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BEING's position

BEING believes that to ensure that consumers have choice when it comes to government
mental health services there should be a balance between clinical and peer-run services in
government funded mental health services. But for this to be sustainable it is important that
peer workers are appropriately supported and that their role is understood and valued by
their non-peer colleagues.

Education and support

This could be implemented by providing more professional development opportunities for
peer workers together with more training for clinicians and other mental health workers to
support better understanding of the peer work role in the mental health space.

Appropriate support for peer workers should also be made available. This could include one
on one peer supervision, group supervision and other opportunities to build and sustain
collegiality. This would align with the model of support for social workers.

Collaborative models of care

BEING is very supportive of current services that are exemplars of productive collaboration
between peer workers and non-peer workers. Important examples of this fruitful
collaboration in NSW include some of the Safe Haven crisis support services currently
implemented across NSW." In some locations, peer workers and clinicians work side by
side as equals, each providing professional and complementary supports to consumers.

Background

Peer workers are an integral part of any clinical setting where consumers are treated and
supported. In the words of Ehrlich and colleagues (2019), “The inclusion of peer support
workers in clinical care teams is crucial to a recovery-supportive focus. Peer support
workers facilitate egalitarian spaces for non-peer staff and consumers to frankly discuss
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the lived experience of mental illness.”? They “act as a bridge between patients and
healthcare providers and are critical in establishing trust, easing transitions in care.”?

There is increasing evidence of the subjective psychosocial benefits of one-to-one peer
support in mental health services. A recent systematic review and meta-analysis conducted
by White et al. (2020) reported that there were significant improvements in self-reported
recovery and sense of empowerment for people who received peer support.* There is
qualitative evidence to show that peer workers help improve consumer quality of life, hope
and empowerment, especially those with lived experience of severe mental health issues ° ¢

Despite the value peer workers can bring to mental health services, they face many
challenges when trying to integrate into clinical teams and settings including an increased
risk of burnout from lack of job security, inadequate training, poor supervision support,
resulting from the failure of non-peer line managers to understand the peer support role, as
well as difficulties adjusting to the high demands of the job.”

Peer workers are not always treated as equals within the clinical team and are often
allocated assignments that are not relevant to their role.® This is commonly referred to as
‘Peer drift’ which is defined as follows: “when the role of the peer support worker begins to
deviate from the practices that distinguish peer support workers from clinical providers or
other recovery supports.”®
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