1 Building trusting relationships based on shared lived experience

1.1 Making a connection
We noted that those points of connection were not solely the shared experience of mental health problems but could include more specific experiences of service use, or relate to other important factors in participants’ lives:

…what some service users do like to have is that similarity … perhaps a peer worker has been detained under the Mental Health Act … and then the service user that they're working with has experienced that as well. So you've got that similarity.  (STA3MA02)

… if they can be themselves … she's a lesbian, same as me. So we hit it off straight away and, with, like, depression and self-esteem we were the same, I think. And I think that's why I could talk to her. (STA2SU01)
1.2 Building a relationship

The service user-peer worker relationship was contrasted, by staff as well as service users, with relationships with mental health professionals where either that validating, shared experience was lacking, or where the relationship felt judgemental:

If a psychiatrist is talking to you or a mental health nurse you sort of think ‘they don't really know … it’s not a living experience’.  Whereas somebody else who has had mental health difficulties and they've come through it … you realise that person is telling you the truth and you can see that because they're saying things that you've felt … (PAR1SU01)


… it was just about trust and feeling that you had somebody to vent to … often it's not the staff at that point that you need, it's somebody else, somebody just different, somebody that isn't going to try and put a label on you or give you medication. (STA2SU01)

1.3 Enabling talking and listening

The value of the Peer Workers enabling disclosure was acknowledged by the wider staff team:

… people will disclose … [Peer Workers] give people an outlet.  There's someone to speak to that they're not going to be suspicious of, that they're not going to feel judged. (PAR3ST01)
The benefits for the patients are that it's somebody … they've felt less threatened by because a nurse, wearing a nurse badge and asking questions … they perhaps find it a bit probing.  And sometimes, dependent on their illness, their diagnosis, they can feel a bit suspicious of us.  But peer support workers introduce themselves as just being that … they introduce themselves by using their skills like music, or arts and crafts and they kind of enter the patient's domain...  'lightly' is not the word but less threatening. (PAR3MA02)
2 Role-modelling individual recovery and living well with mental health problems

2.1 Providing hope for the future

…I think it's to know that you can have life beyond that and this is one example of life beyond that so I think, as part of my … and others on going recovery, I think it's [a] very inspiring and useful and perhaps critical … thing to have contact with people who’ve sort of moved to the next step. (VOL2SU02)
The role-modelling effect was acknowledged by the wider team:

… it's also about being a positive role model.  So, 'I've been through the service.  I'm here.  I'm recovered.  I'm a peer support worker.  You're not going to be ill … for the rest of your life.  It comes in peaks and troughs' … this is a small part of your life.  It feels like, you know, you're at your lowest ebb at the moment but seeing somebody who's been through it can be positive. (STA2MA01)

… if there is someone there with confidence and everything that's there, it gives that person with mental health problems hope… And it gives them the thought that actually this doesn't have to change my world and doing that. (STA1ST02)

2.2 Hope held in the work aspect of the peer worker role

It's sort of modelling normality and that it's possible …some of them people that ten years ago you would have gone, 'they are never going to get anywhere useful.'  … I would hope it gives a bit of hope and can be a little bit inspiring … it's just something about by doing it …  (VOL2PW02)

2.3 Challenging stigma
…they have the lived experience of mental illness and recovery, which obviously a lot of other people do as well, in everyday life, but I guess it's the fact that people know that and that it breaks down the barriers of stigmatism and … makes mental health not a dirty word if you like, people will actually say, ‘here I am, I've been mentally ill, I've recovered, I'm working’, and for people to see that that is possible, and that is normal. (STA2MA02)

2.4 Supporting self-care, improving social functioning


… it's given me back my strength and it's put me on a role to make sure I move forward in my own career and to make me more stronger and better-wise in myself … the more that you get involved the stronger you are in yourself … and you feel you get that role of taking charge, of going out there to show them what you're capable of doing. (VOL3SU02)

If they can be themselves … her life skills are still going to help me with mine. (STA1SU01)


… at the end of the day the most important thing [is] to know that people who have struggled, may still be struggling, and they continue to struggle, and yet despite those difficulties, are able to fulfil their role extremely successfully. (VOL2SU02)

3 Engaging with mental health services and the community

3.1 Bridging the gap

… they've got to have a relationship with the staff and they've got to have a relationship with the [service users].  They're a bridge.  And to be that bridge I think you're going to have to be a kind of a pretty astute person. (STA2SU01)

……it's like another step in between.  I mean, with [non-peer staff member] there isn't a problem.  You know, I could talk to him about anything but not everybody can.  So you've got [the Peer Worker] in between. (PAR2SU01)

One of the ways in which Peer Workers provided this connection was to give voice, directly, to issues important to service users in a way that was recognised and acknowledged by the professional team. The Peer Worker’s ‘insider knowledge’ of how the team worked that was often instrumental: 

But she was the first person that I was able to tell because I thought, 'I need to tell somebody and I don't know who to tell, I don't know who to speak to.'  And I just grabbed her and said, 'I need to talk to you.'  And that's when I told her what I'd done and stuff and she kind of helped me approach the nurses and approach the doctor and just helped me like initially say, 'This is what I've done.  I've messed up.'  But you kind of felt that she was, like, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with you.  (STA1SU01)
… what she does is, she raises it in a forum … Whereas, it may have been that a service user may have said it to another person or a nurse … and that the information gets lost.  What she will do is take that, put it in context, present it at forum and say, 'This is how people are feeling.'  She'll put it in a much more formal, structured way. (STA2MA01)

3.2 Extending trust to the team

They do view [service users and staff] as 'us and them' sometimes but … [the peer worker] sort of smooths that ... he has a laugh and a joke with all of us.  I mean, he's forever ribbing [non-peer staff] and the relationship between them is absolutely brilliant, but the relationship between [peer worker] and ourselves is absolutely brilliant and it brings it all together.  (PAR2SU01)

I think that is a key to unlocking the door with a lot of clients.  I really do believe that. I think especially the first, perhaps, the first 48 hours for a client when they're really distressed and it's really difficult for them.  If they have somebody that comes along who's actually sat in that chair where they've been, has had that experience and can relate, it just unlocks a little bit so they can get in. (PAR3ST02)
3.3 Removing barriers to engagement

The ability of peer workers to encourage service users to share difficulties that then enable the team to support the individual better was valued by team members:

… I want [service users] to speak to somebody.  If they don't feel like they can speak to a member of staff… quite often they'll speak to [peer workers] who will feed it back to us. So it is important that they are different just to get that little bit of extra information that can sort of help. (PAR2ST01)


…what I really like about the peer workers is that I'm conscious that they know individuals much better than I do and they're able to support the individual challenges that people might have but in a really discreet, very gentle, very lovely way that enables everybody just to be able to kind of get on with what we're doing. (VOL2ST02)

In one case a peer worker and manager described how the peer worker addressed issues of stigma within the team:

By me occasionally saying, 'Well, actually when I was really unwell and I tried to take my own life I felt like that’ ... they've actually said, 'Oh, you know, you've really made me think' … it just brings them back down to earth again, it just makes it real again. (STA2PW01)

… [it] makes us sort of look more human in a way … and more accepting, although we're obviously in a profession where … we are accepting of mental illness, it … de-stigmatizes it a bit more because we're saying, well, here is a person who's been mentally ill, but they're working and they're working in a caring role. (STA2MA02)
3.4 Engagement with the community


It's not about just collect them and moving them into the new place, it's about, you know, going shopping with them, liaising with other agencies, liaising with housing benefit, make sure that they settle in okay then follow them up a week later, etc., etc.  It's a big piece of work. (STA3MA02)

They don't go out, don't socialise much, they tend to keep themselves to themselves.  So the social inclusion is like where we put on functions, activities, where we invite people to participate, service users, non-service users, public.  Just so that they feel like they can get out there. (VOL3PW01)


If they go out it's more open.  They talk to people and … some people bake a cake or cookies to share it, and if people like it … they just ask their recipe and to show them how to cook and this and that.  They enjoy themselves. (VOL4PW01)

