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SUMMARY

® There is a spectrum of activities and interactions that
may be described as ‘peer support’.

® There are different understandings amongst
professionals of what is meant by the term ‘peer’.
When discussing young people, age is often seen as
the most salient issue. However, wider literature on
peer support identifies ‘shared experiences’ as the
most significant factor.

= The flexible and evolving nature of peer support makes
it challenging to define and there are varied views on
what constitutes ‘authentic’ peer support.

B The impact of sexual violence on a young person’s
ability to trust others, and the sense of isolation and
‘difference’ that young people may feel due to their
experiences, suggests that support from peers may
be valuable.

B Research shows that relationships are key when
working with young people affected by sexual violence
and that young people show a preference for
non-judgemental, flexible, consistent, informal,
long-term support.

® However, there is limited evidence surrounding the
value, or effectiveness, of peer support for young
people affected by sexual violence.

m Key features of ‘peer support’, identified in the broader
literature, include that peer support is often: centred
on an equal relationship; based on a foundation of
shared experience and; viewed as mutually beneficial.

® Studies that have explored elements of peer support
identify some potentially unique benefits. This includes
a peer’s ability to establish trust and be a credible role
model.

m Despite the limited research, the wider literature
highlights a number of challenges and risks that may
be associated with peer support for this group.

® There may be transferable learning from other fields
where there is a longer history, and significant
research and practice, relating to peer support
interventions.

INTRODUCTION

This briefing is based on a review of the literature that was
carried out in preparation for a scoping study that aimed to
learn lessons from those engaged in peer support
interventions for young people who had experienced sexual
violence. This briefing paper:

B Provides a rationale outlining why there may be value in
peer support interventions for young people who have
experienced sexual violence.

m Considers the spectrum of activities that have elements
of peer based work.

® QOutlines key themes from the limited existing research
on peer support for those impacted by sexual violence.

® Qutlines relevant themes arising in the broader literature
on peer support.

What makes a ‘peer’, age or experience?

The term ‘peer’ in itself is contentious. The Oxford Dictionary
defines a ‘peer’ as ‘a person of the same age, status, or
ability as another specified person.’ In the context of
discussing young people, ‘a peer’ is often conceptualised as
someone of the same age or a ‘friend’, someone who is at
the same developmental life stage. In reviewing the wider
literature exploring peer support across a range of fields,

the key feature of what makes someone a ‘peer’ does not
however appear to be linked to age. In the fields of mental
health and addiction for example peer supporters are
individuals who themselves have experienced these issues,
and are in recovery. Shared experiences rather than age
therefore appears to take precedence. In the context of

this briefing paper, ‘peer support’ is defined as a formalised
supportive relationship between individuals who have lived
experience of sexual violence in common. However, within
this definition the similar developmental stage of ‘peers’ may
also be significant.
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A sense of ‘reconnection’ and the development of trusting
interpersonal relationships, whether with professionals or
others, have been identified as important in the aftermath of
sexual trauma (Mendelsohn et al., 2011; O’Brien, 2018). For
those who have experienced sexually exploitative relationships,
this emphasis on healthy relationships is considered to be
particularly pertinent (O’Brien, 2018). This is one reason why
mentoring, for those impacted by CSE, has been identified

as a “theoretically promising form of support” (Dubois and
Felner, 2016, p.7).

In reviewing a range of research studies exploring sexual
violence in adolescence, a number of researchers highlight
the potential value or ‘promising nature’ of peer based
interventions for young people. For example, in a study in

the UK exploring young people’s views and experiences of
help-seeking and support after CSA in the family environment,
young people discussed the importance of receiving formal
support in addition to other forms of support. They defined
‘peer support’ as “support from others with similar or
comparable experiences, usually facilitated by an organisation”
(Warrington et al., 2017, p.151). The authors note that those
who had experienced these forms of support noted their
value. For those who had not, they shared that they thought
peer support could be helpful in reducing isolation and helping
them feel less alone (Warrington et al., 2017). Similarly, young
people affected by CSE have shared that group work may be
helpful in similar ways (Gilligan, 2015).

A recent evaluation of a survivor mentoring programme for
young people with experience of commercial sexual
exploitation in the USA found that those who engaged in the
programme experienced increased wellbeing and reduced
levels of exploitation, drug use and problematic behaviours
(Rothman et al., 2019). Other researchers also suggest that
peer or ‘survivor mentors’ may be helpful in supporting
young people following CSE (Williams and Frederick, 2009;
O’Brien, 2018; Bintliff et al., 2018) and that more research
into peer based interventions for this population is needed
(ljadi-Maghsoodi et al. 2018).

The increased interest in peer support aligns with the growing
focus on trauma-informed approaches in a number of countries
(Becker-Blease, 2017). The term ‘trauma informed’ has been
adopted in different ways by organisations and services,
however, in SAMHSA's (2014) ‘six principles of a trauma
informed approach’, peer support is identified as being a key
element of trauma-informed care. Those working in the field
of trauma more broadly highlight how bringing young people
together with shared experiences can be powerful in
countering these feelings and ‘normalising’ emotions and
responses attached to the trauma (Foy et al., 2011; Knight,
2006; Avinger and Jones, 2007).

Defining ‘peer support’

The term ‘peer support’ includes a variety of models and
activities, that involve some form of peer to peer interaction,
that provide emotional, social or practical support. In peer
support interventions, interactions between peers may take
place one-on-one, in groups or online and may be attached to
organisations and services or fall outside of these structures.
It is clear that peer based interventions vary significantly. This
may include differences in regards to:

® how formalised activities are;

® how professionalised they are (e.g. whether peers are
employed and paid and whether initiatives are part of a
service or standalone);

= how peers relate to one another (e.g. one-on-one or in a
group setting, face-to-face or online);

®m whether support is seen as unidirectional or equally
supportive for all involved,;

B how peer supporters are identified, supported and
interactions monitored;

® the type of activities involved e.g. mentoring, providing
information and support, providing a safe space to connect
and;

m the frequency and intensity of activities.

Literature exploring peer support in the field of mental health
identifies that due to the diversity of models and modes of
support there remains a lack of clarity surrounding the nature
and meaning of ‘peer support’ (Rebeiro Gruhl et al., 2016).
There is also recognition that the role of peer supporters is
not static but has, and continues to, expand and evolve (Klee
et al., 2019). Although this may bring with it challenges and
frustrations in some respects, Rebeiro Gruhl et al. (2016)
propose that part of the challenge in defining the term is

due to the flexibility of peer support in general and that this
flexibility is also one of the key features and valued element
to this form of support.

Despite the evolving nature of peer support interventions,
there have been attempts to develop typologies to allow for
categorisation and comparison and to enhance clarity. For
example, South et al. (2016) created a typology of peer
interventions within prison settings, identifying four modes
of peer intervention: peer education, peer support, peer
mentoring and ‘bridging roles’. The authors explain that the
main factor differentiating these types of interventions is
their aims.

‘Peer support’, in itself has been further divided into several
categories acknowledging the different modes that such
support can take. Solomon (2004) identifies six categories
of peer support in the field of mental health, which includes
peer-led self-help groups, internet support groups, peer
delivered services, peer run services, peer partnerships

and peer employees. These attempts to try and ‘map’ and
understand the different forms of peer interventions and peer
support highlights the wide spectrum that peer support may
take. Ranging from the relatively informal, naturally occurring
support to the structured and formal support provided by a
trained peer employee.
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Within this spectrum of support there are mixed views on
what is ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ peer support work. For example,
in the literature there are growing examples of paid peer
support workers employed at mainstream services. Patton
and Goodwin (2008, p. 21), in their report on peer support
for victim-survivors of sexual violence in Canada, argue that
such models are “not ‘true’ peer support, in that the support
is generally unidirectional’” Others however still recognise
such work as peer support because the person providing the
support has had similar lived experience which is the essence
of this support.

Despite the ongoing discussions surrounding the definition

of peer interventions and related terminology (e.g. peer
providers, peer specialists, peer educators, peer counsellors,
peer leadership, peer mentoring etc.) and the recognition

that peer based interventions may constitute different

models of support, there are some defining features which
have been identified through the literature review. ‘Peer based
interventions’ are built on an assumption that this mode of
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Key themes from the literature on peer support
In response to sexual violence

The benefits

A number of elements were identified regarding the potential
benefits or value of peer support for individuals impacted by
sexual violence. Patton and Goodwin (2008), in their exploration
of support in victim-survivor groups, identified the main
benefits as:

B emotional support;
m transforming identities;

| realising that abuse was not the fault of the individual
victim-survivor;

B a way to express and share experiential knowledge;
B increased social networks;

m feeling less alone and;

B g way to heal.

The authors note that from their study it appeared that
emotional support was the key benefit rather than such modes
of support actively addressing symptoms and responses to
the abuse. They therefore argue that peer support may have a
complimentary role alongside more formal modes of therapy
which may predominantly focus on reducing symptoms.

In the articles and reports exploring mentoring for individuals
who have experienced sexual violence, there appears to be
four elements attached to being supported by a ‘peer’, that
make it significantly different to being supported by a
‘professional’.
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NP }I’qotahng et al. (2004), hote that a peer
supporter may not have to ‘prove’ they can be trusted
in the same way as other professionals. Having
mentors from the same community or local area may
also be an important factor in fostering trust and mutual
understanding (Buck et al., 2017). Therefore there is a
sense that trust and rapport is brokered quicker with
those with lived experience. However, this may not be
true for all individuals in aII contexts.
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articles argu‘i’hat due to the ‘supporters’ experience
they are viewed as a more credible source of
information and guidance (Buck et al. 2017; Hotaling
et al., 2004; Deer and Baumgartner, 2019),

mRel, o o el A, — A number
of authors identify that peers may h;{/.é a significant
role in providing hope to young people that things can
change and get better (Hotaling, et al., 2004; Deer and
Baumgartner, 2019).
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Studies indicate that peer supporters can encourage
young people to disclose and seek support. Peer
supporters may also help to connect young people to
other services and strengthen their support networks
(Allagia et al., 1999; Dubois and Felner, 2016; Buck
et al., 2017).

These elements of what makes peer support different to
other forms of support are broadly in line with the wider
literature on peer support in the field of mental health. There
appears to be agreement surrounding what peer support may
bring, or enhance that other mainstream interventions may be
unable or limited in their capacity to provide. There is however
less research on the benefits, or value, for those providing
peer support.

The perceived risks

There are also tensions and concerns surrounding the use

of peer support in the field of sexual violence. For example,
Patton and Goodwin’s (2008) report points to the risks for
individuals with lived experience trying to help others and the
importance of ensuring safe engagement. Patton and Goodwin
(2008) also share how some professional respondents
involved in their research were fundamentally against the idea
of peer support noting that it was perceived to be dangerous
and not as effective as formal therapy. The authors note that
it may be difficult for peer supporters to listen to the highly
traumatic stories of others and that self-care is imperative
(Patton and Goodwin, 2008). Similarly research on peer
providers in the mental health field echoes this noting that
‘peers’ are in effect in ‘recovery’ and in order to maintain that,
it is important to have the time and resources to preserve
that healthy state (Chapman et al., 2018).

One of the concerns for practitioners in bringing young people
with shared experience together, following sexual violence, in
group support settings is that this may increase risk for young
people. This is due to the potential of young people
‘introducing’ new acquaintances to different exploitative
situations and relationships (Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2017;
Frost, 2019). There is also evidence that there may be instances
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Key discussions in the broader field of peer

support

Alongside specific concerns that may arise in utilising peer
support in the field of sexual violence, it is helpful to consider
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