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Peer support is a system of giving and receiving help 
founded on key principles of respect, shared 
responsibility, and  mutual agreement of what is helpful. 
Peer support is not based on psychiatric models and 
diagnostic criteria. It is about understanding another's, 
situation empathically through the shared experience of 
emotional and psychological pain. When people find 
affiliation with others whom they feel are “like” them, 
they feel a connection. This connection, or affiliation, is 
a deep, holistic understanding based on mutual
experience where people are able to “be” with each 
other without the constraints of traditional 
(expert/patient) relationships.   

Shery Mead

Definition of a PSW



Contracted 
Positions; 
BRIDGES; 
Footsteps

Contracted 
Positions; 
WOW WRAP

Contracted 
Positions; 
Wellness 
Network (Peer 
Navigators)

AHS contracted 3  
Peer Support 
workers from 
The 
Schizophrenia 
Society of 
Alberta in 
2012/2013 to work 
on the ACT team

First full-time 
Peer support 
worker hired 
within  AHS Feb 
2015  since then 
we have hired 
over 21 Peer 
Support 
Workers within 
the Edmonton 
zone and our 
numbers 
continue to 
grow. In May 
2018 PSW’s 
received union 
status with  Peer 
classification 

Flow Chart 





What does Peer Support look like in 
action

Practical support

 Facilitate and support clients and 
teams with emerging needs 

 Accompany clients to 
appointments ex; medical, dental, 
psychiatrist, court, and hair cuts

 Support clients’ goals

 Advocacy

 Budgeting

 Support with forms/referrals

 promote self-care

 Encourage recovery practices

Benefit 
 Education/Teamwork

 Life skills/Empowerment 

 Resiliency/Stability

 Self-Advocacy
 Independence/Potential 

 Hope/understanding 
 Mental health and wellbeing 
 Dignity 



What does Peer Support look like in 
action

Support

 Cultural connection 

 Accessing  community programs; 
grief and loss groups, self- help 
groups, family support groups

 Leisure and Recreation

 Emotional support 

 Just being available and Listening

 System Navigation

 Modeling of a recovery lifestyle

Benefit

 Social Inclusion/Belonging

 Engagement

 Health and Fitness

 Acceptance/Trust

 Respect

 Empowerment/Stress 
Management 

 Hope



Social Determinants of Health

client

Physical health

Trauma and 
internal stigma 

Cultural 
background 

Addiction and 
mental health

Family 
dynamics

Homelessness 
and lack of 

income 



Hiring PSWs
Challenge Outcome

 Uncertainty regarding the 
peer support worker’s role 
caused apprehension 
about the peers joining our 
team

 Clearly defined PSW’s role 

 Presentation to AHS on 
“What is lived experience.”

 Collaborating in care of 
client

 PSW’s location with the 
team

 Education and training are 
key for all staff 



Becoming part of a team
Challenge Outcome

 How could the team grow 
their practice to include 
PSW’s? 

 PSW’s using electronic 
medical record 

 Have PSW’s  are key in 
engaging clients in their 
care plan

 Having Peer Support at all 
levels of care



Team Player
Challenge Outcome 

 What is the PSW’s role in 
case conferences about our 
clients?

 Advocate for clients as a peer 
who has experienced  the 
health care system

 In a helpful way, challenge the 
ineffectiveness of “we have 
always done things this way”

 PSW’s challenge the stigmas of 
addiction and mental health 

 Assist team members to 
provide trauma informed care

 PSW’s bring a hopeful outlook



Collaboration
Challenge Outcome

 What if  the peer support 
worker was a previous 
client?

 Team member would be 
expected to engage PSW 
with respect 

 Have a conversation to 
help PSW feel supported

 Be non-judgmental 

 Follow AHS confidentiality 
policy



Self Care
Challenge Outcome

 Will working with our 
clients negatively impact 
the PSW’s own recovery?

 PSW’s need to practice self 
awareness and insight 

 Practice self-care

 Establish a support 
network

 The wellness of the PSW is 
essential to the 
functioning of the role

 Healthy Boundaries



Engagement
Challenges Outcomes

 How and why do PSW’s 
engage in community?

 Know the resources  available 
in our community 

 Networking with multiple 
agencies 

 Engaging with other peer 
driven agencies

 Strengthens and increases 
knowledge around PSWs role

 Knowledge gathering and 
sharing 

 To build cultural competence 



Challenges and Solutions 
Challenge Outcome

 Who will cover 
transportation and 
community engagement 
costs for PSW’s? 

 Manager and PSWs 
advocated to the city and 
received access to Rec. 
Centers when with clients

 Mileage and parking 
covered

 Bus passes covered



Stabilization and Maintenance Recovery and Resiliency

Disease/Disability Wellness and Strengths

What’s wrong? What’s strong?

Staff Driven Client Driven

Staff-Client Hierarchy Staff-Client Partnership

Mental Health Whole Health

Social Separation Social Integration

Compliance to a plan Engagement in a process

Dependence Interdependence
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Recovery: A shift in focus





Key Learnings/Successes

 Clinicians’ views on recovery has expanded therefore patient care 
has grown

 PSW’s have had a lot of autonomy and their ideas have been 
respected and encouraged

 PSW’s won an award and received acclaim through the 2015 
Partner In Health Award

 Presentations  with the Grant MacEwan Nursing program



Key Learnings/Successes
 Built key relationships with other PSW’s within Edmonton and 

the province

 One of our full time PSW’s has completed her PSC certification 
and is in the process completing her Mentorship Certification 

 Speaking to and working with staff, administration, 
management at all levels 

 PSW’s have become a voice within the system to create change



Key Learnings/Success

 A Peer Practice Council

 Partnerships with community agencies 

 Connected to the Provincial PSW Community of Practice

 Awareness around PSWs being a valuable & essential part of the 
team

 Peer developed and facilitated program “Power through Peers”



Core Values 

The integrity and intention of the peer supporter is key to the 
success of this delicate peer relationship.  The Core Values 
provide the foundation for this important work.

 Mutuality
 Dignity 
 Self Determination
 Personal Integrity
 Trust
 Health, Well-being and Recovery
 Social Inclusion 
 Lifelong Learning



Competencies for a Certified Peer 
Supporter

A certified peer supporter demonstrates skills and abilities within the 
following competencies:

 Hope
 Demeanour
 Interpersonal Relations
 Communication
 Self-Management & Resiliency
 Self-Awareness & Confidence
 Initiative & Commitment
 Flexibility & Adaptability
 Critical Thinking
 Teamwork
 Continuous Learning & Development



Why Peer Support?
 Peer support programs work by offering people 

support, encouragement, and hope that recovery is 
possible. Peer support considers the wellness of the 
whole person and focuses on health and recovery 
rather than illness and disability, in order to assist 
people in finding their own path to recovery/wellness

 The relationship forged between the peer supporter 
and the participant can help improve quality of life as 
well as reduce the need for repeated use of 
services/hospitalization 



Why Peer Support?
 Peer support equals positive discharge planning

 Focus of the Peer relationship  is moving the 
participant from hopelessness to hope

 The Peer relationship is wellness focused not illness 
focused 

 Overall: Peer support demonstrates wellness/ recovery 
skills from a self-management perspective



Why Peer Support?
 Participants move out of the health care system more 

smoothly because they know how to manage there 
symptoms better

 Participant learn better communication skills with 
formal and informal supports



What can Peer Support 
Bring to your Team!



Resources
 http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/Peer

_Support_Guidelines.pdf

(Peer support guidelines)

 http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/MH
CC_Peer_Support_Webinar_Slides_March_19_2014.pdf

(The Road to Recovery: The Value of MHCC’s Peer Support Guidelines in 
Strengthening Your Organization’s Policies, Programs and Practices )

 www.mentalhealthcommission.ca

 http://peersupportcanada.ca/

 pamela.spurvey@ahs.ca

http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/Peer_Support_Guidelines.pdf
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/MHCC_Peer_Support_Webinar_Slides_March_19_2014.pdf
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/
http://peersupportcanada.ca/
mailto:pamela.spurvey@ahs.ca


Support 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K9vFWA1rnWc#t=14

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K9vFWA1rnWc

