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Peer Health Exchange (PHE) works to give teenagers the knowledge and skills they need 
to make healthy decisions by training college students to teach a comprehensive health 
curriculum in public high schools (HS) that lack health education. Founded in 1999, PHE has 
grown rapidly, and at the time of publication had trained more than 5,000 college student 
volunteers to deliver effective health education to over 57,000 high school students.

PHE approached IDEO.org with this question: How might we reimagine the volunteer experience 
in order to improve the quality of health education for high school students?

Using human-centered design methodologies, the IDEO.org team identified several insights 
about PHE volunteers and Students which have informed the development of design 
principles, opportunities for design, and concepts. This document is a summary of the work 
IDEO.org and PHE did together throughout their 12 week engagement.

Introduction
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Human-centered design...

is an approach to solving a problem that begins 
with gaining deep empathy for the customer’s 
needs, hopes and aspirations for the future.  

helps us understand not only people and their needs 
but also the broader context that shapes their daily lives.
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ProjEct objEctIvE

Impact teen learning through 
the volunteer experience

 » Capture needs and aspirations of target volunteers 
in design principles

 » Design concepts of key moments within the 
volunteer experience

 »  Collaborate with PHE to internalize the principles 
and practices of human-centered design

We design for impact on high school 

students by improving teaching 

quality and deepening engagement 

between Volunteers and teens. 
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Insights &  
Design Principles
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research and Inspiration Gathering
 » PHE college-student volunteers 

 » High School (HS) students and teachers

 » PHE national and local staff 

 » Experts & analogous experiences 

Over 60 
subjects 
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First, kudos!
We’ve been truly inspired and humbled by the passion, commitment 

and rigor we’ve seen at every level of PHE. The teens speak highly of 

their experience with PHE, and volunteers and staff demonstrate an 

admirable commitment to the mission—fueled by a passion for the 

mission and their respect for their colleagues.

The following few pages outline a few of our observations of what’s 

already working well in the PHE experience.
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There’s a huge need, 
and PHE is meeting it.

PHE serves a major need in providing comprehensive health education 

to high school students, some of whom need it desperately. PHE 

volunteers also serve as important role models for college attainment. 

Students often stay after class to ask health questions as well as to ask 

about going to college.

And, school staff have said they want PHE to teach more classes and 

with more grade levels. They’ve also responded positively to the idea of 

having a college volunteer spending more time with the school.

“If I didn’t take this class, I 
wouldn’t have gotten tested.”

- M, 15,  on having had unprotected sex 
before receiving PHE health classes; M 
used the teen resource card to find and 
access an STI/HIV clinic
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Committed volunteers 
find the PHE experience 
transformative.
College students who came to PHE undecided about their major come 

away with a passion for teaching and for public health. For example, for 

volunteers on a pre-med track, PHE deepens their interest in health and 

connects them with a sense of impact. For these volunteers, the benefits 

are clear, and they are quick to credit PHE for internships, graduate 

school admissions, and other help in their academic and career path.

“I was already thinking about 
medicine, but PHE is the reason 
I ended up pursuing it and 
focusing on adolescent health.”

- C, former Co-Coordinator (CC)
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PHE staff are driven 
by passion.

PHE staff are driven by passion to deliver a high standard of health 

education for high school students and an engaging volunteer program 

for college students. The staff often stretch beyond their capacity to find 

the balance between following those standards and supporting their 

volunteers.
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Insights
Over several weeks, we went through the process of Looking In and Looking Out. We gathered 

inspiration, conducted analogous research, and spoke with experts. We talked with many of you, as 

well as with volunteers and other college students, PHE alumni, and high school students—those 

who were taught by and also those not yet reached by PHE.

We spent time with college and high school students on campus, in their homes, surrounded by 

family members and peers, where we developed a sense of their everyday lives. We went to in 

schools around the Bay Area, Los Angeles, and Boston. And, we spoke to many more on the phone. 

After careful consideration and interpretation, we came up with a number of insights.

Our insights are a combination of facts, observations, and creative inference. They’re a foundation 

from which we’ll generate a set of designs for Peer Health Exchange’s volunteer experience.
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.
“You don’t know if [the 
volunteers] can relate, if they’ve 
gone through it or not. It’s the 
difference between saying the 
right thing to do during fire drill 
or really being in a fire.”
- M, PHE student

13

Insight 1

High school students & 
staff desire relationships & 
life experience relatability.
PHE Volunteers are already more relatable and interactive than most 

teachers. More personalization is desired by volunteers, high school 

students and staff to increase teaching effectiveness even more. They 

value relationships and consistency, and want more touch points to 

extend impact.
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Some college students 
can’t afford to volunteer.

Insight 2

Lower-income college students often juggle academics, full-time jobs, 

and family commitments. For many, the cost of entry to PHE is too 

steep and the benefits too few. For those who do become volunteers, 

sometimes life can get in the way and they can’t continue. Yet, it’s often 

these lower-income volunteers who most closely reflect—and are more 

relatable to—the high school students PHE serves. 

“I got support from my parents. 
They said ‘this is what you 
should be doing.”

- Y, former CC  who cut her job from 
25 hours per week to 5 in order to 
volunteer with PHE
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Training and 
testing can be 
intense. And lonely.

Insight 3

Volunteers respect the quality, rigor and comprehensiveness of the 

curriculum, and many like the challenge of becoming an educator and 

expert. But for many PHE volunteers, this first part of the volunteer 

experience can feel unsupported and lonely, and many go into their 

tests expecting to fail the first time. Testing with such focus on 

memorization can screen out recruits with other skills that make them 

relatable and effective communicators.

“I would say 75% of the 
volunteers were discouraged by 
the training and testing, which 
was our biggest obstacle.”
- Y, former CC

15FINAL Project SummAry 15PHE



Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

If they make it to the 
classroom, volunteers 
get hooked. 

Insight 4

Volunteers love the classroom. They see the effect they have and 

it makes all the difficult training worth it. Initially, training before 

classroom exposure lacks context, and the many tasks outside of the 

classroom are hurdles to “get through.” Many can’t get through or are 

turned off  by the hurdles, leading to some volunteers dropping out 

which demoralizes those who stay. 

“The earlier we can get them in 
the classroom the better. That’s 
how they get the bug.”
- PHE staff member
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Volunteers seek 
community, but they 
don’t always find it.

Insight 5

Volunteers seek connection and community on campus, across 

their city and nationally. Although it works well for many, for some 

volunteers the PHE experience can be isolating and feel like a job or 

another class. Many feel disconnected, unsure of who is in their club. 

Most volunteers refer to PHE as ‘them’ instead of ‘us.’

“It would be interesting to see 
how other volunteers teach in 
other places”
- G, Senior Health Educator (SHE)
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Volunteers want to 
speak and be heard.

Insight 6

Volunteers are full of ideas and firsthand knowledge about what 

may improve the educational experience. Many want more frequent 

channels to better capture their ideas and receive a concrete response. 

As it stands, volunteers can’t implement their own changes, and 

feedback loops are slow. The model fosters a strong culture of 

execution, but discourages many volunteers who are interested in 

innovating upon the experience.

“PHE is eager to learn, but 
pushes it all to the end of 
the year. That’s the scripted 
response to input: put it in the 
end of year survey.” 
- F, former volunteer
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Volunteers want 
to know they’re 
making a difference.

Insight 7

One time interactions with most teens limit their ability to track 

meaningful changes in their lives, and long-term impact is intangible to 

most volunteers. Nevertheless, volunteers see their impact in the little 

things, small gestures from their students: good questions, thank you’s, 

smiles and after class follow-up. 

“I don’t know if we’re making an 
impact honestly.”
- F, former volunteer

“Everyone has one or two 
isolated incidents where a 
student came up with questions 
or to say ‘thank you.’”
- K, Leadership Council member (LC)
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Opportunities for 
growth are in demand.

Insight 8

The volunteer experience is optimized for the first year, which quickly 

takes college students from zero to expert/educator. Leadership roles 

present some returning volunteers—especially those in fields related to 

public health or education—with great opportunities for growth,  but 

other volunteers don’t see clear growth paths that are meaningful for 

them. The returning experience can feel like a repeat of the first year, 

and many do not return. 

“We have the role not the 
leadership.”

- P, LC

“Most people don’t want to 
become SHE’s because it’s 
more work.”
- P, LC
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Headline text 
over here.

Section (if necessary)

Additional text can go here, too.

Different colleges 
have different needs.

Insight 9

PHE’s model works well in most schools where students are enrolled 

full-time, and live on campus. The model struggles where students 

are lower income or have less financial support, are part-time, and 

commute to campus. Students in both segments are inspired by 

and motivated to join PHE, but the volunteer experience often can’t 

accommodate their needs, especially for the latter segment. College 

managers support all these students, and they make the program work 

no matter what. But with limited staff capacity, college managers’ 

ability to adapt is restricted.

“We make it work, because we 
work in communities we care 
about and that don’t fit into nice 
clean boxes”
- PHE staff member
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1. High school students & staff desire relationships & life experience relatability.
2. Some college students can’t afford to volunteer.
3. Training and testing can be intense. And lonely.
4. If they make it to the classroom, volunteers get hooked. 
5. Volunteers seek community, but they don’t always find it.
6. Volunteers want to speak and be heard.
7. Volunteers want to know they’re making a difference.
8. Opportunities for growth are limited for some.
9. Different colleges have different needs.

Insights
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Design Principles
Design Principles are actionable guidelines that emerge from our insights after speaking with 

volunteers, students, and staff. They help us to keep them at the center of our design work and 

to inform our concepting and iteration in three ways. Design Principles are:

23

1. Explanatory
They explain and help us remember what we saw out in the field.

2. Generative
They help us generate new ideas and concepts.

3. Evaluative
They guide and serve as criteria for assessing new and existing concepts.
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Recruitment & On-boarding

Invite volunteers in. Be exploration-friendly and offer gradual ways to commit. 
Reduce upfront barriers, and offer support to clear whatever hurdles remain.

Align with their passion. Build on their purpose.
Appeal to a range of interests. Make clear and true the benefits regardless of 
motivation to volunteer.

Create more opportunities for volunteers to see their impact. 
Get volunteers to the classroom faster. Continuously connect them to their impact, 
big and small.

Design Principles
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In-Service

Accommodate shifting needs and busy schedules.
Support volunteers’ individual journeys. Be flexible and forgiving even with challenging 
schedules.

Foster relationships that go beyond the training or classroom.
Build deeper connections and community among volunteers and with PHE. Ensure that 
volunteers never feel alone.

Reward seniority. Give volunteers reasons to stay and keep coming back. 
Outline clear growth paths for year-to-year retention. Let growth be self-directed.

Design Principles

2525PHE Final Project Summary



26

Feedback & Innovation

Value the dialogue. Build on volunteers’ ideas and experience. 
Build multi-way feedback loops. Empower and reward volunteers for being critical and 
creative.

Celebrate adaptation. Look to teens, volunteers and field staff as your local experts.
Design for localization. Recognize and encourage innovation at the edges.

Design Principles
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Increasing  
volunteer retention
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Lots of things go into becoming a good teacher. PHE has identified nine different competen-
cies that demonstrate high volunteer teaching quality. Some volunteers are naturals, while 
others develop their teaching skills as they teach more workshops and practice with their 
Workshop Group.

Simply put, better educators 
have more experience.
The workshops get better over the course of the year and returning volunteers have better, 
hard-earned teaching skills.

WHat WE’vE lEarnED…
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a focus on retention may 
be the best way to get more 
experienced volunteers

When volunteers stay throughout the first year and persist for multiple 
years, real gains can be made at a college site.

Retention frees up resources to focus on teaching quality and impact on 
the teen.
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WHat It lookS lIkE noW

retention today is strong,  
but uneven

 » High in-service retention as recorded.

 » Lower year-over-year retention, although it seems to be gaining.

 » It’s unknown who quits between recruitment and training.

 » We do know that black and Latino volunteers disproportionately drop out.

 » Some colleges have high retention. For others, it’s more of a struggle.
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WHat It lookS lIkE noW

retention isn’t a problem 
for everyone, everywhere...

 » Volunteers who move into leadership roles

 » Resume builders, or those who have a vested inter-
est in health and education careers

 » College students with more time and resources

 » Large college sites with strong club community

 » Disproportionately, white and Asian volunteers fin-
ish the year

Who stays 
today?
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WHat It lookS lIkE noW

...but at some sites,                
retention is a central problem    

At Phil’s college site, over half of the positions on the 
Leadership Council are unfilled and very few volun-
teers came back for a second year.

Phil is an LC Member trying to keep a Workshop 
Group together that’s continuously threatening to 
break up. In his second year now, he’s coaxed as many 
of his health educators to continue on with him as 
their leader. He says many of them make a simple 
point:

A  
retention  
story

“They wanted to work us, not work 
with us.”

Phil has helped each of the 
volunteers to make individual 
arrangements, including having 
volunteers return but not move 
into the SHE role.
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So, how might we 
boost retention?
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YEar 1 YEar 2

tHErE arE tWo maIn DroP-off PoIntS

roadblocks of  
Pre- & In-service

The experience is too much, too soon:

 » Time (named by PHE as the #1 reason given in 
exit surveys of high quality volunteers)

 » Testing/training

 » Opportunity costs
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Roadblocks of  
Pre- & In-service

YEar 1 YEar 2

tHErE arE tWo maIn DroP-off PoIntS

Year-over-
year drop-off

The experience is too much, too soon:

 » Time (named by PHE as the #1 reason given in 
exit surveys of high quality volunteers)

 » Testing/training

 » Opportunity costs

There aren’t enough reasons 
to come back:

 » Lack of camaraderie and 
connection

 » Limited growth paths

 » Repetitive training and 
testing experiences
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oPPortunItY #1

lower 
up front 
barriers

oPPortunItY #2

more 
reasons 
to return

oPPortunItY #3

local 
learning & 
adaptation

How might we build meaningful long 
term relationships?

How might we encourage a culture of 
sharing and innovation?

How might we make fewer road 
blocks and more on-ramps?
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concepts & 
prototype testing
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voluntEEr journEY 
PHE 

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  
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4

2,3

1

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  

Life	  of	  a	  PHE	  Volunteer	  

Pre-‐Service	  

In-‐Service	  

Post-‐Service	  

HoW mIGHt WE

make on-boarding 
of new volunteers a 
frictionless experience?

1

3

2

4HoW mIGHt WE

make PHE volunteers 
more relatable to high-
school-age students?

HoW mIGHt WE

maximize the 
effectiveness of PHE’s 
education program?

HoW mIGHt WE

foster a lifelong 
commitment to 
public health?

voluntEEr journEY 
PHE 
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1.   
learner’s  

Permit

5.   
Home team 
advantage

9.   
coffee talk

2.   
Workshop remix

6.   
choose Your 

PHE adventure

10.   
Innovator  

Grant

3.   
PHE Peepshow

7.   
badges

11.   
PHE connect

4.   
community 

connection kit

8.   
buddy  

vouchers

12.   
Impact feed

12 InItIal concEPtS witH 5 lEading concEPts HigHligHtEd
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1.   
Impact feed

2.   
You choose

4.   
Peepshow

3.   
leadership Passport

5.   
Innovator Grant

rEvISED concEPtS
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Prototyping process

Build Test Learn
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PHE 44

We built the prototypes quickly—in 2 
days—and brought them with us to 3 
colleges (UCLA, CSUN, and Berkeley), 
where we tested them with a mix of 
individual and group interviews, with 
New and Returning volunteers (and even 
a former volunteer).

Build
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Test

In both group and individual interviews we focused on asking 
broad, open-ended questions rather than directed, binary 
ones. We spent roughly 20 minutes discussing each concept, 
and captured feedback on the broad hypothesis that inspired 
the prototypes as well as feature-level questions.The goal 
was not to learn whether the prototypes themselves were 
successes or failures but, rather, to learn from the process what 
challenges are most in need of solving and which approaches 
to solving them seem most promising.

In group interviews, in order to capture all volunteers’ 
feedback (including the quiet ones), we asked them to fill out a 
Prototype Worksheet before sharing back with the group.
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Learn

We shared our observations and impressions from our 
sessions with volunteers, identified themes and patterns, and 
discussed what worked and what didn’t. This document will 
share our summary of these learnings. 

We also began to identify new questions that emerged through 
this prototyping and feedback process.
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Impact feed
concEPt

A way for teens to anonymously 
text questions and feedback to PHE, 
extending the volunteers’ impact and 
Teens’ access to information.

WE lEarnED…

 » Volunteers perceive a  need for anonymous  

question forums like this

 » It wouldn’t make much of a difference to 

the volunteer experience.

 » Volunteers wouldn’t feel comfortable 

answering questions.

WHat to tESt nExt

 » Would teens use it?

 » Would they use it appropriately?

 » Who would answer questions?

 » What are the legal implications of a texting 

service for teens?

Prototype 1
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reach count
Prototype 2

concEPt

Quantitative feedback of volunteer 
impact and teaching milestones.

WE lEarnED…

 » Volunteers log workshops already, but 

don’t know how many they’ve taught

 » Many volunteers expressed interest in 

knowing how many workshops and teens 

they’ve taught.

WHat to tESt nExt

 » What kind of information has most impact 

on the volunteer?

 » Does feedback of impact lead to a stronger 

connection to PHE? 

formerly part of  
“Leadership Passport”
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Peer awards
Prototype 3

concEPt

A platform for peer-to-peer affirmation 
that recognizes and rewards volunteers 
for a range of achievements, ranging 
from personal to programmatic.

WE lEarnED…

 » Volunteers at CSUN liked the idea of 

awards, while students at UCLA and 

Berkeley needed less motivation to commit 

and grow with PHE.

 » Badges such as “perfect attendance” didn’t 

capture the depth of appreciation that 

volunteers wanted to give each other. 

Personal expressions of affirmation are 

critical for the relationships volunteers 

have built. 

 » Some programs have already created 

awards to positive effect.

WHat to tESt nExt

 » What awards do volunteers find valuable?  

 » Will volunteers create and customize their 

own awards? 

formerly part of   
“Leadership Passport” / “Badges”
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role Play
Prototype 4

concEPt

A guide for returning volunteers to learn 
about and select roles that may best fit 
their interests and needs. By offering 
more options, it facilitates conversation 
before application and decision moments. 

WE lEarnED…

 » Volunteers liked seeing options with clear 

explanations of responsibilities. 

 » Volunteers highlighted the need for roles 

of post-leadership volunteers, e.g., for 

former CCs, and for volunteers who want 

to continue to participate but don’t have 

time to teach every Friday.

WHat to tESt nExt

 » What alternate roles do returning 

volunteers find desirable or valuable? 

 » How might non-teaching roles affect the 

group, positively or negatively? 

formerly  
“You Choose” / “Choose Your PHE Adventure”
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Innovator contest
Prototype 5

concEPt

A competition that recognizes best 
practices among volunteers. Volunteers 
are invited to submit innovative ideas 
that they’ve tried or tested to improve 
the experience and impact with teens. 

WE lEarnED…

 » Monetary reward is undesirable for 

volunteers. Concrete benefits like an 

internship are better incentives.

 » New volunteers felt unqualified to 

contribute.

 » Volunteers felt comfortable submitting 

ideas for small changes, e.g., new t-shirts 

or ideas on how to run meetings.

WHat to tESt nExt

 » What types of challenges generate the best 

responses from volunteers?

 » Who are the best judges? 

 » What types of rewards or recognition are 

most attractive to volunteers? 

formerly  
“Innovator Grant”
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Playlist formerly  
“Peepshow”

Prototype 6 concEPt

A video platform showing workshops 
taught in real high-school classrooms, 
playable as user-selectable clips and 
organized by syllabus structure. 

WE lEarnED…

 » The name “Peepshow” was considered 

overly sexual and unprofessional.

 » New volunteers liked seeing videos in 

order to train for their teaching skills.

 » Returning volunteers liked seeing other 

volunteers’ workshops and having a place 

they could send HEs for support.

 » Downloadable PDFs and audio were 

popular alternatives. 

WHat to tESt nExt

 » How much and what types of content will 

volunteers want to view?

 » Can all workshop topics be effectively 

captured on video? 

 » Will volunteers want to see videos of 

volunteers and schools in their area? 

 » What other content could we include 

that would bolster volunteer training and 

impact?
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recommendations
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Plan

continue to prototype 
improvements to experience

mEaSurE

measure and grow 
retention at every level

EmPoWEr

build upon relationships to 
encourage local adaptation
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More experienced teachers are better teachers

Returning volunteers require less capacity

The more volunteers remain the more selective PHE 
can become

measuring retention is 
the best way to gauge 
the quality of the 
volunteer experience, 
and improving it 
will lead to greater 
impact on teens. 

mEaSurE

measure and grow 
retention at every level
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Plan

continue to prototype 
improvements to experience
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EmPoWEr

build upon relationships to 
encourage local adaptation

FINAL Project SummAry 58PHE



5 Principles of the                   
future volunteer Experience
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the experience will continue 
to be rIGorouS 

 » Continuously improving curriculum integrating empirical research 
with learnings from volunteers’ personal experiences in the classroom

 » Opportunities for volunteers to understand the work that goes 
into planning and designing the curriculum, to further build their 
confidence in the material

How it might look:
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the experience will be  
PErSonallY rEWarDInG 

 » More communication of teen impact back to volunteers

 » Moments of personal recognition for achievements, large and small, by fellow 
volunteers and staff

 » More, and more clearly defined, roles for volunteers to grow into, including 
opportunities for former Co-Coordinators to return.

 » More opportunities for volunteer input and ownership of PHE program

How it might look:
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 » A range of options and tools to support volunteers with a variety of learning styles

 » Modified testing to reduce up-front barriers

 » More streamlined communications and materials

 » Enhanced support from fellow volunteers—especially student leadership backed by 
local staff—in learning content and skills

 » Work study or internship support for volunteers who wouldn’t be able to afford 
volunteering

the experience will be accESSIblE 
How it might look:
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the experience will be aDaPtablE 

 » Opportunities for involvement regardless of schedule limitations—especially for 
returning volunteers—through tailored roles and flexible scheduling

 » Encouragement to adapt parts of the experience on the local level

 » Gradual learning paths tailored for volunteers who need them

 » Platforms to share ideas and best practices horizontally, not just vertically

 » Less rigorously planned and intensive elements of the experience where appropriate

How it might look:

63PHE Final Project Summary



the experience will be        
buIlt uPon rElatIonSHIPS 

 » Revised college manager roles to allow for additional mentoring and volunteer support

 » Additional roles for volunteers to build relationships and community on campus and at large

 » More opportunities for volunteers to connect with each other at the campus, city and national levels

 » More opportunities for volunteers and local staff to inform design of program at national level

 » More systems and structures designed to create shared experiences for volunteers

 » More events and platforms to connect Alumni to volunteers and each other

How it might look:
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this is our vision for a  
transformative volunteer experience
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A volunteer experience that is rigorous, revolving 

around a constantly improving curriculum informed by 

empirical data and personal experiences. An experience 

that is personally rewarding to all volunteers, regardless 

of their motivation to join and remain in PHE. 

We see a program that is accessible to all budding 

educators, regardless of their learning style and 

background. And adaptable, to ensure that it fits 

with college students’ evolving hopes and needs. 

Most importantly, we envision an experience that is 

built upon relationships, connecting teens, volunteers, 

alumni and staff in a network of support and learning. 

We envision an experience so meaningful for volunteers 

that they stay with the program year after year, growing 

and improving, and teaching more teens, better.

We  
envision…  
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thank you!
john Won  john@ideo.org

molly norris  molly@ideo.org

Danny alexander  danny@ideo.org
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