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Abstract
Recovery-orientated practice is crucial to mental health care services—consistently identified in policy, service delivery 
guidelines and national mental health action plans. An essential component to systems reform and the adoption of recovery-
orientated practice is the inclusion of peer support workers as practice leaders to support shifting culture in mental health 
service delivery. Designated peer support roles operate as healthcare professionals who utilise their lived and living experi-
ence of mental health difficulty to support those on their recovery journey through mutual understanding of shared experience. 
This research sought to explore the experiences of peer support workers integrating into mental health teams and identify 
organisational actions to facilitate successful recognition, integration and acceptance by colleagues; therefore, promoting 
sustainability of the peer support role. Qualitative interviews were undertaken with 18 peer support workers employed across 
four Australian states within 12 different government and non-government organisations. Study findings reveal three key areas 
for organisational change with seven main themes to assist organisations to better facilitate the successful integration of peer 
support workers into mental health service teams. These included robust induction, training for existing staff, clear referral 
pathways into the service, consistent supervision and debriefing, leadership support, professional development pathways 
and involving peer workers through change processes. These themes were grouped into three key areas for change including 
preparation, process and structural changes, and cultural change actions for sustainability. This article makes recommenda-
tions for organisations to consider when implementing peer support roles into mental health services.

Keywords  Peer support · Mental health recovery · Organisational integration · Lived experience · Organisational change 
management

Introduction

The principles of recovery-orientated practice in mental 
health services revolve around the understanding that each 
individual is different and should be encouraged and assisted 
towards living a flourishing life, have hope for the future 
and supported to make informed decisions surrounding 
their healthcare journey to recovery (Davidson et al., 2016). 
This understanding and ethic underpins recommended best 
practice for present-day mental healthcare in many West-
ern countries. Essential to meeting recovery-orientated 

principles within services is the integration of lived experi-
ence peer support into service delivery and practice (Cook 
et al., 2012; Pitt et al., 2013; Slade et al., 2014). Increas-
ingly, peer support workforces are being incorporated within 
mental health policies, national action plans and utilised in 
service delivery globally (United Nations High Commission, 
2017; World Health Organization, 2019). The role of peer 
support workers is to utilise their lived and living experience 
of mental health issues to support others on their recovery 
journey through mutual understanding of shared experience 
(Byrne et al., 2021b; Chinman et al., 2008a; Mancini, 2018). 
This approach to support embodies the core elements of 
recovery practice, focusing on strengths, activating hope and 
optimism and channelling this energy to empower the indi-
vidual to take control and responsibility for their recovery 
journey (Repper & Carter, 2011; Zeng & McNamara, 2021).
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The growth of the peer support workforce in Australia 
is demonstrated through the increasing presence of these 
roles into mental health service delivery, finding an annual 
growth rate of 15.9% between 2015 and 2020 (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2023) and increased finan-
cial investment from a government committed to developing 
a growing mental health workforce (Department of Health 
and Aged Care 2023). Previous studies have identified and 
demonstrated some benefits of incorporating peer workers 
in an individual’s personal recovery journey. These include, 
increased hope, growth in confidence and empowerment 
for recovery, improved outcomes from help seeking behav-
iour, reduced crisis resulting in hospitalisation and greater 
autonomy in addition to developing better social connections 
(Bellamy et al., 2017; Davidson et al., 2012; King & Sim-
mons, 2018; Lawn et al., 2008). These benefits can improve 
outcomes for both individual’s receiving supports and peer 
workers themselves.

Since the introduction of designated lived experience and 
peer support roles within mental health services, it has faced 
significant challenges. Inconsistent or poor understanding of 
the peer support role, its purpose, practices and benefits to 
service users are often flagged as known barriers to success-
fully embedding peer support or lived experience roles into 
mental health service teams (Byrne et al., 2021c; Ibrahim 
et al., 2021; Mutschler et al., 2022; Vandewalle et al., 2016). 
This is compounded by reduced support from the employing 
organisation and fewer training opportunities which can lead 
to poor valuing of lived experience expertise (attitudinally 
and financially), limit willingness for collaboration between 
disciplines and see prejudicial and stigmatizing attitudes 
persist (Byrne et al., 2021c). Poor working conditions and 
the presence and persistence of such challenges impact peer 
workers ability to have meaningful impact within the system 
(Ahmed et al., 2015; Byrne et al., 2016; Salzer et al., 2013).

Although some benefits have been established, it is worth 
noting a lack of heterogeneity in peer support research with 
inconsistent modality and typology across studies. Despite 
this, the barriers and challenges faced by peer workers need 
to be recognized and addressed. This gives foundation to 
organisational change, including improvement of organi-
sational preparedness and understanding, commitment and 
inclusion of peer support expertise, appropriate recruitment 
and induction to the workplace, role clarity and ongoing 
comprehensive supervision (Byrne et al., 2021a; Ibrahim 
et al., 2021; Vandewalle et al., 2016; Zeng & McNamara, 
2021). Particularly, poor role clarity or a lack of organisa-
tional preparedness and understanding can lead to misunder-
standings of the role and ultimately a lack of acceptance by 
colleagues prompting instances of “othering”, exclusion and 
stigma (Byrne et al., 2018a, 2018b; Chinman et al., 2019). 
Such challenges have been found to impact the ability of 

the peer support worker to effectively perform their role and 
feel like a valued member of the team (Byrne et al., 2019b).

This research gathers the experiences of peer workers 
entering designated support roles and integrating within 
multidisciplinary mental healthcare teams. Peer workers 
are in a unique position to reflect on these experiences and 
provide insight into priorities and actions for the future. 
This study seeks to build on existing knowledge and address 
identified limitations of implementation of peer support 
(Chinman et al., 2017; Farkas & Boevink, 2018; Mutschler 
et al., 2022) by identifying and contextualising actions to 
compliment organisational change and adoption of recov-
ery-orientated frameworks. For the purpose of this study, 
successful integration refers to creating a workspace where 
peer support is openly embraced and supported in work-
force development, where organisations are able to provide 
clarity and distinguish boundaries for peer roles to meet 
service user and organisational needs, rather than inserting 
peer workforces into existing service contexts (Loughhead 
et al., 2021). This is about fundamental change in generating 
recovery-orientated workplace culture, compliment organi-
sational change and development and support the sustain-
ability of peer support roles.

Method

This study aimed to investigate peer workers experiences 
being integrated into mental health organisations and their 
perspectives on how organisations can improve recognition, 
integration and acceptance of peer support. This applied a 
qualitative descriptive study design, utilizing semi-struc-
tured individual interviews with peer workers currently 
employed in publicly accessible mental health services.

Recruitment of Participants

Snowball and purposive sampling techniques recruited a 
total of 18 peer support workers currently employed within 
mental health services across Australia. Initial recruitment 
materials were advertised and distributed electronically via 
email and online through webpage and social media plat-
forms. Materials provided detailed information regarding 
the purpose, scope and qualifying inclusion criteria for the 
research. Potential participants meeting inclusion crite-
ria as detailed in Table 1, were encouraged to contact the 
research team to discuss any further questions and arrange 
participation. Participants’ experience within the industry 
ranged from 3 months to 20 years, however, were asked 
to reflect on most recent on-boarding experiences which 
ranged from 3 months to 2 years. See Table 2 for partici-
pant demographics.
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Ethics

Ethical approval was provided for this research through the 
University of South Australia’s Human Research Ethics 
Committee (ID: 203551). Participants were provided with 
an information sheet outlining the research and require-
ments for participation. Informed written consent was 

received from each participant prior to participating in 
the individual interviews.

Interviews

All interviews were conducted by the first author (VR) via 
videoconferencing or telephone and lasted between 20 and 

Table 1   Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Individuals identifying as having lived experience of mental distress and 
are currently or recently (within the past 12 months) employed in a 
paid peer support position within mental health services. Or individu-
als identifying as carer for an individual with lived experience and 
employed in carer peer support roles

Participation is restricted to those who have worked in a peer support 
role or alongside a designated lived experience role within mental 
health services. Any participant under the age of 18 was not eligible 
for this study. Any participant who does not sign written consent to 
participate or chooses to withdraw their consent was also excluded 
from this study

Table 2   Participant 
demographics

Number (N) Percentage (%)

Gender
 Female 12 66
 Male 6 33
 Gender diverse/chose not to disclose 0 0

Role location
 Metropolitan 17 94
 Regional 1 6

Organisation
 Non-Government Organisation (NGO) 12 66
 Government Organisation 6 33

Role setting
 Inpatient services 6 33
 Community services 11 61
 Unknown 1 6

Service delivery method
 Group work 0 0
 Individual 1:1 service only 6 33
 Both group work and individual 1:1 service 10 56
 Unknown 2 11

Identify with ethnic or cultural group
 Yes 7 39
 No 11 61

Identify as having a disability
 Yes 6 33
 No 12 66

Peer support workers 17 94
Carer peer support workers 1 6
Completion of certificate IV in mental health Peer work
 Yes 2 11
 No 3 17
 Currently enrolled 2 11
 Unknown 11 61
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80 min, with an average of 38 min. For the interview, partici-
pants were encouraged to place themselves in a comfortable 
environment they felt safe to share their experiences. Using 
a semi-structured interview guide created by the research 
team, questions focused on participant’s experience of inte-
gration into mental health care teams, what supports were 
provided by the organisation to facilitate integration and 
how, from their perspective, this may be improved or better 
supported. All interviews were recorded and professionally 
transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis

Data were analysed utilising thematic analysis and quali-
tative content analysis, as specifically described in Braun 
and Clarke (2006) and Mayring (2004). Familiarity with the 
data was established through the reading and re-reading of 
transcripts, approximately 3 times each before initial cod-
ing began. Coding was completed by the first author using 
NVivo 2020 v1.6 software, the first five transcripts were 
also coded by second author (ML) and code books were 
compared. The comparing of codes occurred after analysis 
the first five transcripts (28%) to prompt discussion around 
emerging themes from generalist and lived experience per-
spectives. The research team met regularly to discuss emerg-
ing themes within data, identify broad patterns and estab-
lish final themes. Recruitment for interviews continued until 
data saturation was reached and achieved after 18 interviews 
when no new or additional information or patterns were 
emerging from the data. Common themes derived from the 
data related to organisational culture, the role of leadership, 
and actions required by organisations to support integration, 
acceptance and sustainability of the peer support role.

Throughout the process of designing and conducting the 
study, Yardley (2015) principles for evaluating the qual-
ity and validity of qualitative data were used. Due to the 
exploratory nature of this research, reflexivity was priori-
tised to understand and explore how researcher motivations 
and perspectives may influence the interpretation of data 
and analysis. This was ensured through note taking during 

interviews and a continual sharing of perspectives and views 
between authors. The author team were varied in their posi-
tioning and approach to exploration of the data due to dif-
fering knowledge backgrounds including lived experience, 
social sciences and mental health nursing which allowed for 
greater unpacking and interpretation of the dataset.

Results

Results of the interviews identified several areas for organisa-
tions to assist in promoting the acceptance and sustainability 
of the peer support workforce, as demonstrated in Table 3. 
These themes were established utilising thematic analysis 
and grouped through logical connectivity into areas of action 
including preparation, process and structural actions and cul-
tural change for sustainability (Table 4). While peer worker 
experiences differed across working environments there was 
high consistency across perceived requirements to facilitate 
effective peer support practice. Each theme is presented and 
illustrated by participant quotes.

Preparation

Preparation refers to the early actions the organisation can 
take to facilitate a smoother transition of peer support work-
ers into multidisciplinary healthcare teams. Participants sug-
gested training and education for existing staff on the peer 
worker role, including focus and value of the role and how it 
is conducted. Some participants suggested a robust induction 
for new team members to the role including introduction of 
peer workers to the team, clear defining of role and responsi-
bilities, provide opportunities for peer workers to share their 
story and discuss their role and how they can contribute with 
team members, in addition to other general organisational 
induction requirements. Finally, peer workers highlighted 
the need for appropriate recruitment to the role.

The need to educate staff and provide regular training on 
the peer support role and the application of recovery-orien-
tated practices was noted in 15 of the overall 18 interviews.

Table 3   Distribution of themes 
across interviews

Theme Number of interviews  
theme identified

Number of 
references to 
theme

Robust induction to organisation 6 9
Training for existing staff 14 33
Clear referral pathways to peer support service 5 5
Consistent supervision and debriefing 9 16
Involvement of peer workforce 9 15
Leadership support 6 12
Professional development pathways 8 14
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“I think that more education around lived experience 
across the board……so that the value of lived experi-
ence can be embraced by all the staff” P13

Particularly, education around what the peer support role 
is, and how these fit within recovery-orientated frameworks 
and in practice. 

“…people that don’t have an understanding of the role 
and are argumentative around it.” P7
“We all know what a clinician is and what they do. 
Whereas with peer work, there's less understanding. 
So there probably is more of a need for more aware-
ness” P11

Participants suggested training and education to be deliv-
ered through additional modules to regular annual training 
delivered to all staff. Including education about the role and 
purpose of peer support work and how to work alongside 
and support/supervise those with a lived experience of men-
tal distress. This form of training and education is suggested 
to be delivered at all levels of the organisation to ensure clar-
ity, consistency and transparency of messaging.

“What we need to do is have orientation days, not just 
for peers, but for the whole workforce around lived 
experience” P15
“If the peer worker isn’t supported in the right way, 
they can just become another member of the team, and 
that power imbalance and the lack of compassion and 
empathy can become a thing, because they haven’t had 
the support.” P8

Appropriate recruitment was defined by several partici-
pants as recruiting people to a service who have prior lived 
experience of the service being delivered. An example of 
this would be to recruit an individual with a lived experience 
of hospitalisation associated with suicide related distress, 
employed in an acute or mental health unit of a hospital. 
This ensured the peer workers experience was related and 
beneficial to the individuals they support, in addition to pro-
viding insight to colleagues on what it is like to be on the 
receiving end of the service. Recruitment of this nature is 

also dependent on where an individual sits in their recovery 
journey and their willingness to work or re-engage with ser-
vices where they experienced distress.

Finally, as part of the preparation identified to assist in the 
introduction of designated peer support roles is for organi-
sations to provide a robust and inclusive induction to for 
new workers to the organisation. While it is noted that most 
organisations provide a general orientation to new workers, 
this study found the need for a more robust induction and 
introduction to the peer support role. Further, if the new 
worker is a starting in a designated peer support role, a thor-
ough introduction of the worker and their role to their team 
and wider organisation is needed.

Process and Structural Changes

Process and structural changes refer to shifts an organisa-
tion can make to general procedures and structures to ade-
quately support and value peer workers in the workplace. 
This includes creating and embedding a referral process into 
peer support services alongside other supports offered to 
service users such as psychological services, social work or 
other community supports that assist in a person’s recovery 
journey. In several instances, participants noted not feeling 
valued or that their role may be viewed as tokenistic due to a 
lack of referrals from colleagues into peer support services. 
Referral pathways differ from organisation to organisation 
and for some, this was identified as a clear barrier to feeling 
included and part of the recovery team.

“I'm listening to peer workers who I'm working beside, 
who are distressed because of comments made in the 
workplace or them not getting referrals to their service 
because they're deemed not important enough.” P17

Other participants who noted lack of referral pathways 
identified a potential lack of understanding of the role by 
colleagues, leading to reduced promotion of peer services 
to service users and fewer referrals.

“If the client’s know what peer workers do, they’re 
more likely to want them in the service” P6

Table 4   Grouping of themes Area of action Theme

Preparation - Education for existing staff on peer support role
- Robust induction of peer workers to employing organisation

Process and structural changes - Consistent supervision and debriefing for peer staff
- Clear referral pathways into peer support service

Cultural change and actions for sustain-
ability

- Regular involvement and consultation with peer workforce

- Meaningful leadership support
- Professional development pathways
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This may also be attributed to service users’ lack of 
knowledge of the peer support role, prompting need for 
clinicians to educate the individual on all options avail-
able for support and assistance in their recovery journey.

“I think this is in general, a lack of understanding 
around what we actually do, what a session actually 
looks like” P11

This emphasises the need for process change within 
teams and organisations to define clear and effective refer-
ral pathways into peer support services. Further process 
change noted by several participants was the need for con-
sistent and meaningful professional supervision provided 
to peer workers. Providing a safe space for peer workers to 
reflect on their practice, discuss interpersonal relations at 
work, consider alternatives linked to difficult or challeng-
ing interactions, in addition to receiving workplace sup-
ports from line management was deemed essential in peer 
workers feeling accepted and valued as part of the team.

“Checking in with peer specialists in the early days, 
just to make sure that everything’s okay. A bit of 
support.” P10

Several participants noted a lack of formal supervi-
sion within their peer support roles, or receiving super-
vision from someone with little knowledge or compas-
sionate understanding of the peer support role. Several 
participants noted the importance of psychologically safe 
encounters through supervision and debriefing alongside 
a senior peer worker either within or outside the organisa-
tion to discuss approaches to utilising their lived experi-
ence or provide professional development.

“Debriefing because myself and the other peer work-
ers have mental illness. So if we come back from a 
client visit or if something happens in a group, the 
team rallies around us peer workers and says, do you 
want a debrief about this, and the managers as well” 
P5
“I think that would be really beneficial, having a peer 
worker… or a lived experience person in a manage-
ment role and running the supervisions.” P18

Further to referral pathways and consistent professional 
supervision, participants suggest structural changes to how 
peer support work and expertise are validated through 
higher pay rates. This is through higher pay awards for 
peer workers, particularly if they had completed formal 
training, incentivising engagement with nationally accred-
ited and recognised training qualifications in peer support.

“Means that we are already kind of intrinsically vali-
dated by the organisation to say that, all right, well 
we value you enough to pay you this pay point” P1

Higher pay awards were noted by several participants in 
this study as a means of validating the service peer support 
professionals provide, in addition to prompting feelings of 
value to the organisation.

Culture for Sustainability

The final area identified was the introduction of practices to 
shift counterproductive and entrenched mindsets regarding 
expertise and inclusion within organisational cultural norms. 
Cultural shifts such as involvement of peer workers in deci-
sion making and policy development, meaningful leader-
ship support and follow through and avenues for professional 
development and career pathways.

Several participants highlighted the need for the involve-
ment and consultation from lived experience worker exper-
tise in relation to service development.

“To provide that voice at high levels. So, decisions 
are made always with the lived experience recovery-
oriented trauma-informed focus.” P17
“I think, if you're going to try to create a service that 
works, I mean, why not ask people that have been 
accessing services?” P15

This was also referred to in a broader sense of providing 
opportunity for consumers to be involved at all levels of 
policy development and governance.

“Having lived experience, people at the table, and so 
including lived experience people in the decision-
making processes…. consulting with lived experience 
people at all levels” P11
“We need someone with lived experience to sit at 
an executive level to try to help the policies and the 
work.” P3
“Involving peer workers in as much as possible of the 
decision making that happens in the team and develop-
ment of policies” P10

Meaningful and open support from organisational lead-
ership was identified by several participants as crucial to 
facilitating acceptance of peer support and other designated 
lived experience roles within multidisciplinary mental health 
teams:

“I think leadership is vitally important and crucial. 
Leadership has the ability to implement direction, 
set culture, uphold values, set an example - there’s so 
much that a leader can do.” P7
“Management keep the recovery language strong 
amongst all your team, like amongst all disciplines” P9
“This is critical that the management has the experi-
ence and expertise to actually work with this frame-
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work of – there could be a real growth and learning 
experience and richness within that.” P7

Providing workers with career progression and oppor-
tunities for professional development was frequently dis-
cussed by participants to promote value of peer support work 
throughout organisations.

“I’ve never been paid as someone who’s a mentor or 
a team leader… so if I had the opportunity I would 
definitely go for the job.” P6
“Get senior peer roles and peer supervision…. and also 
to provide a pathway, because I started off at what’s 
called level 1 and now I’m level 2 and there’s nowhere 
to go.” P8

Further, to support peer workers to develop and promote 
career progression through development of peer leadership 
positions.

“I also think that there should be lived experience peo-
ple in all tiers of an organisation” P12
“I think for senior lived experience roles to be more 
adopted in workplaces so that peers can get peer super-
vision, just like clinicians get clinical supervision.” 
P15

Discussion

This study provides detailed insight of peer worker experi-
ences and perspectives for successful integration into mental 
health service teams. The findings from this research sug-
gest barriers remain in the integration of peer support roles 
in mental health service organisations. Findings, whilst 
consistent with research investigating key facilitators and 
barriers for improving integration of peer support work-
forces in mental health care (Byrne et al., 2021a; Ibrahim 
et al., 2021), build upon and advance this earlier work by 
identifying and establishing key areas of action to support 
organisational change. These include practical strategies for 
organisations to consider when implementing peer support 
roles. These findings are emphatic in the need for organisa-
tions to wholly commit and provide effective and meaningful 
support for peer work practice.

The introduction of peer support roles within organi-
sations is noted as a fundamental step in services moving 
towards greater recovery-orientated practice and values 
(Franke et al., 2010). Ensuring existing staff are prepared 
and understand the role, are supportive and have confidence 
in the service is integral to facilitate the roles acceptance 
(Berry et al., 2011; Byrne et al., 2019b; Chinman et al., 
2006, 2010). Recruitment of appropriate expertise for 
the services delivered ensures peer workers have relevant 
knowledge of the service, a peer work skillset in addition 

to their lived experience of recovery (Byrne et al., 2021a; 
Jacobson et al., 2012). Providing training to existing staff 
and affording opportunities to engage and ask questions of 
peer workers may also encourage buy-in and acceptance 
(Chinman et al., 2008b; Davidson et al., 2012; Gates et al., 
2010). However, education and training is only one element 
of the required whole-of-organisation commitment to cul-
tural change for shifts in attitudes and behaviours toward 
adoption of recovery-orientated practice and acceptance of 
peer support work (Johnson et al., 2016).

Previous research has discussed the need for ‘whole-
of-organisation’ change, noting that fitting peer support 
services into existing structures and organisational pro-
cedures as being insufficient and diverging from intended 
recovery-orientated practices (Byrne et al., 2021a; Gillard 
et al., 2016). The findings indicate that structural and pro-
cess changes need to be initiated by organisations, includ-
ing consistent and ongoing supervision, referral pathways 
into the service and higher pay to validate peer knowledge 
and services provided. This is supported in literature, indi-
cating that regular peer led supervision from an empathic 
and understanding supervisor provides required support for 
transitioning into the role, allowing opportunities to debrief, 
share strategies and develop skills, knowledge and expertise 
(Davidson et al., 2012; Delman & Klodnick, 2017; Repper 
& Watson, 2012).

Creating pathways for professional development was 
noted across participants as integral for career progression 
and contributing to the sustainability of peer support roles. 
Clear progression pathways reduce potential for implement-
ing tokenistic or generic peer roles within organisations, and 
provides clarity for possible career progression and devel-
opment beyond senior practitioner roles. Supported by lit-
erature, this emphasises the need for peers in leadership 
and supervisor positions, creating opportunity to provide 
involvement and coproduction at all levels of an organisa-
tion (Byrne et al., 2018a, 2018b; Gates et al., 2010; Mancini, 
2018; Nestor & Galletly, 2008).

Clear referral pathways for people into peer support ser-
vices facilitates the inclusion of peer workers into a team, 
promotes a culture of acceptance and ensures peer workers 
feel valued for the services they provide (Gates et al., 2010; 
Shepardson et al., 2019). Increasing the promotion of peer 
work services enables greater understanding of the service, 
encourages acceptance of the role in multidisciplinary teams 
and contributes to its sustainability. Consideration should 
also be given as to how organisations promote peer support 
services externally to potential service users and public audi-
ences more broadly.

Workplace culture has been noted through literature as a 
common barrier for the effective implementation and inte-
gration of peer workers, particularly the influence leadership 
has on facilitating a positive and productive organisational 
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culture (Byrne et al., 2016; Ibrahim et al., 2021; Vandewalle 
et al., 2016). In many organisations, leadership has the abil-
ity to take a “top-down” approach and implement strategies 
to assist with cultural change and facilitate the integration 
of new employees into service teams (Byrne et al., 2019a, 
2019b). Leaders play a crucial role in legitimizing peer sup-
port services by promoting and prompting the use of inclu-
sive recovery-orientated language (Zeng & McNamara, 
2021), ensuring effective organisation wide problem solving, 
lifting the visibility of roles and evaluating achievements 
(Mulvale et al., 2019). Despite this, recent research indicates 
leadership support alone is not sufficient and organisations 
should take a ‘whole-of-organisation’ change approach to 
support acceptance and sustainability (Byrne et al., 2021a, 
2021b). This further highlights the importance of effective 
change across multiple levels within an organisation includ-
ing worker mindsets and culture, structures and practices, 
resource flows, relationships and policy to support overall 
systems change (Loughhead et al., 2021). This is consistent 
in industry with research acknowledging the importance of 
organisational preparedness as being essential for organi-
sational change to improve service delivery outcomes and 
standards (State of Victoria, 2013).

Similarly, the consistent use of recovery language in ser-
vices and throughout organisational messaging promotes 
adoption of recovery-orientated practice which supports 
use of lived experience expertise and peer support. With 
the field of mental health undergoing significant paradigm 
shifts with adoption and integration of recovery-orientated 
thinking and practice, much consideration is required for 
the impact or re-thinking of the meaning of social inclu-
sion, language, empowerment and overall recovery in mental 
health (Glover, 2012). Providing organisations and service 
workers with tools that enable and facilitate productive and 
inclusive working environments is crucial to support such 
fundamental paradigm shifts.

Results of this study indicate that the successful inte-
gration of peer support workers into mental health teams 
requires a multi-layered approach to organisational develop-
ment. This is consistent with findings from earlier studies 
on the experience of workers and required organisational 
shifts (Byrne et al., 2021a; Glover, 2012; Mancini, 2018; 
Piat et al., 2017). Despite this focus on the integration of 
peer workers, an industry focus on integration alone is 
not sufficient to alleviate the acknowledged challenges as 
established in literature. Future research may benefit from 
investigating how organisational leaders can define the pur-
pose and scope of the peer role within the organisation and 
provide clarity to peer support workers in regard to their 
key duties and responsibilities. As per the perspective of 
participants, change is required at multiple levels through-
out organisations to ensure that consistent and coordinated 
strategies are implemented to facilitate better understanding 

and ultimately, valuing of peer worker expertise. Given 
what is known about required organisational change, this 
study adds value by emphasising a focus on the following 
considerations:

•	 Robust preparation of teams and workspaces to reduce 
instances of ‘othering’ or stigmas or assumptions to 
peers.

•	 Evaluating organisation ‘readiness’ for structural and cul-
tural changes and implementing strategies to positively 
assist with this change including training for the wider 
workforce and comprehensive orientation for new peer 
support workers

•	 Taking consistent action to generate a culture that values 
lived experience expertise through training and educa-
tion, consistent of use of recovery language, commitment 
and inclusion at all levels of the organisation

Limitations

This research may be limited due to smaller sample size of 
included participants (n = 18). Future research may attempt 
to include a larger number of participants. Potential for 
selection bias may also be a limitation due to participants’ 
self-nomination for inclusion in the study. The current find-
ings are limited to peer support workers and may not be 
generalizable to include experience of all other designated 
lived experience roles.

Funding  Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and 
its Member Institutions. Corresponding author, Verity Reeves, is sup-
ported by a PhD scholarship by UnitingSA.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest  The authors declare no other conflicts of interest 
with this research paper.

Ethical Approval  This paper was given ethical approval through the 
University of South Australia’s Human Research Ethics Committee 
(Approval ID: 203551). All participants provided written consent prior 
to enrolment in the study.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


177Community Mental Health Journal (2024) 60:169–178	

1 3

References

Ahmed, A. O., Hunter, K. M., Mabe, A. P., Tucker, S. J., & Buckley, 
P. F. (2015). The professional experiences of peer specialists in 
the Georgia mental health consumer network. Community Mental 
Health Journal, 51(4), 424–436.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, A. (2023). Mental health 
workforce.

Bellamy, C., Schmutte, T., & Davidson, L. (2017). An update on the 
growing evidence base for peer support. Mental Health and Social 
Inclusion, 21(3), 161–167.

Berry, C., Hayward, M. I., & Chandler, R. (2011). Another rather 
than other: Experiences of peer support specialist workers and 
their managers working in mental health services. Journal of 
Public Mental Health, 10, 238–249.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychol-
ogy. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101.

Byrne, L., Happell, B., & Reid-Searl, K. (2016). Lived experience 
practitioners and the medical model: World’s colliding? Journal 
of Mental Health, 25(3), 217–223.

Byrne, L., Roennfeldt, H., O’Shea, P., & Macdonald, F. (2018a). 
Taking a gamble for high rewards? Management perspectives 
on the value of mental health peer workers. International Jour-
nal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 15(4), 746.

Byrne, L., Roennfeldt, H., Wang, Y., & O’Shea, P. (2019a). ‘You 
don’t know what you don’t know’: The essential role of manage-
ment exposure, understanding and commitment in peer work-
force development. International Journal of Mental Health 
Nursing, 28(2), 572–581.

Byrne, L., Roennfeldt, H., Wolf, J., Linfoot, A., Foglesong, D., 
Davidson, L., & Bellamy, C. (2021a). Effective peer employ-
ment within multidisciplinary organizations: Model for best 
practice. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Men-
tal Health Services Research, 49, 283–297.

Byrne, L., Roper, C., Happell, B., & Reid-Searl, K. (2019b). The 
stigma of identifying as having a lived experience runs before 
me: Challenges for lived experience roles. Journal of Mental 
Health, 28(3), 260–266.

Byrne, L., Stratford, A., & Davidson, L. (2018b). The global need for 
lived experience leadership. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 
41(1), 76.

Byrne, L., Wang, L., Roennfeldt, H., Chapman, M., Darwin, L., Cas-
tles, C., Craze, L., Saunders, M. (2021b). National lived experi-
ence development guidelines: Lived experience roles. National 
Mental Health Commission.

Byrne, L., Wang, L., Roennfeldt, H., Chapman, M., Darwin, L., 
Castles, C., Craze, L., & Saunders, M. (2021c). National lived 
experience workforce guidelines. National Mental Health Com-
mission, NSW, Australia. https://​www.​menta​lheal​thcom​missi​
on.​gov.​au/​getme​dia/​a33cc​e2a-​e7fa-​4f90-​964d-​85dbf​1514b​6b/​
NMHC_​Lived-​Exper​ience-​Workf​orce-​Devel​opment-​Guide​lines.

Chinman, M., Hamilton, A., Butler, B., Knight, E., Murray, S., & 
Young, A. (2008a). Mental health consumer providers: A guide 
for clinical staff. RAND Corporation

Chinman, M., Henze, K., & Sweeney, P. (2019). Peer specialist 
toolkit: Implementing peer support services in VHA. https://​
www.​mirecc.​va.​gov/​visn4/​docs/​Peer_​Speci​alist_​Toolk​it_​
FINAL.​pdf.

Chinman, M., Lucksted, A., Gresen, R., Davis, M., Losonczy, M., Suss-
ner, B., & Martone, L. (2008b). Early experiences of employ-
ing consumer-providers in the VA. Psychiatric Services, 59(11), 
1315–1321.

Chinman, M., McInnes, D. K., Eisen, S., Ellison, M., Farkas, M., 
Armstrong, M., & Resnick, S. G. (2017). Establishing a research 

agenda for understanding the role and impact of mental health 
peer specialists. Psychiatric Services, 68(9), 955–957.

Chinman, M., Shoai, R., & Cohen, A. (2010). Using organizational 
change strategies to guide peer support technician implementa-
tion in the Veterans Administration. Psychiatric Rehabilitation 
Journal, 33(4), 269.

Chinman, M., Young, A. S., Hassell, J., & Davidson, L. (2006). Toward 
the implementation of mental health consumer provider services. 
The Journal of Behavioral Health Services & Research, 33(2), 
176–195.

Cook, J. A., Copeland, M. E., Jonikas, J. A., Hamilton, M. M., Raz-
zano, L. A., Grey, D. D., Floyd, C. B., Hudson, W. B., Macfarlane, 
R. T., & Carter, T. M. (2012). Results of a randomized controlled 
trial of mental illness self-management using Wellness Recovery 
Action Planning. Schizophrenia Bulletin, 38(4), 881–891.

Davidson, L., Bellamy, C., Guy, K., & Miller, R. (2012). Peer support 
among persons with severe mental illnesses: A review of evidence 
and experience. World Psychiatry, 11(2), 123–128.

Davidson, L., Carr, E., Bellamy, C., Tondora, J., Fossey, E., Styron, 
T., Davidson, M., & Elsamra, S. (2016). Principles for recovery-
oriented inpatient care. In N. N. Singh, J. W. Barber, & S. Van 
Sant (Eds.), Handbook of recovery in inpatient psychiatry (pp. 
39–58). Springer.

Delman, J., & Klodnick, V. V. (2017). Factors supporting the employ-
ment of young adult peer providers: Perspectives of peers and 
supervisors. Community Mental Health Journal, 53(7), 811–822.

Department of Health and Aged Care, A. (2023). Elevating people 
with lived experience of mental ill-health to drive reform [Media 
Release].

Farkas, M., & Boevink, W. (2018). Peer delivered services in mental 
health care in 2018: Infancy or adolescence? World Psychiatry, 
17(2), 222.

Franke, C. C. D., Paton, B. C., & Gassner, L.-A.J. (2010). Implement-
ing mental health peer support: A South Australian experience. 
Australian Journal of Primary Health, 16(2), 179–186.

Gates, L., Mandiberg, J. M., & Akabas, S. H. (2010). Building capacity 
in social service agencies to employ peer providers. Psychiatric 
Rehabilitation Journal, 34(2), 145.

Gillard, S., Edwards, C., Gibson, S., Holley, J., & Owen, K. (2016). 
New ways of working in mental health services: A qualitative, 
comparative case study assessing and informing the emergence 
of new peer worker roles in mental health services in England.

Glover, H. (2012). Recovery, lifelong learning, empowerment and 
social inclusion: Is a new paradigm emerging. In Empowerment, 
lifelong learning and recovery in mental health: Towards a new 
paradigm (pp. 15–35).

Ibrahim, N., Thompson, D., Nixdorf, R., Kalha, J., Mpango, R., Moran, 
G., Mueller-Stierlin, A., Ryan, G., Mahlke, C., Donat, S., Pusch-
ner, B., Repper, J., & Slade, M. (2021). A systematic review of 
influences on implementation of peer support work for adults with 
mental health problems. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epi-
demiology, 55(3), 285–293.

Jacobson, N., Trojanowski, L., & Dewa, C. S. (2012). What do peer 
support workers do? A job description. BMC Health Services 
Research, 12(1), 205.

Johnson, A., Nguyen, H., Groth, M., Wang, K., & Ng, J. L. (2016). 
Time to change: A review of organisational culture change in 
health care organisations. Journal of Organizational Effective-
ness: People and Performance, 3(3), 265–288.

King, A. J., & Simmons, M. B. (2018). A systematic review of the 
attributes and outcomes of peer work and guidelines for report-
ing studies of peer interventions. Psychiatric Services, 69(9), 
961–977.

Lawn, S., Smith, A., & Hunter, K. (2008). Mental health peer sup-
port for hospital avoidance and early discharge: An Australian 

https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/getmedia/a33cce2a-e7fa-4f90-964d-85dbf1514b6b/NMHC_Lived-Experience-Workforce-Development-Guidelines
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/getmedia/a33cce2a-e7fa-4f90-964d-85dbf1514b6b/NMHC_Lived-Experience-Workforce-Development-Guidelines
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/getmedia/a33cce2a-e7fa-4f90-964d-85dbf1514b6b/NMHC_Lived-Experience-Workforce-Development-Guidelines
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn4/docs/Peer_Specialist_Toolkit_FINAL.pdf
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn4/docs/Peer_Specialist_Toolkit_FINAL.pdf
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn4/docs/Peer_Specialist_Toolkit_FINAL.pdf


178	 Community Mental Health Journal (2024) 60:169–178

1 3

example of consumer driven and operated service. Journal of 
Mental Health, 17(5), 498–508.

Loughhead, M., Hodges, E., McIntyre, H., & Procter, N. (2021). A 
roadmap for strengthening lived experience leadership for trans-
formative systems change in South Australia. SA Lived Experi-
ence Leadership and Advocacy Network and University of South 
Australia, Adelaide. https://​www.​lelan.​org.​au/​alel/.

Mancini, M. A. (2018). An exploration of factors that effect the imple-
mentation of peer support services in community mental health 
settings. Community Mental Health Journal, 54(2), 127–137.

Mayring, P. (2004). Qualitative content analysis. A Companion to 
Qualitative Research, 1(2), 159–176.

Mulvale, G., Wilson, F., Jones, S., Green, J., Johansen, K. J., Arnold, 
I., & Kates, N. (2019). Integrating mental health peer support in 
clinical settings: Lessons from Canada and Norway. In: Health-
care management forum.

Mutschler, C., Bellamy, C., Davidson, L., Lichtenstein, S., & Kidd, 
S. (2022). Implementation of peer support in mental health ser-
vices: A systematic review of the literature. Psychological Ser-
vices, 19(2), 360.

Nestor, P., & Galletly, C. (2008). The employment of consumers in 
mental health services: Politically correct tokenism or genuinely 
useful? Australasian Psychiatry, 16(5), 344–347.

Piat, M., Seida, K., & Sabetti, J. (2017). Understanding everyday life 
and mental health recovery through CHIME. Mental Health and 
Social Inclusion, 21(5), 271–279.

Pitt, V., Lowe, D., Hill, S., Prictor, M., Hetrick, S. E., Ryan, R., & 
Berends, L. (2013). Consumer-providers of care for adult clients 
of statutory mental health services. Cochrane Database of System-
atic Reviews. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​14651​858.​CD004​807.​pub2

Repper, J., & Carter, T. (2011). A review of the literature on peer sup-
port in mental health services. Journal of Mental Health, 20(4), 
392–411.

Repper, J., & Watson, E. (2012). A year of peer support in Nottingham: 
Lessons learned. The Journal of Mental Health Training, Educa-
tion and Practice, 7(2), 70–78.

Salzer, M. S., Darr, N., Calhoun, G., Boyer, W., Loss, R. E., Goessel, 
J., Schwenk, E., & Brusilovskiy, E. (2013). Benefits of working 
as a certified peer specialist: Results from a statewide survey. 
Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 36(3), 219.

Shepardson, R. L., Johnson, E. M., Possemato, K., Arigo, D., & 
Funderburk, J. S. (2019). Perceived barriers and facilitators to 
implementation of peer support in Veterans Health Administration 
Primary Care-Mental Health Integration settings. Psychological 
Services, 16(3), 433–444.

Slade, M., Amering, M., Farkas, M., Hamilton, B., O’Hagan, M., 
Panther, G., Perkins, R., Shepherd, G., Tse, S., & Whitley, R. 
(2014). Uses and abuses of recovery: Implementing recovery-
oriented practices in mental health systems. World Psychiatry, 
13(1), 12–20.

State of Victoria, A. (2013). Organisational Change: An ideas sour-
cebook for the Victorian public sector. Victorian Government 
Australia, Victoria, Australia.

United Nations High Commission. 2017. Mental health and human 
rights: Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, UN, Geneva, January 31, 2017.

Vandewalle, J., Debyser, B., Beeckman, D., Vandecasteele, T., Van 
Hecke, A., & Verhaeghe, S. (2016). Peer workers’ perceptions and 
experiences of barriers to implementation of peer worker roles in 
mental health services: A literature review. International Journal 
of Nursing Studies, 60, 234–250.

World Health Organization. (2019). Recovery practices for mental 
health and well-being: WHO QualityRights specialized training: 
Course guide. World Health Organization.

Yardley, L. (2015). Demonstrating validity in qualitative psychology. 
Qualitative Psychology: A Practical Guide to Research Methods, 
3, 257–273.

Zeng, G., & McNamara, B. (2021). Strategies used to support peer 
provision in mental health: A scoping review. Administration and 
Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health Services Research, 
48(6), 1034–1045.

Publisher's Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://www.lelan.org.au/alel/
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD004807.pub2

	Organisational Actions for Improving Recognition, Integration and Acceptance of Peer Support as Identified by a Current Peer Workforce
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Method
	Recruitment of Participants
	Ethics
	Interviews
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Preparation
	Process and Structural Changes
	Culture for Sustainability

	Discussion
	Limitations
	References




