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Before You Build a Team 
When an agency decides it wants to start a peer support team, there is an understandable 
temptation to begin with the team itself. Who should be on it? How many people do we 
need? What training should we send them to? Who is going to coordinate it? Those are 
important questions, and we will get to all of them. But they are not the first questions I 
want you to answer. 

Before you choose a single peer supporter, I want you to think about what you are actually 
trying to build. 

A peer support team and a peer support program are not necessarily the same thing. You 
can select six wonderful people, send them to excellent training, put their pictures on a 
bulletin board, and officially announce that your agency now has a peer support team. 
Technically, you do. But having a team does not necessarily mean you have built a program 
people will trust enough to use. 

A strong program has something underneath the team. It has clear expectations and 
protections. Peer supporters know their role and, just as importantly, where that role ends. 
They know what confidentiality means in their jurisdiction and what its limits are. They have 
somewhere to turn when something becomes bigger than they should carry alone. 
Supervisors understand what peer support is without trying to manage the conversations 
happening within it. Leadership understands that supporting the program also means 
protecting its boundaries. There is a plan for training, clinical partnership, referrals, 
documentation, critical incidents, ongoing support, and what happens when one of the 
helpers becomes the person who needs help. 

National guidance reinforces the need for that intentionality. NENA's peer support 
guidance emphasizes that programs should be developed, implemented, and overseen 
with particular attention to confidentiality and local law, while APCO's implementation 
workbook was informed by the experiences of more than 30 communications centers and 
is designed to be adapted to individual agency needs rather than applied as a single one-
size-fits-all model.  

But before we build any of those pieces, I want us to remember why we're building them. 

Start With the People, Not the Program 
There will be plenty of policy in this resource. There needs to be. We are going to talk about 
confidentiality, selection, training, clinical oversight, documentation, activation, referrals, 
boundaries, removal, continuing education, program evaluation, and many of the other 
pieces that allow a peer support program to function safely and consistently. 
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But there is going to be a person on the other side of every policy we write. 

It may be someone who had the call they cannot quite shake. It may be someone whose 
home life is falling apart while they continue showing up every day and doing their job. It 
may be someone who isn't in crisis at all but knows something has felt different lately. It 
may be the person everyone else depends on who suddenly realizes they don't know who 
they are supposed to depend on. 

And sometimes, there isn't a crisis to identify or a problem to solve. Sometimes someone 
simply needs a safe place to put down what they have been carrying for a little while. 

That distinction matters because our role has never been to build a program that convinces 
people to talk. Our job is to create an environment where telling feels safe if they choose to. 
The policies, training, confidentiality protections, selection process, and clinical resources 
we build are all ultimately in service of that one thing. 

NENA describes even the most basic form of peer support as the positive, supportive 
interactions that already happen between friends and coworkers. Formal programs build 
upon that natural human connection by creating the training, structure, safeguards, and 
resources needed to support it responsibly.  

That is an important place for us to begin, because it reminds us that we aren't trying to 
manufacture connection through a program. In many agencies, connection is already 
happening. People are already checking on one another, sitting beside one another after 
difficult calls, sending the text after shift, noticing when someone is quieter than usual, or 
becoming the person others naturally seek out when life gets heavy. 

Our job is to build something that strengthens those relationships without institutionalizing 
the humanity out of them. 

What Are We Really Building? 
Throughout this resource, we are going to look at peer support through five foundational 
pillars: Trust, Structure, Competence, Connection, and Sustainability. They aren't five 
separate pieces that can be checked off one at a time. They overlap, reinforce one another, 
and give us a way to keep asking whether the decisions we make on paper will actually 
create the experience we want for the people using the program. 

Trust asks whether people believe the program, and the humans within it, are safe. It is 
reflected in who we select, how confidentiality is protected, whether boundaries are 
respected, how leadership behaves around the program, and what happens when trust is 
broken. People don't use peer support simply because it exists. They use it when they 
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believe they can trust it. As we know, for first responders, trust comes slowly and it is 
erased very quickly.  

Structure gives that trust somewhere solid to live. Good intentions matter, but they cannot 
carry an entire program. Clear policies, roles, clinical partnerships, legal considerations, 
procedures, documentation practices, activation processes, and accountability create 
consistency. That structure isn't meant to make peer support bureaucratic. Done well, it 
does the opposite: it creates enough safety around the human interaction that the people 
inside it can focus on one another. 

Competence recognizes that caring about people and being prepared to support them are 
not the same thing. Peer supporters do not need to become clinicians, and we should 
never ask them to. They do need the skills and judgment to listen well, recognize when 
something is outside their role, understand boundaries, respond appropriately to 
concerns, make meaningful referrals, and continue developing their own self-awareness. 
Being willing to help matters. Being prepared to help matters too. 

Connection is where all of this becomes real. Peer support doesn't happen in an 
organizational chart or a policy manual; it happens between people. It also reaches beyond 
the individual peer relationship to include clinicians, supervisors, leadership, families, 
retirees, neighboring agencies, and community resources. A strong program creates 
pathways toward support rather than expecting one peer supporter to be everything for 
everyone.  

Finally, Sustainability asks whether what we are building can remain healthy over time. A 
successful peer support program isn't simply one that launches well. It is one that remains 
credible years later, even as leadership changes, peer supporters leave, budgets tighten, 
new employees arrive, and the needs of the workforce evolve. Sustainability also means 
caring for the people doing the caring. If we build a program that supports everyone except 
the peer supporters themselves, we have not built a sustainable program. 

These five pillars will become much more substantive as we move through the resource. 
For now, I simply want you to begin looking at the decisions ahead through those lenses. 

Because we aren't just building a team. 

We are building something people may eventually have to trust with the parts of 
themselves they don't show everyone else. That deserves more than a roster and a training 
certificate. It deserves to be built well. 
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Before You Move On 
Before we start choosing team members or writing policy, spend some time thinking about 
your starting point. Why does your agency want peer support, and what do you hope will be 
different because it exists? Think about how people currently support one another, who 
employees already trust, and what might prevent someone from asking for help. Consider 
how your culture responds when someone says they are struggling and whether employees 
would genuinely believe a peer support conversation would remain protected. 

It is also worth asking whether leadership understands what it means to support peer 
support—not only by funding or endorsing it, but by respecting its boundaries. Are you 
building something primarily to respond after critical incidents, or do you want peer 
support to be present during the ordinary difficult moments too? And perhaps most 
importantly, if you were the person who needed support, what would have to be true for you 
to trust this program enough to use it? 

You don't need perfect answers before moving forward. Some of the answers may even be 
uncomfortable. That's useful information. We aren't asking these questions to determine 
whether your agency passes some readiness test. We're asking them because strong 
programs aren't built by pretending we are starting somewhere other than where we 
actually are. It takes fearless and authentic self and agency assessment to find out where 
you are currently, in order to have a starting place for where you want to go.  
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Pillar One: Trust 
People Don't Use Peer Support Because It Exists. They Use It Because They Trust It. 

An agency can build an impressive peer support program on paper. It can have a detailed 
policy, trained team members, clinical oversight, leadership support, and every resource 
we are going to discuss throughout this resource. But none of those things guarantee that 
someone will actually use it. 

At some point, a person has to decide whether it feels safe enough to tell another human 
being something that matters. 

That decision may happen after a difficult call, but it may just as easily happen after an 
argument at home, during a season when sleep has become harder, when patience is 
getting shorter, when someone is questioning whether they still want to do this job, or when 
they simply realize they haven't felt like themselves for a while. They may not have language 
for what is happening yet. They may not even be looking for "help." They may simply be 
deciding whether there is one person around them with whom they can be a little more 
honest. 

That is why trust has to come first, before any program, before any team, it is the 
foundation.  

We often talk about trust in peer support as though it means confidentiality. Confidentiality 
is absolutely part of it, and we will spend considerable time on it, but trust is much bigger 
than whether someone keeps a conversation private. Trust is built through the 
accumulated experience of how people are treated. Do I believe you will listen without 
judging me? Do I believe you won’t just tell me “it’s the job, suck it up?”  Do I believe you 
won't immediately try to fix me? Will you respect me if I make a choice different from the 
one you would make? Will you still see me as capable after I tell you I'm struggling? Will you 
know when something is beyond your scope? Will you keep my story from becoming yours 
to tell one night when you’re bored? 

And then there is another layer: even if I trust you the individual, do I trust the program 
around you? 

That distinction matters. 

Someone may deeply trust a coworker on the peer support team but still wonder whether 
the supervisor will find out they called, whether their name is being documented 
somewhere, whether using peer support could affect a promotion or special assignment, 
whether the team reports conversations back to administration, or whether "confidential" 
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actually means confidential. If we don't answer those questions clearly, employees will 
answer them for themselves. Usually based on what they have seen their organization do 
before, and immediately undercut the power and efficacy of the peer support team.  

This is why trust cannot simply be assigned to the individuals on the peer support team. It 
has to be built into the entire program. 

Trust Begins Before Peer Support Does 
One of the most important things we can understand when selecting a peer support team 
is that we are rarely starting from zero. People in our agencies already know who they trust. 

They know who can hear something difficult without turning it into gossip. They know who 
checks in without being intrusive, who can disagree without becoming dismissive, and who 
can hear another person's experience without immediately comparing it to their own and 
trying to “out trauma” them. They know who notices when someone is having a rough shift 
and quietly makes space for them to share about it. They also know who asks questions 
because they genuinely care and who asks because they want information. 

None of those people needed a peer support title for their coworkers to learn those things 
about them. 

Trust is built in ordinary moments long before the difficult conversation happens. It is built 
during long shifts, training days, control room disagreements, how their peers handle 
mistakes, shared meals (including the challenge of choosing what to have for said meal), 
hard calls, and the countless small interactions that teach us what another person is likely 
to do with our vulnerability.  

That gives us an important starting point when we begin selecting peer supporters: 

A peer support title can formalize a role. It cannot manufacture trust. 
Training can teach someone how to listen more effectively, understand boundaries, 
recognize warning signs, make appropriate referrals, respond to critical incidents, and 
better understand the effects of cumulative exposure. Those skills matter tremendously. 
But training cannot erase a reputation for gossip. It cannot make coworkers suddenly feel 
emotionally safe with someone they have never trusted. It cannot turn a person who needs 
to have all the answers into someone who can comfortably sit beside another person when 
there are no answers. 

This does not mean we are looking for perfect people. In fact, expecting perfection would 
probably eliminate some of the people who could become our strongest peer supporters. 
Frankly, if we needed perfect people, we would have no people. We are looking for people 
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who have demonstrated enough integrity, humility, self-awareness, and care that their 
peers feel safe being human around them. For many of us first responders, being open 
about our humanness has not historically been a safe space, encouraged, or trained. It is a 
new vulnerability that we are trying to lean into, and if we don’t have the right people to do 
that with, we continue the belief that it’s not a safe thing to feel or be.  

National 911 guidance supports this emphasis. NENA's peer support guidance identifies 
being respected and trusted among one's peers as an important characteristic of peer 
supporters, and the dispatch-specific policies I have reviewed similarly emphasize 
interpersonal skills, empathy, confidentiality, reputation, and credibility. The language 
varies, but the underlying message is consistent: who we select matters just as much as 
what we teach them afterward. 

We will examine that much more closely in the next section, because "choose trusted 
people" sounds simple until an agency has to determine what trusted actually looks like, 
how to evaluate it fairly, and how to avoid turning selection into a popularity contest. 

Trust Has More Than One Direction 
As we build the program, it helps to stop thinking about trust as one relationship between 
an employee and a peer supporter. There are actually several relationships operating at the 
same time. 

Employees need to trust the peer supporter. They need confidence in that person's 
character, judgment, boundaries, and ability to protect what is shared. 

They also need to trust the program. They need to understand how confidentiality works, 
what information is or is not documented, when a peer supporter may need consultation, 
what happens if there is a safety concern, and whether participation is truly voluntary. 

Peer supporters need to trust leadership. They need to know the agency will respect the 
boundaries of the program rather than asking them to become an informal source of 
information about employee morale, performance, or personal struggles. 

Leadership, in turn, needs to trust the peer support team. If administration is going to give 
a team the autonomy necessary to protect confidential relationships, the people serving on 
that team need to demonstrate sound judgment, appropriate boundaries, accountability, 
and a willingness to seek consultation when they are unsure. 

And the peer supporters need to trust one another. They need to know that asking another 
team member or clinical advisor for guidance will not become gossip within the team. They 
need to be able to say, "That conversation affected me," "I'm not sure what to do here," or "I 
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don't have the capacity to take this one," without worrying that their competence will 
immediately be questioned. 

That last piece is easy to overlook. We spend so much time asking peer supporters to 
create safety for everyone else that we can forget they need psychological safety within the 
team too. 

A healthy peer support program is therefore not built on one trusting relationship. It is built 
on a network of trust, and a weakness anywhere in that network can affect the credibility of 
the whole program and in the long run, actually cause harm to the people we are trying to 
help. 

Trust and Leadership 
Leadership has an unusual role in peer support because the agency must support the 
program without owning the conversations happening inside it, which can be 
uncomfortable. 

Administrators are accustomed to accountability. Supervisors are accustomed to knowing 
what is happening with their people. When an employee is struggling, a good supervisor 
may genuinely want to know whether they are okay. Those instincts are understandable. 
But peer support requires a different kind of leadership. 

Sometimes the most supportive thing leadership can do is not ask. 

Not, "What did they tell you?" 

Not, "Is this something I need to worry about?" 

Not, "Did you get them to talk?" 

Not even the well-intentioned, "Are they okay now?" 

Instead, leadership creates the conditions that allow peer support to work. It provides 
resources, protects training time, helps establish clinical partnerships, allows reasonable 
access to peers, understands the limits of confidentiality, supports appropriate coverage, 
and makes it clear through both policy and behavior that using peer support will not 
become an employment issue simply because someone chose to use it. 

That distinction will become particularly important when we discuss confidentiality. A 
policy can promise confidentiality all day long, but if supervisors routinely ask peer 
supporters for information after a contact, employees will learn very quickly which 
message they should believe. 
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Culture will always teach people what the policy really means. 
Trust is easy to lose. There is another reason I want Trust to be our first pillar: the things that 
make peer support effective are fragile. 

One breach of confidentiality can affect far more than the person whose information was 
shared. One peer supporter who repeatedly oversteps boundaries can change how 
coworkers view the entire team. One administrator who uses peer-support information in 
an employment decision can undo years of credibility. 

That may sound like an impossible standard, but it isn't. It simply means we need to take 
small problems seriously before they become large ones. 

This is why selection matters. It is why training matters. It is why boundaries matter. It is 
why we need a process for consultation, remediation, temporary leave, and removal. 
Protecting the integrity of a peer support program sometimes means having difficult 
conversations with people we care about and who care about other people. 

That is not contrary to the humanity of peer support. It is part of it. 

Removing someone from a peer support role does not necessarily mean they are a bad 
person, a bad employee, or even that they intended harm. Sometimes a good person is 
simply not the right person for this particular role. Sometimes someone who was once an 
excellent peer supporter no longer has the capacity to do it well. Sometimes a person 
needs time away. And sometimes a boundary or confidentiality violation is serious enough 
that protecting everyone else's trust has to take priority. 

We will address those situations directly rather than pretending they don't happen. 
Especially where we are constantly striving to address and change the prevailing “toxic 
culture” in our workplaces.  

What Trust Will Ask of Us 
As we move through this pillar, we are going to examine trust from several directions. We 
will look closely at who makes a good peer supporter and how agencies can select for 
qualities that matter without relying on popularity or intuition alone. We will build an actual 
selection process, including applications, interviews, scoring considerations, and 
questions designed to reveal more than someone's ability to give a good interview. 

We will also examine confidentiality, not simply as policy language, but from the 
perspective of the person deciding whether it is safe to speak. We will separate privacy, 
agency confidentiality, and legal privilege so agencies understand what they can genuinely 
promise. We will look at boundaries, ethics, conflicts of interest, dual relationships, 
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documentation, leadership access, and the difficult question of what happens when 
someone should no longer serve on the team. 

Throughout all of it, we are going to come back to the same question: 

Does this decision make it more likely or less likely that someone will feel safe using 
this program? 

That question will not always give us the entire answer. We still have laws to follow, 
organizations to operate, safety responsibilities to honor, and peer supporters to protect. 
But it is an important question to keep asking because it brings us back to the person on 
the other side of all this structure. 

We aren't building trust so people will tell us more. We are building trust so that, if they 
choose to tell us something, we have created a place worthy of receiving it. 

 

Before We Move Into Selection 
Take a moment and think about your own agency, not the peer support program you hope 
to build, but the culture that exists today. If one of your employees had something deeply 
personal happening and did not want a supervisor, clinician, or family member involved 
yet, who would they naturally seek out? More importantly, why that person? 

What has that person done over months or years that earned that trust? How do they 
respond when someone makes a mistake? What do they do with information that isn't 
theirs to share? How do people feel after talking with them? And are there people who 
might look excellent on a peer support application but whom your employees would never 
actually choose? 

We don't need to make a list of names yet. First, we need to understand the qualities we're 
looking for. 
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Selecting the Right Humans 
Before we write an application, send out the memo request emails, decide how many 
people should be on the team, or determine who gets a vote in the selection process, I 
want to start somewhere much simpler: think about who people already go to. 

Every agency has them. They may not have a peer support title, and they may never have 
taken a peer support class. They are simply the people others seem to find. Someone pulls 
their chair over after a difficult call. They get the text after shift. A coworker stands at their 
car with them in the parking lot because they aren't quite ready to go home. People tell 
them things and somehow trust that those things will stay where they were placed. 

That doesn't happen because those people have all the answers. Usually, it happens 
because of how other people feel around them. 

They listen. They don't make everything bigger than it needs to be. They don't immediately 
tell someone what they should do. They can hear something difficult without becoming 
uncomfortable enough that the other person ends up taking care of them. They don't 
collect other people's stories as social currency. They can listen without judgement. They 
can disagree without withdrawing care, and they don't need someone to make the same 
choices they would make in order to continue respecting them and caring for them.  

When we start building a peer support team, those are the qualities I want us looking for 
first. 

That isn't just my preference. National first-responder guidance consistently points 
agencies toward careful selection based on qualities such as trustworthiness, discretion, 
compassion, listening ability, rapport, confidentiality, and nonjudgment. Recent COPS 
(Community Oriented Policing Services) Office guidance for small and rural agencies 
specifically recommends selecting people who can maintain compassion, 
trustworthiness, and discretion, and even describes one agency that anonymously asked 
employees whom they believed would make good peer supporters. Broader COPS 
guidance similarly identifies trustworthiness, respect for confidentiality, strong listening 
skills, rapport with coworkers, compassion, nonjudgment, and attention to one's own 
wellness among desirable peer-supporter characteristics.  

The research gives us another important piece. A study of first responders found that 
preexisting trust in peers may be necessary to get the most benefit from peer-support 
interventions. In other words, training someone to have supportive conversations matters, 
but the social relationship that existed before the training matter too. Research with 
emergency service workers backs up something many of us have probably seen ourselves: 
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people are more likely to lean on coworkers they already know and trust. But having 
support available isn't always enough. The culture around that person matters too. If asking 
for help feels like it will change how others see them, if struggling isn't something people 
talk about, if the “suck it up buttercup” mentality is still the prevailing idea, or if the support 
being offered doesn't feel safe, having resources available doesn't necessarily mean 
someone will use them.  

That helps us put evidence underneath something many of us have probably experienced 
intuitively: We shouldn't start by asking who wants the title. We should start by asking who 
has already earned the trust. 

Character Before Credentials 
This is where I want us to make an important distinction between what we select for and 
what we train for. 

We can teach active listening. We can teach someone about trauma, stress responses, 
suicide awareness, referrals, resources, confidentiality requirements, boundaries, and the 
appropriate role of a peer supporter. We can give people opportunities to practice difficult 
conversations and help them become more skilled and confident over time. Training 
matters, and competence will eventually become its own pillar in this resource. 

But there are other qualities that are much harder to create in a classroom. 

Integrity is one of them. Humility is another. So is the ability to protect someone's dignity 
when you disagree with their choices. A training course can reinforce those qualities and 
help someone become more aware of them, but an agency should be cautious about 
selecting someone in the hope that peer support training will fundamentally change a long-
standing pattern of gossip, judgment, poor boundaries, or interpersonal conflict. 

This is why I would encourage agencies to think about character before credentials during 
initial selection. 

That does not mean credentials are unimportant. It means we shouldn't confuse being 
highly accomplished with being emotionally safe. 

The person with the longest time spent dispatching, or training, or being on special projects 
is not automatically the best peer supporter. Neither is the strongest trainer, the most 
charismatic person in the room, the head of the union, or the person leadership trusts 
most. Those may all be wonderful candidates, but none of those characteristics answers 
the question that matters most: 

Would our people choose to tell this person something difficult? 
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And perhaps even more importantly: what has this person consistently done that makes 
the answer yes? 

What Does a Good Peer Supporter Actually Look Like? 
If we are going to tell agencies to select trusted people, we have to do better than leaving 
them with a vague instruction to "pick good people." Trust needs to become observable 
enough that a selection team can actually evaluate it. 

A strong peer supporter is someone who has demonstrated discretion over time. People 
have reason to believe that what they share will not become tomorrow's conversation. They 
listen to understand rather than listening for the opportunity to respond. They can tolerate 
silence and discomfort without rushing to fill it. They can handle people’s tears without 
telling needing to tell them to stop crying. They are curious without becoming intrusive and 
supportive without taking ownership of someone else's decisions. 

They are also able to remain grounded when another person's experience is intense. That 
doesn't mean they never become emotional or that difficult conversations don't affect 
them. Peer supporters are humans, not regulation machines. What matters is that they can 
remain present enough that the person seeking support doesn't suddenly have to manage 
the peer supporter's reaction too. 

Humility matters here as well. A strong peer supporter understands that having similar 
experiences does not mean having the same experience. They may say, "I've been through 
something similar," when that genuinely helps create connection, but they don't assume 
their path should become someone else's roadmap. Their lived experience can become a 
bridge rather than a measuring stick. 

There is research behind this too. When researchers have looked across peer support 
programs, the same pieces keep showing up in stronger programs: choosing the right 
people, preparing them well, making sure everyone understands the role, providing ongoing 
support, and creating a culture where the program is trusted. They also found problems 
when the role wasn't clear or peers weren't sure where their responsibility ended. Much of 
this research comes from peer support outside of first responder settings, so we shouldn't 
pretend every finding transfers perfectly to our world. But there is still a lot we can learn 
from what has and hasn't worked for other peer support programs. 

 

That distinction is something I want us to maintain throughout this resource. When 
evidence comes directly from first-responder peer support, I  will say so. When I borrow 
useful findings from parallel peer-support research, I will tell you that too. 
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We Are Not Looking for Perfect People 
This may be one of the most important things we say in this chapter. 

When agencies hear words like emotional maturity, integrity, stability, and sound judgment, 
it can be easy to unintentionally create an image of the "ideal" peer supporter as someone 
who has never struggled. 

I think that would be a tremendous mistake. 

A person does not become unsuitable for peer support because they have gone to therapy, 
experienced trauma, gone through a divorce, struggled with anxiety, burned out, needed 
help, made mistakes, grieved badly, or lived through a period when they were not at their 
best. Those experiences are part of being human. 

In many cases, having needed support can deepen someone's ability to sit beside another 
person without judgment. They may understand what it feels like to be the person who 
hesitates before asking for help. They may understand how vulnerable it can feel to tell 
someone that things aren't going well. They may have learned firsthand that support does 
not mean they are any less of a person or a dispatcher. 

Research examining social support for first responders describes the importance of 
creating safe space, respecting autonomy, prioritizing emotional needs, and providing 
different kinds of support depending on what the person needs. Those qualities don't 
require a peer supporter who has lived an untouched life. They require someone capable of 
making room for another person's life. 

So the question shouldn't be: Has this person ever struggled? 

A better question is: Can this person hold their own experiences in a way that leaves 
enough room for someone else's? 

There is an enormous difference between having lived experience and still needing every 
conversation to resolve your own lived experience. Someone can have a powerful story and 
still not be ready to use that story responsibly in peer support. Another person may have 
gone through something very recently and simply need time before carrying anyone else's 
experience alongside their own. 

That is not failure. It is capacity, and we know capacity can change. 
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The Helper Identity Deserves Attention Too 
There is another candidate I want agencies to think carefully about: the person who really 
wants to help people. That sounds strange in a peer support selection chapter. Of course 
we want people who care. 

But wanting to help and being able to support are not always the same thing. 

Some of us are very comfortable being needed. We like solving problems. We feel useful 
when someone comes to us. We know how to take charge, find the resource, make the 
phone call, develop the plan, and get things moving. In public safety, many of those traits 
are enormously valuable. 

Peer support sometimes asks us to do something much harder. It asks us not to take over. 

A person may tell us about a marriage that is struggling and not want our advice. They may 
know therapy is available and not be ready or willing to go. They may make a decision we 
wouldn't make. They may return to the same issue several times. They may not have a 
clean breakthrough at the end of the conversation. 

A strong peer supporter can tolerate that. They understand that their value does not 
depend on producing an outcome. Their job isn't to make someone better so they can feel 
successful as a helper. Their job is to create enough safety, connection, perspective, and 
access to resources that the other person can decide what they need next. 

That is a very different kind of helping. 

Who Should Give Input? 
If trust exists within the peer group, then I think the peer group should have some voice in 
determining who joins the team. 

That does not mean turning peer support selection into a popularity contest. Popularity and 
trust are not interchangeable. Someone can be widely liked and still have terrible 
boundaries. Someone else can be quieter and less socially prominent but deeply trusted 
when something matters. 

What it does mean is that leadership should be cautious about selecting a team entirely 
from the top down. 

Current federal guidance offers an interesting example: one small agency used an 
anonymous ballot process asking employees whom they believed would make a good peer 
supporter, then looked for names that appeared repeatedly. That doesn't mean I think every 
agency should adopt a ballot box. It does illustrate something important, though: the 
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people expected to use the program know things about interpersonal trust that may never 
appear in a personnel file. 

In going through quite a few policies, they are showing several approaches worth 
comparing as we build the actual selection process: self-application, nomination, 
supervisor approval, interviews, existing-team input, coordinator selection, minimum 
tenure requirements, disciplinary-history review, and combinations of those approaches. 

I don't think any single one should determine membership. A stronger process will probably 
use several lenses. We want to know whether someone wants the role, whether their 
professional history supports it, whether they understand what the role requires, how they 
respond to realistic scenarios, and whether the people around them experience them as 
trustworthy. 

That's much harder than asking for volunteers. It's also much more likely to build a team 
people will actually use. 

Who May Not Be the Right Fit Right Now? 
This is where I want us to be careful with our language. 

We aren't creating a list of "bad peer supporters." We're identifying characteristics that can 
make this particular role unsafe or ineffective. 

A person who regularly shares other people's private information is not a good fit for peer 
support, regardless of how compassionate they may be. Someone who consistently 
responds to vulnerability with judgment, minimizes experiences they don't understand, 
struggles to respect boundaries, or repeatedly makes other people's situations about 
themselves may not be ready for this role either. 

The same is true for someone who cannot accept feedback, refuses consultation, believes 
asking for professional help represents failure, or sees the peer supporter role as a position 
of authority. Someone seeking the role primarily because of status, recognition, access to 
information, or the desire to become the agency's unofficial therapist creates risks that 
training alone may not resolve. 

There may also be circumstances where the issue isn't character at all. Someone may be 
carrying an enormous personal weight right now. They may be navigating a significant loss, 
family crisis, traumatic event, or period of cumulative stress. That doesn't mean they could 
never become a peer supporter. It may simply mean this isn't the right season to ask them 
to carry more. 

Our selection processes need to make room for that kind of humanity. 
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A Starting Standard 
As we continue the policy scan and build the actual selection tool, I think our working 
standard should be: 

Peer supporters should be selected through a deliberate, multi-source process that 
prioritizes demonstrated trustworthiness, integrity, discretion, peer credibility, emotional 
maturity, nonjudgment, listening ability, appropriate boundaries, self-awareness, 
willingness to seek consultation, and capacity to support others without assuming 
responsibility for their choices or outcomes. 

Notice what isn't there. 

Rank. 

Popularity. 

The number of certifications someone holds. 

Whether leadership thinks they're a "good employee." 

Whether they've ever struggled. 

Whether they always know what to say. 

Those things may provide useful context, but none of them should substitute for the 
qualities that make another human feel safe. 

And I want us to keep testing this standard as we review the research, national guidance, 
NENA and APCO materials, and the growing collection of actual agency policies. If the 
evidence tells us something needs to change, we change it. 

I want this resource to be fluid so it remains reliable and trustworthy in all spaces.  

Before You Move On 
Before creating your selection process, think about the people others already trust in your 
organization and, more importantly, why they trust them. Look beyond the obvious 
candidates. Consider different shifts, classifications, ranks, personalities, ages, 
experiences, and roles. The person everyone notices isn't always the person everyone 
seeks out. 

Then ask a harder question: are there people your traditional selection process would 
probably choose who your employees would be unlikely to approach? That answer matters. 
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Because our next step isn't going to be creating an application and hoping the right people 
fill it out. We're going to build a selection process designed to identify the qualities we've 
just described while remaining fair, consistent, and defensible. 

We know the kind of peer supporter we're looking for. Next, we need to figure out how to 
find them. 
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Building the Selection Process 
By this point, we have talked quite a bit about the kind of person we want on a peer support 
team. We want people who are trusted, who protect confidentiality, who can listen without 
immediately trying to fix, who understand that someone else's experience does not have to 
look like their own, and who have enough self-awareness to recognize when they need 
guidance themselves. 

The next challenge is figuring out how to identify those people fairly. 

This is where good intentions can get complicated. If we simply ask for volunteers, we may 
get people who genuinely care about peer support but aren't necessarily the people others 
would choose to talk to. If leadership hand-selects the team, we may end up with people 
administration trusts but employees don't. If we ask coworkers to nominate people, we risk 
confusing popularity with trust. If we make the process too dependent on someone's 
disciplinary history or supervisor evaluation, we may overlook someone who has grown 
tremendously through their own difficult experiences. 

There probably isn't one selection method that gives us everything we need. 

That is why I recommend using a multi-step selection process. Instead of asking one 
person or one piece of information to tell us whether someone will make a good peer 
supporter, we look at the candidate from several different directions. 

National guidance and the agency policies I've reviewed take different approaches to this. 
Some use applications and interviews. Others include supervisor recommendations, 
coordinator review, existing peer-team input, minimum service requirements, or a review of 
performance and disciplinary history. Some allow employees to nominate coworkers they 
trust. Austin/Travis County EMS, for example, uses the existing peer support team in 
selecting new members, while other programs place more of that responsibility with a 
coordinator or administration. 

I don't think the fact that agencies do this differently means someone has it wrong. I think it 
tells us that selection needs more than one lens. 

Step One: Let People Express Interest 
I like starting with an application. 

Not because filling out an application tells us whether someone is trustworthy, but 
because I want the person considering this role to stop and think about why they want it. 
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There is a difference between I care about people and I think I could contribute to this team 
and people already come to me and I'd like better tools to support them. There is also a 
difference between those motivations and I want to be the person everyone calls when 
something happens. 

None of those answers automatically tells us yes or no, but they give us somewhere to 
begin. 

The application shouldn't feel like someone is applying for a promotion. I would rather ask 
reflective questions that help us understand how the person thinks about support. Why 
does peer support matter to them? What do they believe makes someone feel safe talking 
to another person? How do they respond when someone makes a decision they disagree 
with? What have they learned from times when they tried to help and it didn't go the way 
they expected? 

I also want to ask something we don't ask often enough: What do you think would be 
difficult for you about being a peer supporter? 

Someone who can identify their own edges is telling us something valuable. 

Step Two: Look Beyond the Application 
A beautifully written application should never be enough. 

Some of the qualities we're looking for are demonstrated over time. Confidentiality is one of 
them. So are integrity, emotional maturity, reliability, judgment, and the ability to maintain 
healthy relationships with coworkers. 

That means there should be some form of professional-history review, but I want us to be 
thoughtful about how we use it. The purpose isn't to find people with spotless careers. 

A disciplinary action from seven years ago does not automatically tell us who someone is 
today. Neither does a conflict with a supervisor, a difficult period in someone's life, or an 
earlier mistake. If we are building peer support around the belief that humans can struggle, 
learn, grow, and change, our selection process should probably leave room for humans to 
have done exactly that. 

What we should be looking for are patterns that matter to the role. 

A current or repeated history involving dishonesty, confidentiality breaches, harassment, 
retaliation, serious boundary problems, or conduct that has damaged coworkers' trust 
deserves careful consideration. A completely unrelated mistake that someone took 
responsibility for, learned from, and moved beyond may tell us something very different. 
Context matters. 
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Step Three: Give Peers a Voice 
I think this needs to be part of our recommended process, although we should be careful 
about how we do it. If we're saying peer credibility matters, then the people expected to use 
the program should have some opportunity to inform selection. Leadership cannot always 
see the informal relationships that exist within a center, station, unit, or agency. 

There are people who may never be nominated for an award but whom everyone quietly 
trusts. We need a way to notice them. 

One option is confidential peer nomination. Another is asking employees whom they would 
feel comfortable approaching for support. Federal guidance has highlighted an agency that 
used anonymous employee input to identify people coworkers believed would make strong 
peer supporters. That doesn't mean the names with the most votes automatically make the 
team. It simply gives the selection committee another piece of information. 

And I think that's the important distinction. Peer input should inform selection, not 
determine it. 

Someone being mentioned repeatedly tells us we should look closer. It doesn't tell us that 
person has good boundaries, wants the role, can maintain confidentiality, or is prepared for 
what the role requires. 

Likewise, someone who receives fewer nominations shouldn't necessarily be eliminated. 
Shift assignments, seniority, personality, work location, agency size, and simple visibility 
can all affect how many people know someone well enough to nominate them. 

 

Step Four: Interview for the Role You Actually Need 
This may be where traditional hiring interviews fail us the most. 

If we ask: "Why do you want to be a peer supporter?" 

most candidates who have made it this far can give us a good answer. 

If we ask: "Is confidentiality important?" 

Everyone is going to say yes. 

Those questions don't tell us very much. 

I would rather give candidates situations where there isn't an obvious perfect answer and 
listen to how they think. 
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Imagine telling a candidate: A coworker tells you something deeply personal and asks what 
you think they should do. You strongly disagree with the decision they're considering. What 
happens next? 

Or: 

Someone you have been supporting keeps coming back with the same problem but hasn't 
taken any of the steps you've suggested. How would you handle that? 

Or: 

A supervisor knows you spoke with one of their employees after a difficult call and privately 
asks, "Just between us, do I need to be worried about them?" What do you do? 

Those questions begin to show us something an application can't. 

Does the candidate immediately start fixing? Can they tolerate someone making a choice 
they wouldn't make? Do they understand confidentiality beyond simply repeating the 
word? Can they maintain a boundary when the person asking for information outranks 
them? Can they recognize when they need consultation? 

And I don't necessarily want perfect peer-support language in the answer. Remember, we 
haven't trained them yet. We want to listen for the person underneath it. 

Step Five: Look at the Whole Person 
At the end of this process, I don't want a mathematical score to make the decision for us. 

A scoring tool can help tremendously. In fact, we'll create one for the implementation 
toolkit because it can make selection more consistent and reduce the likelihood that the 
loudest person in the room decides who gets chosen. 

But there is a difference between using a score and outsourcing judgment to a score. 

Someone might interview beautifully but have very little credibility among coworkers. 
Another candidate might be nervous during an interview but have years of demonstrated 
integrity and be someone people consistently seek out. One candidate may have extensive 
training but struggle with boundaries. Another may have almost no formal wellness 
education yet demonstrate remarkable listening ability, humility, and self-awareness. 

We need to be able to look at all of those things together. 

That's why I would recommend that final selection involve more than one person and, 
whenever possible, more than one perspective. A peer support coordinator, existing peer 
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team member, clinical advisor, and appropriate agency representative may each notice 
something different. 

The goal isn't to find the candidate who performs best during selection. The goal is to find 
the people others will trust when the performance is over. 

Representation Matters, But Not in the Way We Sometimes Think 
A strong peer support team should also give employees meaningful choices about whom 
they approach. 

People connect differently. Sometimes someone wants a peer who understands their 
assignment or role. Sometimes they want someone completely outside it. They may want 
someone of a similar age or life experience, or someone who has been through something 
they are currently facing. They may feel more comfortable with someone of a particular 
gender. A new employee may want someone closer to their experience, while someone 
approaching retirement may want someone who understands that transition. 

This does not mean every peer supporter needs to match every possible characteristic of 
the workforce. That would be impossible. 

It means we should avoid accidentally building a team where everyone looks, thinks, 
works, leads, or experiences the organization in exactly the same way. 

For a communications center, this may mean thinking about different shifts, trainers and 
non-trainers, supervisors and line employees, newer dispatchers and people with 
significant tenure. In larger first responder agencies, it may include different ranks, 
assignments, stations, divisions, civilian employees, and professional roles. 

Choice matters because connection is personal. Someone may be an excellent peer 
supporter and simply not be my peer supporter. And that is okay. 

What About Supervisors? 
This deserves its own conversation because agencies handle it differently. 

I don't believe being a supervisor should automatically exclude someone from peer 
support. Some supervisors are deeply trusted and have exactly the qualities we have been 
describing. But rank changes relationships. 

An employee may trust a supervisor as a person and still not feel comfortable discussing 
something that could touch performance, attendance, substance use, relationships at 
work, or their ability to do the job. A supervisor may also find themselves holding 
responsibilities that conflict with the peer-support role. 
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Rather than pretending those conflicts don't exist, the program should plan for them. 

Supervisors serving as peer supporters need particularly clear boundaries around when 
they are acting as a supervisor and when they are acting as a peer. Employees should 
always have access to other peer supporters, and no one should be expected to receive 
peer support from someone within their direct chain of command. 

The question isn't whether supervisors are capable of being excellent peer supporters. The 
question is whether the structure around them protects the employee's ability to choose. 

Selection Is the Beginning, Not the Finish Line 
Being selected for the team should not mean someone has permanently earned a place on 
it.  

Selection tells us that, based on everything we know today, we believe this person has the 
foundation to become a strong peer supporter. Training comes next. Then experience. 
Consultation. Continuing education. Feedback. Growth. And things change; people, life, 
capacity etc.  

Sometimes someone we didn't select the first time may become an extraordinary 
candidate later. Sometimes someone who was excellent on the team for years may need to 
step away. That is why the selection process needs to connect directly to onboarding, 
evaluation, continuing expectations, temporary leave, and removal. 

A trusted peer support team isn't created during one selection process, it is continually 
protected. 

My Recommended Selection Model 
For the foundations of a team, I would recommend a process that combines voluntary 
interest, peer perspective, professional-history review, structured interviewing, and multi-
person selection rather than relying on any one of those pieces alone. 

The exact process will look different in a six-person communications center than it will in a 
2,000-person police or fire department, and I will build options for both. Small agencies 
may also need regional or cross-agency solutions when there simply aren't enough people 
internally to provide meaningful choice or confidentiality. 

What shouldn't change is the intention underneath the process. We aren't trying to find the 
most impressive applicants. We are trying to identify people who have already 
demonstrated the human qualities that make connection possible, and then build enough 
structure around them to help them do this work safely and well. 
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Before You Move On 
Before you finalize your selection process, ask yourself whether it gives you more than one 
way to learn about a candidate. Does it consider how coworkers experience them, not just 
how leadership does? Does it allow room for growth and context rather than treating 
someone's history as a simple pass/fail test? Does the interview help you see how 
someone thinks when there isn't a perfect answer? Does your final team give employees 
genuine choices about whom they can approach? 

And perhaps the most important question: if your highest-scoring candidate is someone 
your employees do not trust, does your process give you permission not to select them? If 
the answer is no, the process still needs work. 

I also want to acknowledge something that may be running through your mind right now: 
This sounds like a lot of work. 

It is more work than sending out a memo of interest, collecting the names of everyone who 
volunteers, and sending them to training. For many agencies, that has been the traditional 
way peer support teams were started. It is understandable why. When you're trying to get a 
new program off the ground while managing staffing, budgets, schedules, and everything 
else competing for attention, the simplest path can be incredibly appealing. 

But this is one of those places where I would encourage you not to choose the easiest path 
simply because it gets a team in place faster. 

Some agencies are now trying to rebuild peer support teams that became inactive, lost 
credibility, struggled with confidentiality, weren't being used, or slowly disappeared when 
the original champions left. There can be many reasons a team struggles, and selection 
certainly isn't the only one. But it is much harder to repair trust after a program has lost it 
than it is to spend additional time building trust into the program from the beginning. 

If we want something different, we may have to be willing to build it differently. 

That doesn't mean your selection process needs to become enormous or overly 
complicated. A small communications center isn't going to use the same process as a 
large metropolitan department, and it shouldn't. I  will give you ways to scale this to the size 
and resources of your agency. What matters is that we don't remove the pieces that help us 
answer the most important question: Are these the right people to entrust with this role? 

There will be several moments throughout this resource where doing it well asks a little 
more from us on the front end. This is one of them. It may take another meeting. It may 
mean developing interview questions instead of simply accepting volunteers. It may mean 
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having a difficult conversation with someone who is enthusiastic about peer support but 
isn't the right fit. It may even mean launching with fewer peer supporters than you originally 
hoped for.  

That's okay because building from the foundation up means starting strong now, rather 
than building quickly and hoping we can strengthen it later. 

You don't need the biggest team. You don't need to launch by a certain date simply 
because someone announced that you would. You need enough of the right people, 
supported by enough of the right structure, to begin earning trust. The time you spend here 
isn't delaying your peer support program, it is building it. 
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TL;DR the last chapter: Quick Guide Getting Started: 
Building Your Selection Process 
You do not need an elaborate hiring process to choose a strong peer support team. You do 
need to be intentional. 

The goal is to gather enough information to understand why someone wants the role, how 
they are already experienced by their peers, and whether they demonstrate the qualities we 
have identified as important to peer support. Your agency may add additional steps based 
on its size, policies, labor agreements, or organizational needs, but the process below gives 
you a strong place to start. 

A Simple Selection Process 

1. Invite Interest — But Don't Stop There 

A memo of interest can absolutely be part of the process. It just shouldn't be the process. 
Give employees an opportunity to express interest and briefly explain why peer support 
matters to them and what they believe they would bring to the team. 

2. Consider Peer Trust and Credibility 

Find an appropriate way to include the perspective of the people who may actually use the 
program. This might include confidential nominations, employee input, existing team 
feedback, or another method that works within your agency. 

Remember that you aren't holding an election. Peer input is one piece of the larger picture. 

3. Review What Matters to the Role 

Consider demonstrated integrity, discretion, interpersonal relationships, reliability, 
boundaries, and any patterns of conduct that could affect trust in the program. 

Don't confuse a perfect employment history with being a good peer supporter, and don't 
treat someone's own experience with struggle or help-seeking as a reason they shouldn't 
serve. We are looking at the whole person and the patterns that matter specifically to this 
role. 

4. Have a Real Conversation 

Use an interview or structured conversation to learn how the candidate thinks, not how 
well they have memorized peer support language. Give them situations without perfect 
answers. Ask about disagreement, confidentiality, boundaries, frustration, asking for help 
themselves, and what they would do when they don't know what to do. 
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You aren't looking for someone who already knows how to be a perfectly trained peer 
supporter. That's what training and continued development are for. You are looking for the 
human qualities underneath their answers. 

5. Look at the Whole Person 

Don't let one score, one supervisor, one interview, or one nomination make the decision. 
Bring the pieces together and ask whether this person has demonstrated the foundation 
needed to become a strong peer supporter. 

6. Build a Team That Gives People Choices 

The strongest candidates individually don't automatically create the strongest team 
collectively. Look at the team as a whole. 

Consider shifts, assignments, roles, tenure, rank, life experience, personalities, and the 
different people employees may feel comfortable approaching. No peer supporter will be 
the right person for everyone—and they don't need to be. Choice matters. 

 

What Are We Looking For? 

At a foundational level, look for people who consistently demonstrate the following: 

Trustworthiness and Discretion 
People have reason to believe their information will be protected. 

Peer Credibility 
Coworkers respect them and feel comfortable approaching them. 

Listening Without Immediately Fixing 
They can make room for someone else's experience without needing to take control of it. 

Nonjudgment 
They can support someone whose choices, experiences, beliefs, or coping may be different 
from their own. 

Emotional Maturity and Self-Awareness 
They recognize their own reactions, limitations, biases, and capacity. 

Healthy Boundaries 
They understand that caring about someone does not mean becoming responsible for 
them. 
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Humility 
They don't need to be the expert in someone else's life. 

Openness to Consultation and Referral 
They can say, "I'm not sure," ask for guidance, and recognize when someone needs support 
beyond what a peer should provide. 

Capacity 
They currently have enough space in their own life to take on the responsibility of 
supporting others. 

 

A Few Questions Worth Asking 

You don't need a 25-question interview to begin well. A handful of good questions can tell 
you far more than a long list of predictable ones. 

1. What do you think makes someone feel safe enough to talk honestly with their coworker? 

2. What do you think your biggest challenge would be as a peer supporter? 

3. Someone you are supporting makes a decision you strongly disagree with. How would 
you respond? 

4. A supervisor knows you spoke with one of their employees and asks whether they should 
be concerned. How would you handle that? 

5. What would tell you that something has become bigger than what you should handle as 
a peer supporter? 

6. What would you do if you realized you didn't have the capacity to support someone that 
day? 

That last question is particularly important. From the very beginning, we want to establish 
that good peer supporters aren't the people who can carry everything. They're the people 
who can recognize when they shouldn't. 

 

One Last Check 
Before finalizing your team, take the names and hero sheets away for a moment and return 
to the purpose of the program. 

Would our people trust these individuals with something that matters? 
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Have we selected people because they are right for peer support, or because they were 
willing, available, senior, well-liked, or easy to choose? 

Does our team give employees meaningful choices about whom they can approach? 

Are there concerns we are explaining away because we really want to get the team started? 

If something doesn't feel right, you are allowed to slow down. You are also allowed to start 
with a smaller team. 

You can always add people later. Rebuilding trust is much harder. 

 

Want to Go Deeper? 

This Foundational Edition is designed to give you what you need to begin building a 
thoughtful and intentional selection process without making getting started unnecessarily 
complicated. 

For agencies that want a more comprehensive selection process, the companion Peer 
Support Team Selection Toolkit expands on this foundation with candidate applications, 
peer-input tools, structured interview guides, behavioral selection criteria, candidate 
review tools, and additional implementation guidance. 
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Protecting Confidentiality: The Promise We Can Actually 
Keep 
There is probably no word used more often in peer support than confidentiality. We tell 
people conversations are confidential. We put it in policies, teach it during training, and 
use it when introducing the program. And we should. Without confidentiality, there is very 
little reason for someone to trust peer support with anything they aren't comfortable having 
others know.  

But saying “It's confidential” is not enough. 

Imagine finally deciding to tell someone something you have been carrying, only to 
discover afterward that your understanding of confidential and the agency's understanding 
of confidential were not the same. Maybe you assumed nothing could ever be disclosed, 
while the peer supporter was operating under mandatory exceptions you didn't know 
existed. Maybe you believed the conversation was legally protected from disclosure when 
your state's law never provided that protection. Or maybe nobody technically repeated 
what you said, but your supervisor somehow knew enough afterward that it was obvious 
information had traveled. 

Those aren't small misunderstandings. In peer support, they can change whether someone 
ever reaches out again and wipe out an entire program in one instance. 

So our goal isn't to promise absolute confidentiality. Our goal is to understand exactly what 
we can protect, be honest about what we cannot, and make sure the person talking to us 
knows the difference before it matters. 

Confidentiality Is Bigger Than a Policy 
When someone reaches out to peer support, they probably aren't thinking about statutes, 
subpoenas, agency policy, or the legal definition of privilege. They are thinking something 
much simpler: Can I tell you this without it becoming known to everyone? 

That question is at the heart of confidentiality. 

Federal first-responder guidance describes confidentiality as fundamental to creating a 
safe and trusting environment for peer support, while also making an important distinction 
between confidentiality and legal privilege. IACP guidance similarly treats confidential 
peer-support services as an important part of a structured program for public-safety 
employees.  
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After reading dozens of other agency policies, they all have shown the same thing in 
practice. Agencies use different language, different exceptions, and operate under different 
state laws, but confidentiality repeatedly appears as one of the central protections of peer 
support. 

That consistency tells us something important. People need to know that the things they 
share won't casually travel beyond the conversation. But they also need us to be honest 
enough not to promise more protection than we actually have. 

Confidentiality and Privilege Are Not the Same Thing 
This is one of the places where peer support language can get confusing very quickly, so I 
want to make it simple. 

Confidentiality is the commitment and obligation to protect what someone shares. 

Privilege is a legal protection that may prevent certain communications from being 
compelled or disclosed in a legal proceeding. 

Those are not interchangeable. 

A peer support program can have an extremely strong confidentiality policy without the 
conversations necessarily having legal privilege. Whether peer-support communications 
receive legal privilege depends on the law that applies where your agency operates. 
Current federal law provides certain protections for federal law-enforcement peer-support 
communications, but those federal protections do not automatically extend to state and 
local first responders. State protections also vary, which is why current IACP resources 
specifically track peer-support confidentiality legislation by jurisdiction.  

This is exactly why I don't want agencies casually using the word privileged in their peer-
support materials unless their legal counsel has confirmed that the law actually provides 
that protection. It feels more reassuring, but reassurance built on something we cannot 
guarantee isn't trust. 

If your state provides legal privilege, wonderful. California offers the same protection as a 
priest would have covering confession. Knowing what your state covers is imperative. 
Understand exactly what it covers and what its exceptions are. If it doesn't, that doesn't 
mean you cannot have a strong peer support program. It means you build the strongest 
confidentiality protections available to you and are honest about their limits. 

This is one of those places where your agency's legal counsel needs to be involved before 
the program launches. Current COPS guidance similarly recommends that agencies review 
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applicable state and local confidentiality laws and have legal counsel review peer-support 
policy before implementation.  

Tell People the Limits Before They Tell You the Story 
One of the strongest practices I've seen in the policies I've reviewed is explaining 
confidentiality before a substantive peer-support conversation begins. 

That doesn't mean every hallway check-in needs to start with a legal disclaimer, peer 
support should still feel organic. But when a conversation is moving into something 
personal or significant, the person should understand the boundaries of confidentiality 
before deciding what they want to share. 

I would much rather someone hear: 

“What you share with me stays within peer support unless something comes up that I am 
legally or ethically required to act on. If we get anywhere near one of those situations, I will 
explain what's happening and involve you in that process as much as I safely and legally 
can.” 

than simply: “Everything you tell me is confidential.” 

The first statement may sound slightly less absolute, but it is far more trustworthy, because 
there are limits. 

Exactly what must be disclosed varies by jurisdiction and circumstances, and agencies 
should not simply copy another department's exception list into their own policy. Current 
national guidance emphasizes that policies should clearly identify confidentiality and its 
exceptions, and that applicable law must guide those provisions.  

The important thing for the peer supporter is not memorizing legal language. It is knowing 
the agency's actual policy, understanding the applicable limits, and being able to explain 
them in plain language before someone places trust in the conversation. 

Making Confidentiality Part of the Culture 
Let's acknowledge something: I know that stopping at the beginning of a peer support 
conversation to explain confidentiality can feel awkward. Someone may finally be opening 
the door to something difficult, and the last thing a peer supporter wants to do is make the 
conversation suddenly feel formal or clinical. But that moment of awkwardness is still 
better than someone sharing something important and learning afterward that there were 
limits to confidentiality they didn't understand. 
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One way to make this easier is to make sure the first time employees hear about 
confidentiality isn't when they need peer support. The team should regularly communicate 
what confidentiality means, what its limits are, and what employees can expect when they 
reach out. Talk about it during team introductions, trainings, roll calls or briefings, new 
employee orientation, wellness education, and routine peer support outreach. Put it in 
places employees can easily find it. The more familiar people are with the policy before 
they ever need the team, the less explaining may be necessary in a vulnerable moment. 

That also gives the peer supporter a more natural option. Instead of automatically 
launching into a formal statement every time, they may be able to simply confirm 
understanding: “Before we get into it, you know our confidentiality policy and the few 
exceptions we talk about, right?” If the person says yes and agency policy allows that 
approach, the conversation can continue naturally. If they aren't sure, that's the 
opportunity to explain it before going further. 

The goal isn't to find a way around talking about confidentiality. It's to make confidentiality 
so well understood within the culture that talking about it doesn't have to feel like 
paperwork entered the room. When employees already know what the program protects, 
where the limits are, and what they can expect from their peers, that understanding 
becomes another piece of the trust we're trying to build. 

I personally champion this idea that confidentiality education is part of visibility, not just 
something peers are responsible for in the moment. It takes some of that burden off the 
peer supporter while also giving employees more control: they can understand the rules 
before they're vulnerable enough to need them. 

 

When Confidentiality Has to Be Broken 
This is where the humanity of the program matters enormously. 

If a conversation reaches a point where the peer supporter has to disclose something, the 
person sitting across from them shouldn't suddenly stop being someone we are supporting 
and become a problem we are reporting. The responsibility may change, but the 
relationship doesn't have to disappear. 

Whenever legally and safely possible, I want peer supporters to tell the person what is 
happening, why something needs to be shared, who needs to know, and what happens 
next. We should involve them in the process rather than abruptly taking the process away 
from them. 
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There is a very different human experience between: “You told me something, so now I have 
to report you.” 

and: “What you just told me falls into one of the things I can't keep entirely between us. I 
want to explain what I need to do, and I'm going to stay with you while we figure out the next 
step.” 

Both may ultimately involve disclosure, but only one preserves as much trust and dignity as 
the situation allows. 

That distinction matters because mandatory disclosure shouldn't become an excuse for 
unnecessary disclosure. If information must be shared, the goal should generally be to 
share only what is necessary,  and only with the people who actually need it, rather than 
opening the entire peer-support conversation to anyone who becomes involved. 

Consultation Is Not Gossip 
Peer supporters also need somewhere to go when they are unsure. 

There will be conversations that leave a peer wondering whether they handled something 
correctly, whether a referral is appropriate, whether a confidentiality exception applies, or 
whether they are becoming too involved. Sometimes the peer supporter themselves will be 
affected by what they heard. 

We don't want confidentiality to become so rigid that a peer supporter believes asking for 
appropriate guidance is a betrayal. 

That is one reason clinical partnership and clearly defined consultation procedures matter. 
A peer supporter should know who they can consult, under what circumstances, and how 
to protect the person's identity as much as possible while doing it. 

There is a meaningful difference between consultation for the purpose of providing safe 
support and telling another team member about an interesting conversation. The former 
protects the work, the latter damages it. Our policies and training need to make that 
distinction unmistakable. 

What Gets Written Down? 
This is another place where trust can quietly disappear. If someone uses peer support, 
what record is created? 

Does their name go on a list? Is there a narrative about what they discussed? Does the 
coordinator receive a report? Can leadership request it? Could it later become part of a 
personnel matter? 



43 
 

If we don't answer those questions before launching the program, our employees will 
wonder about them anyway. 

For the Foundational Edition, my recommendation is simple: collect as little identifiable 
information about peer-support contacts as the program genuinely needs. 

Programs may need non personalized or identifiable information to understand whether 
the team is being used, justify resources, identify broad trends, or report program activity. 
That is very different from maintaining narrative records of individual peer-support 
conversations. 

This is an area where several of the stronger policies in my research have been particularly 
useful. Some expressly prohibit identifying records of employees using peer support and 
restrict reporting to basic, non-identifying information. 

This absolutely makes the most sense to me. If leadership wants to know whether the 
program is being used, we can answer that question without telling leadership who is using 
it or why. Oftentimes that question doesn’t have an entirely quantifiable answer which is 
where leadership trust in the program is key.  

Confidentiality Inside a Communications Center 
There is a reality in 911 that deserves specific attention here because traditional 
confidentiality language doesn't always fit what happens in a communications center. 

Sometimes everyone already knows something happened. 

They heard the call. 

They heard the radio traffic. 

They watched their coworker take off their headset. 

They saw a supervisor move someone else onto the position. 

They may have watched a peer supporter sit beside that person or leave the room 
with them. 

We cannot always promise that nobody will know peer support contact occurred, but what 
we can and must protect is what happened inside that contact. 

Knowing that someone talked to a peer supporter does not entitle anyone to know what 
was discussed. A supervisor arranging console coverage doesn't need a summary 
afterward. A coworker who heard the same call doesn't get additional information because 
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they already know part of the story. A QA evaluator who reviews the incident doesn't 
automatically get access to what the dispatcher said about how it affected them. 

That distinction needs to exist not only in policy, but in culture. Because in a small room, 
sometimes protecting confidentiality isn't about hiding that two people talked. Rather, it's 
about everyone understanding that the rest of the conversation isn't theirs. 

Leadership Doesn't Need to Know Everything 
Leadership support is essential to peer support. Leadership access to peer-support 
conversations is not. Those two ideas can coexist. 

A chief, sheriff, director, manager, or supervisor may genuinely care about an employee 
and still not be entitled to know what was discussed. In fact, one of the ways leadership 
demonstrates support for peer support is by resisting the urge to ask. 

National guidance has repeatedly emphasized the importance of clear confidentiality 
rules, and DOJ resources identify protecting confidentiality as a core component of 
implementing peer support.  

That doesn't mean leadership receives no information about the program. Appropriate, de-
identified information can help leadership understand utilization, training needs, resource 
gaps, and whether the program needs additional support. 

But there is an enormous difference between: “Our team had 46 peer contacts this 
quarter.” 

and: “Here are the employees we talked to and what they were dealing with.” 

One helps support the program, the other can absolutely destroy it. 

Confidentiality Belongs to the Team Too 
Finally, confidentiality isn't only an individual peer-supporter responsibility. The team itself 
has to model it. 

If one peer supporter knows another peer is working with someone, that does not 
automatically make the conversation team information. Being on the peer support team 
should never become permission to know everyone's business. 

This is especially important in small agencies and communications centers where peer 
supporters may also be friends, trainers, supervisors, partners, or coworkers who spend 
long shifts together. The temptation to say, “I'm only telling you because you're on the 
team,” can feel harmless. It is critical to understand that it isn't. 
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Team membership doesn't create a need to know, appropriate consultation does. 

That distinction protects the person receiving support, but it also protects the peer 
supporters themselves. When team members know their own difficult conversations, 
mistakes, uncertainties, and requests for help won't become team gossip, they are much 
more likely to seek consultation when they need it. And we need them to. 

The Promise We Can Actually Keep 
I don't think the strongest peer support program is the one that makes the biggest promise 
about confidentiality. I think it is the one that makes the clearest promise and keeps it. 

Understand your law. Build strong agency protections around what can be protected. 
Clearly define the exceptions. Limit documentation. Establish safe consultation pathways. 
Teach leadership what they do and do not need to know. Make sure peer supporters can 
explain confidentiality in language another person can actually understand. 

Then behave consistently with what the policy says. Because ultimately, confidentiality 
isn't proven by the paragraph in your policy manual. It is proven when someone tells a peer 
supporter something difficult and discovers afterward that their story stayed theirs. 

 

Before You Move On 
Before writing or adopting confidentiality language, ask your agency’s legal advisor to 
identify what protections actually apply in your jurisdiction, including whether peer-
support communications receive any form of legal privilege and what exceptions are 
required by law. Don't assume another agency's policy applies to yours simply because the 
programs look similar. 

Then look beyond the legal language. Could every peer supporter explain your 
confidentiality policy without reading from it? Would an employee understand what is 
protected and what isn't before deciding what to share? Have you determined what 
information, if any, will be documented? Who can access it? How will peers obtain 
consultation without turning consultation into unnecessary disclosure? Does leadership 
understand that supporting the program does not mean receiving information about 
individual contacts? 

And then ask the question I think matters most: Are we promising people what we hope 
confidentiality means, or what we can actually protect? 

The strongest policy isn't the one that sounds safest, it's the one people can rely on. 
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Resource Bank 
The main part of this guide was meant to help you think through the kind of peer support 
team you want to build. This part is for when you're ready to start putting some of those 
ideas into practice. 

You don't need to use every resource in here, and I definitely don't think every agency needs 
to build its team exactly the same way. A seven-person communications center and a large 
regional agency aren't going to have the same needs, resources or options. Laws, labor 
agreements, policies and organizational structures are different too. 

So take what works, change what needs to change and leave behind what doesn't fit your 
agency. 

I know that when I was trying to get our agency’s team started, I felt like I was grasping in 
the dark sometimes. I have built my brand on providing practical and understandable 
resources for people so that no one has to start from nothing or feel like you are just going 
forward blindly. These tools are here to give you somewhere to start. 
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Resource: Suggested Selection Process 
There isn't one perfect way to select a peer support team, but I would avoid building the 
entire process around who volunteers first, who has the most impressive résumé or who 
leadership already likes. Selection should help you answer a much more useful question: 
Who could our people realistically trust on a hard day? 

A Simple Process 

1. Explain the role before asking for interest. Be clear about confidentiality, boundaries, 
training, time commitment, continuing education, consultation and the fact that team 
membership continues to be evaluated. 

2. Invite interest. Use a short application that gives people room to explain why they want 
the role and what they think peer support is. 

3. Consider coworker input. Nominations can help identify the people employees already 
trust, but they should be one source of information—not a popularity contest. 

4. Interview applicants. Use the same core questions for everyone and listen for judgment, 
humility, boundaries, ability to listen and comfort with not having the answer. 

5. Review legitimate personnel considerations. Follow agency policy and applicable labor 
or legal requirements. Don't confuse imperfection with unsuitability. 

6. Look at the team as a whole. Make sure employees have meaningful choices across 
shifts, roles, personalities, experience and ways of connecting. 

7. Make the decision and communicate it respectfully. Not being selected does not mean 
someone is a bad person or bad dispatcher. 

8. Revisit membership over time. Selection is not a lifetime appointment. 

Before You Move On 

☐ Did we select for trust and judgment rather than status? 

☐ Did we use more than one source of information? 

☐ Would employees have meaningful choices of peers? 

☐ Have we explained that membership is something we continue to evaluate? 
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Resource: Peer Support Interest / Application 
Keep the application useful. You are trying to learn how someone thinks about the role, not 
make them write an essay to prove they care. 

Applicant Information 

Name: ______________________________   Role/Assignment: _____________________________ 

Shift/Work Group: ___________________   Years with Agency/Public Safety: ______________ 

Questions 

1. What makes you interested in serving as a peer supporter? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. When coworkers come to you with something difficult, what do you think they usually 
need from you? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What do you think would be hardest for you about peer support? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Tell us about a time you had to listen to someone whose choices or perspective were 
different from your own. What helped you stay present? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What does confidentiality mean to you in a peer support role? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. How comfortable are you saying, “I don't know,” asking for consultation or connecting 
someone with additional help? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Is there anything about your current workload, schedule or capacity that the selection 
team should consider? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

I understand that selection may include an interview, coworker input, required training, 
continuing expectations and periodic review of team membership. 

Signature: ______________________________   Date: __________________ 
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Resource: Coworker Nomination 
Coworker nominations can help us notice the people employees already gravitate to. They 
should never be the only selection tool, and the person with the most nominations should 
not automatically be selected. 

Who is someone in this agency you would feel comfortable talking to if work or life got 
heavy? 

Name: __________________________________________________________________________ 

What is it about this person that makes them someone you could trust? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

What do they do that helps people feel heard or comfortable around them? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

You do not need to describe a private conversation or disclose anything personal. We are 
interested in the qualities that make this person feel trustworthy. 
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Resource: Peer Support Interview Questions 
You do not need dozens of interview questions. Give applicants enough room to show you 
how they think. 

1. What do you think peer support is and what do you think it is not? 

2. Someone tells you about a problem and you immediately know what you think they 
should do. What happens next? 

3. What would you do if someone kept making a choice you disagreed with? 

4. A coworker tells you something difficult and asks you not to tell anyone. How would you 
think through confidentiality and its limits? 

5. What would make you ask another peer, the coordinator or a clinician for consultation? 

6. How would you handle being asked for support by someone you do not particularly like 
or agree with? 

7. What would you do if a conversation started affecting you personally? 

8. How would you respond if a supervisor asked whether a particular employee had used 
peer support? 

9. What would you do if you realized you were not the right peer for someone? 

10. What do you think helps people trust someone enough to actually talk? 

Listen For 

• Curiosity rather than certainty 
• Ability to listen without immediately fixing 
• Respect for privacy and limits 
• Humility and willingness to consult 
• Comfort with differences 
• Self-awareness 
• Good judgment 
• An understanding that connection matters more than having the perfect answer 
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Resource: Selection Considerations 
This is not a scoring sheet for finding a perfect person. It is a way to slow down and look at 
the qualities that matter in the role. 

☐ People already seem comfortable talking to this person. 

☐ They can keep other people's information private. 

☐ They listen without making every conversation about themselves. 

☐ They can tolerate emotion and discomfort without rushing to fix it. 

☐ They can disagree with someone without becoming judgmental. 

☐ They can accept feedback and consultation. 

☐ They understand boundaries. 

☐ They can recognize when something is beyond them. 

☐ They do not seem drawn to the role for status, access or information. 

☐ They have enough current capacity to participate. 

☐ They can work as part of a team. 

☐ Their presence would add another meaningful option for employees. 
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Resource: Things That Don’t Automatically Disqualify Someone  
Peer supporters are human. If we build a selection process that only accepts people who 
have never struggled, never made a mistake and never needed help, we may eliminate 
some of the very people who understand why connection matters and what it looks and 
feels like to come out on the other side of the struggle.  

I think we do a disservice to both the team and those we are trying to support if we 
automatically disqualify someone simply because they: 

• Have been to therapy or currently use therapy. 
• Have experienced burnout, grief, trauma or a difficult season. 
• Have used peer support themselves. 
• Have made mistakes earlier in their career and grown from them. 
• Are quiet or are not one of the most socially visible people in the agency. 
• Are a supervisor—or are not a supervisor. 
• Have lived experience that could make them especially understanding of certain 

struggles. 
• Do not have every answer in an interview. 

You might be thinking that who in the world would disqualify people for these types of 
things? We know the world in which we work, this absolutely happens. However, we also 
have to remember that none of those things automatically make someone a good peer 
either. The question is what they have done with their experiences, how they function now, 
whether they can protect other people's trust and whether they can stay inside the role. 

Follow legitimate agency, legal and labor requirements. The goal is not to ignore meaningful 
concerns. It is to avoid confusing being human with being automatically unqualified or 
automatically qualified. 
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Resource: Peer Support Team Membership & Removal Process 
Being selected for the team should not automatically mean someone stays on it forever. 
The expectations for remaining on the team, and the process for addressing concerns, 
should exist before you need them. 

Possible Reasons for Review 

• Confidentiality concerns 
• Repeated boundary problems 
• Misuse of the peer role 
• Failure to participate in required training or team responsibilities 
• Unwillingness to receive feedback or consultation 
• Conduct that damages trust in the team 
• A significant change in capacity or circumstances 
• The peer deciding the role is no longer a good fit 

A Fair Process 

1. Receive the concern and separate specific behavior from rumor or personality conflict. 

2. Gather only the information necessary to understand the concern. 

3. Talk directly with the peer whenever appropriate. 

4. Decide whether coaching, additional training, a temporary step back or another 
corrective step could address the issue. 

5. If continued membership is no longer appropriate, follow the established removal 
process. 

6. Protect the peer’s privacy. The rest of the agency does not need the details. 

7. Document program-level decisions only as required by policy. 

Every mistake should not automatically result in removal. There should be room for 
coaching, feedback and growth when appropriate. But protecting the trust and integrity of 
the team has to matter more than avoiding an uncomfortable conversation. 
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Resource: Final Team Composition Check 
Before finalizing the roster, stop looking at applicants one at a time and look at the team 
employees will actually experience. 

☐ Employees have more than one realistic person they might choose. 

☐ Different shifts/work groups have reasonable access. 

☐ The team includes different personalities and ways of connecting. 

☐ The team is not built entirely around rank, popularity or one social circle. 

☐ Newer and more experienced employees have someone they can relate to. 

☐ If supervisors are included, non-supervisory choices also exist when possible. 

☐ No single peer is likely to become the only trusted option. 

☐ Regional or outside-agency options exist when our own size limits choice. 

☐ The team can function when one or two people are unavailable. 

Final question: When I need support, can I see at least one person on this roster I could 
realistically imagine calling? 
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Resource: Core Peer Support Training Considerations 
Initial training should give good people enough structure and skill to help well without trying 
to turn them into clinicians. 

Core Areas 

☐ Peer support role, purpose and scope 

☐ Confidentiality, protections and limits that apply to the program 

☐ Listening skills and helping without fixing 

☐ Stress, trauma, cumulative exposure and common reactions 

☐ Boundaries and role clarity 

☐ Recognizing when something is beyond peer support 

☐ Immediate safety and suicide-related response consistent with training and policy 

☐ Referral pathways and warm connection to resources 

☐ Substance-use conversations 

☐ Grief, family stress and life concerns 

☐ Critical-incident support without making peer support only about incidents 

☐ Cultural humility and differences 

☐ Consultation and when to ask for help 

☐ Peer capacity and the impact of helping 

☐ Documentation or anonymous tracking, if the program uses it 

☐ Agency-specific policy, legal and labor considerations 

Training should include practice with messy conversations, not just slides. Peers need 
opportunities to hear what it feels like when someone doesn't want advice, doesn't know 
what they need, keeps making the same choice or says something that makes the team 
member uncomfortable. 
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Resource: Ongoing Peer Support Training & Practice 
A certificate should not be the last time a peer practices the work. Ongoing training can be 
simple, regular and connected to what the team is actually encountering. 

Ideas for Ongoing Development 

• Short scenario discussions during team meetings 
• Practice explaining confidentiality in normal language 
• Boundary and referral conversations 
• Clinician-led consultation or teaching 
• Updates on local resources 
• Training around grief, substance use, suicide, family stress or other recurring needs 
• Reviewing what proactive support looks like 
• Regional peer-support networking 
• Refreshing critical-incident support skills 
• Talking about peer capacity and difficult contacts 
• Reviewing changes in law, policy or labor agreements that affect the program 

Questions for the Team 

What conversations are you feeling least prepared for? What are you seeing more of? What 
do you wish someone had taught you before you became a peer? What skill have we not 
practiced in a while? 

The goal is not to collect training hours. It is to keep the team capable, thoughtful and 
willing to learn and grow both individually and as a group. 
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Resource: Confidentiality Planning Worksheet 
Confidentiality rules differ by state, agency, labor agreement, legal protection and program 
structure. Work through these questions with the people who need to be involved before 
the team launches. 

What law or privilege, if any, applies to peer-support communications in our jurisdiction? 

What does agency policy say?  

Are there labor agreement provisions that affect the program?  

What are the limits to confidentiality?  

Do supervisors serving as peers have different obligations in any situation?  

When can or must information be shared?  

Who can a peer consult with, and how can consultation occur with the least identifying 
information necessary? 

If contacts are tracked, exactly what is collected?  

Who can access that information? How long is it kept?  

What, if anything, is reported to leadership?  

How will peers explain confidentiality to employees in normal language?  

Who will review this process when laws, policies or agreements change?  
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Resource: How We Explain Confidentiality 
Peers need to be able to explain confidentiality without sounding like they are reading a 
warning label. 

Build Your Team's Version 

What can we honestly promise? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

What are the limits? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

What happens if one of those limits is reached? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Plain-Language Example 

What you share with me stays private within the protections and limits of our peer-
support program. There are a few situations where I may have to take action or get 
additional help, and I want to be clear about those rather than surprise you later. If we 
get close to one of those situations, I'll tell you what I can about what happens next. 

Adapt this to what is actually true for your program. Don't promise absolute confidentiality 
if your law or policy does not support it, and don't make every ordinary conversation feel 
like a legal briefing. 
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Resource: Anonymous Peer Support Contact Tracking 
Some teams track contacts. Others don't. If you do, the goal should be to track the activity 
of the program—not the people using it. 

Possible Non-Identifying Fields 

Date/Month: ____________________ 

Contact type: ☐ Proactive outreach  ☐ Employee-initiated  ☐ Post-incident  ☐ Other 

Broad reason: ☐ Work stress  ☐ Critical incident  ☐ Personal/family  ☐ Training/CTO  ☐ 
Supervisor/leadership  ☐ Resource/referral  ☐ Other 

Additional resources offered? ☐ No  ☐ Yes 

Follow-up requested? ☐ No  ☐ Yes 

Peer consultation used? ☐ No  ☐ Yes 

Do Not Collect Just Because You Can 

Names, detailed narratives, specific call information, exact assignments or enough 
combined details to identify someone usually are not necessary for program-level tracking. 

Before collecting anything, ask: Does this help us improve, support or sustain the program? 
If not, why are we collecting it? 
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Resource: When This Is Bigger Than Peer Support 
Peer support can hold a lot. A difficult or emotional conversation does not automatically 
need to be referred out. At the same time, peers need to recognize when someone needs 
expertise, treatment, safety intervention or resources beyond what a peer can provide. We 
cannot get stuck in the trap of us thinking that we have to be everything that person needs 
in the moment. If we do, we can end up doing more harm than good, for both the peer 
seeking help and for the team member going beyond their scope. 

Pause and Consider More Support When 

☐ There is concern about immediate safety or suicide. 

☐ The person is asking for clinical diagnosis or treatment. 

☐ Substance use is creating significant risk or impairment. 

☐ Medical concerns need professional attention. 

☐ The situation involves legal, financial or other specialized advice. 

☐ The peer relationship is becoming the person's only support. 

☐ The person is repeatedly asking the peer to make decisions for them. 

☐ The peer feels outside their training or role. 

☐ The peer's own capacity or personal experience is getting in the way. 

☐ The person wants professional help. 

Unless there is an immediate safety issue or another required action, referral does not have 
to mean abruptly ending the conversation. We can stay human while helping someone 
reach the next level of support. Sometimes it’s even making a phone call with the person to 
help get them the resources they need. It can continue being a supportive moment even 
when we are guiding them to someone or something beyond us.  
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Resource: Referral Pathway Builder 
A resource list is useful but a pathway is better. Think through what happens after a peer 
realizes someone may need more than what they can offer at the time. 

Need/Concern: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Primary Resource: __________________________________________________________________ 

How is the resource accessed? 
________________________________________________________ 

Hours/after-hours option: 
_____________________________________________________________ 

Cost/insurance considerations: 
_________________________________________________________ 

Does the team know a specific contact there? 
___________________________________________ 

What can the peer do to make the connection warmer? 

☐ Sit with the employee while they call 

☐ Help find the correct intake number or page 

☐ Explain what to expect 

☐ Offer choices rather than one mandated option 

☐ Follow up later if the employee wants that 

☐ Consult when unsure 

Backup Resource: __________________________________________________________________ 

What happens if the first option is unavailable? 
__________________________________________ 
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Resource: Know Your Resources 
Don't hand employees a beautiful resource list that nobody on the team has ever tested. 
We walked through our EAP referral process and realized what a challenge it was to even 
just talk to someone who would then continue the referral process. It was key that we knew 
that so we could prepare people on what to expect when they called. They were far less 
likely to give up halfway through if they knew it was worth getting the right resource at the 
end.  

Resource Review 

Resource/Provider: _________________________________________________________________ 

What do they actually provide? 
________________________________________________________ 

Who are they appropriate for? 
_________________________________________________________ 

How does someone get started? 
________________________________________________________ 

Phone/Web/Contact: 
_________________________________________________________________ 

Hours: __________________________ After-hours option: _________________________________ 

Insurance/Cost: _____________________________________________________________________ 

First-responder/public-safety experience? 
_______________________________________________ 

When did we last verify this information? 
_______________________________________________ 

Who on the team is responsible for checking it again? 
____________________________________ 

Think Beyond Therapy 

Useful resources may include culturally competent clinicians, crisis support, substance-
use treatment, EAP, chaplaincy, family support, grief resources, financial or legal 
assistance, medical care, domestic violence resources, community services and regional 
peer-support options. 
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Resource: Starting the Conversation 
A lot of check-ins die with a question that only has one answer in this job: “You good?” 
“Everything okay?” “How are you doing?” We know what we're going to hear. 

Try questions that give someone somewhere to go. Be specific, curious and open enough 
that the person can decide how much they want to share. 

After a Difficult Call 
• What part of that call is sticking with you? 
• How has that one been sitting with you since it happened? 
• What have you noticed since that call? 
• What was the hardest part of that one for you? 
• What keeps coming back from that call, if anything? 
• How did that call land for you? 
• What's your head been doing with that one since shift ended? 

When Something Seems Different 
• You haven't seemed quite like yourself lately. What's been going on? 
• You've been a lot quieter this week. What's taking up space for you right now? 
• You seem like you're carrying more than usual. What's been going on lately? 
• I've noticed you've been keeping to yourself more. What's your week been like? 
• Something feels different with you lately. What am I noticing? 

When Life Is Heavy 
• You said this week was going to be rough with your dad. What's it been like? 
• Last time we talked, things at home were pretty heavy. What's changed since then? 
• How did your mom's appointment go, and how are you carrying all of that? 
• You've been working a ton of overtime on top of everything happening at home. What's 

taking the biggest toll right now? 
• You mentioned you weren't sleeping much last week. What's sleep been like since 

then? 

When It's the Accumulation 
• What's been wearing on you the most lately? 
• What part of work is taking the most out of you right now? 
• What's been hardest to leave at work lately? 
• What are you carrying home from here more than you used to? 
• What feels heavier than it did six months ago? 
• What's taking more energy than you think it should right now? 
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Trainees, CTOs and Supervisors 
• What's been the hardest part of training this week? 
• What are you being hardest on yourself about right now? 
• What part of being a CTO is taking the most out of you right now? 
• What are you carrying from training that nobody really sees? 
• What's been the hardest part of being the person everyone brings things to lately? 
• What are you dealing with as a supervisor that you don't really have anywhere to put? 
• Who are you talking to when you're the one having the hard week? 

Overtime, Returning and Leaving 
• What is all this overtime starting to cost you outside of work? 
• What's getting harder to keep up with because you're here so much? 
• What's it been like coming back? 
• What's been easier about being back than you expected, and what's been harder? 
• What's it like realizing you're this close to being done? 
• What are you looking forward to, and what feels strange about leaving? 

If You Get the Automatic “Fine” 
Fair enough. What's been taking most of your energy lately? 
Okay. I won't push. I just noticed you've had a lot on your plate and wanted to make sure 
somebody made space for you too. 

Then respect the no. We have not failed as peer supporters if they do not open up, we 
cannot have that mindset. Rather what we did was let them know they have a safe person 
and place for when they do want to open up.  

Once the Door Opens 
• Tell me more about that. 
• What has that been like for you? 
• What part has been the hardest? 
• What do you think you need most right now? 
• What's been helping? What's not helping? 
• What are you most worried about? 
• What do you wish somebody understood about this? 
• Do you want to think through what comes next, or do you need somewhere to put this 

for a while? 

The goal isn't to memorize clever lines. Before asking a question, test it: Can someone 
answer this with fine, good, yep or nope? If they can, see if there is a better way to open the 
door. Then listen. 
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Resource: Making Peer Support Visible — A Practical Playbook 
Visibility isn't about marketing the team harder. It is about making peer supporters familiar 
enough that reaching out feels like reaching toward a person rather than contacting a 
program. 

1. The Three-Minute Briefing Visit 

Ask for three minutes, not thirty. One or two peers can stop by a briefing, roll call or shift 
meeting with one useful idea, resource or normalizing message. Rotate peers and shifts. 
Don't make every visit a team announcement. 

2. Spend 20 Minutes Somewhere You Don't Belong 

Visit another shift, work group or part of the agency. Talk like a normal human. You do not 
need to walk in announcing, “Peer Support is here. Does anyone need anything?” 
Familiarity comes first. 

3. Introduce a Peer Without Making It an Award 

Share a picture and a few human details: why they volunteered, what they want people to 
know about peer support, where they work and something about them that has nothing to 
do with the job. 

4. Use Resources as a Reason to Connect 

Don't only email useful resources. Use the opportunity to connect with them in person; 
hand them to people, bring them to a briefing, leave them where people actually spend 
time and use them as a reason to start a normal conversation. 

5. Give New Employees a Five-Minute Introduction 

Have an actual peer explain who the team is, what it can help with, confidentiality, choice 
and how to reach someone. Do it before the new employee needs the team. 

6. Check In at Milestones 

Trainees, CTOs, sign-off, promotions, returns from leave, retirements and other transitions 
give us natural opportunities to connect. Consider assigning a few intentional contacts 
each month. 

7. Give Night Shift Its Own Plan 

If every activity, introduction and peer-support meeting happens during day-shift hours, 
night shift does not have equal access. Look at who is actually available when they are 
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working. They already get the cold leftovers from dayshift, don’t make that their peer 
support team experience as well.  

8. Make the Peer Support Board Useful 

If you have a physical or digital board, change it. Add a resource, question, introduction, 
event or small useful item. A permanent wall of headshots becomes just part of the 
background that people no longer notice. 

9. Use Tiny Connection Activities 

A puzzle, cards, snack vote, baby-picture guessing game, brackets, chili contest, therapy-
dog visit, service project or other low-pressure activity can give people a reason to be in the 
same space without asking anyone to talk about wellness. 

10. Use the One-Person Rule 

Ask each peer to think of one person they haven't talked with in a while and make an 
ordinary connection. They are not opening a case or giving an assessment, just making 
connections where they can. 

11. Don't Only Show Up When Something Went Wrong 

If employees only see peer support after tragedy, tragedy becomes what peer support 
means. It also lowers the trust factor after such incidents. If you only pop up after 
something big happens but I don’t see you any other time, then I will not trust you with my 
feelings about this incident.  

12. Make Reaching the Team Almost Stupidly Easy 

Ask someone who is not on the team to figure out how they would reach a peer at 2:00 a.m. 
Watch where they get stuck and remove the friction. 

13. Let the Team Be Seen Learning 

The team must continue to grow as individuals and as a team. Make it a point to mention 
training and let employees know peers continue practicing and learning. It reinforces that 
the role is taken seriously without pretending peers are clinicians or that we are asking you 
to do something we ourselves aren’t doing. This is where we get to practice what we 
preach.  
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14. Make Regional Relationships Real 

An outside-agency option only helps if it leads to an actual person. Build relationships with 
neighboring teams so an employee who wants someone outside their agency isn't being 
handed a stranger's number. (if you need help with how to start/build this, at the end of the 
Resource Bank there is a list of other resources on the Help for the Headset website). 

A Simple Monthly Rhythm 

☐ Visit one shift or group we tend to miss. 

☐ Share one useful resource or three-minute teaching point. 

☐ Introduce or highlight one peer. 

☐ Each peer connects with one person outside their normal circle. 

☐ Notice one person or group we haven't been seeing. 

Every few months, add a connection activity, test access, revisit missed shifts and remind 
employees what peer support can help with and how confidentiality works. 

The goal isn't for employees to say, “I know we have a peer support team.” The goal is for 
them to say, “I know who I would call.” 
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Resource: Who Haven't We Checked On? 
Peer support teams naturally notice the people who reach out. This resource is for noticing 
the people who may rarely come across our radar. 

Who Might We Be Missing? 

☐ CTOs and trainers 

☐ Supervisors and managers 

☐ QA personnel 

☐ Night shift 

☐ New employees 

☐ Employees returning from leave 

☐ Employees on leave 

☐ Administrative and support staff 

☐ The person who is always “fine” and always helping everyone else 

☐ People who are not socially connected to the team 

☐ Peer supporters themselves 

Use This in a Team Meeting 

Ask: Which shift haven't we spent time with lately? Who takes care of everybody else? Who 
is going through a transition? Who is exposed to difficult material behind the scenes? Who 
never attends our activities? Which peers have been doing a lot of supporting? 

Then assign a connection, not a case. The outreach can be simple: “You've been carrying a 
lot with training lately. What part has been taking the most out of you?” Or, “You've been 
back for a few weeks now. What's the transition been like?” 

We don't need a reason to care about someone. Sometimes noticing that we haven't 
noticed them is enough reason to reconnect. 
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Resource: Connecting Peer Support With New Employees 
The best time for a new employee to learn what peer support is should not be after their 
first terrible call. 

Orientation 

Keep it short and human and use an actual peer. Explain who the team is, what peer 
support can help with, confidentiality and its limits, choice of peers and how to reach 
someone. 

Build Ordinary Familiarity 

Let new employees see peers during the first weeks without every interaction being a 
wellness check. Familiarity now makes a future conversation easier. 

Around 30 Days 

Make an intentional contact. Ask something that gives them somewhere to go: “What's 
been the hardest part of learning this job so far?” or “What's taking up the most space in 
your head after shift?” Do not ask them “how is training going so far?” They will feel like they 
have to answer that it’s going fine, they love it, they are getting there etc. Ask questions that 
bring real answers.  

Know the Training Pressure Points 

Check in around difficult phases of training, significant calls, setbacks and periods when 
the new person is being especially hard on themselves. Don't decide whether an event was 
“bad enough” to affect them. Remember they are coming in fresh off the streets and don’t 
have the exposure and experience their trainer or coworkers already do. Most of their new 
calls will be significant to them even if they wouldn’t flag for anyone else.  

Sign-Off Isn't the End 

Celebrate the milestone without turning it into a warning about everything terrible that may 
come next. We have to stop saying things like “just wait, don’t screw this up, less OT for 
me” etc. Things that congratulate, encourage and empower them are key.  Then check 
again 30–60 days later, when the structure of training is gone and they are doing the job on 
their own. 

Remember the CTO 

New-employee support should not make the trainer invisible. Ask what training is taking 
out of them too. 
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A Simple Contact Rhythm 

Orientation → first weeks → around 30 days → difficult training phase or significant exposure 
→ sign-off → 30–60 days after sign-off. 

The goal is to make peer support familiar before the new employee has to decide whether 
they trust it. 
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Resource: Leadership & Peer Support — What Support Actually Looks 
Like 
A peer support team needs leadership behind it. It needs time, training, funding, policies, 
resources and permission for peers to actually do the work. Leadership support and 
leadership access are not the same thing. 

Give the Team Time to Do the Work 

Peers may need reasonable time to step away for a conversation, attend meetings, 
complete continuing education, follow up, maintain resources or consult. Operational 
needs are real, but a team that is never given time to function is a team mostly in name. 

Fund More Than the Initial Training 

Think about continuing education, clinician consultation, team development, updated 
resources, regional networking, travel, materials and replacement training as members 
change. 

Protect Confidentiality When You're Curious 

“I don't need details. Just tell me if they're okay” still asks a peer to disclose something 
about the person using the program. 

If there is something you need to know under our policy or confidentiality limits, we'll 
follow that process. Otherwise, I can't talk about whether someone has used peer 
support or what we discussed. 

Leadership needs to protect the peer who gives that answer. 

Don't Turn the Team Into Another Set of Eyes 

Peer support should not become a way to learn who is struggling, leaving, unhappy, having 
problems at home, making mistakes or questioning management. 

Don't Send a Peer In to Get Someone to Cooperate 

A peer can help someone think through choices. They should not be sent in to persuade an 
employee toward the outcome the organization wants. This will undermine trust in both the 
peer and the team, and ultimately the organization.  

Give Employees Choices 

Supervisors can be excellent peers, but authority matters. Whenever possible, employees 
should also have options outside their chain of command. 
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Let the Team Tell You How the Program Is Doing 

Leadership can receive broad, non-identifying information about utilization, trends, training 
needs, resources, access gaps and team capacity. “We're getting more requests for family 
resources” is useful. “Three people on night shift are having marriage problems” is not. 

Back the Team When Confidentiality Is Inconvenient 

The program will eventually be tested by a situation where someone important wants 
information. Leadership support matters the most then. 

Don't Make Peer Support Feel Mandatory 

This is a significant issue, we can offer it, normalize it and make access easy. But “You need 
to go talk to peer support” changes the relationship and makes peer support feel like a 
punishment which is not the direction we want to go.  

Ask the Team What It Needs 

Try: “What is getting in the way of you doing this well?” Sometimes the answer is not 
another training. Sometimes the organization needs to change something within its 
structure or culture.  

What Leadership Provides and What It Doesn't Buy 

Leadership can provide time, resources, training, policy, access, funding, protection and 
room to learn. 

That does not buy names, conversations, reassurance about individual employees, 
informal intelligence, influence over the person using support or access to confidential 
information. 

A healthy team can have leadership fully behind it without having leadership inside any 
peer support conversations. 
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Resource: What Leadership Gets to Know 
Before sharing information, ask one question: Is this about the program, or about a person 
using the program? 

Generally Useful Program Information 

• Total contacts, if the program tracks them 
• Broad non-identifying categories or trends 
• Amount of proactive outreach 
• Training completed or needed 
• General utilization 
• Resource needs and service gaps 
• Team capacity 
• Engagement and visibility efforts 
• Program recommendations 

Stop Before Sharing 

• An employee's name 
• Identifying shift or assignment information 
• Incident details 
• Personal circumstances 
• What someone said 
• Whether a specific employee contacted the team 
• Which peer they spoke with 
• Whether a particular employee is “okay” 
• Several details that become identifying when combined 

In a small agency, anonymous information can become identifying very quickly. “A night-
shift dispatcher going through a divorce after the child-death call last Tuesday” may not 
include a name, but it may as well. 

Common Questions 

“Has Chris talked to peer support?” — Don't confirm or deny if your confidentiality rules do 
not allow it. 

“Is Chris okay?” — Don't use the peer relationship to provide reassurance to leadership. 

“Do we need to be worried?” — Follow the actual safety and confidentiality thresholds that 
apply to your program. 
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“I don't need details.” — Even confirming that someone used peer support may itself be 
information. 

I want to make sure I protect confidentiality and follow our policy correctly. Let me 
check before I answer that. 

Final test: Does leadership need this information to support or maintain the program, or are 
they trying to learn something about the person who used it? 
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Resource: When a Supervisor Is Also a Peer Supporter 
Supervisors can be excellent peer supporters. I wouldn't automatically exclude them from 
a team. I also wouldn't pretend their title disappears when they put on a peer-support hat. 

Start With Choice 

Some employees will be completely comfortable talking with a supervisor while others 
won't. They shouldn't have to explain why. If most of your team is supervisory, look at 
whether employees have meaningful non-supervisory or regional options. 

Be Clear About Which Role You're In 

You don't need to announce your role before every conversation. But when there is real 
potential for confusion, clarify it. 

I want to make sure we're on the same page before we keep going. Are you coming to 
me as your supervisor right now, or are you asking to talk to me as a peer? 

The Peer Hat Doesn't Erase Supervisory Responsibilities 

Work through this before a real conversation forces the question. Do supervisors have any 
different reporting or employment responsibilities? Does the person's status change 
confidentiality? Who can the supervisor-peer consult with when the two roles collide? 

Know When the Roles Are Getting in the Way 

An employee may be talking about exhaustion, mistakes, performance or something else 
the same supervisor is responsible for addressing at work. 

I care about what's happening and I want to make sure you have somebody you can talk 
to without having to wonder which role I'm in. Would you be comfortable if I helped 
connect you with another peer? 

Don't Use Peer Support to Make Supervising Easier 

The peer role should not be used to make corrective action easier, convince someone 
leadership is right, learn how employees feel about management, work around resistance, 
obtain information that would not otherwise be available or influence an employment 
decision. This position of trust is so important and so easily broken. They will see what you 
are doing, and you will have lost trust.  
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Think About What Happens Tomorrow 

After a peer conversation, the employee still has to work for that supervisor. Don't hover, 
watch them differently or change normal supervision because of something learned in a 
protected peer conversation unless a legitimate required action applies.  

A powerful message is: You can tell me something difficult and I will still see you as you 
tomorrow. 

Supervisors Need Support Too 

Being the person everyone brings things to does not mean the supervisor-peer has 
somewhere to put their own hard week. Make sure they have peer choices too. 

Before Putting Supervisors on the Team 

☐ We understand how supervisory duties affect confidentiality. 

☐ We have a process for role conflicts. 

☐ Employees have other peer choices when possible. 

☐ Supervisor-peers know when to transfer a contact. 

☐ Performance and discipline situations have been discussed. 

☐ Supervisor-peers receive the same training, consultation and accountability as everyone 
else. 

Authority doesn't disappear just because we care about someone. A good program makes 
room for that reality instead of pretending it isn't there. 
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Resource: When My Two Roles Collide 
A quick decision tool for a supervisor who is also serving as a peer. 

What role did this conversation begin in?  ☐ Peer  ☐ Supervisor  ☐ Not clear 

Does the employee understand which role I am in?  ☐ Yes  ☐ No  ☐ Unsure 

Has something been shared that may require action because of my supervisory role?  ☐ No  
☐ Possibly  ☐ Yes  ☐ I need consultation 

Would this person be better served by another peer?  ☐ No  ☐ Maybe  ☐ Yes 

Can I continue without using what I learned inappropriately in my supervisory role?  ☐ Yes  
☐ Unsure  ☐ No 

Do I need consultation before continuing?  ☐ Yes  ☐ No 

If You're Unsure 

I want to be careful with what you've trusted me with, and I also want to make sure I'm 
handling my responsibilities correctly. I need to get some guidance about where those 
two things meet before I promise you something I may not be able to promise. 

If Another Peer Is the Better Choice 

I want to keep supporting you, but I think we've gotten into an area where my being your 
supervisor could get in the way of you having the kind of private support you deserve. 
Let's figure out who else on the team might feel comfortable for you. 

The employee still gets a choice. We are not handing someone off because the 
conversation became difficult. We are recognizing when our other role has become part of 
the problem. 
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Resource: Peer Support Coordinator Considerations 
Someone needs to keep the team moving. That doesn't mean that person needs to know 
everything. 

One of the easiest traps for a peer support coordinator is becoming the person who 
schedules meetings, arranges training, maintains resources, answers leadership, handles 
selection and concerns and somehow also becomes the person every peer reports every 
contact to. Before long, the coordinator knows who is talking to whom and half the details 
of conversations they were never part of. 

That's not necessary to coordinate a healthy team. 

What the Coordinator Does Need to Know 

The coordinator needs enough information to understand how the team is doing: whether 
peers are trained and participating, whether someone is overloaded, shifts or groups are 
being missed, resources are useful, peers need more skill or consultation, a boundary or 
membership concern needs attention, and whether leadership is giving the team what it 
needs. 

“Tell me what Sarah talked to you about last night” isn't a coordinator question. 

Don't Make Every Contact a Report 

Unless your program has a legitimate requirement that says otherwise, peers shouldn't 
automatically have to explain every conversation to the coordinator. If the program tracks 
contacts, use the limited, non-identifying process already established. 

Consultation is different. 

I had a conversation today and I'm not sure I handled part of it very well. Can I talk it 
through with you without giving you information you don't need? 

I'm supporting someone whose situation is getting beyond what I think I should be 
handling. I need some help figuring out my next step. 

Make Consultation Normal 

Peers should know when and how they can ask for help. That may be the coordinator, a 
more experienced peer, a team clinician or another designated resource. We are a group of 
people who already hate to ask for help, and think we need to have the answers to 
everything. Being on the peer support team doesn’t necessarily change that thought 
process. Making it not only a normal, but welcomed thing, helps the team feel like they can 
ask for help without being judged for not knowing the answer.  
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Useful questions to ask the team member needing the consultation: What part are you 
unsure about? What feels outside your lane? What are you worried might happen next? 
What do you need in order to keep supporting them well? 

Know When You Don't Need the Name 

A peer can often consult without identifying the employee. “I'm supporting someone 
dealing with a seriously ill parent, and they're starting to call me several times a day. I'm 
worried I'm becoming their only support.” We can talk meaningfully about boundaries 
without knowing who the employee is. 

Don't Become the Team's Dispatcher 

Sometimes coordination is necessary, especially after a significant incident or when 
someone asks for help finding a peer. But employees should also be able to contact peers 
directly when the program allows it. Every contact should not have to flow through one 
person. This is determined often by how the policies are set up at the beginning of team 
creation. There is also a difference between a formally requested peer support contact, 
which might have to go through a supervisor/coordinator, and a casual contact when 
someone just reaches out to a team member on their own.  

Pay Attention to Who Is Carrying Too Much 

Notice the peer getting most of the calls, the one who is always available, the one who 
takes the hardest situations, the one who never says no, and the one who never asks for 
consultation. 

Ask: What's that been like for you? What kinds of conversations are taking the most out of 
you? Where is your capacity right now? What would you like less of for a while? Who is 
supporting you?  

Don't Let One Peer Become “The Good One” 

If everyone asks for the same peer, don't take away that trusted relationship. Ask why that 
person is trusted and how the team can create more relationships like it. 

Address Problems Instead of Hoping They Go Away 

If someone is repeatedly giving advice, crossing boundaries, talking too freely, not 
participating, resisting feedback or hurting trust, address it. Sometimes they need 
coaching or training and sometimes the role is no longer a good fit. Use the process put in 
place at team creation, it was set up in the foundation for a reason. 
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Keep Leadership Connected Without Feeding Them Information 

The coordinator can communicate program needs and broad trends; coverage barriers, 
resource gaps, training needs, access problems and successful outreach, all without 
becoming an information pipeline about individual employees. 

Keep the Boring Stuff Current 

Phone numbers, rosters, after-hours access, referral resources, training status, new-
employee introductions and confidentiality processes all need routine attention. A lot of 
credibility can be lost through ordinary neglect. Everyone already has too much to do, so try 
to delegate it amongst the team members as well.  

The Coordinator Needs Support Too 

The coordinator may be supporting employees, supporting peers, navigating leadership 
and protecting the integrity of the program at the same time. They need consultation and 
support too. 

A Coordinator Should Be Able to Answer 

• Does my team know how to reach me when they need consultation? 
• Do they also know they don't have to report every conversation to me? 
• Am I collecting information because I need it, or because we've always done it? 
• Do I know which peers are carrying the most? 
• Can I address concerns fairly? 
• Can I tell leadership how the program is doing without telling them who is using it? 
• Are our resources and access information current? 
• Who do I go to when I don't know what to do? 
• If I disappeared tomorrow, could this team still function? 

A healthy peer support program should have coordination. But it shouldn't be completely 
dependent on one person holding the whole thing together. 
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Resource: Supporting the Peer Supporter 
Peer supporters spend a lot of time learning how to notice what is happening with someone 
else. We need to teach them to notice themselves too. That doesn't mean every difficult 
conversation requires a formal debrief. Most conversations will come and go just fine. We 
need to be aware of the ones that don’t.  

Before the Conversation: Am I the Right Person Today? 

Being a good peer doesn't mean always saying yes. We already often feel like we have to be 
everything to everyone, and often try to pour from empty cups. Being on peer support has 
only added to our list of people who might ask something of us. It’s important to know 
where you are before taking on more than you have capacity for. That is not a failure as a 
peer supporter, that’s actually a successful leading by example moment.  

 Ask: What am I bringing into this conversation today? Do I actually have the capacity to be 
present? Is this situation close enough to my own life that separating the two may be 
difficult? Can I listen without needing a particular outcome? Am I already carrying too 
much? Would another peer be better today? 

I want to make sure you have somebody who can really be present with you right now, 
and I don't think I'm the best person for that today. Let's figure out who else you might 
feel comfortable talking to. 

Pay Attention When Their Story Starts Becoming Yours 

Lived experience can make someone an incredible peer. It can also make certain 
conversations harder. Ask yourself whether you are listening to their experience or starting 
to hear your own, whether sharing would help them or meet your own need, and whether 
you are pushing them toward what worked for you. 

Shared experience can create connection, but it shouldn't take over the room. 

After the Conversation: Give Yourself a Minute 

After a contact that felt heavy, complicated or close to home, ask: What am I noticing? 
What am I still thinking about? Am I worried about the person or starting to feel responsible 
for them? Did something hit close to home? Is there something I'm unsure I handled well? 
Do I need consultation, a transition before home or another peer to take the next contact? 
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Know the Difference Between Caring and Carrying 

Sometimes caring quietly becomes: I need to make sure they go to therapy. I need them to 
answer my text. I need to know they're okay. What if something happens and I should have 
done more? 

Ask: Am I supporting them or managing them? Have I become their only person? Would I 
feel guilty if they made a choice I disagreed with? 

Peer support asks us to care deeply without taking ownership of another person's life. 

When You Keep Thinking About the Conversation 

Notice it, then do something with it. Talk with another peer without sharing unnecessary 
identifying information. Consult the coordinator or clinician. Take fewer contacts for a 
while. Or simply recognize: That one got to me. 

Consultation Isn't Only for Crisis 

Healthy consultation can sound like: “I keep thinking about something from yesterday.” “I 
think I gave more advice than I should have.” “This is close to something happening in my 
family.” “I'm feeling responsible for whether they follow through.” “I'm not sure this is still 
within peer support.” 

Sometimes Another Peer Needs to Take It 

Being someone's preferred peer does not mean we have to be available every time or 
become their only support. 

I'm going to be less available for a little while. Is there anyone else on the team you'd be 
comfortable with if you need somebody before I'm back? 

Watch the Helpers Who Never Say No 

Being capable and having unlimited capacity are not the same thing. Notice the peers who 
answer every call, stay late and become everyone's person. Ask what the work is costing 
them before they have to announce they're overwhelmed. 

Peer Supporters Get to Use Peer Support 

Peers can have bad calls, struggle at home, burn out, want therapy, need another peer and 
have seasons when they are not doing particularly well. None of that automatically makes 
them less credible, they are simply humans trying to help other humans and sometimes, 
it’s a heavy weight.  
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A Quick Personal Check 

Right now, my capacity feels:  ☐ Plenty of room  ☐ Some room  ☐ Pretty full  ☐ I need a 
break 

☐ I'm thinking about contacts after they're over. 

☐ I'm feeling responsible for someone's outcome. 

☐ I'm taking more contacts than usual. 

☐ I'm having trouble saying no. 

☐ I'm avoiding certain contacts. 

☐ I'm feeling unusually protective, frustrated or emotionally involved. 

☐ I'm bringing peer-support conversations home. 

☐ Something in my own life is being stirred up. 

☐ I'm feeling less patient or present. 

☐ I'm doing okay and just checking in with myself. 

What would help?  ☐ Nothing right now  ☐ Another peer  ☐ Consultation  ☐ Clinician 
support  ☐ Fewer contacts  ☐ Transfer a contact  ☐ Time away from the role  ☐ Other 

Sometimes the check is simply: Do I still have room for this work right now? If the answer is 
no, the team needs to make that answer safe to say. 
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Resource: When a Peer Needs to Step Back 
One of the things I would establish with a peer support team from the beginning is that 
there may be times when someone needs to step back from the role. 

Not leave the team forever, not prove they're incapable of being a peer, and they don’t need 
explain every detail of what's happening in their life, but simply just step back. 

Peer supporters have the same lives everyone else does. Someone can still care deeply 
about the team and not have enough room to care for other people well right now. 

Make It Okay to Notice 

Sometimes a peer knows immediately that they need a break. Other times it shows up 
more quietly. They may dread contacts, become impatient, feel unusually responsible for 
someone's decisions, keep thinking about conversations long after they're over, or start 
feeling resentful that everyone comes to them. Or they may simply recognize: “I don't have 
much room right now.” 

None of that automatically means they shouldn't be a peer. It means it's worth paying 
attention to.  

Make It Easy to Say 

A peer shouldn't need to build a case for why they deserve a break. 

I've got a lot going on personally right now and I need to step back from peer contacts 
for a while. 

I don't need to leave the team, but I don't have the capacity to be available right now. 

The coordinator may need to understand what the peer is asking for. They don't necessarily 
need the whole story. 

Give People More Than Two Choices 

Maybe they stop taking new contacts, perhaps they aren't available during certain times, 
maybe they continue training and attending meetings but don't provide individual support. 
Or they need to step away from everything. 

If they're already supporting someone, we need to make sure they don't simply disappear. 
Help them let their connections know what is happening.  

I've got some things happening in my own life and I'm going to be less available for a 
little while. I want to make sure you still have somebody if you want support. Is there 
anyone else on the team you'd feel comfortable with? 
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Don't Punish Honesty 

If someone says they need a break and the response is, “Maybe peer support isn't for you,” 
the next person probably won't tell us when they're reaching their limit. 

A temporary step back shouldn't automatically affect someone's standing, become agency 
gossip or require them to disclose personal information to the group. The peer gets 
confidentiality too. 

When they're ready to return, talk about capacity, whether they want to ease back in and 
whether they need updated training or support. Then let them come back without 
judgment.  

Stepping Back Isn't the Same as Avoiding Accountability 

If there have been serious confidentiality breaches, repeated boundary problems, misuse 
of the role or other concerns about continued membership, use the removal process 
already established. A step back protects peers and the people they support. It isn't a way 
to avoid accountability. 

Decide This Before Someone Needs It 

• Who does a peer tell when they need to step back? 
• How much do they need to disclose? 
• Can they reduce availability without completely stepping away? 
• What happens with existing contacts? 
• How will their privacy be protected? 
• How do they return? 
• Who checks on the peer while they're away—not to find out when they're coming back, 

but because they're one of our people too? 

We tell our people to notice when they're overloaded, reach out early and not wait until 
they're falling apart. Our peer supporters should be allowed to do the same. 

If someone can say, “I don't have room for this right now,” and the team can respond, 
“Okay. We've got you,” then we're practicing inside the team exactly what we're asking 
people to believe and practice outside of it. 
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Resource: Clinician Partnership Considerations 
I strongly believe peer support teams not only benefit from having a relationship with a 
clinician who understands first responders and the work we do, but it is a necessary part of 
having a completed team. 

Not because peers need a therapist supervising every conversation, and not because every 
difficult conversation needs clinical involvement. Many don't, but the value is having 
someone the team already knows and trusts before they run into something they aren't 
sure how to handle. Clinicians are also incredibly important pieces of the puzzle when it 
comes to training on things to watch out for, difficult conversations, what to do when 
someone is suicidal, how to approach grief, etc. They are often also instrumental to the 
debriefing process after a critical incident.  

Find the Right Clinician, Not Just a Clinician 

Someone can be an excellent therapist and still not be the right fit for a first responder peer 
support team. Look for someone who understands the culture and realities of the work and 
won’t just tell people to work less or find another job. We also cannot have a clinician that 
has difficulties with the stories we share, and therefore creates another person for us to 
take care of when it was our turn to be cared for.  

Ask: What experience do you have with first responders? How familiar are you with peer 
support? How would you help a peer think through a difficult situation without turning the 
peer into a clinician? How do you handle consultation when confidentiality matters? What 
happens after hours? What would make you say, “This needs more than peer support”? 

We don't want a clinician who expects peers to diagnose people. We also don't want one 
who believes peers should immediately refer out any time someone becomes emotional or 
the conversation gets complicated. 

Let the Team Know Them Before They Need Them 

Build connections ahead of time by having the clinician attend team meetings at times, 
have them participate in and lead training. Let the team ask questions and work through 
scenarios with their guidance. It’s important for the clinician to learn how your team works 
too. 

What Consultation Can Look Like 

I'm supporting someone whose drinking seems to be getting worse, and I'm not sure 
where my role ends. 
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Someone shared something today that has me wondering about their safety. I want to 
make sure I'm thinking about this correctly. 

That conversation got to me more than I expected, and I need somewhere to put that. 

Whenever possible, consultation can happen without unnecessarily identifying the 
employee. 

The Clinician Can Support the Team Too 

• Continuing education 
• Scenario discussions 
• Boundary and referral questions 
• Understanding clinical resources 
• Supporting peers after difficult contacts 
• Helping the team recognize when something is beyond peer support 
• Reviewing referral resources 
• Supporting the coordinator 

Be Clear About the Relationship 
• What is the clinician's actual role? 
• When can peers contact them? 
• Is after-hours consultation available? 
• What information can be shared? 
• How is confidentiality handled? 
• When do reporting obligations apply? 
• Is there a cost? 
• Can employees also see this clinician, or are they only a consultant? 
• What happens if the clinician becomes unavailable? 

Peers aren't therapists and clinicians aren't peers simply because they work with the team. 
The goal isn't to make peer support more clinical. It's to make sure peers don't have to 
figure everything out alone and offer the appropriate referrals when they are needed. 
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Resource: Peer Support Team Health Check 
A peer support team can look fine on paper and still need attention. Several times a year,  
get the team together and spend some time looking at how things are actually going. This 
isn't an audit, and it doesn't need to become a three-hour strategic planning meeting. The 
goal is to catch things we may not notice while we're busy doing the work. 

Are People Actually Using and Understanding the Team? 

• Do employees know who their peer supporters are? 
• Do they understand peer support is for more than critical incidents? 
• Do they know how to reach someone, including after hours? 
• Are people unsure about confidentiality or what the team does? 
• Are employees reaching out before things become a crisis? 

If we're not sure, it may be time to ask employees instead of assuming. This can be done 
formally, informally, through an anonymous survey etc.  

Who Are We Reaching—and Who Are We Missing? 

• Which shifts and work groups are we seeing regularly? 
• Who haven't we seen much of? 
• Are new employees meeting the team? 
• Are CTOs, supervisors, QA, administrative staff and other less-obvious groups 

included? 
• Are we reaching people who don't attend activities or naturally connect with the team? 
• Does everyone have more than one realistic choice of someone to talk to? 

How Are the Peers Doing? 

• Where is your capacity right now? 
• What kinds of conversations have been harder lately? 
• Is there anything you're carrying from this role? 
• Is there something you want more training or practice with? 
• Do you feel comfortable asking for consultation? 
• Does anyone need fewer contacts or some time away? 

No names or details about the people being supported are needed. We're checking on the 
peer, not reviewing cases. 
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Is the Team Still Prepared? 

☐ Required training is current 

☐ Continuing education is happening 

☐ Confidentiality expectations are clear 

☐ Peers know what to do when something is beyond peer support 

☐ Consultation is available 

☐ Referral resources are current 

☐ After-hours access works 

☐ Team contact information is accurate 

☐ New members are properly onboarded 

☐ Former members have been removed from access and materials 

What Are We Hearing? 

What do employees appreciate? What seems confusing? What makes people hesitate? Are 
there concerns about trust? Is there something employees keep asking for that we aren't 
providing? 

Don't only listen to people who already like peer support. Ask: “What would make someone 
here choose not to use us?” Then be willing to sit with the answer. 

What Needs to Change? 

Choose one to three things, not a giant improvement plan. What should we keep doing? 
What should we do differently? What have we stopped doing that was working? Who do we 
need to connect with better? What does the team need from leadership and from each 
other? 

Before You Finish 

Ask the team: “If you needed peer support tomorrow, would you feel comfortable using this 
team?” 

If the people building and serving on the team hesitate, that's worth talking about. 
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Resource: Ready to Launch? 
You don't need a perfect peer support program before you begin. Some things will only 
become clear once the team starts doing the work. However, there are a few things I 
wouldn't wait to figure out until after someone has already trusted us with a difficult 
conversation.  

Use this as a final check before introducing the team to your agency. 

Our People 

☐ We selected peers based on trust, judgment and ability to connect, not just who 
volunteered or looked good on paper. 

☐ Employees have meaningful choices of people they might feel comfortable talking to. 

☐ Our team represents different roles, shifts, experiences and ways of connecting as much 
as realistically possible. 

☐ Peers understand what is expected while they are on the team. 

☐ We have a fair process for addressing concerns about a peer, including removal when 
necessary. 

Our Preparation 

☐ Peers completed foundational peer support training. 

☐ They understand the role and limits of peer support. 

☐ They practiced listening, helping without fixing, boundaries, referral and difficult 
conversations. 

☐ We have a plan for continuing education and ongoing practice. 

☐ Peers know where to go when they aren't sure what to do. 

Confidentiality 

☐ We know what confidentiality protections and limitations apply. 

☐ Peers can explain confidentiality in normal language. 

☐ Everyone understands what leadership does and does not receive. 

☐ If we track contacts, we collect only what we need and protect identifying information. 

☐ We know what happens when consultation or a safety concern requires information to 
be shared. 
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Resources & Referral 

☐ Our referral resources have actually been checked. 

☐ Peers know how to recognize when something is beyond peer support. 

☐ We have options beyond simply handing someone a phone number. 

☐ We identified who peers can consult when a situation becomes complicated. 

☐ If we have a clinician connected to the team, everyone understands the role and how to 
reach them. 

Access & Visibility 

☐ Employees know who the peers are. 

☐ They know how to reach them. 

☐ Someone working at 2:00 a.m. can realistically access support. 

☐ New employees will be introduced before they need it. 

☐ Our visibility plan includes more than an email, poster or list of names. 

☐ We have thought about the shifts, roles and people easiest to miss. 

Leadership 

☐ Leadership understands supporting the program does not mean access to confidential 
conversations. 

☐ Peers will be given reasonable time to train, meet and provide support. 

☐ We know how program needs and broad trends will be communicated without identifying 
employees. 

☐ If supervisors serve as peers, we have addressed where those roles may collide. 

Taking Care of the Team 

☐ Peers know they can say no to a contact. 

☐ They know how to ask for consultation. 

☐ There is somewhere for peers to go when a conversation affects them. 

☐ We have a process for temporarily stepping back. 

☐ The coordinator has support too. 
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☐ The program could continue if one key person were unavailable. 

Before You Announce the Team 

Ask yourselves one more time: 

If I worked here and something in my life got really heavy, would I trust this team enough to 
use it? 

If the answer is yes, you probably have enough in place to begin. If someone hesitates, 
don't immediately defend what you've built. Ask why. That answer may be the most useful 
final piece of your planning. 
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Existing Help for the Headset Resources 
 

This is a list of free resources created and available on my website for downloading.  I am 
constantly adding to it, and if you are wanting something specific, please don’t hesitate to 
reach out.  www.helpfortheadset.com 

• What it is to be a dispatcher – for our friends and family 
• When the Helpers Need Help 
• What to Expect Following a Critical Incident 
• What Your Body is Telling You and How to Listen 
• Decision Fatigue 
• The Hyper and Hypovigiliance Cycles and Their Effects on Our Lives 
• Compassion Fatigue 
• Grief Dos and Don’t 
• Morale and Wellness Booster Packet 
• Shame in the 911 World: What it is, How it Affects Us, and How We Can Develop 

Shame Resilience 
• The Transition Home 
• Dopamine vs Dopamine Dump 
• Types of Grief 
• It’s Not Therapy or Nothing  
• Compartmentalization vs Containment 
• Understanding Burnout, Secondary Trauma and Cumulative Trauma 
• 911 Dispatchers and New Technology  
• How to Connect to Dispatcher Wellness in the Community  
• Now That You Are Signed Off 
• Starting a Mentor Program 
• Exercise vs Movement 
• Realistic Wellness  
• QA Wellness 

o Behind the Playback: The Hidden Toll of QA Review  
o QA Exposure Tracker 
o QA Exposure Pattern Review 

• Peer Support Specific 
o Gentle Conversation Starters 
o Peer Support Engagement Ideas 

http://www.helpfortheadset.com/
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o Psychological First Aid 
o Microinterventions for connecting 
o Peer Support vs CISM 
o What Peer Support Looks Like in 911 
o County and Regional Peer Support Tool Kit  
o Healing Through Connection: Equine Support 
o Connection Changes Everything: A Guide to Therapy Dogs Partnerships in 

First Responder Wellness  
o Each resource in the Resource Bank will be listed individually on the page as 

well 

 

 


