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Peer-Support 

 SAMHSA definition: 

– “Services [that] are delivered by 
individuals who have common 
life experiences with the people 
they are serving”  

– who “have a unique capacity to 
help each other based on a 
shared affiliation and a deep 
understanding”  

 Social support and 
relationships are vital to health 

– Absent or weak social ties are 
risk factors for death, 
comparable to smoking (Holt-
Lunstead et al., 2010) 

“Most clients think 
about [current services], 

because they’ve been 
pushed out of, pushed 
out and pushed out. 
What’s the bloody 

point?” –Tom  
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Models of Peer-Support 

Mutual Support: 

– Peers at same recovery level 

– Group settings  

– Grassroots (AA, NA for example) 

Intentional Peer-Support: 

– Utilises mutual support 

– Facilitated by organisations 

– Can be mentoring and/or group settings 

Intentional Unidirectional Peer-Support: 

– Peers mentor clients  

– Requires training, supervision, and support 
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Benefits of Peer-Support 

 Improve quality of life 

 Reduce drug and alcohol misuse 

 Improved mental and physical health 

 Increases in social support  

 Increasing interest/treatment adherence 

(Barker & Maguire, 2017) 
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Critical Elements of Peer-Support 

 Shared experiences 

 Ability to empathise, develop mutual trust, and 
understanding 

 Role modelling 

 Provision of social support  

(Barker & Maguire, 2017; Finlayson et al., 2016) 
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Qualitative Study Methods 
 Aims 

– What peers’ and clients feel are vital aspects to peer-support 

– What their experiences are providing/receiving support 

 Interviewed 29 participants from 4 homeless charities in 
England 

– 23 Males & 6 Females 

– Age range = 25-61 (M = 46.03) 

 £10 voucher payment 

 Thematic Analysis 

 NVivo (2012) 
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Results 

 Participants defined peer-support as 

– An experience-based relationship, built upon mutual 
understanding, empathy, and support  

 

It’s not really something you speak from knowledge or what 

you have studied, it’s just something that you know. From 

your experience…Definitely, it’s basically experience based 

relationships.” –Peter  
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Thematic 
Map 

Six themes 
captured critical 

elements of 
successful peer-

support 
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Results: Tony—A Composite Character 

Experience-based Relationships: Connecting as Equals 

“Someone coming alongside, you know shoulder to shoulder, there’s no kind 
of hierarchy, so to speak.” P. 14 

 

Never giving up: Trust 

“You know you’ve got to gain their trust and if you don’t gain their trust 
you’re wasting their time.” P. 23  

 

Motivation: Genuine Desire to Help 

“A couple of occasions have really kind of turned the relationship into a good 
direction, is when they realise that you’re a volunteer.” P.14 
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How Peers Help: Role Modelling 

“Because where we had the drug and alcohol issues, the clients actually listen to 
you more because they think, well at least this persons cleaned themselves up, 
and it’s inspiration for some of them clients as well. Some of them see us as 
inspiration” P. 10 

 

How Peers Help: Boundaries 

“If it’s very important, I do cross boundaries sometimes… we’ve crossed so many 
boundaries just to get this person, you know thinking that, otherwise something 
more serious would have happened you know what I mean. At least I know I’ve 
actually helped someone” P. 22 

 

How Peers Help: Social Support 

“You know these people just need a bit, a bit of compassion! That’s all they need” 
P. 18 

 

Results: Tony—A Composite Character 
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Obstacles 
“It’s going to, it’s an idea that works within 
the NHS, it’s going to get shelved very soon. 
Because it works and it saves money” P. 17 

“If you don’t get past the receptionist, you 
don’t see the doctor” P. 23 

 

Benefits 
“I felt valued and to have a purpose, to be 
able to work and felt capable of, you know 
how I felt, my self-esteem, made me feel 
better about myself, stronger.” P. 9 

 

“You are using your own skills and 
own experience. You feel like the 

bad experience of homelessness is 
not totally bad because you can 

use it for something else, and help 
people.” P. 12 

Identity Development 

Results: Tony—A Composite Character 
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Identity Development 

 Peer-support provision context facilitates identity 
development 

 Peers self-disclose their story: 

– Allows them to create a new narrative 

– Viewing homelessness experience as catalyst for positive 
changes 

– Begin to attribute meaning  

 Confidence 

 Self-esteem 

 Self-efficacy 
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Conclusions 

 Critical elements of peer-support are: 
– Experience-based relationships  
– Peers’ honest motivations 
– Stability through peers ‘never giving up’ on their clients 

 Peers experience 
– Identity transformation—meaning making  

 Limitations: 
– Limited ability to generalise  
– Researcher is a filter for results  

What this research means for you: 

 Standards of care 

 Training, assessment, & evaluation 

 Funding application 
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