far in that direction you feel your own concerns are not being dealt with at all’ (P2)


	
	Equal status interactions
	‘if you’re a mentor, you’re there to help people… if you’re bringing them down not only would you not be helping them academically but wellbeing wise [they] wouldn’t feel very worthy of themselves’ (P11)


	3. Mechanics of the peer mentoring programme
	Development and implementation of the programme
	‘you make the choice not to go if you feel like you don’t need it’ (P3)
‘to not be expected to look at emails outside of core [university] hours. It should be just absolutely accepted that I won’t be available… during lunchtime, and I won’t answer emails at weekends. [In terms of] wellbeing, that’s really important.’ (P7)
‘that code of ethics and that code of professionalism needs to be considered’ (P12)


	
	Academic vs. Pastoral mentoring
	‘I think a mix of both would be most helpful. Like, people struggle with different things, don’t they?’ (P2)

	
	The need for a mentor space
	‘have spaces where students can go and there’s other students from their course that they can speak to and study with... to bring people together and develop that sense of shared belonging which is really important’ (P13)
‘change of scenery, being in the outdoors, in nature, taking time to relax, changes the perspective’ (P5)




