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Peer network targeted health promotion 
FINDINGS FROM THE WHAT WORKS AND WHY PROJECT

The SAM project at VAC engages with men from 
various sexually adventurous cultures and networks, 
e.g. fisters, BDSM players, group sex partiers, as 
producers and consumers of cultural materials that 
can embed practices for HIV risk reduction.

INSIGHTS ACHIEVED

The project developed a diagram of the ‘system 
logic’ for the SAM project.  This shows the way 
sharing cultural products (e.g. re-posting porn, 
buying fetish clothing or equipment, and technique 
workshops) is central to the adoption of new social 
and sexual practices, including risk reduction.

This demonstrates the need to take a multi-level 
perspective on HIV risk.  On the diagram we 
produced, the same pathways are involved in both 
the creation of risk and risk reduction. 

As other gay men adopt new practices, this can, for 
an individual gay man, create a ‘preparedness gap’ –
which he can close by accessing the same cultural 
channels that created the gap in the first place.

The ‘system logic’ of peer network targeted health 
promotion is to create products that are culturally 
relevant enough to circulate via existing channels 
within targeted networks.  

The goals of these products are to amplify the 
circulation of social and sexual practices that reduce 
HIV infection rates risk overall, and to provoke men 
who consume them to revise their mental models to 
better fit the increasing complexity of HIV 
prevention. 

DEVELOPING INDICATORS

Achieving cultural relevance is key to the 
effectiveness of this approach, and the indicators 
emphasise the role of peer skill and the 
development of a collective perspective of the 
diversity and dynamism of targeted networks.
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Key functions from the W3 framework and 
example indicators tailored for SAM project

Engagement -- quality of the program’s mental models of the diversity
and dynamism of needs, experiences and identities in the
communities, networks and cultures it engages with.

• The team identifies innovative or emerging practices within the 
community to assess their implications for prevention across the 
community 

Alignment -- effectiveness in picking up signals about what’s
happening in the policy system and how it works

• The broader sector and policy system includes and values the peer 
approach and strategically uses the insights it generates 

• The peer program actively seeks out and uses knowledge from 
different perspectives and disciplines within the sector 

Learning and Adaptation -- the effectiveness of the program in
capturing insights from practice learning, refining mental models over
time and planning for action.

• Knowledge acquired through engagement improves the relevance 
and influence of future engagement and cultural production 

• The program’s culture and leadership support continual 
practitioner learning and facilitate the capture of knowledge as an 
organisational and strategic asset 

Influence -- effectively mobilising influence

• on Community -- Signs of health promotion products being 
incorporated into the culture of sexually adventurous networks, 
and  influencing mental models of sexual practice 

• on Policy -- The program contributes to sector learning to help 
program managers and policy makers understand and 
contextualise  emerging issues 

Sexually adventurous gay 
men are quick to adopt new 
opportunities for pleasure 
and prevention. 

Peer based health promotion uses insights 
acquired from engagement with these 
networks to understand how they work 
and how they are changing.

Traditional evaluation methods are not well 
suited to programs that are continuously 
evolving in tandem with their target context. 

The What Works and Why (W3) project 
made ground-breaking use of participatory 
methods from complex systems to develop:
• better understanding of how peer based 

programs work;
• methods to support capturing and 

sharing insights from practice; and
• a framework to evaluate the role and 

contribution of peer based programs.

In our work with the Sexually Adventurous 
Men (SAM) project at the Victorian AIDS 
Council, the goal was to map out 
practitioners’ implicit mental models of two 
complex adaptive systems they engage with.  

The community system is made up of 
separate but overlapping networks and 
cultures organised by different interests in 
sexually adventurous practices. The policy 
system includes the media, health system, 
politics, funding and the HIV sector.

In the process we have articulated a 
program theory describing an innovative and 
emerging practice of health promotion not 
elsewhere advanced in the public health 
literature.  View the other posters in this 
series (see QR code below) for a diagram 
and definition of the W3 framework.

Partner Case Study: Sexually Adventurous Men Project

For more on W3 framework see 
other posters in this series
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To view all the posters in this series, pick up our folder 
at the ARCSHS booth, scan this QR code or visit:
w3project.org.au/posters/ online.


