Peer support in your community: A toolkit for befter mental health

Keeping peer
support going




Keeping your peer support

group going

In this section, we ook at some

of the problems and challenges
you might come across as you

are running your group, and

ways of keeping the group going.
Sustainability is a challenge for
many groups but there are ways
of building it in from the start.
Some groups will have their natural
lifespan and come to an end

when they are no longer needed.
However, if you want to overcome
challenges and keep your group
going, there are a number of things
that will help.

Top tips

1. Spend a session working together on
your group agreement so that everyone
feels that they own it. Don’t be afraid fo
change it. Keep it alive and relevant by
reviewing it regularly.

2. If you can, be flexible with timing your
room bookings so that you have time
to deal with any difficult situations that
arise.

3. Work with the group fo reach solutions
wherever possible. This is what peer
support is all about!

The Side by Side evaluation found that an
important element for sustaining groups is an
inclusive, safe and welcoming environment

- one that encourages people to stay and to
return. The role of peer facilitators is important
in this, but it is helpful for the group to be a
collective responsibility.

In this section, we look at:

o Working with groups: establishing a group
agreement, finding space for everyone to
speak, and managing a range of difficult
situations

o Supporting ourselves and each other: finding
a balance between giving too much support
and not seeking support, hearing about
distressing experiences;

o Understanding your impact: thinking
evaluating your group - to show the impact
you are having on your members (particularly
valuable if you are seeking funding).

4. Welcome and engage new people with
the group agreement so that they feel
like they're fully part of the group.

5. Ensure that the facilitator (if there
is one) has access to someone for
debriefing after a session if difficult
issues arise.

6. Try using a comments or suggestion box
for people to raise issues anonymously.

7. ldentify useful training resources that
will help with difficult issues, such as
dealing with aggression or safeguarding.
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Working with groups

The group agreement or ground rules can
help manage many difficulties, if used well.
This means spending a session drawing

it up, making sure that the whole group is
involved in agreeing to it and giving everyone
ownership of it. We recommend that you
review it on a regular basis to keep it
‘alive’ and relevant, and to ensure that new
members understand it. You can use the
opportunity to ask if people would like to
make changes.

We've included an example of a group
agreement on p.b to give you some things to
think about. However it’s essential that your
group agreement is developed and owned by
your peer support group.

Finding a space for everyone to speak

There should be an opportunity for everyone fo
feel that they are heard or listened to.

You can dachieve some aspects of this by
providing activities designed to give everyone an
opportunity to speak. You can use an icebreaker
(see some examples on p.5 in the introduction),
or you could start or finish a group with an
opportunity for everyone to say how they’re
feeling.
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Other methods which allow people to feel that
they are being listened to are the use of a
comments box, or a meeting feedback form.

If someone is silent in a group, it may be that
they are simply listening and learning, waiting
for a time when they feel safe enough to speak.

Where there are group members who tend

to dominate conversations, it can be useful

to remind them fo allow others to have an
opportunity to speak, referring to the group
agreement to reinforce the request. There are
other simple tactics for a facilitator to adopt in
this situation, such as making no eye contact
with the person who is dominating the group
and moving the conversation on to another
person or topic.

However, if it becomes very difficult fo change
this behaviour within the group, it may be
helpful to take the person to one side outside of
the group fo find out what is troubling them and
encourage them fo listen to others.

Another method is to use a kind of game:
infroduce an item such as a shell info the
group, with the rule that only the person
holding the shell can speak. This can be fun
if infroduced occasionally and can alter the
dynamics in a group.



http://https//www.mind.org.uk/about-us/our-policy-work/side-by-side/peer-support-in-our-community-a-toolkit/ps-toolkit-introduction/

Giving advice or being too directive

On occasion, people may become too directive
with their peers and imply that they know what
their peers should do in a particular situation.

Suggesting and sharing strategies is an
important element of peer support, but it can
cross a boundary and become too directive.
This should be discouraged as it may not be
welcomed and is not in line with the ethos of
peer support.

You can point to the values of peer support and
encourage people to understand the need for
everyone to retain choice and control and to
reach their own decisions.

Breaches of confidentiality

Confidentiality is one of the most common
ground rules for group work. It is also one that
is often unintentionally broken by people who
know each ofher and talk outside of the group.
The use of a comment or suggestion box can
help to identify this problem (and others).

Dealing with it is not so easy. You can of course
point fo the group agreement and remind
people periodically of what they’ve all agreed
to. It may also be useful to have a specific
group discussion about what confidentiality
means to everyone: people may have different
understandings of what it means and how to
make it work.

Aggressive behaviour

Some people may become aggressive during
group discussions, perhaps when they are
expressing strong feelings or in disagreement
with another group member. Expressing anger
can be entirely understandable and appropriate
in some circumstances, but it is not acceptable
for someone to become aggressive fowards
others as it could destroy the safety of

the group.

Aggressive behaviour needs to be challenged.
If it isn’t, people may not feel safe fo return

to that peer support space. This is where it's
really helpful o be able to refer to the group
agreement and see if it covers this situation. If it
doesn’t, then it’s time for the group to talk about
what they consider to be appropriate behaviour
and come to an agreement about what will
happen if someone breaks the ground rules. It's
important to be clear with everyone about what
is not acceptable behaviour and agree to the
sanctions together.

De-escalation training can be accessed online.
Some simple de-escalation technigues include
the following:

o Appear calm: adopt a neutral facial
expression, avoid eye contact.

o Allow space around the person who is being
aggressive: do not get too close.

o Control your breathing, lower your voice
and keep an even tone.

o Try disfraction strategies: engage the person
in thinking about a solution.

o Acknowledge their feelings.

o Use words and phrases that de-escalate,
such as: “I wonder if...”, “Let’s try...”, “It
seems like...”, “Maybe we can...”

o Tell the person what you want them to
do (making a positive statement), rather
than what you don’t want them to do. For
example, “Please sit down” rather than “Stop
arguing with me”.

o Avoid backing them info a corner, either
verbally or physically.

Remember: in order to maintain the safety of
the peer support space, it's more important
that you are seen to address the situation
than to ‘win’ an argument.

O
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Responsibility for decision-making in groups

It can be difficult to encourage peers to
participate in the shared decision-making of the
group. Some people may feel that they have
something important to contribute, but find it
difficult to do so. Others may feel reluctant

to take responsibility for the decisions of the
group. This may make it difficult to make and
implement important decisions.

If this becomes a problem, it may be helpful
to discuss with peers how they would like
decisions to be made (for example, voting or
delegating different things to different people).
As with most things, this should be reviewed
from fime to time as the group itself changes.

Lack of understanding around some
difficulties or experiences

There are limits to how well people will
understand each other’s difficulties. The fact
that people share similar experiences does not
mean that they share the same experiences.
There will be a diversity of experience within
a single group, even a group aimed at one
particular mental health diagnosis. This may
lead to people unintentionally saying things
that are insensitive or demonstrate that they
have not understood, which can be upsetting.

One way of addressing this is to run a
discussion session around a particular topic,
and invite a member of the group fo contribute
to this. This will help peers learn about issues
they may not be familiar with.

Critical, judgmental or insensitive
comments and lack of respect for
differences

On occasion, peers may say things that
are directly offensive, insensitive, critical
or which demonstrate a lack of respect for
other people in that peer support space.
People may express racist, homophobic or
other discriminatory views. This runs directly
counter to several of the important values
of peer support and is likely to severely
compromise the safety of the peer support
environment, particularly for members of
margindalised communities.

It is vital that offensive or discriminatory

views are challenged — and it may be that
other members of the group will take part

in challenging them. Your group agreement
should refer to some of the values that will
help with this such as: the need to be inclusive
and non-discriminatory.

If this does not work, try talking to individudls
outside the group to establish if their remarks
are a result of a misunderstanding of the
purpose of the group or of certain issues.
You may need to consider whether this peer
support is right for this individual if they
continue fo do this.
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Group agreement
What will help us work together?

Confidentiality

¢ Only share what you personally feel comfortable sharing.

« Don’t share personal information about others discussed within the group without
permission.

Communication

« Actively work to understand the perspective and experiences of others in the group.

« Allow for everyone to have their say.

¢ Humour — as long as it doesn’t offend others.

¢ Try not fo monopolise the discussion. Stay focused.

o Listen carefully to what others have to say.

o Everyone should be able to express how they feel without judgement.

¢ Respect other viewpoints and avoid dismissive and negative language.

o Be careful in the words that you choose. Avoid making personal attacks and using
disrespectful language.

¢ Bounce and share ideas with each other.
« Don’t use acronyms or abbreviations without explaining them.

o Take fime fo make sure you have the means and fime for online communications.

Respect

« Challenge the view, not the person.

o Respect individual boundaries.

« Promote a relaxed feeling in the group.

o Allow individuality and value diversity.

Conduct

« Take fime out if you need it — allow people to leave the group.
« Challenge discriminatory or oppressive behaviour.

« Come up with a way to challenge disruptive behaviour.

¢ Resolve disagreements within the group.

« Timekeeping — be puncftual when joining online meetings.

With thanks to NSUN (National Survivor User Network).
nsun.org.uk
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Project logistics

Groups getting too big

The size of a group or project can be
challenging where groups become too big. It
may lead to group dynamics that are difficult to
manage. People may find it hard to talk in front
of too many people, and it may be hard for
everyone to be heard in a large group.

I’'s important to engage the group in finding
solutions. To some extent, your response fo
this will depend on resources. For example,
you could:

« split the group into smaller groups during the
same session, With volunteer facilitators

o offer peer support at different times in the
week so that some peers may choose an
alternative day.

Stigma of attending a ‘mental health’ group

If you're having trouble recruiting particular
groups of people to your peer support project,

it may be that some are finding the prospect of
attending a ‘mental health’ peer support group to
be off-putting.

It may help fo publicise it as providing support
with wellbeing or to address loneliness rather
than as a ‘mental health’ project. Equally, online
forums may be less stigmatising and more
accessible for some people.
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Supporting ourselves

and each other

Everyone needs to both give and receive
support within the peer support space, as this
is the essence of peer support. But it may

be difficult sometimes for people to get the
balance right.

Giving too much support and not
seeking support

Some people may find that they naturally take
on a supporting role but have difficulty asking
for support when they need it. This could lead
to them feeling burnt out and unsupported.

It may be helpful to talk on a regular basis
within the group about what everyone likes
to do to look after themselves. You could
encourage the group to think about what

it means to take responsibility for our own
wellbeing, how to ask for support when we

need it and what that may look like in practice.

It may be that there are some people who
need occasional one-to-one support.

Sharing too much information too soon

Some people may feel pressure to talk

about personal experiences before they are
ready. Equally, some might find themselves
oversharing due to the novelty of being in a
group of people who are listening. Either way,
it’s possible for people to feel uncomfortable,
distressed or exposed after doing this.

The group agreement and the peer support
values can help with this. One of your ground
rules could reflect the ‘choice and control’
value, making it clear that no one needs to
share anything they don’t want to. If someone
has shared a lot about their personal
experiences during a session, it can help to
take them to one side afterwards and check if
they’re okay.

Hearing about difficult experiences can
be upsetting

Some people may find that listening to the
difficult experiences of others leads them to
become distressed themselves — particularly if
they share some things in common. This is an
important part of the safety of peer support
spaces. Feeling upset is understandable and
an appropriate response to many situations.
However, there can be times when it’s difficult
to hear certain things or to contain the
feelings that arise.

It’s helpful to have a few ideas for things to do
in this situation. These might include:

o distraction exercises (whether physical or
mental)

o inviting the group to think of strategies
o taking a break for a cup of tea.

It can help to be flexible about your finish fime
— booking the room for an hour longer than
you need and being prepared to stay and talk
to someone who is distressed. This may have
financial implications.

Another issue to think about is that someone
may wish to talk about feeling suicidal or
wishing to self-harm. You might want o think
about this in advance and agree ds a group on
how to deal with this situation should it arise.
You may wish to put certain boundaries to this
kind of conversation; for example, deciding that
talking about methods of suicide or self-harm
may not be appropriate in this environment.

As a project, you will also need to have a
safeguarding approach in place for dealing
with situations where there is risk of suicide,
self-harm or harm to someone else. The
facilitator or group members will also need to
have access to support for debriefing after a
session in which difficult issues are discussed,
and to have someone to check out their
assessment of the risk.

O
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Safeguarding

Safeguarding means protecting people’s health,
wellbeing and human rights, and enabling them
to live free from harm, abuse and neglect.

There may be times where you are not sure
what action you should take or you may
need support and guidance about keeping
everybody safe. For guidance and support,
first contact your supervisor, line manager

or relevant local organisation for advice. You
can contact your local authority Safeguarding
Adults Board, which is the local lead for
safeguarding arrangements for adults with
care and support needs.
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Understanding your impact

I’'s worth considering evaluating
your project. Research has shown
that peer support can improve many
areas of people’s lives.

Houwever, people have different ideas about
what the most important changes are —

someone involved in giving and receiving peer
support might have different ideas to someone

Step
1 What are you trying to achieve?
2 What tools will you use?
How will you collect your
3 ) .
information?
How will you interpret what you've
4
found?
5 How will you share your learning

with others?

who is providing funding. This means that it
can be difficult to know what to measure and
how. However, it’s useful to understand the
impact of what you do, as this will help you
make improvements and share your successes.

This does not need to take a lot of time or
resources. This section talks you through the
five key steps.

Summary

What difference would you like your
activity to make?

How will you measure the change you
want to see? Are there existing tools or
questionnaires that might be useful?

Who do you need to take part? When are
you going to collect information from them?
Who will be responsible?

Once you've collected your information,
what are you going to do with it? How will
you know what it’s telling you?

How are you going to share your learning
with others who might be interested (your
participants, your funder, other local Minds,
etc.)?
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Step 1: What are you trying to achieve?

Output: What are the things
we’ll do?

Outcome: What do we expect o
change as a result of our work?

Most projects will achieve fwo different things:
outputs and outcomes.

o Outputs describe the things you do.

¢ OQutcomes are the things that change as a
result of those activities.

It’s important to collect and measure both of
these things.

Example outputs
Number of peer support sessions held

Number of group members

Step 2: What tools will you use?

In the Side by Side research’, the following
areas of change were found fo be significant
for people taking part in peer support:

o Wellbeing

» hope for the future

o connections with others

« ability to make positive changes.

It might be worth considering measuring some
of these areas in your evaluation.

Output data is the simplest kind of data that
can be collected. It’s useful for understanding
the progress and reach of your project (for
example, how many people you've supported).
However, output data does not provide direct
evidence that anything has actually changed
or whether you have been successful.

Your project may have an impact on different
areas of a person’s life. For example, an
employment skills peer support group might
help to improve participants’ wellbeing,
strengthen their social connections, improve
their confidence, and help some to find new
work. However, it’'s important to prioritise
what you measure so that participants don’t
have to complete too many guestions. You
should also ensure that you don’t measure
things that are unlikely to change.

Example outcomes
People have improved wellbeing

People have stronger social connections

It might be easiest to design your own
questions to measure the impact of your
project. You could ask participants to rate an
aspect of their progress (for example, being
more connected or more able to look after
their own mental wellbeing) on a scale of one
to five.

However, you may wish to use formal
outcome tools or questionnaires that have
been carefully developed and tested to reliably
capture change for particular outcomes. They
have the added benefit of producing results
that are comparable with other projects that
have also used the same questionnaire.

' See mind.org.uk/about-us/our-policy-work/side-by-side/the-results.

L ——
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These tools often have names that sound like jargon, but their questions have been specifically
tested to make them easy to understand for participants. The following links take you to some of
the most widely used (free) tools for measuring outcomes relevant to peer support:

Self-esteem

Rosenberg self-esteem
scale

yorku.ca/rokada/psyctest/

Social connection

Multidimensional scale of
perceived social support

yorku.ca/rokada/psyctest/

Wellbeing

The Warwick-Edinburgh
mental wellbeing scale

healthscotland.com/

rosenbrg.pdf socsupp.pdf

You don’t need to ask people to complete lots
of questions, or do any statistical analysis.
Simply collect the average of people’s scores
when they first started coming to your project,
and then the average at a later point when
there has been time for peer support to have
an effect (for example, three or six months
later). Then look to see whether the average
has increased or decreased.

You may also want to ask questions about
people’s experience of peer support, as

well as changes in how they're feeling. This
feedback can help to improve the support on
offer. You can ask these questions face-to-
face, individually or in a group, or through a
paper-based or online surveuy.

You can also add some quotes from this
feedback to a report to a funder as a way
of bringing your oufputs and outcomes data
to life. However it’s important to make sure
people have agreed that their words can
be used, and be careful not to include any
information that could identify someone
without their explicit agreement.

uploads/documents/1467-
WEMWBS%20scale.pdf

Some example questions could include:

o Why did you choose to come to peer
support?

o How would you describe the group to
someone who has never been before?

o Would you recommend this group to
someone who was feeling the same as you?

o What do you like best about this peer
support group?

¢ If you could change one thing about the peer
support group, what would it be?

Alongside statistical data, funders are often
interested in learning about a project’s impact
through case studies. You can tell the story
of the group or one or more individuals, with
people being identifiable or anonymous as
they choose. These stories can powerfully
illustrate changes in people’s lives in a way
which is relatable to the audience.
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Step 3: How will you collect your information?

When you're measuring your impact, it's
important to carefully plan your approach
from the beginning of the project. Work out
the simplest and most practical way to collect
that information before your project begins,
SO you’re not struggling to collect information
once things have already started.

Here are some important factors to consider:

« Why you're going to measure. It’s important
to gain buy-in for measuring your impact
from the group members at an early stage.
Being clear about how you intend to use
the evidence you collect will help with this.
Also, it’'s a great way for people taking
part in peer support to see potential gains
made in their own health and wellbeing.
Before collecting data, you'll need to get dll
participants’ permission.

+« When you're going to measure. Measuring
before and after an activity will give you
strong evidence of change, but it’s not
always possible. Instead, you could ask
people at the end to reflect on whether
something has changed.

¢« How you’re going to measure. You need
to think about how you're going to contact
people, get the questionnaire fo them, and
make sure they return it. It’s often easiest
to get people to complete guestionnaires
while they’re taking part in an activity, but
this could be disruptive or time-consuming.
If you're holding an individual or group
discussion, how will you ask people to take
part?

° How much measurement you need fo do.
How many different outcomes can you
realistically measure? Do you need to
include everybody involved in an activity?
If you're working with a small number of
people, you should try to involve them all.
If you're working with a large number, you
may want fo select a sample.

~_

o Who is going to do the measurement. Will it
be the person running the activity, another
team member, or an independent person?
Make sure the person you choose has the
time and skills. It’s also important that they
are trusted by your participants.

¢ How the information will be stored. Where
will you store the information that you
collect? Remember to take particular care
about data protection, particularly as rules
will be tightening from May 2018 (General
Data Protection Regulation, or GDPR). If
you’re collecting questionnaires on paper,
will you need to entfer this information into
a computer? Who will do this and how long
will it take?
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Step 4: How will you interpret
what you've found?

To understand what your data shows and learn
from it, you'll need to interpret it. All analysis

— no matter how complex or simple — is about
looking for patterns.

For instance, you might look at the percentage
of people who have shown an improvement as
well as the average improvement shown. You
may also want to compare data from different
groups to see if you're having a different
impact on different groups — such as men

and women or those who started early in the
project compared to those who joined later.

Don’t be disappointed if you can’t see a

big improvement in scores. Lots of things
are happening in people’s lives aside from
your project that can impact on their mental
health, wellbeing, social connectedness or
empouerment.

Interpreting your information does not need
to be difficult, but it does take time. You must
ensure that the time and resources needed
for analysis are included in your project
planning. You might be able to get help with
this from universities, local voluntary sector
organisations or other peer support groups
who have experience of this.

Step 5: How will you share your
learning with others?

One of the key benefits of measuring your
impact is improving the work that you do.
However, there will be others who will be
inferested in the things you have learnt. These
will include your participants, your funder,
other mental health organisations, etc.

Participants give their time to share their
thoughts and experiences with you. It’s
important to feed back the things you've learnt
and how you will act on the results. This
doesn’t have to be in the form of a written
report. Some projects use coffee mornings or
end of project celebration events to share their
findings. These events can also be a good way
of collecting ideas from participants about houw
to make further improvements.

Your impact measurement can play a key

role in securing sustainable funding for your
project. Therefore, it’s helpful to plan to
produce some early findings before the end of
your project. You can use these to show the
value of the work you’re doing and help secure
more resources.

Peer support in your community: A toolkit



