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Findings and Challenges from 
Previous Research
In 2018, Pathways RTC published a report entitled Peer 
Support for Youth and Young Adults Who Experience 
Serious Mental Health Conditions: State of the Science. 
The report summarized existing research related to 
peer support—particularly peer support for youth and 
young adults—and highlighted challenges and barriers 
described in research and commentaries. The report 
noted that peer support for youth and young adults 
had been expanding very rapidly in the United States, 
in large part because stakeholders see peer support as 
a potential solution to low levels of engagement and 
retention that are typical in youth and young adult 
mental health services. Importantly, young people who 
have participated in mental health services have been 
among the most vocal proponents of peer support. 
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As of 2018, the report noted, there was very little 
research evaluating the impact of peer support 
implemented specifically for youth and young adults. 
Research on the impacts of peer support for older/all 
adults, while still quite limited, provided some reason 
to be optimistic; however, these studies did not provide 
definitive evidence that peer support is effective. The 
report described several key challenges that, according 
to multiple researchers and commentators, impede 
research on peer support. Perhaps the most frequently 
identified challenge had to do with the fact that peer 
support roles typically are not clearly defined (i.e., there 
is a lack of “role clarity”), with peer support specialists 
(PSSs) reporting that they are often unsure about what 
is expected of them on the job and/or that they are 
assigned job activities that are not part of peer support 
as they understand it. A related problem is the lack of 
clearly articulated theory that specifies the outcomes 
that can be expected from peer support for youth and 
young adults, and provides a rationale for why these 
outcomes should occur.

This lack of theoretical specification and role clarity is 
not just problematic for research on peer support. It 
also hinders implementation of peer support roles and 
makes training and supervision difficult. What is more, 
when non-peer staff do not understand the role of 

peer support in their agency—or the general value and 
purpose of peer support—they may react by ostracizing, 
stigmatizing or disrespecting peer support specialists. 
These kinds of attitudes toward peer staff have 
been widely reported in the research literature. More 
generally, numerous studies across a wide variety of job 
types have shown that a lack of role clarity is associated 
with heightened job-related stress, job dissatisfaction, 
turnover intentions and mental ill-health. A lack of role 
clarity has also been linked to job-related stress among 
peer support providers specifically, potentially putting 
their own mental wellbeing at risk.

Newer Research
Research studies and commentaries published since 
2018 largely echo the conclusions of the state-of-the-
science report. Studies published in the last few years 
show the continued rapid expansion of peer support 
(Adams, 2020; Gillard, 2019; Klee et al., 2019), including 
peer support for youth and young adults specifically 
(WESTAT, 2019). Research on the impact of peer support 
for young people remains sparse, although several 
recent small studies have piloted innovative approaches 
to providing peer support, and have contributed to 
optimism about the potential for peer support to 
produce beneficial outcomes for older youth and young 
adults, in areas such as self-determination, mental 
health empowerment/self-efficacy and college grade 

A lack of role clarity has been 
linked to job-related stress among 
peer support providers, potentially 
putting their own mental wellbeing 
at risk.

Several recent small studies have 
contributed to optimism about the 
potential for peer support to produce 
beneficial outcomes for older youth 
and young adults.

2



point average (Blakeslee et al., 2022; Hiller-Venegas et 
al., 2022; Raymaker et al., 2020). Additionally, findings 
from one larger, correlational study suggest that peer 
support may have a positive impact on young people’s 
engagement in other outpatient mental health services 
(Ojeda et al., 2020). 

Authors of newer studies continue to call for work that 
clarifies the theoretical foundation for peer support 
(Jones et al., 2020; Walker et al., 2022). Additionally, 
the need to provide role clarity for peer support 
continues as a persistent theme in the newer literature 
(Adams, 2020; Gillard, 2019; Shepardson et al., 2019), 
with researchers noting that PSSs are quite frequently 
asked to take on tasks that are not usually considered 
to be peer support, (Adams, 2020) including delivering 
interventions typically offered by clinicians such as case 
management and cognitive-behavioral therapy, and 
supporting medication adherence (Gillard, 2019). 

Problems arising from a lack of role clarity are 
highlighted in two recent studies that examine the 
implementation of peer support within agencies 
providing mental health services to older youth and 
young adults (Hopkins et al., 2021; Simmons et al., 
2020). Both of these studies point out the need to 
further clarify how the role of peer support specialist is 
different for young adult PSSs, and to develop training 
that reflects this difference, versus relying on trainings 
developed for older adult PSSs. Another recent study 
represents an effort to do precisely this, by examining 
the impacts of a skills enhancement and role-
clarification training intervention specifically designed 
for young adults providing peer support (Walker et 
al., 2022). Study findings, based on participating PSSs’ 
self-reports and video recordings of their work, showed 
post-intervention gains in their skills and confidence for 
their role; as well as reduced job-related anxiety and 
high training satisfaction.

Another continuing theme in newer research on peer 
support is the lack of understanding or respect for peer 
support specialists among co-workers (Adams, 2020; 
Shepardson et al., 2019), which can lead to “burnout 
and emotional exhaustion, difficulty maintaining 
boundaries as well as low job satisfaction” (Watson, 
2019). One study focused on peer support specialists’ 
experiences of microagressions at work, with almost 
40% saying they experienced microagressions often/
frequently/daily. These microagressions included 
disparaging comments about the peer support 
specialists themselves or the peer support role (Firmin 
et al., 2019). The peer support specialists in the study 
described how experiencing microaggressions had 
negative impacts on their personal well-being, job 
satisfaction, and job tenure.

Conclusion
Recent research studies have produced intriguing 
findings demonstrating a variety of ways that peer 
support has potential to contribute to beneficial 
outcomes for youth and young adults. However, 
several key challenges continue to impede research 
and implementation, including challenges stemming 
from a lack of clarity regarding theory and roles. Newer 
research also documents how these challenges can 
contribute to PSSs’ stress and anxiety at work.

Almost 40% of peer support specialists 
said they experienced microagressions 
often, including disparaging comments 
about the peer support specialists 
themselves or the peer support role.

3



References
Adams, W.E. (2020). Unintended consequences of 

institutionalizing peer support work in mental healthcare. 
Social Science and Medicine, 262(July). https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.113249

Blakeslee, J., Miller, R., & Uretsky, M. (2022). Efficacy of 
the Project Futures self-determination coaching model 
for college students with foster care backgrounds and 
mental health challenges. Children and Youth Services 
Review, 138(April), 106507. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
childyouth.2022.106507

Firmin, R.L., Mao, S., Bellamy, C.D., & Davidson, L. (2019). 
Peer support specialists’ experiences of microaggressions. 
Psychological Services, 16(3), 456–462. https://doi.
org/10.1037/ser0000297

Gillard, S. (2019). Peer support in mental health services: Where 
is the research taking us, and do we want to go there? 
Journal of Mental Health, 28(4), 341–344. https://doi.org/10.1
080/09638237.2019.1608935

Hiller-Venegas, S., Gilmer, T.P., Jones, N., Munson, M.R., & Ojeda, 
V.D. (2022). Clients’ perspectives regarding peer support 
providers’ roles and support for client access to and use of 
publicly funded mental health programs serving transition-
age youth in two Southern California counties. Journal 
of Behavioral Health Services and Research. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11414-022-09792-6

Hopkins, L., Pedwell, G., Wilson, K., & Howell-Jay, P. (2021). 
Implementing youth peer support in an early psychosis 
program. Journal of Mental Health Training, Education 
and Practice, 16(2), 85–98. https://doi.org/10.1108/
JMHTEP-03-2020-0014

Jones, N., Teague, G.B., Wolf, J., & Rosen, C. (2020). 
Organizational climate and support among peer specialists 
working in peer-run, hybrid and conventional mental health 
settings. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and 
Mental Health Services Research, 47(1), 150–167. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10488-019-00980-9

Klee, A., Chinman, M., & Kearney, L. (2019). Peer specialist 
services: New frontiers and new roles. Psychological Services, 
16(3), 353–359. https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000332

Ojeda, V.D., Munson, M.R., Jones, N., Berliant, E., & Gilmer, T.P. 
(2020). The availability of peer support and disparities 
in outpatient mental health service use among minority 
youth with serious mental illness. Administration and Policy 
in Mental Health and Mental Health Services Research, 
0123456789. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-020-01073-8

Raymaker, D.M., Sale, T., Rija, M., Buekea, N., Caruso, N., Melton, 
R., Cohrs, N., Gould, V., Wall, C., & Scharer, M. (2020). Early 
Assessment and Support Alliance Connections: Community-
based participatory research to develop a peer-based early 
psychosis web resource with young adults. Progress in 
Community Health Partnerships, 14(4), 471–480. https://doi.
org/10.1353/cpr.2020.0052

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. https://doi.
org/10.1037/ser0000242

Simmons, M.B., Grace, D., Fava, N.J., Coates, D., Dimopoulos-
Bick, T., Batchelor, S., Howe, D., & Montague, A.E. (2020). 
The experiences of youth mental health peer workers 
over time: A qualitative study with longitudinal analysis. 
Community Mental Health Journal, 56(5), 906–914. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10597-020-00554-2

Walker, J.S., Seibel, C., Burnett, S., Baird, C., & Welch, M.B. (2022). 
Evaluation of a skills enhancement training intervention 
with remote coaching for young adults providing peer 
support. Psychiatric Services. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.
ps.202100476

Watson, E. (2019). The mechanisms underpinning peer support: 
A literature review. Journal of Mental Health, 28(6), 677–688. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1417559

WESTAT. (2019). The Mental Health Block Grant Ten Percent 
Set Aside Study Brief Report: Peer Support in CSC Programs. 
https://nri-inc.org/media/1624/6-use-of-peer-support-in-csc-
programs.pdf

4

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.113249
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.113249
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2022.106507
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2022.106507
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000297
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000297
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2019.1608935
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2019.1608935
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11414-022-09792-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11414-022-09792-6
https://doi.org/10.1108/JMHTEP-03-2020-0014
https://doi.org/10.1108/JMHTEP-03-2020-0014
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-019-00980-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-019-00980-9
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000332
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-020-01073-8
https://doi.org/10.1353/cpr.2020.0052
https://doi.org/10.1353/cpr.2020.0052
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000242
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000242
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10597-020-00554-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10597-020-00554-2
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.202100476
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.202100476
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1417559
https://nri-inc.org/media/1624/6-use-of-peer-support-in-csc-programs.pdf
https://nri-inc.org/media/1624/6-use-of-peer-support-in-csc-programs.pdf


Suggested Citation
Research and Training Center for Pathways to Positive Futures. (2022). Research Update on Peer Support for Youth and Young 
Adults. Portland, OR: Research and Training Center for Pathways to Positive Futures, Portland State University.

PATH
WAYS

Research and Training Center for Pathways to Positive 
Futures, Portland State University

www.pathwaysrtc.pdx.edu

https://www.pathwaysrtc.pdx.edu



Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		research-update-on-peer-support-07-2022.pdf






		Report created by: 

		


		Organization: 

		





[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 2


		Passed manually: 0


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 1


		Passed: 29


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top
