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The 2019 WISE Peer Toolkit for Workplace Success was created by Cal Voices’ (formerly 
NorCal MHA) Workforce Integration Support and Education (WISE) Program. The guidance 
and resources provided are intended to provide a handy reference guide for individuals with 
lived experience to help them find and maintain peer positions in the Public Mental Health 
System (PMHS), as well as easy access to information regarding available tools, resources, 
best practices, and workplace supports related to peer employment. The toolkit includes 
practice guidelines and real-world direction for peers working and volunteering in the PMHS 
and for individuals seeking to enter the peer profession. This toolkit contains vital resources, 
personal reflection exercises, and tips addressing such issues as: finding the right peer job, 
applying and interviewing for peer positions, preparing for a new peer job, common workplace 
peer onboarding and orientation procedures, skills-building exercises and trainings, developing 
traits for ongoing workplace success, and how to pursue professional development 
opportunities and career advancement in the Public Mental Health System (PMHS) workforce.  
 

INTRODUCTION 

The Mental Health Services Act (MHSA) requires Counties to utilize funding to establish peer 
support and family education support services or expand these services to meet the needs and 
preferences of clients and/or family members (9 CCR § 3610(d)). Despite the MHSA’s mandate 
to employ individuals with lived experience throughout the PMHS, consumers and family 
members are starkly underrepresented amongst the staff of county mental health departments 
and their contracted CBOs. Peers who are fortunate enough to gain employment in the PMHS 
are often marginally employed, relegated to stagnant entry-level positions, and struggling to 
make a living wage. Current training approaches have focused primarily on the peer role and 
the values/goals of the consumer movement, which – while important – do little to provide peers 
with practical skills and hands-on training experiences they can later transfer to real-life peer 
support settings. Nor do these courses address systemic impediments to peer job placement 
and career advancement. As such, peers are often left to chart their own courses in low paying 
positions, while opportunities for professional development and career advancement – both of 
which are essential to peers’ lasting professional success – remain elusive in the PMHS.   
 
To elevate the peer role throughout the PMHS and help consumers and family members 
accomplish long-term career objectives, peers require comprehensive training and support to 
build and reinforce the core competencies, work-related skills, and foundational knowledge 
necessary to the effective practice of peer support. While peer support is a recognized evidence-
based practice, it only works when done correctly. Peers need access to quality educational 
resources to ensure they are well prepared to perform the duties of their positions, while PMHS 
organizations and their supervisory staff require ongoing evaluation, guidance, strategies, tools, 
and support to achieve a truly integrated workforce that welcomes and values peers’ unique 
contributions. 
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OVERVIEW 1 

In 2015, SAMHSA led an effort to identify the critical knowledge, skills, and abilities (leading to 
Core Competencies) needed by anyone who provides peer support services to people with or in 
recovery from a mental health or substance use condition. SAMHSA—via its Bringing Recovery 
Supports to Scale Technical Assistance Center Strategy (BRSS TACS) project—convened diverse 
stakeholders from the mental health consumer and substance use disorder recovery movements 
to achieve this goal. SAMHSA in conjunction with subject matter experts conducted research to 
identify Core Competencies for peer workers in behavioral health. SAMHSA later posted the draft 
competencies developed with these stakeholders online for comment. This additional input 
helped refine the Core Competencies and this document represents the final product of that 
process.  
 
As our understanding of peer support grows and the contexts in which peer recovery support 
services are provided evolve, the Core Competencies must evolve over time. Therefore, updates 
to these competencies may occur periodically in the future.  
 
Core Competencies are intended to apply to all forms of peer support provided to people living 
with or in recovery from mental health and/or substance use conditions and delivered by or to 
adults, young adults, family members and youth. The competencies may also apply to other 
forms of peer support provided by other roles known as peer specialists, recovery coaches, 
parent support providers or youth specialists. These are not a complete set of competencies for 
every context in which peer workers provide services and support. They can serve as the 
foundation upon which additional competencies for specific settings that practice peer support 
and/or for specific groups could be developed in the future. For example, it may be helpful to 

                                                             
1 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2015). Core Competencies for Peer Workers in Behavioral Health Services. 
Retrieved from   https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/brss_tacs/core-competencies_508_12_13_18.pdf 

 

SAMHSA’S CORE COMPETENCIES FOR PEER 
SUPPORT WORKERS 

1 
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identify additional competencies beyond those identified here that may be required to provide 
peer support services in specific settings such as clinical, school, or correctional settings. 
Similarly, there may be a need to identify additional Core Competencies needed to provide peer 
support services to specific groups, such as families, veterans, people in medication-assisted 
recovery from an SUD, senior citizens, or members of specific ethnic, racial, or gender-
orientation groups.  

BACKGROUND  
What is a peer worker?  
The role of the peer support worker has been defined as “offering and receiving help, based on 
shared understanding, respect and mutual empowerment between people in similar situations.” 
Peer support has been described as “a system of giving and receiving help” based on key 
principles that include “shared responsibility, and mutual agreement of what is helpful.”2 Peer 
support workers engage in a wide range of activities, including advocacy, linkage to resources, 
sharing of experience, community and relationship building, group facilitation, skill building, 
mentoring, goal setting, and more. They may also plan and develop groups, services or activities, 
supervise other peer workers, provide training, gather information on resources, administer 
programs or agencies, educate the public and policymakers, and work to raise awareness.3 

As mentioned previously, the development of additional Core Competencies may be needed to 
guide the provision of peer support services to specific groups who also share common 
experiences such as family members. The shared experience of being in recovery from a mental 
or substance use disorder or being a family member of a person with a behavioral health 
condition is the foundation on which the peer recovery support relationship is built in the 
behavioral health arena.  
 
What is recovery?  
SAMHSA developed the following working definition of recovery by engaging key stakeholders 
in the mental health consumer and substance use disorder recovery communities:  

Recovery is a process of change through which individuals improve their health and wellness, 
live self-directed lives, and strive to reach their full potential.4 

Throughout the competencies, the term “recovery” refers to this definition. This definition does 
not describe recovery as an end state, but rather as a process. Complete symptom remission 
is neither a prerequisite of recovery nor a necessary outcome of the process. According the 
SAMHSA Working Definition of Recovery, recovery can have many pathways that may include 
“professional clinical treatment; use of medications; support from families and in schools; faith-
based approaches; peer support; and other approaches.” SAMHSA has identified four major 
dimensions that support a life in recovery: 
 
                                                             
2 Mead,	S.,	Hilton,	D.	&	Curtis,	L.	(2001).	Peer	support:	A	theoretical	perspective.	Psychiatric	Rehabilitation	Journal,	25(2),	134-141.	 
3 Jacobson,	N.	et.al.	(2012).	What	do	peer	support	workers	do?	A	job	description.	BMC	Health	Services	Research.	12:205		
4 Substance	Abuse	and	Mental	Health	Services	Administration.	SAMHSA’s	Working	Definition	of	Recovery.	PEP12-RECDEF,	Rockville,	MD:	Center	for	
Mental	Health	Services,	Substance	Abuse	and	Mental	Health	Services	Administration,	U.S.	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services,	2012.		
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1. Health—Learning to overcome, manage or more successfully live with the symptoms and 
making healthy choices that support one’s physical and emotional wellbeing;  

2. Home—A stable and safe place to live;  
3. Purpose—Meaningful daily activities, such as a job, school, volunteer work, or creative 

endeavors; and, increased ability to lead a self-directed life; and meaningful engagement 
in society; and  

4. Community—Relationships and social networks that provide support, friendship, love, and 
hope 

 
Peer workers help people in all of these domains. 
 
What are Core Competencies?  
Core Competencies are the capacity to easily perform a role or function. They are often described 
as clusters of the knowledge, skills, and attitudes a person needs to have in order to successfully 
perform a role or job or as the ability to integrate the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes. 
Training, mentoring, and supervision can help people develop the competencies needed to 
perform a role or job.5 6 This will be the first integrated guidance on competencies for peer 
workers with mental health and substance use lived experience.  
 
Why do we need to identify Core Competencies for peer workers?  
Peer workers and peer recovery support services have become increasingly central to people’s 
efforts to live with or recover from mental health and substance use disorders. Community-
based organizations led by people who have lived experience of mental health conditions and/or 
who are in recovery from substance use disorders are playing a growing role in helping people 
find recovery in the community. Both the mental health consumer and the substance use 
disorder recovery communities have recognized the need for Core Competencies and both 
communities actively participated in the development of these peer recovery support worker 
competencies.  
 
Potential Uses of Core Competencies  
Core Competencies have the potential to guide delivery and promote best practices in peer 
support. They can be used to inform peer training programs, assist in developing standards for 
certification, and inform job descriptions. Supervisors will be able to use competencies to 
appraise peer workers’ job performance and peers will be able to assess their own work 
performance and set goals for continued development of these competencies.  

Core Competencies are not intended to create a barrier for people wishing to enter the peer 
workforce. Rather they are intended to provide guidance for the development of initial and on-
going training designed to support peer workers’ entry into this important work and continued 
skill development.  
 
                                                             
5 Henandez,	R.S.,	O’Connor,	S.J.	(2010).	Strategic	Human	Resources	Management	in	Health	Services	Organizations.	Third	Edition.	Delmar	Cengage	
Learning.	P.	83.		

6 Sperry,	L.	(2010).	Core	Competencies	in	Counseling	and	Psychotherapy:	Becoming	a	Highly	Competent	and	Effective	Therapist.	Routledge.	P.	5.  
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Core Competencies, Principles and Values  
Core Competencies for peer workers reflect certain foundational principles identified by members 
of the mental health consumer and substance use disorder recovery communities. These are:  

RECOVERY-ORIENTED: Peer workers hold out hope to those they serve, partnering with them 
to envision and achieve a meaningful and purposeful life. Peer workers help those they serve 
identify and build on strengths and empower them to choose for themselves, recognizing that 
there are multiple pathways to recovery.  

PERSON-CENTERED: Peer recovery support services are always directed by the person 
participating in services. Peer recovery support is personalized to align with the specific hopes, 
goals, and preferences of the individual served and to respond to specific needs the individuals 
has identified to the peer worker.  

VOLUNTARY: Peer workers are partners or consultants to those they serve. They do not dictate 
the types of services provided or the elements of recovery plans that will guide their work with 
peers. Participation in peer recovery support services is always contingent on peer choice.  

RELATIONSHIP-FOCUSED: The relationship between the peer worker and the peer is the 
foundation on which peer recovery support services and support are provided. The relationship 
between the peer worker and peer is respectful, trusting, empathetic, collaborative, and 
mutual.  

TRAUMA-INFORMED: Peer recovery support utilizes a strengths-based framework that 
emphasizes physical, psychological, and emotional safety and creates opportunities for 
survivors to rebuild a sense of control and empowerment.  

 

Last Updated December 7, 2015 
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CATEGORY 1: Engages peers in collaborative and 
caring relationships 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

This category of competencies emphasized peer workers’ ability to initiate and develop on-
going relationships with people who have behavioral health condition and/or family members. 
These competencies include interpersonal skills, knowledge about recovery from behavioral 
health conditions and attitudes consistent with a recovery orientation.  

1. Initiates contact with peers 
2. Listens to peers with careful attention to the content and emotion being communicated  
3. Reaches out to engage peers across the whole continuum of the recovery process 
4. Demonstrates genuine acceptance and respect 
5. Demonstrates understanding of peers’ experiences and feelings  

 

RESOURCES: ENGAGES PEERS IN COLLABORATIVE AND CARING RELATIONSHIPS 

Active Listening: Unconditional Positive Regard Across Cultures 
https://www.nds.org.au/images/resources/person-centred/Active-listening.pdf 
 
Appreciating Relationship Styles to Enhance Peer Support in Mental Health Rehabilitation 
http://peersforprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/141017-relationship-styles-and-mental-
health-peer-support.pdf 
 
Intentional Peer Support 
https://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/about/?v=7516fd43adaa 

 

CATEGORY 2: Provides support 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

The competencies in this category are critical for the peer worker to be able to provide the 
mutual support people living with behavioral health conditions may want.  

1. Validates peers’ experiences and feelings 
2. Encourages the exploration and pursuit of community roles 
3. Conveys hope to peers about their own recovery 
4. Celebrates peers’ efforts and accomplishments 
5. Provides concrete assistance to help peers accomplish tasks and goals  

 

 
RESOURCES: PROVIDES SUPPORT 

Family Connections: Validation Skills 
https://borderlinepersonalitydisorder.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Family-
Connections-Module-5-Validation-Handouts-December-2016.pdf 
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CATEGORY 3: Shares lived experiences of recovery  
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies are unique to peer support, as most roles in behavioral health services 
do not emphasize or even prohibit the sharing of lived experiences. Peer workers need to 
be skillful in telling their recovery stories and using their lived experiences as a way of 
inspiring and supporting a person living with behavioral health conditions. Family peer 
support worker likewise share their personal experiences of self-care and supporting a 
family-member who is living with behavioral health conditions.  

1. Relates their own recovery stories, and with permission, the recovery stories of others’ 
to inspire hope  

2. Discusses ongoing personal efforts to enhance health, wellness, and recovery 
3. Recognizes when to share experiences and when to listen 
4. Describes personal recovery practices and helps peers discover recovery practices 

that work for them  
 
THE BIGGER PICTURE: WHY IT MATTERS 
Sharing lived experience can inspire hope, build mutuality, and reinforce equality. Through 
sharing our story, we provide a model of change and promote personal empowerment. 
 
RESOURCES: SHARES LIVED EXPERIENCE OF RECOVERY 

Defining Our Own Recovery: Strategic Sharing and Recovery Messaging for Young People  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wi0KvDa4g3c 
 
Making Effective Use of Your Recovery Story in Peer Support Relationships 
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn1/docs/products/Making_Effective_Use_of_Your_Recovery_Sto
ry_Presentation.pdf 
 
Share Your Story: A How-to Guide for Digital Storytelling 
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/brss_tacs/samhsa-
storytelling-guide.pdf 
 
Sharing Experience Learned First Hand (SELF) Project 
https://livedexperienceresearchnetwork.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/final-self-guidebook.pdf 
 
Story Telling, Mentoring, Shared Learning, and Relationship Building 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=85&cad=rja&uact=8&v
ed=2ahUKEwiS_YC19qHlAhX_IDQIHd8GAN84UBAWMAR6BAgAEAI&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsmi
adviser.org%2Fwp-
content%2Fuploads%2F2019%2F04%2FMHA01R06.pptx&usg=AOvVaw2VvArXt6Lpqh3njnkkS5
qm 
  
Telling Your Story: Skills for Youth Peer and Family Support Worker 
http://cbhny.org/TellingYourStory2.pdf 
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CATEGORY 4: Personalizes peer support 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
These competencies help peer workers to tailor or individualize the support services provided 
to and with a peer. By personalizing peer support, the peer worker operationalizes the notion 
that there are multiple pathways to recovery.  

1. Understands his/her own personal values and culture and how these may contribute to 
biases, judgments and beliefs  

2. Appreciates and respects the cultural and spiritual beliefs and practices of peers and 
their families  

3. Recognizes and responds to the complexities and uniqueness of each peer’s process of 
recovery  

4. Tailors services and support to meet the preferences and unique needs of peers and 
their families  

 
THE BIGGER PICTURE: WHY IT MATTERS 
Culture is an important aspect of what a individual brings to the mental health setting. Most 
often, culture plays a role on how and when people seek help or whether they seek help at 
all. It also influences how people interpret mental health in terms of meanings and the 
context of mental health disorders, diagnoses and terminology, and how they are 
communicated. Culture also influences how someone may chooses to advocate for their 
mental health needs. Cultural misunderstandings, bias, and a fragmented mental health 
system in California often creates barriers for individuals from underserved communities 
when accessing care. 

 
RESOURCES: PERSONALIZES PEER SUPPORT 

Assessment of Practitioner’s Values, Beliefs, and Biases 
https://uk.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/29188_Chapter3.pdf 
 
California Reducing Disparities Project: Strategic Plan to Reduce Mental Health Disparities 
https://cpehn.org/sites/default/files/crdp_strategic_plan.pdf 
 
Providing Individualized Peer Support in Mental Health and Related Areas 
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/254812/WHO-MSD-MHP-17.12-
eng.pdf?sequence=1 

 

Recovery Amongst Diverse Populations 
https://recoverymonth.gov/road-to-recovery/radio-series/september-2017-diverse-populations 
 
Spiritual or Religious Interests in Mental Health Recovery 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/system/files/file-attachments/CM1401.pdf 

 

Tailoring Healthcare Services for Each Patient 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK115239/ 
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CATEGORY 5: Supports recovery planning 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
These competencies enable peer workers to support other peers to take charge of their lives. 
Recovery often leads people to want to make changes in their lives. Recovery planning assists 
people to set and accomplish goals related to home, work, community and health.  

1. Assists and supports peers to set goals and to dream of future possibilities 
2. Proposes strategies to help a peer accomplish tasks or goals 
3. Supports peers to use decision-making strategies when choosing services and supports  
4. Helps peers to function as a member of their treatment/recovery support team 
5. Researches and identifies credible information and options from various resources  

 
THE BIGGER PICTURE: WHY IT MATTERS 
A major premise of the recovery model is that people with mental illness are fully capable of 
making good decisions and appropriate choices for themselves when given the information, 
resources, and support necessary to do so. People with a mental health diagnosis are not 
developmentally delayed, immature, incompetent, child-like, fragile, or forever broken. They 
can be trusted to think for themselves and make good choices. However, to accomplish this, 
they must have access to resources to make informed decisions, initiate recovery, build on 
their strengths, and gain control. 
 
RESOURCES: SUPPORTS RECOVERY PLANNING 

Action Planning for Prevention and Recovery 
http://www.npaihb.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/action-planning-for-recovery.pdf 
 
Depression Bipolar Support Alliance: Recovery Goal Setting course 
https://www.dbsalliance.org/wellness/wellness-toolbox/setting-achieving-goals/recovery-goal-
setting-course/ 
 
Getting in the Driver’s Seat of Your Treatment: Preparing for Your Plan 
https://medicine.yale.edu/psychiatry/prch/research/Toolkit_030511_204164_284_23930_v1.pdf 
 
Motivational Interviewing 
https://motivationalinterviewing.org 
 
SAMHSA’s Working Definition of Recovery: 10 Guiding Principles of Recovery 
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/SAMHSA-s-Working-Definition-of-Recovery/PEP12-RECDEF 
 
Wellness Recovery Action Plan 
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/ProgramProfile.aspx?id=1231#hide4 
 
Whole Health Action Management Training 
https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/health-wellness/wham/wham-training 

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 15 

CATEGORY 6: Links to resources, services, and 
supports 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies assist peer workers to help other peers acquire the resources, services, 
and supports they need to enhance their recovery. Peer workers apply these competencies to 
assist other peers to link to resources or services both within behavioral health settings and in 
the community. It is critical that peer workers have knowledge of resources within their 
communities as well as on-line resources.  

1. Develops and maintains up-to-date information about community resources and services  
2. Assists peers to investigate, select, and use needed and desired resources and services 
3. Helps peers to find and use health services and supports 
4. Accompanies peers to community activities and appointments when requested  
5. Participates in community activities with peers when requested  

 
RESOURCES: LINKS TO RESOURCES, SERVICES, AND SUPPORTS 

211 
http://www.211.org 

California Health & Wellness 
https://cahealthwellness.auntbertha.com 

Network of Care 
http://www.trilogyir.com/ 

 

CATEGORY 7: Provides information about skills related 
to health, wellness, and recovery 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies describe how peer workers coach, model or provide information about 
skills that enhance recovery. These competencies recognize that peer workers have knowledge, 
skills and experiences to offer others in recovery and that the recovery process often involves 
learning and growth.  

1. Educates peers about health, wellness, recovery and recovery supports 
2. Participates with peers in discovery or co-learning to enhance recovery experiences 
3. Coaches peers about how to access treatment and services and navigate systems of care 
4. Coaches peers in desired skills and strategies 
5. Educates family members and other supportive individuals about recovery and recovery 

supports  
6. Uses approaches that match the preferences and needs of peers  

 
RESOURCES: PROVIDES INFORMATION  

Mental Health Coaching Versus Mental Health Counseling 
coachestrainingblog.com/becomeacoach/mental-health-coaching-versus-mental-health-counseling/ 
 
Wellness Coaching: Supervisor Manual 
www.integration.samhsa.gov/pbhci-learning-community/peer_wellness_coaching_supervisor_manual.pdf 
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CATEGORY 8: Helps peers to manage crises 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies assist peer workers to identify potential risks and to use procedures that 
reduce risks to peers and others. Peer workers may have to manage situations, in which there 
is intense distress and work to ensure the safety and well-being of themselves and other peers.  

1. Recognizes signs of distress and threats to safety among peers and in their environments  
2. Provides reassurance to peers in distress  
3. Strives to create safe spaces when meeting with peers  
4. Takes action to address distress or a crisis by using knowledge of local resources, 

treatment, services and support preferences of peers  
5. Assists peers in developing advance directives and other crisis prevention tools  

 
RESOURCES: HELPS PEERS TO MANAGE CRISES 

CIT is More than Just Training: http://www.citinternational.org/Learn-About-CIT 
 
Emotional CPR: https://emotional-cpr.org 
 
Evidence for Peer-Run Crisis Alternatives 
https://power2u.org/evidence-for-peer-run-crisis-alternatives/ 
 
Intentional Peer Support 
https://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/about/?v=7516fd43adaa 
 
Mental Health First Aid: https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org 
 
National Resource Center on Psychiatric Advance Directives: https://www.nrc-pad.org 
 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org 
 
Navigating a Mental Health Crisis: A NAMI Resource Guide  
https://nami.org/About-NAMI/Publications-Reports/Guides/Navigating-a-Mental-Health-
Crisis/Navigating-A-Mental-Health-
Crisis.pdf?utm_source=website&utm_medium=cta&utm_campaign=crisisguide 
 
Practice Guidelines: Core Elements in Responding to Mental Health Crises 
https://store.samhsa.gov/system/files/sma09-4427.pdf 
 
Speaking Out: Crises and Connection 
http://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/CrisisAndConnection.pdf 
 
Wellness Recovery Action Plan 
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/ProgramProfile.aspx?id=1231#hide4 
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CATEGORY 9: Values communication 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies provide guidance on how peer workers interact verbally and in writing 
with colleagues and others. These competencies suggest language and processes used to 
communicate and reflect the value of respect.  

1. Uses respectful, person-centered, recovery-oriented language in written and verbal 
interactions with peers, family members, community members, and others  

2. Uses active listening skills  
3. Clarifies their understanding of information when in doubt of the meaning  
4. Conveys their point of view when working with colleagues  
5. Documents information as required by program policies and procedures  
6. Follows laws and rules concerning confidentiality and respects others’ rights for privacy 

 
RESOURCES: VALUES COMMUNICATION 

Communication and Interpersonal Skills 
http://www.scionpublishing.com/book-images/samples/9781908625328sc.pdf 
 
Communication: What You Need to Know 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=13&ved=2ahUKEwj
OxrHHpK7lAhU_CjQIHcrtA4c4ChAWMAJ6BAgCEAI&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nnuh.nhs.uk
%2Fpublication%2Fdownload%2Fcare-certificare-workbook-standard-6-
communication&usg=AOvVaw0vs81uvOhO8-Z1ay73cEfF 
 
Communication Skills: The Art of Effective Listening 
https://achology.com/resources/cbt/The-Core-Communication-Skills-Workbook.pdf 
 
Health Information Privacy: https://www.hhs.gov/hipaa/index.html 
 
Recovery Oriented Language Guide 
https://recoverylibrary.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1391395/mhcc-recovery-
oriented-language-guide-final-web.pdf 
 
The Importance of Listening in Healthcare (Tedx Talks) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uSNOSIdAKC4&feature=youtu.be 
 
The Language of Recovery 
http://www.waystationinc.org/MotiveInter/Recovery%20Intro%20online%20instruction/Rec
overyIntro/02-0100.htm 
 
Top 10 Ways to Embrace More Person Centered Language 
https://www.simply-home.com/blog-overview/top-10-ways-to-embrace-more-person-
centered-language  

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 18 

CATEGORY 10: Supports collaboration and teamwork 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies provide direction on how peer workers can develop and maintain effective 
relationships with colleagues and others to enhance the peer support provided. These 
competencies involve not only interpersonal skills but also organizational skills.  

1. Works together with other colleagues to enhance the provision of services and supports  
2. Assertively engages providers from mental health services, addiction services, and 

physical medicine to meet the needs of peers  
3. Coordinates efforts with health care providers to enhance the health and wellness of 

peers  
4. Coordinates efforts with peers’ family members and other natural supports  
5. Partners with community members and organizations to strengthen opportunities for 

peers  
6. Strives to resolve conflicts in relationships with peers and others in their support network  

 
RESOURCES: SUPPORTS COLLABORATION AND TEAMWORK 

Boost Your Interpersonal Skills: Building Highly Effective Working Relationships 
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/interpersonal-skills.htm 

 
Core Competencies for Integrated Care 
https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/workforce/core-competencies-for-integrated-care 
 
Emotional Intelligence  
https://www.helpguide.org/home-pages/emotional-intelligence.htm 
 
Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life (2nd Edition) 
https://www.slideshare.net/hajnali3/nonviolent-
communicationalanguageoflifemarshallbrosenberg 
 
Patient Navigation: Care Coordination Meets Peer Support  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hX1mlDrmfg 
 
Principles for Working with Families in Comprehensive Mental Health Care 
https://www.tandemcarers.org.au/images/APPENDIX%201%20-
%20Principles%20for%20Working%20With%20Families.pdf 

 
Self-Management Support: Community Support 
http://www.ihi.org/education/Documents/ProgramMaterials/CDCMillionHeartsBloodPressurePr
oject/SelfMgmtSupport_BuildingCommunityPartnerships.pdf 
 
Working Relationships 
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Module%204%20Working%20Relationships.pdf 
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CATEGORY 11: 
 

Promotes leadership and advocacy 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies describe actions that peer workers use to provide leadership within 
behavioral health programs to advance a recovery-oriented mission of the services. They also 
guide peer workers on how to advocate for the legal and human rights of other peers.  

1. Uses knowledge of relevant rights and laws (ADA, HIPAA, Olmstead, etc.) to ensure that 
peer’s rights are respected  

2. Advocates for the needs and desires of peers in treatment team meetings, community 
services, living situations, and with family  

3. Uses knowledge of legal resources and advocacy organization to build an advocacy plan  
4. Participates in efforts to eliminate prejudice and discrimination of people who have 

behavioral health conditions and their families  
5. Educates colleagues about the process of recovery and the use of recovery support 

services  
6. Actively participates in efforts to improve the organization  
7. Maintains a positive reputation in peer/professional communities  

 
RESOURCES: PROMOTES LEADERSHIP AND ADVOCACY 

ACCESS California: https://www.accesscalifornia.org 
 
Advocacy Skill Building Toolkit 
http://rtc.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/resources/advocacy-skill-building-toolkit/ 
 
Beyond Silence (Documentary) 
http://www.bevocalspeakup.com/documentary.html 
 
Disability Rights California: Mental Health 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/publications/mental-health 
 
Health Information Privacy (HIPAA) 
https://www.hhs.gov/hipaa/index.html 
 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
https://www.ncld.org/archives/action-center/learn-the-law/individuals-with-disabilities-
education-act-idea 
 
Olmstead V. LC: History and Current Status 
https://www.olmsteadrights.org/about-olmstead/ 
 
The Role of Recovery Support Services in Recovery-Oriented Systems of Care 
http://www.pacdaa.org/SiteCollectionDocuments/SAMHSA%20White%20Paper%20on%20The 
%20Role%20of%20Recovery%20Support%20Services.pdf 
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CATEGORY 12: Promotes growth and development 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 

These competencies describe how peer workers become more reflective and competent in their 
practice. The competencies recommend specific actions that may serve to increase peer 
workers’ success and satisfaction in their current roles and contribute to career advancement.  

1. Recognizes the limits of their knowledge and seeks assistance from others when needed  
2. Uses supervision (mentoring, reflection) effectively by monitoring self and relationships, 

preparing for meetings and engaging in problem-solving strategies with the supervisor 
(mentor, peer)  

3. Reflects and examines own personal motivations, judgments, and feelings that may be 
activated by the peer work, recognizing signs of distress, and knowing when to seek 
support  

4. Seeks opportunities to increase knowledge and skills of peer support  
 
THE BIGGER PICTURE: WHY IT MATTERS 

High-quality training enhances peers’ technical and behavioral skills and leads to increased 
professional development and output. In our multi-media lives, peers require more from 
trainers than just speaking skills. 
 
RESOURCES: PROMOTES GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 

DBSA Peer Specialist Training Program: https://www.dbsalliance.org/get-involved/training/ 
 
Doors to Wellbeing: Webinars and Recording 
https://www.doorstowellbeing.org/webinar-recordings 
 
Health and Wellness for Peer Supporters and Family Supporters: Strategies for Well-Being, 
Self-Care, and Relapse Prevention 
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/wellness_initiative/health-
wellness-4-peer-family.pdf 
 

Intentional Peer Support: https://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/about/?v=7516fd43adaa 
 
Peer Specialist Training and Certification Programs: A National Overview 2016 
http://sites.utexas.edu/mental-health-institute/files/2017/01/Peer-Specialist-Training-and-
Certification-Programs-A-National-Overview-2016-Update-1.5.17.pdf 
 
Pillars of Peer Support Services Summit Six: Peer Specialist Supervision 
http://www.pillarsofpeersupport.org/POPS2014.pdf 
 
RI International Certified Peer Support Specialist Training 
https://riinternational.com/consulting/training/certified-peer-support-specialist-training/ 
  
WISE U Peer Training Academy (Cal Voices/NorCal MHA): http://wiseup.work/wise-u 

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 21 

 

What is a Peer?  
Put simply, a peer is a person we identify with in some capacity. This can include anything 
from age to gender to sexual orientation to shared language. In behavioral health, a peer 
is usually used to refer to someone who shares the experience of living with a 
mental health condition. In that narrow context two people living with a mental illness 
are peers, but in reality most people are far more specific about whom they would rely 
on for peer support. Trust and compatibility are extremely important factors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peer support is the “process of giving and receiving encouragement and assistance to 
achieve long-term recovery.” Peer supporters “offer emotional support, share knowledge, 
teach skills, provide practical assistance, and connect people with resources, 
opportunities, communities of support, and other people” (Mead, 2003; Solomon, 2004).  

 

They utilize their:       To provide support through: 

PEER SUPPORT FLYER 

lived experience

formal skills

knowledge of systems

Peer Supporters support others in recovery 

advocacy

education

mentoring

motivation

Peers are people in recovery from 
mental health conditions 
They are living proof that 
recovery is possible 
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Peer Supporters (also known as peer providers, peer support specialists, navigators, 
peer advocates, peer counselors, to name a few) can play many roles in supporting 
people living with mental illness, such as:  

• Facilitating education and support groups 
• Linking people to services as they transition from hospitals or jails into the 

community 
• Working one-on-one as role models, mentors, coaches and advocates 
• Supporting people in developing advanced directives and creating Wellness 

Recovery Action Plans (WRAP). 
 

Benefits of Peer Support 
 

Peer support is considered a best practice by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (SAMHSA).  

Research shows peer support services can have a big impact on the individuals receiving 
services they support by: 

• Reducing symptoms and hospitalizations 
• Increasing social support and community participation 
• Decreasing lengths of hospital stays and costs of services 
• Improving well-being, self-esteem, and social functioning 
• Encouraging more thorough and longer-lasting recoveries 

 

Peers go by many names and can work in many different settings. Many peers have 
additional training and certifications that demonstrate their skills and knowledge. 
Combined with their lived experience and ability to engage and connect with individuals 
receiving services, peer supporters are a dynamic and growing group that continue to 
transform lives and systems.  
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What is a Recovery Story? 
 

A person’s recovery story describes their journey through the challenges of their mental health 
and/or substance use conditions, focusing primarily on what the person did – and continues to 
do – in order to move forward and create a life of meaning and purpose. While a recovery story 
can describe past and current difficulties, these topics are not covered in great detail and are 
not the main focus of the story. 
 
Keep in mind that as your recovery journey unfolds and evolves, your recovery story should do 
the same. You may need to create and have on hand different versions of your recovery story 
depending on where you are in your recovery, and/or for different audiences, goals, time 
constraints, and other variables. 
 
Step 1: Brainstorm 
 

Who Are You Identifying As? 
 

If You Identify As A : Share: 
Adult Mental Health 
Client/ Consumer (18+) 

Your own lived experience of personal resiliency or recovery 
from a mental health challenge 

Family Member of Adult 
Consumers (18+) 

Your own lived experience as a close family member or 
caretaker providing direct support to an adult with a mental 
health challenge 

Parent/Caregiver of 
Children & Youth (≤17) 

Your lived experience as a parent or primary caregiver 
providing direct support to a child or youth with an emotional, 
mental, or behavioral health challenge 

Transition Age Youth 
(16-25) 

Your own lived experience of personal resiliency or recovery 
from a mental health challenge as a young adult. 

 
What to Emphasize 
 

If Your Goal Is To: Then Talk About: 

Educate 

• I’m a living example of “making it through” (people can and do 
get better) 

• Here’s what worked for me ... let’s find what works for you 
• I understand the system; I can help you figure it out 

Inspire Hope • I’m a living example of “making it through” (I did it and you can 
too; you don’t have to stay stuck) 

Advocate 
• What helped me recover 
• What could have helped me recover sooner or more effectively 
• Systemic barriers to recovery I have experienced 

CRAFTING YOUR RECOVERY STORY 
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Who is Your Audience? 
 

The environment in which you are sharing should shape how and what you share. Remember 
to consider the culture and norms of the listener(s). 
 

Audience Do Don’t 

Client  
Sharing lived 
experience is unique 
to peer support, as 
most roles in 
behavioral health 
services do not 
emphasize or may 
even prohibit the 
sharing of lived 
experiences.   

• Educate, inspire hope, and/or advocate  
• Have a conversation 
• Build mutuality and reinforce equality 
• Reduce stigma (from self and others) 
• Create trust and provide a model for change 
• Promote personal empowerment 
• Recognize when to share experiences and 

when to listen Relate your own and others’ 
personal recovery stories to inspire hope 

• Discuss ongoing personal efforts to enhance 
health, wellness, and recovery  

• Describe personal recovery practices and 
help clients discover recovery practices that 
work for them 

• Increase stigma  
• Discourage hope 
• Reinforce power 

imbalances 
• Trigger or re-

traumatize 
• Keep people 

“stuck” 
 

Work Team, 
Coworkers, 
and/or 

Team Members 

• Educate, inspire hope, and/or advocate  
• Have a conversation and/or give a 

presentation 
• Build mutuality and reinforce equality  
• Reduce stigma (from self and others) 

 
 

• Increase stigma  
• Discourage hope 
• Reinforce power 

imbalances 
• Slander other 

individuals, 
agencies or 
organizations 

Audience of 
Strangers 

• Educate, inspire hope, and/or advocate  
• Give a presentation 
• Reduce stigma (from self and others) 

• Increase stigma  
• Discourage hope 

 
 
What Do You Want to Include in Your Story? 
 

Consider Ask 

Why do you want to share this 
information? 

• Is it relevant? 
• Is it helpful? 
• Who does it help most? (me or audience) 

How much should you share? • What details should I disclose? 
• How much time do I have? 
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TO SHARE OR NOT TO SHARE? 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IS IT 
RELEVANT? 

(adjective) closely 
connected or appropriate 
to what is being 
discussed;  having 
significant and 
demonstrable bearing on 
the matter at hand 

IS IT 
HELPFUL? 

(adjective) giving or 
rendering aid or 
assistance; useful 

WHO DOES IT 
HELP MORE? 

(ME)  I will feel better if I 
get this off my chest; I 
need to process this out 
loud 

(AUDIENCE) This 
information will help the 
audience better 
understand this topic 

NO 

YES 

DON’T SHARE 

DON’T SHARE 

DON’T SHARE 

SHARE! 

 

AUDIENCE 

ME 

NO 

YES 
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Step 2: Draft Your Story 
 

What were some of the early signs that you were beginning to struggle? 
 
 
 
 
 

Briefly mention your situation when you were at your lowest point. 
 
 
 
 
 

What helped you move from that place to where you are now? What did you do? 
What did others do to support you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What have you learned about yourself and what we call recovery? What are 
some of the strengths you have developed? 
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Step 3: Finalize Your Story 
 

Introduction 
• State your objective or 

purpose 
• Introduce the topic and 

why it is significant (you 
should care about this 
because …) 
 
[Remember]: What do 
you want to emphasize?  
Who is your audience?  
How much time do you 
have? 

 

My Story 
• Discuss your everyday 

life as you were 
experiencing illness (as 
well as the impact on 
those around you, 
cultural or community 
stigma) and the 
moment things began 
to improve 

• What factors, resources, 
and supports helped 
you recover? 

• What is life like for you 
now? Share your 
biggest success or 
explain why you 
decided to share your 
story 

 
 

Conclusion 
• Recovery is possible; I 

am a living example 
• What you can learn 

from this story; other 
significant “takeaways” 
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Step 4: Present Your Story 
 
Practice! 

 

People who do not practice their story are more likely to: 
• Overshare 
• Dwell on the negative/focus on illness 
• Regret their choice or words 
• Experience strong emotions that interfere with their storytelling 

Other Tips 

 

• Create notes/index cards to keep yourself on track when telling 
your story 

• Practice presenting your story with a friend 
• Get plenty of rest the night before 
• Speak from your heart and honestly. Don’t be afraid to be 

open 
• Don’t put yourself down, either seriously or in a joking way 
• Make eye contact with the friendly faces in your audience 
• In small groups, it’s OK to speak sitting down, at eye level with 

the group, if you’re more comfortable 
• It’s OK to make a mistake. Laugh it off with the audience. 

Don’t get flustered or put yourself down 
• Incorporate questions and solicit feedback to engage your 

audience 
• Speak loudly and clearly so everyone in the audience can hear 

you 
• Prepare any visuals or presentation aides ahead of time, and 

practice using them 
• Bring a friend for support, to sit in the back and signal if you 

can’t be heard, and when you’re near the time limit, to give 
you a friendly face to look at while you’re speaking and for 
reliable feedback at the end 
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RECOVERY INFOGRAPH 
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SAMHSA’S WORKING DEFINITION OF RECOVERY 
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10 GUIDING 
PRINCIPLES 
OF RECOVERY

Hope

Person-Driven

Many Pathways

Holistic

Peer Support

Relational

Culture

Addresses Trauma

Strengths/Responsibility

Respect

Recovery emerges from hope
The belief that recovery is real provides the 
essential and motivating message of a better 
future—that people can and do overcome the 
internal and external challenges, barriers, and 
obstacles that confront them. Hope is internalized 
and can be fostered by peers, families, providers, 
allies, and others. Hope is the catalyst of the 
recovery process.

Recovery is person-driven
Self-determination and self-direction are the 
foundations for recovery as individuals de!ne 
their own life goals and design their unique 
path(s) towards those goals. Individuals optimize 
their autonomy and independence to the greatest 
extent possible by leading, controlling, and exer-
cising choice over the services and supports that 
assist their recovery and resilience. In so doing, 
they are empowered and provided the resources 
to make informed decisions, initiate recovery, 
build on their strengths, and gain or regain con-
trol over their lives.

4
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Recovery occurs via many pathways
Individuals are unique with distinct needs, 
strengths, preferences, goals, culture, and 
backgrounds— including trauma experience 
— that affect and determine their pathway(s) 
to recovery. Recovery is built on the multiple 
capacities, strengths, talents, coping abilities, 
resources, and inherent value of each individual. 
Recovery pathways are highly personalized. 
They may include professional clinical treatment; 
use of medications; support from families and in 
schools; faith-based approaches; peer support; 
and other approaches. Recovery is non-linear, 
characterized by continual growth and improved 
functioning that may involve setbacks. Because 
setbacks are a natural, though not inevitable, 
part of the recovery process, it is essential to 
foster resilience for all individuals and families. 
Abstinence from the use of alcohol, illicit drugs, 
and non-prescribed medications is the goal for 
those with addictions. Use of tobacco and non-
prescribed or illicit drugs is not safe for anyone. 
In some cases, recovery pathways can be 
enabled by creating a supportive environment. 
This is especially true for children, who may not 
have the legal or developmental capacity to set 
their own course. 

Recovery is holistic
Recovery encompasses an individual’s whole 
life, including mind, body, spirit, and community. 
This includes addressing: self-care practices, 
family, housing, employment, transportation, 
education, clinical treatment for mental 
disorders and substance use disorders, services 
and supports, primary healthcare, dental care, 
complementary and alternative services, faith, 
spirituality, creativity, social networks, and 
community participation. The array of services 
and supports available should be integrated 
and coordinated.

5
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Recovery is supported by peers and allies
Mutual support and mutual aid groups, including 
the sharing of experiential knowledge and skills, 
as well as social learning, play an invaluable role 
in recovery. Peers encourage and engage other 
peers and provide each other with a vital sense of 
belonging, supportive relationships, valued roles, 
and community. Through helping others and giving 
back to the community, one helps one’s self. Peer-
operated supports and services provide important 
resources to assist people along their journeys of 
recovery and wellness. Professionals can also play 
an important role in the recovery process by 
providing clinical treatment and other services that 
support individuals in their chosen recovery paths. 
While peers and allies play an important role for 
many in recovery, their role for children and youth 
may be slightly different. Peer supports for families 
are very important for children with behavioral 
health problems and can also play a supportive role 
for youth in recovery.

Recovery is supported through relationship 
and social networks
An important factor in the recovery process is the 
presence and involvement of people who believe 
in the person’s ability to recover; who offer hope, 
support, and encouragement; and who also 
suggest strategies and resources for change. Family 
members, peers, providers, faith groups, community 
members, and other allies form vital support 
networks. Through these relationships, people leave 
unhealthy and/or unful!lling life roles behind and 
engage in new roles (e.g., partner, caregiver, friend, 
student, employee) that lead to a greater sense of 
belonging, personhood, empowerment, autonomy, 
social inclusion, and community participation.

Recovery is culturally-based and in!uenced
Culture and cultural background in all of its diverse 
representations—including values, traditions, 
and beliefs—are keys in determining a person’s 
journey and unique pathway to recovery. Services 
should be culturally grounded, attuned, sensitive, 
congruent, and competent, as well as personalized 
to meet each individual’s unique needs.

6
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Recovery is supported by addressing trauma
The experience of trauma (such as physical or 
sexual abuse, domestic violence, war, disaster, 
and others) is often a precursor to or associated 
with alcohol and drug use, mental health 
problems, and related issues. Services and 
supports should be trauma-informed to foster 
safety (physical and emotional) and trust, as 
well as promote choice, empowerment, and 
collaboration. 

Recovery involves individual, family, 
and community strengths and responsibility
Individuals, families, and communities have 
strengths and resources that serve as a foundation 
for recovery. In addition, individuals have a 
personal responsibility for their own self-care 
and journeys of recovery. Individuals should be 
supported in speaking for themselves. Families 
and signi!cant others have responsibilities to 
support their loved ones, especially for children 
and youth in recovery. Communities have 
responsibilities to provide opportunities and 
resources to address discrimination and to 
foster social inclusion and recovery. Individuals 
in recovery also have a social responsibility and 
should have the ability to join with peers to speak 
collectively about their strengths, needs, wants, 
desires, and aspirations. 

Recovery is based on respect
Community, systems, and societal acceptance 
and appreciation for people affected by 
mental health and substance use problems—
including protecting their rights and eliminating 
discrimination—are crucial in achieving recovery. 
There is a need to acknowledge that taking steps 
towards recovery may require great courage. Self-
acceptance, developing a positive and meaningful 
sense of identity, and regaining belief in one’s self 
are particularly important. 

7
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Drawing on research, practice, and personal 
experience of recovering individuals, within 
the context of health reform, SAMHSA will 
lead efforts to advance the understanding of 
recovery and ensure that vital recovery supports 
and services are available and accessible to 
all who need and want them. 

Please see SAMHSA’s Recovery Support 
Initiative (http://www.samhsa.gov/recovery) 
for more information on recovery.

PEP12-RECDEF
First printed 2012
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Core Competencies for Peer Workers in Behavioral Health Services - SAMHSA 
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/brss_tacs/core-
competencies.pdf  

 
Florida Peer Services Handbook 
https://www.myflfamilies.com/service-programs/samh/publications/docs/peer-services/DCF-
Peer-Guidance.pdf 

 
Frequently Asked Questions for Core Competencies for Peer Workers 
https://www.samhsa.gov/brss-tacs/recovery-support-tools/peers/core-competencies-peer-
workers-behavioral-health-services/frequently-asked-questions 
 
How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across a Lifetime 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95ovIJ3dsNk 

 
Motivational Interviewing 
https://motivationalinterviewing.org 
 
Recovery to Practice Participant Workbook 
https://inaps.memberclicks.net/assets/docs/RTP%20Next%20Steps%20Manual.pdf 
 
SAMHSA Recovery Support Tool and Resources: Peers 
https://www.samhsa.gov/brss-tacs/recovery-support-tools/peers 
  
SAMHSA’s Working Definition of Recovery: 10 Guiding Principles of Recovery 
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/SAMHSA-s-Working-Definition-of-Recovery/PEP12-RECDEF 
 
Value of Peers, 2017 (SAMHSA) 
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/brss_tacs/value-of-peers-
2017.pdf 

 
Washington State Certified Peer Counselor Curriculum 
https://www.hca.wa.gov/assets/billers-and-providers/certified-peer-counselor-training-
manual.pdf 

 
Webinar Series on Trauma-Informed Peer Support 
https://www.nasmhpd.org/content/webinar-series-trauma-informed-peer-support 

 
What do peer support workers do? A Job Description 
https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6963-12-205 

 

RESOURCES:  CORE COMPETENCIES FOR  
 PEER WORKERS 
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SECTION 2 
 

 

ETHICS, BOUNDARIES, AND 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
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National Ethical Guidelines and Practice Standards 

 

National Practice Guidelines for  
Peer Supporters7 

 
Recovery is a process of change through which  

individuals improve their health and wellness, live a self-directed life,  
and strive to reach their full potential. 

 
~~SAMHSA Working Definition of Recovery  

(Last updated in 2011). 
 
The belief that recovery is possible for all who experience psychiatric, traumatic, or substance 
use challenges is fundamental to the practice of peer support. The likelihood of long-term 
recovery is increased with effective support. Peer support has been demonstrated through 
research and practical application to be highly effective.  
 
In addition to the SAMHSA Working Definition and Guiding Principles of Recovery, the 
following core values have been ratified by peer supporters across the country as the core 
ethical guidelines for peer support practice:  
 

1. Peer support is voluntary  
2. Peer supporters are hopeful  
3. Peer supports are open minded  
4. Peer supporters are empathetic  
5. Peer supports are respectful  
6. Peer supporters facilitate change  
7. Peer supporters are honest and direct  
8. Peer support is mutual and reciprocal  
9. Peer support is equally shared power  
10. Peer support is strengths-focused  
11. Peer support is transparent  
12. Peer support is person-driven  

                                                             
7 International Association of Peer Supporters (2013). National Practice Guidelines for Peer Supporters. Downloaded 10/01/2013. Retrieved from 
http://inaops.org/national-standards 
 

INAPS: NATIONAL PRACTICE GUIDELINES  
FOR PEER SUPPORTERS 
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The peer support workforce is at a critical time in its development. Research reveals that peer 
support can be valuable to those overcoming mental health and substance addiction 
challenges and their families. Thousands of peers have been trained and are working in a wide 
variety of settings, but questions remain regarding peer roles, duties and philosophies.  
In an effort to create broader understanding, reduce workplace tensions and frustrations and 
develop effective peer support roles, a universal set of practice standards is necessary. Such 
standards will enable peer support workers, non-peer staff, program administrators and 
developers, systems administrators, funders, researchers and policymakers to better 
understand peer supporter values, and the appropriate roles and tasks that can and should be 
carried out by peer support workers in a manner that benefits all.  
 
Professional practice standards generally have three basic components: 1) practice guidelines, 
2) identification and description of core competencies and 3) ethical guidelines or a code of 
ethics. This project focused on practice guidelines, which are being shared with other 
organizations with the intention of having them provide the remaining two components.  
 
A consortium of stakeholder organizations, led by the International Association of Peer 
Supporters, has developed a draft of practice guidelines for peer supporters. The guidelines 
acknowledge the diverse settings in which peer supporters work and the wide variety of tasks 
peers are asked to perform, offering direction to an emerging peer support workforce and 
universally accepted guidance that is built upon the strengths and recovery principles peer 
supporters embody.  
 
Vital to this process is a diverse advisory group that includes representatives from mental 
health and addictions fields as well as family support and cultural organizations.  
 
The standards are value based; that is, they are directly derived from the values peer 
supporters agree on and hold most dear. The process to gather the values and develop these 
standards is intentionally inclusive and includes: 1) website solicitations for input, 2) 
newsletter and e-mail communication to solicit input and report progress, 3) focus groups, 4) 
surveys, 5) informal gatherings of peer supporters and 6) a literature search and review. 
Representatives from many stakeholder organizations are acting in an advisory or steering 
capacity.  
 
Six focus groups have been conducted across the U.S. and more than 800 people have 
responded to surveys. Surveys have been translated into Spanish with outreach to the mental 
health, substance abuse, Latino, African-American and Military Veteran communities. 
Respondents have been remarkably consistent (98%) in their approval of key values for 
practice standards development. From these values, draft guidelines were written by members 
of the advisory group.  
 
The draft guidelines were reviewed by peer supporters and underwent yet another review by 
the advisory group. The “solid” draft of practice standards is part of this document. The 
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process, however, will remain dynamic for some time as ongoing review will likely result in 
modifications over time.  
 
In addition to a value-based product, the guidelines will be framed in a human rights context. 
Below is a passage from the World Health Organization’s (WHO) QualityRights tool kit.  
 

In many countries, the quality of care in both inpatient and outpatient facilities is poor or 
even harmful and can actively hinder recovery. The treatment provided is often intended to 
keep people and their conditions ‘under control’ rather than to enhance their autonomy and 
improve their quality of life. People are seen as ‘objects of treatment’ rather than human 
beings with the same rights and entitlements as everybody else. They are not consulted on 
their care or recovery plans, in many cases receiving treatment against their wishes.8 8

 
The preceding statement supports the need for change and also provides a framework for 
understanding the roles and functions of peer supporters. Ultimately, quality behavioral health 
care is a matter of social justice and peer supporters are playing a vital role in ensuring that 
quality.  
 
Although the roles of peer supporters are many and diverse, within primary and behavioral 
healthcare, there are common values and practices for all. While language and some practice 
aspects may differ, fundamental values cut across all peer support.  
 
The goals of national practice guidelines include:  

• The identification of guidelines for developing appropriate and meaningful job 
descriptions.  

• Providing a foundation upon which peer support core competencies can be identified.  
• Creating a basis for peer support ethical guidelines.  
• Creating a foundation for a potential national credential.  
• Facilitating reciprocity policies (recognized in multiple states).  
• Providing information that could be used to examine peer supporter training  

curricula.  

 
 

PRACTICE GUIDELINES 
With nearly 1,000 peer supporters responding to surveys and participating in focus groups, 12 
key values were identified and validated as a basis for this work. Those values include:  
 
                                                             

8 WHO QualityRights tool kit to assess and improve quality and human rights in mental health and social care facilities. Geneva, World Health 
Organization, 2012.  
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Guideline 1: Peer support is voluntary 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Recovery is a personal choice. The most basic value of peer support is that people freely 
choose to give or receive support. Being coerced, forced or pressured is against the nature 
of genuine peer support. The voluntary nature of peer support makes it easier to build trust 
and connections with another.  
 
PRACTICE: SUPPORT CHOICE 

1. Peer supporters do not force or coerce others to participate in peer support services or 
any other service.  

2. Peer supporters respect the rights of those they support to choose or cease support 
services or use the peer support services from a different peer supporter.  

3. Peer supporters also have the right to choose not to work with individuals with a 
particular background if the peer supporter’s personal issues or lack of expertise could 
interfere with the ability to provide effective support to these individuals. In these 
situations, the peer supporter would refer the individuals to other peer supporters or 
other service providers to provide assistance with the individuals’ interests and desires.  

4. Peer supporters advocate for choice when they observe coercion in any mental health 
or substance abuse service setting.  
 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORT IS VOLUNTARY 

Consent, Capacity, and Substitute Decision-Making 
https://www.disabilityrightspa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/CompleteGuideCapacityConsentSubDecMakingFEB2018.pdf 
 
Disengaging from Peer Support Relationships 
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn1/docs/508CompliantProducts/PDFs/DisengagingPeerSupport
Relationships.pdf  
 
Free to Choose: Transforming Behavioral Health Care to Self-Direction 
http://www.advancingstates.org/sites/nasuad/files/hcbs/files/73/3649/free_to_choose.pdf 
 
Managing Risk in Community Integration: Promoting the Dignity of Risk and Supporting 
Personal Choice  
https://www.resourcesforintegratedcare.com/sites/default/files/Managing%20Risk%20in%2
0Community%20Integration%20-
%20Promoting%20the%20Dignity%20of%20Risk%20and%20Supporting%20Personal%20C
hoice.pdf 
 
Supporting Patient’s Decision-Making Abilities and Preferences 
https://www.nap.edu/read/11470/chapter/5#108 
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Guideline 2: Peer supporters are hopeful 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Belief that recovery is possible brings hope to those feeling hopeless. Hope is the catalyst of 
recovery for many people. Peer supporters demonstrate that recovery is real—they are the 
evidence that people can and do overcome the internal and external challenges that confront 
people with mental health, traumatic or substance use challenges. As role models, most peer 
supporters dignity. Peer supporters accept and are open to differences, encouraging people to 
share the gifts and strengths that come from human diversity. Peer supporters honor and make 
room for everyone’s ideas and opinions and believe every person is equally capable of 
contributing to the whole.  
 
PRACTICE: SHARE HOPE 

1. Peer supporters tell strategic stories of their personal recovery in relation to current 
struggles faced by those who are being supported.  

2. Peer supporters model recovery behaviors at work and act as ambassadors of recovery in all 
aspects of their work.  

3. Peer supporters help others reframe life challenges as opportunities for personal growth.  
 
RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS ARE HOPEFUL 

Financial Wellness and Building Hope for a Better Financial Future (Webinar) 
https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/6880690292305539336 
 
Making Effective Use of Your Recovery Story in Peer Support Relationships 
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn1/docs/products/Making_Effective_Use_of_Your_Recovery_Story_P
resentation.pdf 
 
Sharing Experience Learned First Hand (SELF) Project 
https://livedexperienceresearchnetwork.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/final-self-guidebook.pdf 
 
Story Telling, Mentoring, Shared Learning, and Relationship Building 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=85&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2a
hUKEwiS_YC19qHlAhX_IDQIHd8GAN84UBAWMAR6BAgAEAI&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsmiadviser.org%
2Fwp-
content%2Fuploads%2F2019%2F04%2FMHA01R06.pptx&usg=AOvVaw2VvArXt6Lpqh3njnkkS5qm 
  
Telling Your Story: Skills for Youth Peer and Family Support Worker 
http://cbhny.org/TellingYourStory2.pdf 
 
The Importance of Hope Against Other Factors in the Recovery of Mental Illness 
http://www.psychiatria-
danubina.com/UserDocsImages/pdf/dnb_vol29_sup3/dnb_vol29_sup3_619.pdf 
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Guideline 3: Peer supporters are open 
minded 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Being judged can be emotionally distressing and harmful. Peer supporters “meet people 
where they are at” in their recovery experience even when the other person’s beliefs, 
attitudes or ways of approaching recovery are far different from their own. Being 
nonjudgmental means holding others in unconditional positive regard, with an open mind, 
a compassionate heart and full acceptance of each person as a unique individual.  
 
PRACTICE: WITHHOLD JUDGEMENT ABOUT OTHERS 

1. Peer supporters embrace differences of those they support as potential learning 
opportunities.  

2. Peer supporters respect an individual’s right to choose the pathways to recovery 
individuals believe will work best for them.  

3. Peer supporters connect with others where and as they are.  
4. Peer supporters do not evaluate or assess others.  

 
RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS ARE OPEN MINDED 

Active Listening: Unconditional Positive Regard Across Cultures 
https://www.nds.org.au/images/resources/person-centred/Active-listening.pdf 
 
Consent, Capacity, and Substitute Decision-Making 
https://www.disabilityrightspa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/CompleteGuideCapacityConsentSubDecMakingFEB2018.pdf 
 
Free to Choose: Transforming Behavioral Health Care to Self-Direction 
http://www.advancingstates.org/sites/nasuad/files/hcbs/files/73/3649/free_to_choose.pdf 
 
Managing Risk in Community Integration: Promoting the Dignity of Risk and Supporting 
Personal Choice  
https://www.resourcesforintegratedcare.com/sites/default/files/Managing%20Risk%20in%
20Community%20Integration%20-
%20Promoting%20the%20Dignity%20of%20Risk%20and%20Supporting%20Personal%2
0Choice.pdf 
 
Meet People Where They’re At 
https://medium.com/change-your-mind/meet-people-where-theyre-at-77e6e74a3530 
 
Spiritual or Religious Interests in Mental Health Recovery 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/system/files/file-attachments/CM1401.pdf  
 
Why Shouldn’t Providers Judge Patient’s Choices? 
http://www.ihi.org/education/IHIOpenSchool/resources/Pages/AudioandVideo/Nia-
Zalamea-Why-Shouldnt-Providers-Judge-Patients-Choices.aspx 
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Guideline 4: Peer supporters are empathetic 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Empathy is an emotional connection that is created by “putting yourself in the other person’s 
shoes.” Peer supporters do not assume they know exactly what the other person is feeling 
even if they have experienced similar challenges. They ask thoughtful questions and listen 
with sensitivity to be able to respond emotionally or spiritually to what the other person is 
feeling.  
 
PRACTICE: LISTEN WITH EMOTIONAL SENSITIVITY 

1. Peer supporters practice effective listening skills that are non-judgmental.  
2. Peer supporters understand that even though others may share similar life experiences, 

the range of responses may vary considerably.  
 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS ARE EMPATHETIC 

Active Listening: Unconditional Positive Regard Across Cultures 
https://www.nds.org.au/images/resources/person-centred/Active-listening.pdf 
 
Active Listening: What Does it Look and Feel Like? (TEDx Talks) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QlmlqAW0cUQ 
 
Brené Brown on Empathy 
https://youtu.be/1Evwgu369Jw 
 
Cognitive vs. Emotional Empathy 
https://www.verywellmind.com/cognitive-and-emotional-empathy-4582389 
 
How to Avoid the Empathy Trap 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_avoid_the_empathy_trap 
 
Importance and Benefits of Empathy 
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-empathy-2795562 
 
Listening Skills 
https://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/listening-skills.html 
 
Six Steps for Developing Empathy in Social Situations 
https://blog.iqmatrix.com/developing-empathy 
 
Theories of Emotion 
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-psychology/chapter/theories-of-emotion/ 
 
When Empathy Hurts, Compassion Can Heal 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/when_empathy_hurts_compassion_can_heal 
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Guideline 5: Peer supporters are respectful 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Each person is valued and seen as having something important and unique to contribute to 
the world. Peer supporters treat people with kindness, warmth and dignity. Peer supporters 
accept and are open to differences, encouraging people to share the gifts and strengths that 
come from human diversity. Peer supporters honor and make room for everyone’s ideas and 
opinions and believe every person is equally capable of contributing to the whole.  
 
PRACTICE: BE CURIOUS AND EMBRACE DIVERSITY 

1. Peer supporters embrace diversity of culture and thought as a means offer those they 
support and themselves.  

2. Peer supporters encourage others to explore how differences can contribute to their 
lives and the lives of those around them.  

3. Peer supporters practice patience, kindness, warmth and dignity with everyone they 
interact with in their work.  

4. Peer supporters treat each person they encounter with dignity and see them as worthy 
of all basic human rights.  

5. Peer supporters embrace the full range of cultural experiences, strengths and 
approaches to recovery for those they support and themselves.   

 
RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS ARE RESPECTFUL 

How Can We Help the Person to Make a Contribution to Others? 
http://dimagine.com/seven-questions/5-how-can-we-help-the-person-to-make-a-contribution-to-
others/ 
 
How Studying Privilege Systems Can Strengthen Compassion 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-BY9UEewHw 
 

People First Language in Mental Health 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/system/files/file-attachments/CM0201.pdf 
  
Recovery Amongst Diverse Populations 
https://recoverymonth.gov/road-to-recovery/radio-series/september-2017-diverse-populations 
 
Specialist Care – Dignity and Mental Health Care 
https://www.scie.org.uk/publications/guides/guide15/specialistcare/mentalhealth/ 
 
Spiritual or Religious Interests in mental health Recovery 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/system/files/file-attachments/CM1401.pdf 
 
The Importance of Language (Webinar) 
https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/6686565998750014467 
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Guideline 6: Peer supporters facilitate 
change 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Some of the worst human rights violations are experienced by people with psychiatric, 
trauma or substance use challenges. They are frequently seen as “objects of treatment” 
rather than human beings with the same fundamental rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness as everyone else. People may be survivors of violence (including physical, 
emotional, spiritual and mental abuse or neglect). Those with certain behaviors that make 
others uncomfortable may find themselves stereotyped, stigmatized and outcast by society. 
Internalized oppression is common among people who have been rejected by society. Peer 
supporters treat people as human beings and remain alert to any practice (including the way 
people treat themselves) that is dehumanizing, demoralizing or degrading and will use their 
personal story and/or advocacy to be an agent for positive change.   
 
PRACTICE: EDUCATE AND ADVOCATE 

1. Peer supporters recognize and find appropriate ways to call attention to injustices.  
2. Peer supporters strive to understand how injustices may affect people.  
3. Peer supporters encourage, coach and inspire those they support to challenge and 

overcome injustices.  
4. Peer supporters use language that is supportive, encouraging, inspiring, motivating and 

respectful.  
5. Peer supporters help those they support explore areas in need of change for 

themselves and others.  
6. Peer supporters recognize injustices peers face in all contexts and act as advocates and 

facilitate change where appropriate  
 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS FACILITATE CHANGE 

ACCESS California: https://www.accesscalifornia.org 
 
Advocacy Skill Building Toolkit 
http://rtc.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/resources/advocacy-skill-building-toolkit/ 
 
Beyond Silence (Documentary): http://www.bevocalspeakup.com/documentary.html 
 
Human Rights and Social Justice 
https://imhcn.org/bibliography/discrimination/ 
 
Overcoming Injustice in Mental Health: Is there a role for Philosophy? 
https://www.nationalelfservice.net/mental-health/overcoming-injustice-in-mental-health-is-
there-a-role-for-philosophy/ 
 
Sharing Experience Learned First Hand (SELF) Project 
https://livedexperienceresearchnetwork.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/final-self-guidebook.pdf 
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Guideline 7: Peer supporters are honest 
and direct 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Clear and thoughtful communication is fundamental to effective peer support. Difficult issues 
are addressed with those who are directly involved. Privacy and confidentiality build trust. 
Honest communication moves beyond the fear of conflict or hurting other people to the ability 
to respectfully work together to resolve challenging issues with caring and compassion, 
including issues related to stigma, abuse, oppression, crisis or safety. 
 
PRACTICE: ADDRESS DIFFICULT ISSUES WITH CARING AND COMPASSION 

1. Peer supporters respect privacy and confidentiality.  
2. Peer supporters engage, when desired by those they support, in candid, honest 

discussions about stigma, abuse, oppression, crisis or safety.  
3. Peer supporters exercise compassion and caring in peer support relationships.  
4. Peer supporters do not make false promises, misrepresent themselves, others or 

circumstances.  
5. Peer supporters strive to build peer relationships based on integrity, honesty, respect and 

trust.  
 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORTERS ARE HONEST AND DIRECT 

HIPAA Information Related to Mental and Behavioral Health, Including Opioid Overdose 
https://www.hhs.gov/hipaa/for-professionals/special-topics/mental-health/index.html 
 
How to Be More Honest in Your Communication 
https://boxofcrayons.com/2015/10/how-to-be-more-honest-in-your-communication/ 
 
How to Talk About Sensitive Topics So That People Will Listen 
https://lifehacker.com/how-to-talk-about-sensitive-topics-so-that-people-will-1578544857 
 
Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life (2nd Edition) 
https://www.slideshare.net/hajnali3/nonviolent-
communicationalanguageoflifemarshallbrosenberg 
 
Self-Care and Recovery 
https://eipd.dcs.wisc.edu/non-credit/WI_Voices/Self-Care/Transcript/self-care-transcript.pdf 
 
The Power of Kindness and Compassion in Mental Health 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjAdkTagJDw 
 
When Empathy Hurts, Compassion Can Heal 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/when_empathy_hurts_compassion_can_heal 
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Guideline 8: Peer support is mutual and 
reciprocal 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
In a peer support relationship each person gives and receives in a fluid, constantly changing 
manner. This is very different from what most people experience in treatment programs, 
where people are seen as needing help and staff is seen as providing that help. In peer 
support relationships, each person has things to teach and learn. This is true whether you 
are a paid or volunteer peer supporter.  
 
PRACTICE: ENCOURAGE PEERS TO GIVE AND RECEIVE 

1. Peer supporters learn from those they support and those supported learn from peer 
supporters.  

2. Peer supporters encourage peers to fulfill a fundamental human need -- to be able to 
give as well as receive.  

3. Peer supporters facilitate respect and honor a relationship with peers that evokes 
power-sharing and mutuality, wherever possible.  

 
 

Guideline 9: Peer support is equally shared 
power 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
By definition, peers are equal. Sharing power in a peer support relationship means equal 
opportunity for each person to express ideas and opinions, offer choices and contribute. Each 
person speaks and listens to what is said. Abuse of power is avoided when peer support is a 
true collaboration.  
 
PRACTICE: EMBODY EQUALITY 

1. Peer supporters use language that reflects a mutual relationship with those they 
support.  

2. Peer supporters behave in ways that reflect respect and mutuality with those they 
support.  

3. Peer supporters do not express or exercise power over those they support.  
4. Peer supporters do not diagnose or offer medical services, but do offer a complementary 

service. 
 

RESOURCE: MUTUAL AND RECIPROCAL | EQUALLY SHARED POWER 

 

Peer Support: What Makes it Unique? 
https://www.psychosocial.com/IJPR_10/Peer_Support_What_Makes_It_Unique_Mead.html 
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Guideline 10: Peer supporter is strengths-
focused 

 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Each person has skills, gifts and talents they can use to better their own life. Peer support 
focuses on what's strong, not what's wrong in another’s life. Peer supporters share their own 
experiences to encourage people to see the “silver lining” or the positive things they have 
gained through adversity. Through peer support, people get in touch with their strengths (the 
things they have going for them). They rediscover childhood dreams and long-lost passions 
that can be used to fuel recovery.  
 
PRACTICE: SEE WHAT’S STRONG NOT WHAT’S WRONG 

1. Peer supporters encourage others to identify their strengths and use them to improve 
their lives.  

2. Peer supporters focus on the strengths of those they support.  
3. Peer supporters use their own experiences to demonstrate the use of one’s strengths, 

and to encourage and inspire those they support.  
4. Peer supporters encourage others to explore dreams and goals meaningful to those they 

support.  
5. Peer supporters operate from a strength-based perspective and acknowledge the 

strengths, informed choices and decisions of peers as a foundation of recovery.  
6. Peer supporters don’t fix or do for others what they can do for themselves.  

 
RESOURCES: STRENGTHS-FOCUSED 

Building Self-Esteem: A Self-Help Guide 
http://ce-classes.com/exam_format/building-self-esteem-a-self-help-guide.pdf 
 
Dare to Dream for Adults 
http://www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.php/7690/urlt/0070077-dream_adults.pdf 
 
Principles of Strength-Based Practice 
https://www.peeremployment.com/app/download/5747550318/Principles.of.Strengths.Based.Pra
ctice.pdf?t=1467317515 
 
Strengths Assessment 
https://www.cibhs.org/sites/main/files/file-
attachments/strengths_assessment_blank_form_2010.pdf 
 
What is a Strength-Based Approach? 
https://positivepsychology.com/strengths-based-interventions/ 
 
What is a Strength-Based Approach? (Video) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BALni0nEmGM 
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Guideline 11: Peer support is transparent 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
Peer support is the process of giving and receiving non-clinical assistance to achieve long- 
term recovery from severe psychiatric, traumatic or addiction challenges. Peer supporters are 
experientially credentialed to assist others in this process. Transparency refers to setting 
expectations with each person about what can and cannot be offered in a peer support 
relationship, clarifying issues related to privacy and confidentiality. Peer supporters 
communicate with everyone in plain language so people can readily understand and they “put 
a face on recovery” by sharing personal recovery experiences to inspire hope and the belief 
that recovery is real. 
 
PRACTICE: SET CLEAR EXPECTATIONS AND USE PLAIN LANGUAGE 

1. Peer supporters clearly explain what can or cannot be expected of the peer support 
relationship.  

2. Peer supporters use language that is clear, understandable and value and judgment free.  
3. Peer supporters use language that is supportive and respectful.  
4. Peer supporters provide support in a professional yet humanistic manner.  
5. Peer supporter roles are distinct from the roles of other behavioral health service 

professionals.  
6. Peer supporters make only promises they can keep and use accurate statements.  
7. Peer supporters do not diagnose nor do they prescribe or recommend medications or 

monitor their use. 
 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORT IS TRANSPARENT 

Declaration of Peer Roles 
http://www.psresources.info/declaration-of-peer-roles 
 
Defining Peer Roles and Status Among Community Health Workers and Peer Support Specialists 
in Integrated Systems of Care 
https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ps.201600378 
 
Plain Language: A Promising Strategy for Clearly Communicating Health Information and 
Improving Health Literacy 
https://health.gov/communication/literacy/plainlanguage/PlainLanguage.htm 

 
Supportive Communication 
http://www.toolkitsportdevelopment.org/html/resources/D5/D5E79552-46DE-4C5C-B753-
E7059E29C3CE/pspmanual_module3.pdf 
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Guideline 12: Peer support is person-driven 
 

 
BREAKING IT DOWN: WHAT IS IT? 
All people have a fundamental right to make decisions about things related to their lives. Peer 
supporters inform people about options, provide information about choices and respect their 
decisions. Peer supporters encourage people to move beyond their comfort zones, learn from 
their mistakes and grow from dependence on the system toward their chosen level of 
freedom and inclusion in the community of their choice.  
 
PRACTICE: FOCUS ON THE PERSON, NOT THE PROBLEMS 

1. Peer supporters encourage those they support to make their own decisions.  
2. Peer supporters, when appropriate, offer options to those they serve.  
3. Peer supporters encourage those they serve to try new things.  
4. Peer supporters help others learn from mistakes.  
5. Peer supporters encourage resilience.  
6. Peer supporters encourage personal growth in others.  
7. Peer supporters encourage and coach those they support to decide what they want in 

life and how to achieve it without judgment.  
  

 

RESOURCES: PEER SUPPORT IS PERSON-DRIVEN 

A Culture of Person-Driven Care 
https://www.centerforebp.case.edu/client-files/events-supportmaterials/conf2016cebp-A03-
myers.pdf 
 
Consent, Capacity, and Substitute Decision-Making 
https://www.disabilityrightspa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/CompleteGuideCapacityConsentSubDecMakingFEB2018.pdf 
 
Speaking Out for Yourself: A Self-Help Guide 
https://www.healthyplace.com/other-info/mental-illness-overview/speaking-out-for-yourself-self-
help-guide 
 
Spiritual or Religious Interests in Mental Health Recovery 
https://www.disabilityrightsca.org/system/files/file-attachments/CM1401.pdf 

 
Supporting Choice: Helping Others Make Important Decisions 
http://www.easacommunity.org/files/Shared Decision Making Helper Workbook.pdf 
 
Whole Health Action Management Training Participant Guide 
https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/health-
wellness/wham/WHAM_Participant_Guide_April_2015.pdf 
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GLOSSARY OF RELATED TERMS 
 
In addition to identifying values upon which practice standards could be developed, it was 
necessary to define “peer support,” “peer supporter,” “peer” “peer support relationship” and 
“practice standards.” Using surveys, literature reviews and consultations with the advisory 
group, the following definitions were developed:  
 
PEER SUPPORT  
Peer support is the process of giving and receiving non-clinical assistance to achieve long-term 
recovery from severe psychiatric, traumatic or addiction challenges. This support is provided 
by peer supporters - people who have “lived experience” and have been trained to assist 
others in initiating and maintaining long-term recovery and enhancing the quality of life for 
individuals and their families. Peer support services are inherently designed, developed, 
delivered, evaluated and supervised by peers in long-term recovery.2

9 
 
PEER SUPPORTER  
A peer supporter is someone who has experienced the healing process of recovery from 
psychiatric, traumatic and/or substance use challenges and, as a result, can offer assistance 
and support to promote another peer’s own personal recovery journey. The peer support 
volunteers to share portions of his or her recovery experience in an appropriate and effective 
manner.  
 
PEER  
In the context of peer support, a peer is a person who has lived experience with a psychiatric, 
traumatic and/or addiction challenge, and may benefit from peer support.  
 
PEER SUPPORT RELATIONSHIP  
The qualities that make an effective peer supporter are best defined by the individual receiving 
support, rather than by an organization or provider of care. Matching peer supporters with 
peers often encompasses shared cultural characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity, 
language, sexual orientation, co-occurring challenges, and experience in the military or with 
the criminal justice system or any other identity-shaping life experience that increases 
common language, mutual understanding, trust, confidence and safety.  
 
PRACTICE STANDARDS  
Practice standards are rules or guidelines used as the basis for informed decision-making 
about acceptable work performance and practices. They are established by an authoritative 
entity through a collaborative process with input from a wide range of people who perform the 
work. Standards are based on values, ethics, principles and competencies.  
 
Having a core set of standards is one important way to legitimize a field of practice.3

10Practice 
standards generally have three basic components: 1) practice guidelines, 2) identification and 
description of core competencies and 3) ethical guidelines or code of ethics.  
                                                             
2 Definition adapted from White, W. (2009). Peer-Based Addiction Recovery Support: History, Theory, Practice and Scientific Evaluation.  
3 Adapted from Wilma Townsend, Presentation at Pillars of Peer Support (2012).  
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The Old Worldview Hides in Our Language 
Because the illness worldview still predominates, we will need to be very intentional with our 
language: It is how we best express our new worldview. So now is a good time to start rethinking 
how you refer to yourself and others. Although we will not prescribe terms or language that we 
all must use, we will challenge each other to consider language that strengthens our wellness 
worldview and avoid language that may undermine it. Old habits die hard and so do old 
worldviews, so let’s challenge each other respectfully, but challenge each other nonetheless.  
 

The Power of Worldview: The power of how we see things is sadly revealed in the way 
people interpret a person’s behavior simply on the basis of their perception of that person as 
normal or diagnosed: 
 

You as “Normal” Me as “Diagnosed” 
If you are overly excited, you’re happy. If I’m overly excited, I’m manic. 
If you imagine the phone ringing all day, 
you’re just stressed out. If I imagine the phone ringing, I’m psychotic. 

If you’re crying and sleeping all day, you’re sad 
and need some time off. 

If I’m crying and sleeping all day, I’m 
depressed and need to get up. 

If you’re afraid to leave the house at night 
you’re cautious. 

If I’m afraid to leave the house at night, I’m 
paranoid. 

If you speak your mind and express your 
opinions, you’re assertive . 

If I speak my mind and express my opinions, 
I’m aggressive. 

If you don’t like something and mention it, 
you’re being honest. 

If I don’t like something and mention it, I’m 
being difficult. 

If you get angry, you’re upset. If I get angry, I’m dangerous and need to get 
medicated or restrained. 

If you overreact to something, you’re sensitive. If I overreact to something, I’m out of control. 
If you don’t want to be around other people, 
you’re taking care of yourself and relaxing. 

If I don’t want to be around other people, I’m 
isolating and avoiding. 

If you talk to strangers, you’re being friendly. If I talk to strangers, I’m being inappropriate. 
If you speak bluntly to others, you’re being 
rude. 

If I speak bluntly to others, I have a behavior 
problem. 

If you don’t follow orders, you don’t like being 
told what to do. 

If I don’t follow orders, I’m being 
noncompliant. 

If your house is messy, you probably don’t like 
housework. 

If my house is messy, I need to learn some 
ADLs (Activities of Daily Living). 

If you ask someone out, it’s a date. When I ask someone out, it’s an outing to 
learn social skills. 

For all these behaviors you are 
considered to be  a human being having a 
normal emotional response. 

For many of these behaviors, I’m told to 
take a pill, or hospitalized. 

 

And the difference between You and Me is our labels.      (Thanks to Elaine Popovic and Debbie Sesula) 

STRENGTH BASED LANGUAGE 
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The Power of Language  
Language has the power to stigmatize and demean, or respect and uplift. Some people who 
receive mental health or substances abuse services use the term “consumer” to refer to 
themselves and others, while others prefer to be called “survivors.” Some people now prefer the 
term “peer” while others simply prefer to be referred to as a “person” or a “person who receives 
services” or “individual living with a mental health condition.” 
 
However, as people who are truly seeking wellness, let’s consider the power that language has 
before we make our personal choices. Let’s look at words that can hurt or help people. 
 
Words that stigmatize, demean 
and pathologize and invite 
discrimination: 

Words that uplift us: that recognize and 
respect our shared humanity and strength: 

Manipulation Survival mode; overwhelmed and trying to get 
needs met 

Low functioning, under developed Coping, fighter flight 

Case, Patient, client consumer Person receiving services, person, individual living 
with a mental health condition 

Decompensating Becoming ill, things are breaking down; things 
aren’t working 

Non-compliant (or compliant) Independent, autonomous, taking personal 
responsibility, freely exercising rights 

Frequent flyer Trying to get it right. Giving lots of opportunities to 
help 

Unmotivated Not ready, not helpful 

“A __________________.”  
(fill in the blank with any diagnosis) 

“A person who has been given the diagnosis of 
________________________.” 

Depressed Sad, down in the dumps, worn out, need time to 
get well, anger/ fear 

Symptomatic Experiencing big feelings, intense feelings 

Cutter Experiencing pain through self-harm 

Grandiose Thinking big, expressing hopes and dreams, 
ambitious 
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A model of ethical decision-making is simply a guide to sorting through the complexity of a 
situation and an aid in determining the best course of action that one could take in that situation. 
Those providing recovery support services ask questions to guide their decision-making.  
 
Step One: Who is vulnerable for harm in this situation and what is the degree of such harm? 

 
Step Two: What core recovery values apply to this situation and what action would they suggest 
be taken?  
___ Health (making informed, healthy choices that support physical and emotional wellbeing). 
___ Home (A stable and safe place to live).  
___ Purpose (Meaningful daily activities; income and resources to participate in society).  
___ Community (Relationships/social networks that provide support, friendship, love, and hope). 
___ Hope (Recovery is real; message of a better future).  
___ Person-Driven (Self-determination and self-direction, autonomy, independence).  
___ Many Pathways (Distinct needs, strengths, preferences, goals, culture, background).  
___ Holistic (Whole life, mind, body, spirit, and community).  
___ Peer Support (Sharing of experiential knowledge & skills; sense of belonging; linkage).  
___ Relational (Involvement of people who believe in the person’s ability to recover).  
___ Culture (values, traditions, and beliefs).  
___ Addresses Trauma (foster safety and trust; promote choice, empowerment, and 

collaboration).  
___ Strengths/Responsibility (Individuals, families, and communities; foster inclusion).  
___ Respect (Acceptance and appreciation; protecting rights and eliminating discrimination). 

Vulnerable Party Significant Risk 
of Harm ( √ ) 

Moderate Risk 
of Harm ( √ ) 

Minimal Risk of 
Harm ( √ ) 

Individual/Family Being Served    

Peer Support Worker    

Service Organization    

Peer Support Services Field    

Image of Recovery Community    

Community at Large    

ETHICAL DECISION MAKING WORKSHEET 
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Step Three: What laws, standards or historical practices could guide our conduct in this 
situation?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Four: Where risk of injury is great to multiple parties, document: What I considered:  

 
 
 
 
What alternatives I explored: 

 
 
 
 
Who I consulted:   

 
 
 
 
What I decided and did:  

 
 
 
 
The outcome of the decisions I made and actions I took: 

 
 
 
 

(Adapted from White, W., the PRO-ACT Ethics Workgroup, with legal discussion by Popovits R. & Donohue, B. (2007). Ethical Guidelines for the 
Delivery of Peer-based Recovery Support Services. Philadelphia: Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health and Mental Retardation Services.) 
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Decide whether for you, each of the situations is clearly: “Always Ok” or “Never Ok” and 
depending on  the  circumstances “Sometimes Ok…When?” 
  

Behavior of Peer 
Supporter in Peer 
Support Relationship 

Zone of Safety 
(Always Okay) 

Zone of Vulnerability 
(Sometimes okay; 

Sometimes not 
okay) 

Zone of Abuse 
(Never Okay) 

Giving gift     

Accepting gift     

Lending money     
Borrowing or accepting 
money     

Giving a hug     
“You’re a very special 
person”     

“You’re a very special 
person to me.”     

Invitation to holiday dinner     

Sexual relationship     
Sexual relationship with a 
mentee’s family member     

Giving cell phone number     

Using profanity     

Using drug culture slang     
“I’m going through a rough 
divorce myself right now.”     

“You’re very attractive.”     
Addressing person by  
their first name    

Attending recovery support 
meeting together     

Hiring person to do work at 
your home.     

 

(Adapted from White, W., the PRO-ACT Ethics Workgroup, with legal discussion by Popovits R. & Donohue, B. (2007). Ethical Guidelines for the 
Delivery of Peer-based Recovery Support Services. Philadelphia: Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health and Mental Retardation Services.) 

PEER SUPPORT: AN INTIMACY CONTINUUM 
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Code of Ethical and Professional Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures  
(National Certified Peer Specialist) 
https://flcertificationboard.org/wp-content/uploads/Code-of-Ethics-April-2014.pdf 
 
Ethical Guidelines for the Delivery of Peer-based Recovery Support Services  
http://www.bhrm.org/media/pdf/recovery/EthicsPaperFinal6-8-07.pdf 
 
Ethics and Boundaries for Peer Leaders (Webinar) 
https://center4si.adobeconnect.com/_a966410469/p7m1rksljnu/?launcher=false&fcsContent=t
rue&pbMode=normal&proto=true 
 
Ethics and Boundaries in Peer Support Services 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A-
7rmYrzG8s&list=PLBXgZMI_zqfSRZVtxRBWg7cDja_qy2e-M&index=2 
 
Ethics in Parent Peer Support: Balancing Your Lived Experience and Professional Roles 
http://www.fredla.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/FINAL_EthicsParentPeerSupportWorkbook_2018.pdf 
 
International Association of Peer Supporters 
https://inaops.org 
 
National Practice Guidelines for Peer Supports  
https://na4ps.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/nationalguidelines1.pdf 
 
OnTrackNY Peer Specialist Manual 
https://ontrackny.org/portals/1/Files/Resources/Peer%20Specialist%20Manual%20Final%202_
17.17.pdf?ver=2017-04-04-063602-080 
 
Peer Support Value and Guidelines 
https://rtpps.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/module_06_values1.pdf 
 

 

 

 

 

 

RESOURCES: ETHICS, BOUNDARES, AND 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
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SECTION 3 
 

 

FINDING THE RIGHT PEER 
JOB 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

– INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK – 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 67 

 

1.  Lack of Preparation. Peers are often hired solely on the basis of their willingness to disclose 
personal lived experience, despite having little training or education related to the peer role 
or how to use this lived experience in supporting others. While lived experience is a minimum 
qualification, it is not the sole requirement for peer positions. When peer performance 
expectations are undefined and/or poorly communicated, peers do not receive adequate 
onboarding, orientation, and training to acquaint them with their positions and duties. If 
PMHS employers do not sufficiently prepare existing staff for the inclusion of peers, new 
peers are greeted with low expectations, assignment of menial tasks unrelated to peer 
support, and hostility (both subtle and overt) from other workers who fear peers will 
encroach upon their jobs or undermine the delivery of professional care.  

 
2.  Lack of Understanding. PMHS employers that do not understand the peer role hire peers 

who also lack this understanding. Peers without a strong foundation in recovery concepts 
and self-help support principles hinder the effective delivery of peer support services and risk 
becoming “mini clinicians” when working with clients. Furthermore, peers do not receive 
adequate ongoing education to strengthen their services delivery and are not given 
opportunities to interact with other peers in professional development settings, leaving them 
unexposed to peer mentors and role models working in leadership positions and innovative, 
recovery-oriented programs. If peer support principles are not consistently reinforced 
through workplace practices and if recovery-based outcomes are not measured, peers begin 
to conform their activities to the data being captured rather than strictly adhering to their 
roles or placing the needs of clients first. Non-peer staff who don’t understand the peer role 
assign duties to peers that no one else wants to do, leaving peers feeling “dumped” upon 
and under-utilized. Finally, many peers report receiving infrequent or inadequate feedback 
regarding their performance, leaving them confused about their roles and whether they are 
meeting expectations.  

 
Peers who have received public mental health services and/or other government assistance 
are frequently double-stigmatized: first based on the disclosure of their mental health or 
substance use disorder and second because of their poverty and reliance on government aid 
programs. These common experiences of public mental health clients can make adjustment 
back into the community daunting, especially when these same individuals are seeking 
employment in the very same settings that they associate with past traumas.  

 
3.  Lack of Support. Like PMHS employers, peers also lack ongoing guidance and support 

related to their job duties and peer identities. It is essential that peers interact with one 
another on a regular basis to share common workplace experiences, strengthen their 

PEER SUPPORT CHALLENGES IN THE PUBLIC 
MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEM  
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professional identities, and learn new job skills. As mentioned above, many peers do not 
have mentors or role models within their own organizations and are not given opportunities 
to seek them out in professional settings. Thus, if peers are struggling in their roles and their 
supervisors do not understand their needs, peers feel isolated and alone. 

 
4.  Lack of Advocacy & Structural Barriers. When peer leadership roles are lacking and 

peers are relegated to the confines of their assigned programs without representation in 
management or a voice at the table when important matters are decided, their workplace 
needs go unaddressed. Peers report feeling that workplace leaders do not advocate for their 
interests, so their pay, benefits, and working conditions are unlikely to ever improve. 
Counties’ annual EQRO reports address whether peers have a direct line of communication 
with organizational leadership, but there is no enforcement or follow up (until the next EQRO 
report) to ensure this requirement is being met. No such external evaluation and reporting 
mechanism exists for private CBOs. Additional structural barriers include county personnel 
and risk management departments that refuse to deviate from standard hiring practices for 
peer positions, and institutionalized stigma that results in different treatment and practices 
applicable only to peer staff (prohibiting peer access to client data; walling off peers from 
important activities and information because peers are more “risky;” identification as peer 
treated as a black mark when applying for other positions, etc.).  
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While peers can work in many types of roles and settings, the evidence base for peer support 
requires peers to have the same type of lived experience as the client population they serve. 
Individuals who do not possess shared lived experience – by definition – are not peers. The four 
primary categories of peer positions and the types of lived experience they require are: 

Consumer Peers provide peer support to adult consumers in a variety of roles, such as: 
Consumer Advocate/Liaison, Peer Partner, Peer Support Specialist, Wellness Coach, Peer 
Advocate, Crisis Line Operator, Warmline Operator, Senior Peer Counselor, Community Health 
Worker, Promotora, Peer Program Supervisor/Manager/Director, etc. 
• Required:  Personal lived experience (as an adult) of recovery from a mental health 

challenge 
• Desired:  Personal lived experience as the direct recipient of public mental health services 

in any California county 
 
Family Member Peers provide peer support to family members of adult consumers in a variety 
of roles, such as: Family Advocate/Liaison, Family and Friends Coordinator, Adult Family 
Advocate, Family Care Coordinator, Peer Program Supervisor/Manager/Director, etc. 
• Required:  Personal lived experience as the primary support person of an adult living with 

a severe mental health challenge 
• Desired:  Personal lived experience as the primary support person of an adult living with a 

severe mental health challenge who is/was receiving public mental health services in any 
California county 

 
Parent/Caregiver Peers provide peer support to parents/caregivers of children/youth in a 
variety of roles, such as: Family/Youth Coordinator, Family Advocate, Parent Partner, Family 
Services Coordinator, Peer Program Supervisor/Manager/Director, etc. 
• Required:  Personal lived experience as a parent/primary caregiver of a child or youth with 

a severe behavioral, emotional, or mental health challenge 
• Desired:  Personal lived experience as the direct recipient of public mental health services 
 
Transition Age Youth (TAY) Peers provide peer support to TAY clients/consumers in a 
variety of roles, such as: Youth Advocate, Youth Peer Support Specialist, Youth Peer Partner, 
Youth Services Coordinator, etc. 
• Required:  Someone currently between the ages of 16-25 who has personal lived experience 

of recovery from a behavioral, emotional, or mental health challenge 
• Desired:  Personal lived experience as a TAY receiving public mental health services or 

wraparound services through a county’s children’s system of care 

TYPES OF PEER POSITIONS 
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RECOVERY-ORIENTED WORK CULTURE 

RECOVERY-ORIENTED IS RECOVERY-ORIENTED IS NOT 

Person-Centered Illness-Centered 

Client-Driven Professionally-Driven 

Strengths-Based Deficits-Based 

 

 

LIVED EXPERIENCE REQUIREMENTS 

POPULATION SERVED LIVED EXPERIENCE REQUIRED 

Adult Mental Health Clients/Consumers (18+) 
“Applicants must have personal lived 
experience of recovery from a mental health 
challenge.” 

Family Members of Adult Consumers (18+) 

“Applicants must have personal lived 
experience as a close family member or 
caretaker providing direct support to an adult 
with a  mental health challenge.” 

Parents/Caregivers of Children & Youth (< 17) 

“Applicants must have personal lived 
experience as a parent or primary caregiver 
providing direct support to a child or youth 
with an emotional, mental, or behavioral 
health challenge.” 

Transition Age Youth (16-25) 

“Applicants must be between the ages of 18-
(25) and have personal lived experience of 
resiliency or recovery from a mental health 
challenge.” 
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PAID OR UNPAID 

BE 100% HONEST WITH YOURSELF! 

Do you have the required skills to do the 
job and do it well? 
§ Technical and interpersonal  

Do you have the necessary resources and 
supports to consistently maintain the 
employer’s expectations? 
§ Attendance, performance, behavior 

Can you manage the inevitable stress that 
comes with working? 

Are you committed to ongoing learning, 
personal growth, and your own professional 
development? 

Do you consistently “own” your choices and 
actions? 

Can you handle unique challenges of peer 
support work? 

Are you prepared to address barriers as 
soon as they arise and do your part to 
overcome them? 

Can you adhere to the structure imposed 
on you by an employer or do you prefer to 
make your own rules? 

 
 

FULL-TIME OR PART-TIME 

BE 100% HONEST WITH YOURSELF! 

To what extent (if at all) will working 
impact benefits you currently receive? 
§ Can I afford to work full-time? Can I 

afford not to?  
§ SSI, SSDI, Medi-Cal, Housing, Child 

Care, Transportation, etc. 

Do outside commitments interfere with your 
availability or concentration? 
§ Family obligations 
§ Health issues/appointments 
§ Other barriers 

How long is your attention span and ability 
to focus? 

What can you realistically commit to? 

Is it better for you to ease into employment 
and see how it goes or jump right in? 

How much disruption to your current 
routine can you handle right now? 
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JOB: FULL-TIME PEER SUPPORT SERVICES SUPERVISOR 
LOCATION:   
 
[ABOUT THE AGENCY] 
 
 
[ABOUT THE POSITION] 
 
 
MINIMUM QUALIFICATIONS 

 
Applicants who do not possess these minimum qualifications will not be interviewed:  
 

§ Current or previous experience as a client receiving services through the public mental 
health system in any California county 

§ The ability to consistently maintain a full-time work schedule  
§ Reliable transportation readily accessible throughout the workday 
§ A valid class "C" California driver license  
§ An auto insurance policy meeting or exceeding the minimum legal standards in California  
§ A clean criminal history, as evidenced by the results of a DOJ screening 
§ The ability to work evenings, weekends, and flexible schedules, as program needs dictate 
§ Two years of program coordination, planning, development and/or evaluation experience 
§ Proficiency in Microsoft Office programs (e.g., Word, Outlook, PowerPoint) 
§ Any combination of education, training, and experience likely to provide the required 

Knowledge and Abilities described herein 
 
 

JOB DUTIES 
 
Core Responsibilities: 
 

Under the supervision of [SUPERVISOR/MANAGER TITLE], the Peer Support Supervisor: 
§ Coordinates training of employees; planning, assigning, and directing work; appraising 

performance; implements disciplinary actions as needed; addressing complaints and 
resolving problems 

§ Assists with implementing and completing contract deliverables in a timely manner 
§ Provides day-to-day supervision of staff and program while adhering to company policy 
§ Works cooperatively and effectively with staff and agency partners in the Adult System 

of Care  

SAMPLE JOB DESCRIPTION 
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§ Share knowledge about peer support and recovery services with County program staff, 
leadership, and community partners to improve the mental health services for adult 
mental health consumers 

§ Provide training and technical assistance to County’s mental health programs  
§ Assist with researching and composing newsletters and related program documents 
§ Be aware of Mental health policies, procedures, programs, and state legislation 
§ Facilitate self-help support groups  
§ Assist with planning and coordination of peers and clients to participate in mental health 

conferences, trainings, and community events 
§ Serve on County’s DBHS program development committees and task forces; acts as 

liaison to various agencies in regards to client driven systems of care and recovery 
principles  

§ Conduct research and client satisfaction surveys, convenes focus groups, collects data, 
analyzes information, and synthesizes findings into presentations and reports  

§ Facilitate Wellness Recovery Action Plan (WRAP) groups 
§ Attend meetings, conferences, and trainings as directed 
§ Any combination of education, training, and experience likely to provide the required 

Knowledge and Abilities described herein 
 
Other Duties 

§ Maintains client confidentiality in accordance with Federal, State, and County privacy 
standards 

§ Attends wellness and recovery trainings and other related trainings, as directed 
§ Participates in agency activities 
§ Adheres to agency policies and procedures 
§ Performs all other duties as required 

 
 
KNOWLEDGE AND ABILITIES 

 
KNOWLEDGE of: 

§ Needs and barriers of adult public mental health clients and their families/caregivers, 
including those from underserved and ethnic communities 

§ Public and/or private agency mental health services available for individuals with mental 
health needs, including; community and recovery-focused, culturally-specific, and older 
adults 

§ Recovery concepts, peer support, and Wellness Recovery Action Plan  
§ Theories, goals and objectives of self-help models of care for adult mental health 

consumers 
§ Key elements, values, and goals of the Mental Health Services Act (Prop. 63) 
§ Current legislation, laws, and issues impacting mental health services in California 
§ Microsoft Office programs, including Word, Excel, Outlook, and PowerPoint 

 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 75 

ABILITY to: 

§ Effectively communicate, establish, and maintain cooperative working relationships with 
a wide range of individuals and groups with differing needs and objectives 

§ Speak and write clearly and accurately  
§ Plan ahead, manage time well, and be on time 
§ Be receptive to feedback, willing to learn, and embrace continuous improvement 
§ Facilitate meetings and make group/public presentations 
§ Be helpful, respectful, approachable and team oriented 
§ Build strong working relationships and a positive work environment 
§ Use language that is non-judgmental and non-clinical  
§ Portray professionalism in appearance and conduct at all times 
§ Be culturally responsive to the diverse needs of various stakeholders 

 
 

PHYSICAL AND MENTAL REQUIREMENTS 
 
This position requires employees to: 

§ Consistently work [#] hours each week 
§ Frequently drive his/her own vehicle to/from various locations within [COUNTY] 
§ Perform moderate typing and engage in daily computer use 
§ Sit for the majority of the day 
§ Write notes or otherwise record important information 
§ Speak in public 
§ Sometimes work in the evenings or on weekends to attend appointments, events, 

meetings, and trainings 
§ Occasionally travel to conferences/trainings held in distant locations 
§ Speak to others via telephone, in person, and in public settings 
§ Read, understand, and summarize information both verbally and in writing 
§ Make decisions and engage in ongoing problem solving activates 
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MYTH REALITY 

I can’t get a job or go to work if I’m 
experiencing any symptoms 

Even if you have symptoms, working can 
help keep you well and prevent your 
symptoms from getting worse  

I’ll lose my job if I become unwell If you are able to meet all performance and 
conduct standards of your job with or 
without a reasonable accommodation, you 
cannot be (legally) terminated 

I have a mental health condition, so I can’t 
get fired 

If you do not meet the performance and 
conduct standards for your job, then you 
may be let  go, even if you have a mental 
health condition 

Because I’m a peer, the system “owes” me 
a job 

While the PMHS is required to hire peers, 
you are not personally “owed” a job and 
employers don’t have to overlook 
performance issues or make special rules 
just for peers 

Part-time and volunteer jobs aren’t as good 
as full-time paid positions 

It’s more important to find a job that’s right 
for you at an agency that cares about your 
success than to get a full-time paid position 
where you’re unhappy or don’t fit in 

People at work won’t understand what I’m 
going through 

If you are selective about where you work 
and are up front and honest with your 
supervisor, most agencies will do what they 
can to support you 

 

MYTHS AND FACTS ABOUT WORKING 
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How I feel when I am working or doing something that gives me a strong sense of purpose:  

 
 

 
 
 

My personal needs that are met when I am working or engaging in meaningful activities: 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Finding The Right Fit For Me 
 
The category below that best matches my own personal lived experience and/or current peer 
identity is: (select only one) 

c Consumer: An adult who has experienced a mental health challenge, has a mental 
health diagnosis, or is or was receiving mental health services 

c Family Member: A close relative, spouse, partner, supporter, or caretaker of an 
adult consumer 

c Parent/Caregiver: Someone who has acted as a parent or primary caregiver of a 
child/youth with a mental health challenge or of a child/youth who is or was receiving 
mental health services 

c Transition Age Youth: Someone between the ages of 16-24 who has experienced a 
mental health challenge, has a mental health diagnosis, or who is or was receiving 
mental health services  

 
 
Target populations I’m interested in working with (and ideally, share lived experience with): 

c Racial, ethnic, and/or cultural minorities 
c LGBTQ community 
c Veterans 
c Older adults 
c Immigrants and refugees  
c Foster youth 
c Formerly incarcerated individuals 
c Other (please describe) 

  

JOB SEARCH ASSESSMENT 



                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 78 

What Are My Career Goals 
 
My immediate (next 12 months) career goals are: (check all that apply) 

c Full-Time Paid Employment in a Peer Position 
c Part-Time Paid Employment in a Peer Position 
c Full-Time Unpaid Volunteering in a Peer Position 
c Part-Time Unpaid Volunteering in a Peer Position 
c Professional Development/Enhanced Job Skills for My Current Peer Job 
c Transfer from My Current Peer Job into a New Peer Position 
c Career Advancement in the Peer Profession 
c Other (please describe) 
 

 
My long-term (next 3-5 years) career goals are: (check all that apply) 

c Full-Time Paid Employment in a Peer Position 
c Part-Time Paid Employment in a Peer Position 
c Full-Time Unpaid Volunteering in a Peer Position 
c Part-Time Unpaid Volunteering in a Peer Position 
c Professional Development/Enhanced Job Skills for My Current Peer Job 
c Transfer from My Current Peer Job into a New Peer Position 
c Career Advancement in the Peer Profession 
c Other (please describe) 

 
 
Barriers & Challenges 
 
I am currently experiencing, or expect to experience, the following barriers and challenges to 
getting and keeping a paid employment position: (check all that apply) 

c Potential loss of benefits (SSI/SSDI, Medi-Cal, etc.) 
c Unstable living arrangements 
c Unreliable/inconsistent transportation 
c Unreliable/inconsistent child care 
c Family obligations/expectations 
c Family or relationship conflicts 
c Personal health condition (including medication side effects) 
c Family member's health condition 
c Limited schedule/availability 
c Financial hardship/strain 
c Difficulty learning or processing information 
c Difficulty managing emotions 
c Difficulty relating to and/or getting along with others 
c Limited job skills and/or work experience 
c Limited computer skills 
c Other (please describe) 
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Job Types And Duties 
 
The kinds of peer jobs I am interested in performing are: (check all that apply) 

c Direct Services 
c Systems Advocacy 
c Legislative Advocacy/Public Policy 
c Community Outreach and Engagement 
c Education/Training 
c Supervision, Management, Administration 
c Other (please describe) 

 
 
The types of peer services I am interested in providing are: (check all that apply)  

c Legislative Advocate/Policy Analyst 
c Stakeholder/Systems Advocate: Adult Consumers 
c Stakeholder/Systems Advocate: Family Members of Adult Consumers 
c Stakeholder/Systems Advocate: Parents/Caregivers of Children and Transition Age 

Youth ("TAY") 
c Stakeholder/Systems Advocate: TAY Consumers (ages 16-24) 
c Patients' Rights Advocate  
c Senior Peer Counselor  
c Peer Support Specialist/Peer Partner/Recovery Coach (Adult System) 
c Family and Friends Coordinator (Adult System) 
c Parent/Family Partner (Children’s System) 
c Youth Peer Mentor/Youth Advocate (Children’s and Adult Systems) 
c Warmline or Crisis Line Operator 
c Triage or Systems Navigator 
c Crisis Intervention Worker 
c Community Outreach Worker 
c Educator/Trainer/Group Facilitator 
c Other (please describe) 

 
 
The types of agencies I want to work or volunteer in are:  (check all that apply) 

c  Statewide Government Agency 
c  County Mental/Behavioral Health Department 
c  Private Hospital/Medical Center 
c  Peer-Run Nonprofit Organization 
c  Community-Based Nonprofit Organization (not peer-run) 
c  Other (please describe) 
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Types of Work Setting(s) 
 
The mental health settings I would like to work or volunteer in are: (check all that apply) 

c  Inpatient Clinic/Medical Center 
c  Outpatient Clinic/Medical Office 
c  Emergency Room 
c  Wellness Center 
c  Multidisciplinary Team (e.g., wraparound programs, full-service partnerships) 
c  Community Outreach/Engagement 
c  Mobile Crisis/Support Team 
c  Reception/Welcoming 
c  Phone Bank/Call Center 
c  Other (please describe) 

 
 

 
My Job Search Strategy 
 
My networking ideas: 
 

c Who do I already know? 
§ That works or has worked in peer support 
§ That works or has worked in the public mental health system 

 
c Who can I get to know better? 

§ Other peer support workers (list some): 
§ Managers or supervisors of programs peers work in (list some): 
§ Systems advocates (list some): 
§ Local advocacy organizations (list some): 

 
c Where can I meet the right people? 

§ County mental health board meetings (list the date, time, and location of the 
next local meeting below): 

§ County MHSA steering committee meetings (list the date, time, and location of 
the next local meeting below): 

§ County mental health provider meetings (list the date, time, and location of the 
next local meeting below): 

§ County advocacy meetings (list the date, time, and location of the next local 
meeting below): 

§ Community mental health events and job fairs (list the dates, times, and 
locations of upcoming local events below): 
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Are any alternative placement options right for me? 
c Transitional/Subsidized Employment 

§ What it is:  Time-limited, wage-paying jobs that combine real work, skill 
development, and support services to help participants overcome substantial 
barriers to employment 

§ Good for people who have/are: Limited work experience; large gaps in 
employment; criminal convictions; substance use issues; receiving public 
benefits; veterans; disabilities; and/or no high school diploma 

c Supported Employment 
§ What it is:  Helps people with disabilities get and keep competitive jobs in 

integrated settings, focusing on placement “fit” 
§ Good for people who have/are:  Severe mental illness or substantial impairment 

from a mental health condition; and/or unlikely to benefit from traditional pre-
employment training programs 

c Internships, Fellowships, Apprenticeships 
§ What it is:  Any official or formal program to provide practical experience (paid or 

unpaid) for beginners in a trade or profession 
§ Good for people who have/are:  Students/youth; looking to “try out” a specific 

type of job; and/or seeking extensive hands-on experience in a particular field. 
 

 
 
Pre-Application Considerations 
 
What do I know about this agency? 

c Do I want to work for this employer? 
c What is the organizational culture like? 
c Do they really believe in recovery? How can I tell? 
c Do they really believe in peer support? How can I tell? 
c What kind of benefits does the agency offer employees? 
c How can I find out more? 

 
 
What do I know about this job? 

c Does the job’s schedule and required number of hours work for me? 
c Do the job’s application deadline, interview schedule, and start date work for me? 
c Do I want to perform these job duties? 
c Who is the supervisor? Do I want to work for them? 
c Who are the coworkers? Do I want to be on a team with them? 
c Who is the target population? Do I want to work with them? 
c Are there opportunities for ongoing learning and professional development? 
c Are there opportunities for future career advancement? 
c How can I find out more? 
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Do I meet all of the minimum qualifications for this job? 
c Do I have the right kind of lived experience? 
c Do I meet the age requirements? 
c Do I meet the educational requirements? 
c Do I meet the experience requirements? 
c Do I have the ability to perform all the duties of this job? 
c Can I maintain the job’s schedule and work the minimum hours per week? 
c Can I pass the background check? 
c Can I pass other screening requirements? 
c How can I find out more? 

 
 
What do I have to offer that most applicants don’t? How do I stand out from the crowd? 

c I meet all (or most) of the desired qualifications 
c I have done this job (or a job very similar to it) in the past 
c I have advanced or specialized knowledge (much more than the average applicant) that 

is highly relevant to this position 
c I have advanced or specialized experience (much more than the average applicant) that 

is highly relevant to this position 
c I have advanced or specialized skills (much more than the average applicant) that are 

highly relevant to this position 
c I am fluent in a threshold language  
c I am a member of a specific population or cultural community that is targeted for 

services by this agency, such as: 
§ Racial, ethnic, and/or cultural minorities 
§ LGBTQ community 
§ Veterans 
§ Older adults 
§ Recent immigrants and refugees  
§ Foster youth 
§ Formerly incarcerated individuals 
§ Other (please describe) 
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Read the entire job announcement at least twice before I apply 
c What are the minimum qualifications? Do I meet all of them? 
c What are the desired qualifications? Do I meet most of them? 
c What is the deadline to apply? Has it already passed?  
c What is the required or desired start date? Does it work with my schedule? 
c How do I apply? What is the application process? 

 
Follow all job application instructions exactly as written 

c Read the application instructions very carefully; if I have any questions, call or email the 
hiring contact and get the correct info before applying 

c What documents do I need to submit? 
c What needs to be included in those documents? 
c Who do I send the documents to? 
c How do I submit them? (e.g., through an online application portal, email, fax, etc.) 
c What is the application deadline? 
c Are there any other special requirements? 

 
Customize my 1-2 page resume for this position: 

c Name and contact info 
§ Mailing address 
§ Professional email address  
§ Working phone number with voicemail  

c Objective or Summary (optional) 
§ If included, make sure it is tailored to the job I am actually applying for 

c Relevant paid and unpaid work experience (reverse chronological order) 
§ Company name 
§ Dates of service 
§ Position title(s) 
§ Relevant job duties 

c Education (reverse chronological order) 
§ School/institution name 
§ Dates of attendance 
§ Program/major 
§ GPA, honors, distinctions, awards, and special recognitions (if applicable) 
§ Diploma or certificate awarded (if applicable) 
§ Relevant courses completed  
§ Relevant extracurricular activities  

c Additional Qualifications 
§ Relevant honors, distinctions, awards, and special recognitions 
§ Relevant trainings completed 
§ Relevant committee, board, and organization memberships 

APPLICATION CHECKLIST 
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c Confirm Your References (optional) 
§ Not my relatives 
§ People who will: 

o Verify your work experience and qualifications 
o Vouch for your work ethic and the quality of your performance 

§ Get permission first 
§ Include valid contact info 

 
Customize my 1 page cover letter for this position: 

c Address to correct person at the correct agency (not generic) 
c First Paragraph: 

§ Quick introductory sentence 
§ How I meet the minimum qualifications for the position (1-2 sentences) 
§ How my experience, education, and other skills meet the desired qualifications 

for the position (2-3 sentences) 
c Second Paragraph: 

§ Brief overview of my relevant lived experience (no more than 1 paragraph) 
c Third Paragraph: 

§ Why I’m a good fit for this job and excited to work for this agency (no more than 
1 paragraph) 

 
Confirm my references 

c At least three people I am NOT related to that can vouch for my experience and work 
habits. If I can only get relatives or close friends, then: 

§ Make sure they don’t have the same last name as me 
§ Make sure they don’t have the same phone number as me 
§ Make sure they don’t have the same email address as me 

c Get their permission first and have some idea of what they will say about me 
§ Call or email them to ask if they are willing to be my reference 
§ Tell them about the job or kinds of jobs I plan to apply for 
§ Tell them about the minimum and desired qualifications for the job so they know 

what to talk about when potential employers contact them 
§ If they might say anything negative or may hesitate to say something positive, 

don’t list that person  
c Provide the name, company name, job title, email, and phone number for each 

reference 
 
Proofread before submitting 

c Ask a friend or my Career Advisor to review my application documents to find and 
correct any errors 

 
Submit my application on time and to the right person 

c Self-explanatory 
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RESUME TEMPLATE 
 
 

FIRST & LAST NAME 
 Street Address, City, State  Zip 

Telephone Number | Email Address 
 
EDUCATION (list in reverse chronological order) 
 
SCHOOL NAME ATTENDANCE DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 
Major/Concentration 
Degree Earned or # Units Completed 
(Any honors, awards, recognitions, distinctions) 
  
SCHOOL NAME ATTENDANCE DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 
Major/Concentration 
Degree Earned or # Units Completed 
(Any honors, awards, recognitions, distinctions) 

 
SCHOOL NAME ATTENDANCE DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 
Major/Concentration 
Degree Earned or # Units Completed 
(Any honors, awards, recognitions, distinctions) 

 
 

 
 
WORK EXPERIENCE  (list only relevant current and past employment experience in reverse 
chronological order; do not exceed more than 10 years of past relevant employment history) 
 
EMPLOYER NAME 
City, State 
Job Title 

EMPLOYMENT DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

JOB DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
EMPLOYER NAME 
City, State 
Job Title 

EMPLOYMENT DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

JOB DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
EMPLOYER NAME 
City, State 
Job Title 

EMPLOYMENT DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

JOB DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
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MEMBERSHIPS (list only relevant current and past memberships and committee/community 
involvement in reverse chronological order; do not exceed more than 15 years of past relevant 
involvement) 
 
AGENCY NAME 
City, State 
Title (if any) 

MEMBERSHIP DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

MEMBERSHIP DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
AGENCY NAME 
City, State 
Title (if any) 

MEMBERSHIP DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

MEMBERSHIP DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
AGENCY NAME 
City, State 
Title (if any) 

MEMBERSHIP DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

MEMBERSHIP DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
AGENCY NAME 
City, State 
Title (if any) 

MEMBERSHIP DATES:  MM/YYYY – MM/YYYY 

MEMBERSHIP DUTIES:  (list job duties and primary responsibilities here) 
 
 

 
 
OTHER SKILLS, TRAINING & QUALIFICATIONS  (Here, list other relevant skills, training 
and qualifications helpful in your current position, such as fluency in a foreign language, CPR, 
WRAP, and specialized training courses or certifications you may have, etc.  In revere 
chronological order, list the name of the skill/training/qualification and the date you acquired it.) 
 
SKILL/CERTIFICATION/QUALIFICATION 
Agency/Entity of Recognition 
 

DATE ACQUIRED:  MM/YYYY 

SKILL/CERTIFICATION/QUALIFICATION 
Agency/Entity of Recognition 
 

DATE ACQUIRED:  MM/YYYY 

SKILL/CERTIFICATION/QUALIFICATION 
Agency/Entity of Recognition 
 

DATE ACQUIRED:  MM/YYYY 
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COVER LETTER TEMPLATE 
 
 

[Month / Day / Year] 
 
 
[First and Last Name of Hiring Contact] 
c/o [Agency Name] 
[Agency Street Address] 
[Agency City, State  ZIP] 
 

Re: Current Opening for [Job Title] 
 
Dear [Mr./Ms.] [Hiring Contact’s Last Name], 
 
 [NO MORE THAN 5 SENTENCES] Provide a quick introductory sentence (how you learned 
about the job). How you meet all of the minimum qualifications for the position. How your 
experience, education, and other skills meet the desired qualifications of the position.  
 
 [NO MORE THAN 5 SENTENCES]  Provide a brief overview of your relevant lived 
experience. Do not go into great detail. Do not include diagnosis. Focus on recovery, 
improvement, personal growth, transformation, and what you did to improve. 
  
 [NO MORE THAN 5 SENTENCES]  Explain why you are a good fit for this particular job 
and why you are excited to work for this agency. Talk about your relevant work skills or 
education that qualify you for the position. Tell them what you like about doing this kind of 
work. Show that you understand both the job duties and the agency culture and tell them what 
you have to offer to their team. 
 
 I look forward to discussing this opportunity with you in the near future. Please contact 
me at [YOUR PHONE NUMBER] or [YOUR EMAIL ADDRESS]. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
[YOUR NAME] 
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– INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK – 
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c Do my homework 

§ Research the organization (what they do, where they are, mission, vision, 
values) 

§ Research the program  
§ Research the position 
§ Research the interviewers 
§ Draft 3-4 of my own questions for the interviewers 

 
 

c Practice 
§ Doing mock interviews with my Career Advisor 
§ Talking about lived experience 
§ Addressing yellow flag issues (gaps in employment, work history, convictions, 

etc.) 
§ Common interview questions 
§ Making responses relevant  

 
 

c Get ready for the interview 
§ Confirm interview location 
§ Figure out directions, travel time, and parking 
§ Do as much as I can the night before 
§ Dress professionally and stay fragrance neutral 
§ Arrive early 
§ Bring my questions and extra copies of my resume, cover letter, and other 

important documents 
 
 

c Post-interview steps 
§ Send a personal thank-you note to each interviewer 
§ Send a follow up email to the primary decision maker including an insightful 

question or a thoughtful article/link 
§ Contact my Career Advisor to let them know how it went 
§ If I am NOT selected, ask for constructive feedback 

  
 

 

 

PREPARING FOR AN INTERVIEW 
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SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

For Client/Consumer Peer Support Positions 

• This position must be filled by someone with personal lived experience of recovery from 
a mental health challenge. Do you meet this requirement? Would you like to share 
how? 

• Do you personally believe that, in general, people with mental health challenges – even 
those with severe mental illnesses – can and do recover, and are capable of living 
fulfilling, productive lives in their communities? 

• What does recovery mean to you on a personal level? 

• How will you use the skills and knowledge you have developed along your own recover 
journey to inspire hope and wellness in individuals who are just beginning to work on 
their recovery? 

• This position will require you to share relevant aspects of your recovery story with 
people you haven’t met before. Are you comfortable with this? 

• In your opinion, why is shared lived experience essential to effective peer support? 

 

For Family Members of Adult Clients/Consumers 

• This position must be filled by someone with personal lived experience as a close family 
member or caretaker providing direct support to an adult with a mental health 
challenge. How do you meet this requirement?  

• Do you personally believe that, in general, people with mental health challenges – even 
those with severe mental illnesses – can and do recover, and are capable of living 
fulfilling, productive lives in their communities? 

• What self-care and stress management strategies have you developed to cope with the 
challenges of caring for someone who is unwell, and how can you use these techniques 
to help other family members in similar situations? 

• Describe an occasion when you were able to maintain health boundaries in a difficult 
situation with a loved one. Why was it important to enforce this boundary? 

• This position will require you to share relevant aspects of your lived experience with 
people you haven’t met before. Are you comfortable with this? 

• In your opinion, why is shared lived experience essential to effective peer support? 

• What steps have you taken to foster recovery, independence, and personal growth in 
the loved one you care(d) for? 
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For Parent/Caregiver Peer Support Positions 

• This position must be filled by someone with personal lived experience as a parent or 
primary caregiver providing direct support to a child or youth with an emotional, 
mental, or behavioral health challenge. How do you meet this requirement?  

• What self-care and stress management strategies have you developed to cope with the 
challenges of raising a child with special needs, and how can you use these techniques 
to help other parents/caregivers in similar situations? 

• This position will require you to share relevant aspects of your family’s story with 
people you haven’t met before. Are you comfortable with this? 

• In your opinion, why is shared lived experience essential to effective peer support? 

• Describe an occasion when you were able to maintain health boundaries in a difficult 
situation with a loved one. Why was it important to enforce this boundary? 

• What steps have you taken to foster independence and resiliency in the child or youth 
you care(d) for? 

 

For TAY Peer Support Positions 

• This position must be filled by someone between the ages of 18-(25) with personal 
lived experience of resiliency or recovery from a mental health challenge. Do you meet 
this requirement?  

• Do you personally believe that, in general, people with mental health challenges – even 
those with severe mental illnesses – can and do recover, and are capable of living 
fulfilling, productive lives in their communities? 

• What does recovery mean to you on a personal level? 

• How will you use the skills and knowledge you have developed along your own recover 
journey to inspire hope and wellness in individuals who are just beginning to work on 
their recovery? 

• This position will require you to share relevant aspects of your recovery story with 
people you haven’t met before. Are you comfortable with this? 

• In your opinion, why is shared lived experience essential to effective peer support? 
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2019 Social Security Administration Red Book 
https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-64-030.pdf 
 
Advice & Resources: CareerBuilder’s Career Tips 
https://www.careerbuilder.com/advice 
 
Find a Job 
https://www.usa.gov/find-a-job 
 
Peer Support 101: How to Become a Peer Support Specialist 
https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/peer-support-101-how-to-become-peer-support-specialist-
0716187 
 
Job Accommodation Network 
https://askjan.org | jan@askjan.org | (877) 781-9403 (TTY)  
 
National Survey of Compensation Among Peer Support Specialists  
https://www.leaders4health.org/images/uploads/files/PSS_Compensation_Report.pdf 
 
WISE Peer Staff Professional Development Group 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/WISEPeerProfessionals/ 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RESOURCES: FINDING THE RIGHT PEER JOB 
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SECTION 4 
 

 

MAINTAINING 
EMPLOYMENT 
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Working provides protective factors, and supports 
recovery and the maintenance of personal 
wellness. By getting a job and staying employed, 
you are contributing to your own recovery.  
 
Routine 
It provides us with a reason to get up in the morning. Now sometimes we may not wish we 
didn’t have to work, but actually, this routine keeps us healthy. 
 
Activity 
Work gives us something to do each day. The very act of saying to one’s self: “I have 
something to do today” protects our mental health. 
 
Purpose, Contribution 
Our work may also be something that meets our needs for purpose and contribution. These 
are protective factors for mental health. 
 
Connection and Social Support 
We spend more daylight hours with the people we work with than those we live with. We are 
social animals who connect to each other and when we are away from work, we miss the 
social interaction. When people are away from work, they are socially isolated. Isolation is 
both a predictor and risk factor for mental illness. 
 
Identity 
I could ask each one of you what you do and you would answer without thinking, either your 
title or what you do. If you are off work, say for a year or more, and someone asks you, “So 
what do you do?” you find it difficult to answer, difficult to define yourself to the other person 
in terms that are true… by society’s values and standards, you are a nothing because you are 
not “doing” something. 
 
Resources, Independence 
Maintaining gainful employment allows people to get off disability and provide for themselves 
financially, allowing them to become independent and fully participate in society. In addition to 
financial resources, it provides individuals with important skills and access to information, both 
of which can be used to improve their own lives. In building healthy relationships, working 
allows people to build social capital as well, giving them access to opportunities they may not 
have had before.  
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ABC = Always Be Clean 
§ Clothes, hair, nails, face 

 
Fragrance neutral 

 
Clothing 
§ Workplace appropriate 
§ No rips, holes, wrinkles, stains, gaps, missing buttons 
§ No T-shirts with controversial topics or offensive language 
§ Not overly revealing, too tight, too big 

 
 

TIPS ON APPEARANCE 
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                      | 2019 WISE PEER TOOLKIT FOR WORKPLACE SUCCESS | WWW.WISEUP.WORK 97 
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ON START DATE (HR/PROGRAM MANAGER) 

TASK 
COMPLETION 

DATE & 
INITIALS 

 Provide orientation binder and onboarding materials; complete necessary 
paperwork  
§ Peer job description  
§ Employee handbook and other agency policies/volunteer code of ethics  
§ Direct deposit form  
§ W-4 form  
§ I-9 form (W-9 for volunteers)  
§ Cultural competence statement  
§ Sexual harassment brochure: https://www.dfeh.ca.gov/wp-

content/uploads/sites/32/2018/12/DFEH_SexualHarassmentPamphlet.pdf 
§ Payroll, timesheet, and holiday calendar  
§ Staff roster/org chart (updated w/new hire info)  
§ Benefits paperwork  
§ Employee emergency contact form  

Initials: 

Date: 

 Conduct agency-specific orientation, covering:  
§ Organization’s history, mission, vision, and values  
§ Current services and programs and how peer role fits into existing 

structure  
§ How things are done (important policies and procedures)  
§ Who peer works with, reports to, how information is shared, how 

performance is  
§ evaluated  
§ Data security protocols  
§ Documentation and record-keeping requirements  

Initials: 

Date: 

 Copy the following documents and keep on file with other necessary 
paperwork: 
§ Driver license/government-issued ID 
§ Social Security card/authorization to work info 
§ Auto insurance policy (if driving)  
§ DMV report  

Initials: 

Date: 

 Determine trainings New Hire will need, create training plan, and 
schedule trainings (after consulting budget). 

Initials: 

Date: 

 

RECOMMENDED ONBOARDING PROCEDURES  
(BY EMPLOYER) 
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IN FIRST 30 DAYS (PROGRAM MANAGER) 

TASK 
COMPLETION 

DATE & 
INITIALS 

 Meet with New Hire to review their job description, supervision forms, and the 
employee onboarding information (which includes performance evaluation 
template) to ensure New Hire understands agency and program expectations 
for their position 

Initials: 

Date: 

 Meet with New Hire to determine how things are going with the job and work 
environment to identify potential problems and prevent future employment 
issues.  For example: 
§ What do you like about the job and our agency? 
§ What's been going well so far?  
§ Do you have enough, too much or too little time to do your work? 
§ What can we do to help you become successful in your job? 
§ What, if anything, do you not understand about your job or our agency? 
§ Who do you talk to when you have questions about work? Do you feel 

comfortable asking? 
§ Are we clearly communicating our expectations to you? 
§ How are you getting along with your coworkers? 
§ How do you see yourself developing in this role? 
§ What are your professional goals and how can we help you accomplish 

them? 

Initials: 

Date: 

 Complete this checklist and forward copy to Executive Director and HR 
Manager 

Initials: 

Date: 

 
FIRST 90 DAYS AND BEYOND (PROGRAM MANAGER) 

TASK 
COMPLETION 

DATE & 
INITIALS 

 Conduct occasional check-ins with non-peer staff to determine how things 
are going, explore potential issues, and prevent future problems. Questions 
for non-peer staff may include:  
§ Do you understand the peer role? What questions do you still have? §  
§ What's going well? 
§ What could be going better? 
§ How are you getting along with peer(s)?  

Initials: 

Date: 

 Ensure peer has frequent contact with other peers to prevent cooptation and 
dilution of peer role  

Initials: 

Date: 
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ON YOUR FIRST DAY 

Show up at least 10 minutes early Project confidence 

Look good, feel good Avoid distractions; remain engaged 

Remain calm and try not to stress Smile and be pleasant! 

 
 

IN YOUR FIRST WEEK 

Request and review essential 
information Meet your boss and coworkers 

Complete paperwork Learn about your employer 

Set up your work station Show enthusiasm and eagerness  

 

 

Job Description

Employee 
Handbook

Rules, Policies, 
Procedures

Performance 
Expectations

Org Chart

Program 
Description

TIPS FOR SUCCESS: THE FIRST YEAR 
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IN YOUR FIRST MONTH 

Make the job your #1 priority Learn about your job 

Read and re-read essential information Learn about your program 

Get to know your boss and coworkers Shadow coworkers 

Practice job skills DON’T REQUEST OR TAKE ANY TIME OFF 

 

 

IN YOUR FIRST YEAR 

Read and re-read essential information Acquire/enhance job skills 

Build relationships with boss and 
coworkers Maintain punctuality and attendance 

Seek regular feedback  Internal and external networking 

If you need help, ask for it right away Develop career goals 

Review periodically (every 30-60 days) to determine whether you are on the right track 
or need additional assistance 
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Self-Assessment: The Basics Yes No 

I am making satisfactory overall progress in my position.    

I understand my role within the organization.    

I understand my job description and responsibilities.    

I understand my how to perform my tasks and job duties.    

I have access to the necessary information, resources, materials, 
and equipment to adequately perform my job duties.    

I understand the expectations and standards of performance 
applicable to my position.    

I understand how work is assigned and duties are delegated.    

I understand how information is shared and how to have my 
questions answered.    

I understand how people work together on my team, who to rely 
upon, and who is relying upon me.    

I understand how my work is monitored and evaluated.    

I understand the timeframes and deadlines applicable to my 
position and am given adequate time to complete tasks and 
assignments.  

  

I know who to turn to for guidance and support.    

I know how to address problems if they arise.    

I understand the organization’s purpose, mission, and values.    

NEW HIRE SELF-ASSESSMENT 
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FOUR TRAITS OF SUPER STAFF 
 

 
 

 
 
 

HOW TO BE SMART 

 
Be Smart Tip #1: Get to know your agency  
§ Mission, vision, values 
§ Programs, services, activities 
§ Key people and partnerships 
§ Organizational structure 
§ Organizational culture 

 
Be Smart Tip #2: Figure out your role in the bigger picture 
§ What your program does 
§ What your position does 
§ Why it matters to the agency 
§ Why it matters to you 
§ Your unique contributions 

 
Be Smart Tip #3: Always meet or exceed expectations 
§ Performance 
§ Behavior 
§ Attitude 

Smart

Reliable

Work Hard

Play Well With Others

HOW TO BE A GREAT EMPLOYEE 
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Expectation Sources: 
 

 
 
Be Smart Tip #4: Demonstrate enthusiasm and take initiative 
§ Show interest in your agency and what it does 
§ Understand the issues that impact your organization 
§ Stay informed about developments in mental health and peer support 
§ Don’t grumble! 

 
Be Smart Tip #5: Develop basic computer skills  

§ Email, word processing, printing 
§ Practice proper email etiquette 

 
Be Smart Tip #6: Use technology appropriately 

§ Nothing on work equipment is private 
§ Maintain client confidentiality 

 
 

HOW TO BE RELIABLE 

 
Be Reliable Tip #1: Maintain regular attendance and punctuality 
§ Minimize unplanned absences 
§ Show up on time, ready, willing, and able to work 
§ Request time off or schedule changes as far in advance as possible 
§ Keep a minimum balance of leave/PTO  

Your Job 
Description

Performance 
Evaluations

Rules, 
Policies, 

Procedures

Employee 
Handbook

Core 
Competencies Best Practices

Your Boss Your 
Coworkers Org Culture
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Be Reliable #2: Create Trust 
§ Keep your word 
§ Under-promise and over-deliver 
§ If you said you’d do it, do it 
§ Be honest with yourself and others 
§ Don’t hide your mistakes 
§ Take personal responsibility 
§ Ask for help if you need it 

 
Be Reliable Tip #3: Remain Consistent 
§ Commit to quality work 

o People will learn what to expect from you – leave them with a good impression 
§ Meet your deadlines  
§ Step up when you are needed 
§ Accept new tasks and responsibilities 

 
 

HOW TO BE A HARD WORKER 

 
Work Hard Tip #1: Stay Motivated 
§ Eat the frog first 
§ If you can’t avoid it, learn to love it 
§ Focus on the outcome 
§ Find an external motivator 
§ Avoid distractions 
§ Break up big projects into smaller tasks 
§ Just start!  

 
 

HOW TO PLAY WELL WITH OTHERS 

 
Play Well Tip #1: Maintain Basic Etiquette 

§ Stay positive 
§ Ask questions 
§ Be nice 
§ Avoid gossip 
§ Use your personal wellness plan! 
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BARRIER #1: ROLE CONFUSION 

 

CHALLENGES 

About the peer role in general Desire to fit in 

Handling transitions: 
§ From recipient to provider of services 
§ From client to coworker 
§ From acquaintance to mentor 

 

OVERCOMING ROLE CONFUSION 

Understand principles of peer support and key recovery concepts 

Model recovery at all times 

Maintain appropriate interpersonal boundaries 

Educate others about your role 

Review your job description 

 
 

BARRIER #2: STIGMA 
 

CHALLENGES 

Mentalism Desire to fit in 

Micro-Aggressions (overt/obvious) Micro-Aggressions (covert/subtle) 

Low Expectations Marginalization 

Tokenism 

 

OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO WORKPLACE  
SUCCESS 
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OVERCOMING STIGMA 

Model recovery and strength-based language at all times 

Raise consciousness  
§ Name mentalism when it happens 
§ Strategically respond to stigma, whether or not intentional 
§ Inform and educate others about the peer role 

Support and validate one another (Peer Staff) 

 
 

BARRIER #3: ISOLATION 
 

CHALLENGES 

Only peer on the team/in the department Not asked to share opinions 

Not encouraged to participate Lack of support for peer role 

No mentoring/networking opportunities 

 

OVERCOMING ISOLATION 

Get out of your own head 

Engage in self-care  

Initiate interaction; make small gestures 

Speak up in group settings 

Seek out supportive coworkers 

Participate in group activities and community events 

Find support from peers in other programs and agencies 
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BARRIER #4: COOPTATION 
 

CHALLENGES 

“Professionalization” of the peer role  
The adoption of values, attributes, and 
style of personal interaction associated 
with clinical providers 

A drift towards more traditional (medical model) service practices 

 

OVERCOMING COOPTATION 

Strong peer identity (create your bubble) 2+ peers per program 

Peer run organizations Reinforcement and support for peer role 

Supervision of peers by peers Education of clinical/treatment staff 

Career ladders for peers Using recovery-based language 

 
 
BARRIER #5: WORKING CONDITIONS 

 

CHALLENGES 

Low pay  Non-existent or unaffordable benefits 

Job Stagnation Job Insecurity 

Other structural barriers? 

 

OVERCOMING WORKINNG CONDITIONS 

Training/Skills building Professional development 

Advocacy Networking/Career exploration 
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– INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK – 
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As a professional, you need to practice self-care in all aspects of your life so you can perform at 
your best when working with people. A good place to start is with assessing where you’re at and 
then making a plan to improve your self-care. Complete the self-care assessment to find out 
how you're managing your self-care at the moment. 

 
Physical Self-Care 

Involves activities that help you to stay fit and healthy, and with enough energy to get through 
your work and personal commitments. Physical self-care includes getting adequate sleep, 
healthy and regular eating, and regular exercise. It also includes rest and nurturing yourself if 
you do get sick. 
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

Eat regularly  
(e.g. breakfast, lunch and dinner) 

     

Eat healthily      

Exercise regularly      

Access medical care when needed 
(both preventative and acute) 

     

Take time off when sick 
     

Regular physical activity that I 
enjoy 

     

Get enough sleep 
     

SELF-CARE ASSESSMENT 
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Psychological Self-Care 

Involves activities that help you to feel clear-headed and able to intellectually engage with the 
professional challenges that are found in your work. It may also include strategies for your own 
personal life, outside work, but that remain relevant for your working career (i.e. if a partner, 
or your child, becomes ill). 
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 
Take time out (trips out of town, 
to the beach or a weekend away) 

     

Take time away from telephones, 
email, social media and the 
internet 

     

Make time for self-reflection 
     

Notice your inner dialogue (listen 
to your thoughts and feelings) 

     

Have your own personal 
development and/or external 
supervision 

     

Write in a journal/diary 
     

Read, watch or engage with 
interests unrelated to work 

     

Do something at which you are 
not an expert or in charge 
(different to your work role) 

     

Actively minimize stress in your 
life 

     

Engage in new ways of thinking  
(e.g. attend a sports event, 
theatre, gallery, library, public 
talks) 

     

Be curious about life 
     

Say no occasionally 
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Emotional Self-Care  
Involves activities that allow you to safely experience your full range of emotions. This means 
having work and non-work friends, doing enjoyable activities, debriefing at the end of 
challenging days, and prioritizing supportive relationships.  
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

Spend time with non-work 
friends, family and acquaintances      

Stay in contact with important 
people in your life      

Acknowledge when you have 
done well      

Value yourself      

Identify energizing/positive 
activities people and places, and 
actively seek them out 

     

Allow yourself to cry or be upset      

Find things that make you laugh      

Express your opinion on social 
issues outside of work      
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Spiritual Self-Care  
Involves having a sense of perspective beyond the day-to-day of life. For some people this 
means engaging with organized religion, for others it is more about ensuring a sense of 
possibility and optimism.  
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

Do some form of reflective 
practice (meditate, pray or 
reflect) 

     

Spend time in natural 
environments      

Connect to a community or 
network with shared values      

Be open to feeling inspiration, 
awe and other positive emotions 

     

Nurture your optimism and hope 

     

Be open to not knowing 

     

Identify what is meaningful to 
you and notice it's place in your 
life 

     

Contribute to causes in which you 
believe in outside of work 
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Relationship Self-Care 
Closely related to emotional self-care. It is about maintaining healthy, supportive relationships, 
and ensuring you have diversity in your relationships so that you are not only connected to work 
people.   
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

Schedule regular time with 
significant others (e.g. partner, 
kids, friends, family) 

     

Stay in contact with mates, 
acquaintances and networks      

Make time to reply to personal 
correspondence      

Allow others to do things for you 

     

Meet new people 

     

Ask for help when you need it 

     

Share your feelings: good, bad or 
other with someone you trust 

     

Maintain a healthy physical space 
or home 
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Overall Balance 
How well do you balance the demands of work life and your personal life?  
 
To what extent do you do these activities? 
 
select "Never" if you have never thought about it or do not know what it is.  
 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

Strive for balance within your 
work-life and work-day 

     

Strive for balance among work, 
family, relationships, play and 
rest 

     

 
 
Now that you have completed your survey, identify areas where you would like to make a 
change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Adapted from Saakvitne, Pearlman, & Staff of TSI/CAAP (1996). Transforming the pain: A workbook on vicarious 
traumatization. Norton.) 
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Review the Self-Care Assessment that you completed earlier, which includes what you are doing now for self-care. In this self-
care plan, list those activities that you engage in regularly (like every day or week) under “current practice” within each domain. 
Identify new strategies that you would like to begin to incorporate as part of your ongoing maintenance self-care— pay 
particular attention to domains that you have not been addressing in the past. In the last two columns, identify barriers that 
might interfere with ongoing self-care and how you will address them. Below the table, identify negative coping strategies you 
would like to target for change and how you will change them.  
 

ASPECTS OF  
SELF-CARE 

CURRENT 
PRACTICE 

ACTIVITIES/ 
STRATEGIES I 

WOULD LIKE TO 
TRY 

HOW WILL 
IMPLEMENTING 

THESE 
ACTIVITIES/ 
STRATEGIES 

MAKE YOU FEEL? 

BARRIERS? 

HOW WILL YOU 
OVERCOME 

THESE 
BARRIERS? 

Physical 

     

Psychological 

     

Emotional 

     

 

SELF-CARE PLAN 
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ASPECTS OF  
SELF-CARE 

CURRENT 
PRACTICE 

ACTIVITIES/ 
STRATEGIES I 

WOULD LIKE TO 
TRY 

HOW WILL 
IMPLEMENTING 

THESE 
ACTIVITIES/ 
STRATEGIES 

MAKE YOU FEEL? 

BARRIERS? 

HOW WILL YOU 
OVERCOME 

THESE 
BARRIERS? 

Spiritual 

     

Relational 

     

Workplace 

     

Overall 
Balance 

     

 
Identify negative coping strategies you would like to target for change and how you will change them.  

______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
(Adapted by Shirley Reiser, LCSW and Lisa D. Butler, PhD from materials provided by Sandra A. Lopez, LCSW, ACSW, University of Houston, Graduate School of Social Work.)
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15 Email Etiquette Rules Every Professional Should Know 
https://www.businessinsider.com/email-etiquette-rules-every-professional-needs-to-know-
2016-1#include-a-signature-block-4 
 
Antidepressant Skills at Work: Dealing with Mood Problems in the Workplace 
https://d3mh72llnfrpe6.cloudfront.net/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/27190157/antidepressantskillsatwork.pdf 
 
Best Practices for Gaining & Maintaining Employment 
http://www.targetcommunity.org/documents/Maintaining-Employment.pdf 
 
Heads Up: Better Mental Health In The Workplace 
https://www.headsup.org.au/healthy-workplaces/for-employees 
 
How to Keep the Job Now That You are Hired 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/careers/HOW_TO_KEEP_THE_JOB_NOW_THAT_YOU_A
RE_HIRED_351873_7.pdf 
 
Job Accommodation Network 
https://askjan.org | jan@askjan.org | (877) 781-9403 (TTY)  
 
Mental Health Consumer Providers:  A Guide for Clinical Staff 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/technical_reports/2008/RAND_TR584.pdf 
 
WISE Peer Staff Professional Development Group 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/WISEPeerProfessionals/ 
 
Workplace Strategies for Mental Health: At Work 
https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/employee-resources/at-work 
 
Workplace Strategies for Mental Health: Personal Wellbeing 
https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/employee-resources/personal-well-being 
 
 

 

 

 

 

RESOURCES: MAINTAINING EMPLOYMENT 
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International Association of Peer Supporters (2013). National Practice Guidelines for 

Peer Supporters. Downloaded 10/01/2013. Retrieved from http://inaops.org/national-
standards  

 
Reiser, S.. Butler, L.D.Texas Tech University Health Science Center. Self-Care 

Assessment. Retrieved from https://www.ttuhsc.edu/centers-
institutes/counseling/documents/selfcare.pdf 
 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2015). Core Competencies 
for Peer Workers in Behavioral Health Services. Retrieved from   
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/brss_tacs/core-
competencies_508_12_13_18.pdf 
 

Saakvitne, Pearlman, & Staff of TSI/CAAP (1996). Transforming the pain: A workbook 
on vicarious traumatization. Norton.  
 

White, W. (2007). Ethical Guidelines for the Delivery of Peer-based Recovery Support 
Services. Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health and Mental Retardation Services 
(DBHMRS) & Pennsylvania Recovery Organization – Achieving Community Together (PRO-
ACT). Retrieved from http://www.bhrm.org/recoverysupport/EthicsPaperFinal6-8-07.pdf  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SELECTED REFERENCES 
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WISE is a program of Cal Voices funded by the California 
Mental Health Services Act (Prop 63) and administered 
by the Office of Statewide Health Planning and 
Development (OSHPD). 

Cal Voices 
720 Howe Avenue, Suite 102 
Sacramento, CA 95825 
Phone | 916.366.4600 
Fax | 916.855.5448 
Web | www.calvoices.org 
 

916.376.7736 
 

wise@calvoices.org 
 

www.wiseup.work 
 
 


