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Peer support or mutual support has
long been seen to take place wherever
service users come together: on
inpatient wards, day centres and drop-
ins, in service user groups, and in the
community. 

Recent developments in peer support,
based on models developed in the US and
aided by the promotion of a ‘recovery-
focussed’ approach, have raised the
profile of peer support in mental health
and introduced the employment of peer
support workers into mental health
services. While there seems to be a
general agreement that this is a welcome
development, potentially leading to
changes in organisational practices in
mental health, there are also several

concerns arising from the
‘professionalisation’ of peer support and
how that might affect service user self-
determination and mutual support. 

Together commissioned this consultation
in order to understand more about the
different contexts in which peer support
takes place and the influence of these new
approaches on existing ones. Specifically,
we were interested in what constitutes
peer support, its values and ethos, the
evidence for the need for service user-led
peer to peer support and its benefits, and
a sense of people’s concerns and interests
in the current context. This report presents
the findings from this consultation and
highlights areas for future enquiries,
research and development.

• What is peer support? Who is a ‘peer’? Are there
differences in definitions based on diversity/
diagnosis/experience?

• What evidence is there on the benefits of service user-
led peer to peer support?

• How can we ensure that peer support develops in ways
that makes it accessible to individuals or groups who

are often excluded from progressive approaches in
mental health?

• How do we address issues of inequalities in the way
peer support is being developed, including: training,
institutionalisation of peer support through mental
health services, the impact of the professionalisation
of peer support on user-led and community based peer
support practices.

Key consultation questions

Foreword

Summary of the Report

The freedom to be, the chance to dream shows service-user
leadership in action in mental health, taking up the challenge
that if we are to improve people’s mental health and wellbeing,
we must all play our part. 

In July 2012 the Government and its partners published No
health without mental health: an implementation framework.
That framework contains clear practical ideas about how
organisations can make a reality of the mental health strategy,
No health without mental health.  We are currently drafting a
companion document showing how service users, carers and the
public can turn the ideals of the strategy into concrete actions.
This report on user-led peer support in mental health and its
findings around good practice demonstrates how service users

can lead improvements in services and outcomes at an individual,
group and service level. The benefits are particularly highlighted
in user-led projects with marginalised groups, improving the
quality of inclusion and outcome for service users from those
groups. 

I look forward to the continuing impact of service user leadership
and peer support on the delivery of the six objectives of No
health without mental health. 

Paul Burstow 

by Paul Burstow, Minister for Care Services, August 2012



Consultation
methods
1. We visited or interviewed nine peer

support projects, eight of which were
service user/carer led. Three were for
service users from black and minority
ethnic communities, one for service
users from lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender groups, one for women in
prison and special hospitals and one
for people with a first diagnosis of
psychosis. Two of the projects were
aimed at people in inpatient wards. 

2. We undertook a survey using Survey
Monkey to obtain views and
perspectives about peer support more
widely, which generated 44 responses
representing projects/initiatives set up
specifically as peer support and others
located within user-led and voluntary
sector organisations.

3. The information collected was
supplemented with reference to
literature arising from predominantly
service user and survivor sources. 

What we learned:
What is Peer Support?
• Whilst a shared lived experience of

mental distress is fundamental to
peer support, it also needs to
address other shared experiences,
identities and backgrounds. 

• Peer support has to be based on
certain values and ethos, including
empathy, trust, mutuality and
reciprocity, equality, a non-
judgemental attitude.

• Contexts and support that people
describe as ‘peer support’ do not
always fit neatly into definitions of
‘intentional’, ‘formal’, ‘informal’ or
‘naturally occurring’ peer support.
This consultation did not attempt to
define peer support: rather it has
described it in a range of different
contexts and communities.  

Benefits and
challenges
• The benefits of peer support

identified here reflect many
previous findings: personal benefits
(such as confidence, self-esteem,
empowerment, companionship),
practical benefits (information,
signposting), social benefits (social
inclusion, challenging stigma and
discrimination, challenging barriers
specific to marginalised groups) and
benefits for peer workers, staff and
services. 

• Some of the collective benefits
(mutual understanding, shared
identity, collective action) were
particularly highlighted by the
experience of user-led projects
working with marginalised groups. 

• The challenges of peer support also
reflect previous findings. However,
there were also some areas of
difference. For example, the
challenges of boundaries and role
clarity tend to arise in relation to

more formal approaches to peer
support, while informal approaches
seem to prefer peer support to
develop organically with little formal
boundary setting.

• Smaller voluntary sector groups and
organisations offering informal peer
support raised the
professionalisation of peer support
as a challenge to their ethos and
survival.  

Training and support
• The attention and resources given

to training and support are closely
related to the nature and context of
peer support on offer. More focus is
given to the needs for training and
support where a more formal
approach to peer support is on
offer, and the role of peer support
worker is distinguished.

• Few of the participants and only
two of the projects had accessed
formal training in peer support;
many had accessed other related
training such as listening skills,
communication skills, group
facilitation and WRAP training. 

• Great value was placed on expertise
by experience and the
transferability of skills. 

• It was thought vital to include some
form of grounding in the history of
the user movement, of user
involvement and/or of a user-led
values and ethos in peer support
training. 

• There was a general consensus that
insufficient focus is given to
diversity and equality issues in
training. It may be that what is
needed is ‘purposeful diversity’
training to address the different
identities someone might come
with. In many ways this issue is at
the core of peer support. 
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Please visit the Together website to download the full report: 
www.together.uk.org

If you have any queries on the report or are interested in working with Together
or would like more information on peer support services and how we can help,
please contact: Elina Stamou, Peer Support Development Manager on 0207 780
7358 or email elina-stamou@together-uk.org

Good practice
• Preserving the value base: Both the survey

participants and the projects we interviewed underlined
the need for peer support to be based in personal
experiences and seeing peers as ‘experts by experience’.
There also has to be the acceptance that this ‘experience’
is diverse and different and peer support work must find
ways to deliver on this diversity and difference.

• A structure that supports organic development:
Boundaries can be valuable in ensuring that everyone
involved can work in a safe environment; but they need to
allow for the natural, organic growth of the peer
relationship and for informal approaches to peer support
to flourish.

• Service users leading peer support: One of the
fundamental principles of peer support is that it is user-led;
losing this was something that people were concerned
about. 

• Preserving the variety and range of peer support:
Good practice in promoting peer support will ensure that
the wide variety of approaches is preserved; indeed, several
projects are delivering peer support in more than one way
in order to ensure to meet the diverse needs of the people
they work with.

• Providing good support and resources: Supporting
peer supporters in their work is an important element of
good practice. Examples included external peer supervision,
opportunities to talk to other peer supporters, issue-based
training in looking after oneself, listening skills and working
with differences and diversity.

Preserving peer support: furure work
• Preserving the history: Peer support covers a range of

different contexts, activities and ways of working. The
history and development of peer support encompasses
self-help groups, mutual support groups, the user/survivor
movement, the growth of survivor activism, self-

management, and what is often referred to as ‘intentional’
peer support. 

• Understanding the gaps: To date, this range of
literature has not been brought together in any one place
and there remain some significant gaps in our
understanding. There are also significant issues of tension
and dissent which may be in danger of widening the gaps. 

• Going beyond the mainstream: Peer support
encompasses the recognition of a range of shared
identities, experiences and backgrounds. There is a need
for a more sophisticated understanding of the nature of
peer support where it concerns people with experiences of
marginalisation.

• Valuing peer support in all its variety: There is a
great diversity within peer support groups and activities
and it is important that equal attention is paid to how
these contribute to the wellbeing of people who have
mental health needs. There needs to be more investment
in exploring peer support in all its forms and supporting
community based peer support initiatives with more
funding and resources. 

• Exploring the impact of professionalisation: 
Our consultation shows that there are concerns about how
professionalising peer support will affect community
based, organically evolving and issue-focused peer support.
There needs to be more exploration into this given that
community support structures are already affected by cuts
in public spending. 

• Making a business case for peer support: There is
considerable consensus about the benefits of peer support
in its many different forms. Its ‘effectiveness’, however, is
more difficult to prove, as the benefits of peer support are
felt more at an individual, ‘lived’ level, not necessarily
quantifiable in health economic terms. There is more work
to be done to consolidate the evidence for the
effectiveness and benefits of peer support as it occurs in
informal, mutual, self-help and peer support groups.




