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Peer Support is a Force of Nature



Treatment is a Work in Progress

Administrative segregation prisoners take 
part in a group therapy session at San 
Quentin state prison in San Quentin, 
California, June 8, 2012.
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Peer Support

(“Informed Friendship”)

is a technology now… 

There is money in it.



Professionalization of informed friendship: 
Healthcare funding drives professionalization.
Mental health protest leads to self-care 
movements and nonmedical strategies.

• Clifford W. Beers A Mind That Found 
Itself (1923) led to founding of Mental 
Health America.

• Judi Chamberlin On Our Own – 1978 –
documents grassroots self-support.

• Clinical systems – professional-run 
peer support in 1980s, which 
connects to Medicaid in Georgia in 
1999.

• Warmlines, Clubhouses, Peer Respites 
– effective peer models, but not well 
funded even today.

Substance use mutual support leads to 
professionalization of peer workforce.

• Alcoholics Anonymous – 1930s.

• Hazelden “Minnesota Model” 1949 –
“a place of nature strolls, easy chairs, 
long conversations over coffee and a 
holistic approach to healing the body, 
mind and spirit.”

• Synanon and Therapeutic 
Communities - 1960s.

• Medicaid reimbursement drives 
professionalization of peer counselors 
– 2000s.



Realms of Peer Support

• HIPAA WORLD

• SERVICE WORLD

• DISABILITY WORLD

• INNOVATION WORLD

• SOCIAL WORLD



Friendship is effective no matter the realm. 
Adaptation to realm is like dressing for the 
situation.

Peers in HIPAA World
More preparation.
Artificial environment.
Constraints on activities.
Documentation workload.
Errors have consequences.



Service World. Peers have skills, and use them.

Night school for Italian men at settlement house- Internet 
Archive- from Sons of Italy by Antonio Mangano





“Our Peer Support Specialist will work with you to provide supports 
during your job search and after you’ve obtained employment to 
support your growth and long-term job retention. We want to support 
you as you work towards a better life for you and your family.”



Disability World: 
People control their own fate.



In Mental Health Disability World, peer 
support means self-determination, power



Peer Support in the Realm of Innovation:
Supervision of Peer Support in Wisconsin

Q: “My question for you is whether any policy changes 
around supervision are expected in the course of the 
next year or so. And if so, then what policies are 
advancing towards implementation?”

A: “It has been discussed in the preliminary planning at 
the state level. The process will take until 2025.”



Frequently Unasked Questions – PK’s View

• Is Peer Support clinical? Sometimes yes, sometimes no.
• Is Peer Support social? Typically yes, even within clinical systems.
• Can a clinician be a Peer Support person? Not if the clinical role prohibits 

self-disclosure and is most comfortable with “objectivity” and distancing. 
Clinical roles are seldom compatible with strong social connection. Also, 
many clinical disciplines have longstanding hangups around issues of 
personal disability. As a result, there are many “closeted clinicians.”

• Are peer relationships meant to reinforce clinical plan objectives, or to 
reinforce the power of the person who is undergoing treatment or 
receiving care? It’s time to have this chat.

• Is there a “best way” to do Peer Support, or a “standard” around how it 
should take place? No. Innovation around Peer Support is happening right 
now, in multiple contexts and realms. 

• What’s the best way to move forward? The Peer Support community will 
need to figure this out.



Lessons from research on high-performing groups.

Leaders of successful groups focus on the team

Daniel Coyle. (2018). The Culture Code: The Secrets of Highly 
Performing Groups  New York: Bantam Books

Skill I. Build Safety. Signals of connection generate bonds of belonging and 
identity. 
Skill 2. Share Vulnerability. Habits of mutual risk drive trusting cooperation. 
Skill 3. Establish Purpose. Narratives create shared goals and values. 

“The three skills work together from the bottom up, first building group 
connection and then channeling it into action.”



Thank you.

Paul Komarek

Human Intervention LLC

komarek@humanintervention.net

www.humanintervention.net





BRIEF TIME LINE

1 1973: Truax and Carkhuff's study found that peer supervision was associated with a 15% increase in counselor 

effectiveness and client improvement compared to non-peer supervision.

2
2014: Lovell and colleagues found that non-peer supervision could be potentially 

damaging to the worker's confidence and sense of identity, leading to reduced job 

satisfaction compared to peer supervision.

3 2018: Persson and colleagues found that peer supervision was associated with a 5.5% increase in clinical outcomes, a 10% 

increase in self-efficacy, and a 23% decrease in job dissatisfaction and self-efficacy among peer support workers with non-

peer supervision. Persson and colleagues found that non-peer supervision was associated with lower job satisfaction and self-

efficacy among peer support workers. The study found a 23% decrease in job dissatisfaction and a 20% increase in job 

satisfaction with peer supervision compared to non-peer supervision, a 12.5% decrease in self-esteem, and a 10% decrease 

in confidence compared to those with peer supervision.



HISTORY

• Peer supervision by peers is a critical component of effective peer 
support work. Studies consistently show that peer supervision by peers 
is associated with improved clinical outcomes, greater job satisfaction 
and self-esteem, and increased professional growth and development. 
Non-peer supervision of peers can have detriments, including reduced 
job satisfaction and self-efficacy.

• Studies on peer supervision by peers have been conducted over 
several decades, and the findings consistently support the effectiveness 
of this approach.

• Peer supervision by peers provides a supportive and non-judgmental 
space for practitioners to receive feedback, enhance their skills, and 
reduce burnout.
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IMPROVE PATIENT EXPERIENCES
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