
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? 



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 aƯect 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. 

  


