
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 diƯicult 
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 
diƯicult? 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? 



Know the DiƯerence 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.  



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. 

  


