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Standards for Peer Support Services

The purpose of this document is to define standards that every peer support service can use, and to define the value of peer support.  Note that the Washington State Plan service modality titled “peer support” funded by Medicaid must be provided by Certified Peer Counselors.  (Certified Peer Counselors are self-identified consumers of mental health services who maintain registration with the Washington State Department of Health as a counselor, have completed specialized training provided or contracted by the Washington State Mental Health Division (MHD), and have successfully passed an examination administered by the MHD or an authorized contractor.)  Paraprofessional peer specialists (who are not certified,) also have value, including people with legal histories who may be unable to become certified.  Because of their own experience, these paraprofessional peers can share their strength and hope in their decision to stay in recovery even when they are challenged with the barriers of the legal system.  These barriers can cause some consumers to be concerned that their own recovery process has stalled.  Paraprofessional peers can support these consumers through the process and encourage endurance during that crucial period when the legal system prevents advancements.  

Peer support specialists
 can provide other service modalities (excluding intake, integrated COD screening, medication management, peer support, and some other specialty services).  Some peer support specialists will be paid employees and others may be unpaid, by choice or as part of an internship.  Consumers interested in becoming a peer must be provided with information about the impact of paid employment on their benefits.  

These standards are intended to help peer support services maintain a consistent level of quality for all peer support specialists. 

1. The Value of Peer Support Services (from Lori Ashcraft and William Anthony):

· Peers (including family members) can reach out and engage people unwilling to use behavioral health services. This is especially important because only 15% of people with serious mental illnesses are estimated to receive minimally adequate treatment (note: this is for the general population)

· Peers who work alongside professional staff provide living proof that recovery is possible. This can raise morale by providing evidence to service providers that people can and do recover.

· Peers provide a living example of hope for others with mental illnesses. The “if I can do it, you can do it” message doesn't even have to be spoken—it's right before their eyes. This often allows peers to engage and bond with people who otherwise would be reluctant to trust and use clinical services.

· Peers can free up professional staff to do other tasks that can be done only by professionals because of licensing issues and regulations.

· The boundaries and ethics that guide most peer programs are very similar to those that guide professionals, but peers do have more latitude in being “real” people. By this we mean that they can share their own experiences of recovery because they are operating on a foundation of mutuality. This is a great asset that can be incorporated into a clinical team to improve overall engagement and trust.

· Peers' personal experiences can be a valuable asset to the clinical team. When they add their first-person knowledge and their stories of recovery to the service mix, services are enhanced and extended, as well as infused with hope and self-determination.

2. Training of Peer Support Specialists

Peers may have training that is part of a certified or non-certified curriculum. All peer support specialists shall have been trained in basic concepts of peer support.  Training in the Wellness Recovery Action Plan process as developed by Mary Ellen Copeland is strongly recommended.  In addition:

· Understanding the  10 Fundamental Components of Recovery identified by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration and the additional principle of resiliency as identified by the Washington State Mental Health Transformation Project;

· Active listening skills with the ability to pick up cues while listening and then respond appropriately

· Using personal experience to build empathy and rapport; 

· How to be validating,  provide information, and provide emotional support and encouragement;

· Assisting in developing and implementing the service plan, including identifying life goals and the steps needed to achieve them. 

· Assisting in reducing the sense of isolation and helplessness that consumers and families often feel; 

· Dual relationships and role conflicts; 

· Confidentiality; 

· Stigma and discrimination reduction; 

· When to seek consultation and practicing within the scope of their training;

· Able to tell their own recovery and resilience stories in ways that are relevant to the obstacles faced by consumers of mental health services;
· Able to maintain appropriate boundaries;

· Able to recognize and utilize one’s own unique strengths and experiences and apply them appropriately to the tasks at hand and to the relationships they have, both with colleagues and the consumers with whom they are working;
· Able to work as a member of the treatment team.

3. Services

Peer support specialists provide flexible services that are customized to the needs of the individual and that allow the peer to act as a role model of recovery. Such services not only assist professionals in the delivery of conventional mental health services, but also provide a different, complementary service model built on principles of mutuality, empowerment, and informality. Services may include: 

· Identifying services and activities that promote recovery and resilience.

· Supporting consumers and families in making their own choices and taking responsibility for their own recovery. 

· Mentoring consumers to build self advocacy skills.

· Mentoring consumers to explore networking through existing advisory groups and consumer run organizations and to become involved as an advocate for others

· Mentoring consumers to navigate the mental health and other systems.

· Mentoring consumers to build natural supports. 

· Encouraging consumers in developing coping skills. 

· Mentoring consumers to build and maintain community living skills and access community resources. 

· Supporting consumers to find and retain employment, education, and volunteer work.

· Mentoring consumers as they find other meaningful activities that promote a sense of purpose, structure, and inclusion in the community.

· Helping consumers to identify strengths, recognize successes, and to build hope.

4.         Referral to Peer Support Services

Consumers who may benefit from peer support include, but are not limited to:

· Anyone who expresses an interest; 

· Individuals who are, have had, or are having difficulty with engaging in mental health services;

· Families; 

· Individuals who are frequently hospitalized; 

· Individuals who are new to the mental health system;

· Individuals who are socially isolated; and,

· Individuals who, in order to thrive, require more personal contact than may be possible when they are part of a large caseload. 

5. Organizational Support for Peer Support Services

· All staff is educated about the role of peer support and its potential value as part of the care plan.

· Peer support specialists have access to space in the organization to meet with and assist others in self-help activities.   

· The peer support specialists are a valued and active member of the treatment team. 

· Peer support specialists are encouraged to help the organization re-frame language that may be stigmatizing.

· Peer support is actively promoted, including making all consumers aware of what peer support is and about the availability of peer support services at any point in treatment.

· Peer support specialists receive sufficient supervision from a licensed mental health professional within a licensed mental health agency, training, and encouragement to evolve in their careers.

· Peer support specialists are active, full partners in decision-making processes about program operations.

· Peer support specialists are encouraged and supported in accessing other peer providers for ongoing support.

· Peer support services are marketed internally and externally as vitally important parts of the agency.

� “Peer support specialists” in the remainder of this document refers to both Certified Peer Counselors and paraprofessional peer providers.





