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03. Peer mentors 

 

Overview 

 The peer mentor role is a person with lived experience of 

multiple needs connecting with beneficiaries and providing 

additional support to that provided by the Fulfilling Lives 

keyworkers. They may be volunteers or employed in paid roles. 

 All evaluations report a generally positive impact of peer 

mentoring on beneficiaries. 

 Benefits include offering hope to beneficiaries that recovery is 

possible, helping to build trust and providing a bridge 

between services and individuals. Peer mentors also 

actively advocate on behalf of beneficiaries and can contribute 

to systems change by challenging traditional service protocols. 

 The role can also be positive for the peer mentors 

themselves, giving the opportunity to learn new skills and 

developing confidence. 

 It is important to ensure peer mentor teams work closely with 

keyworker teams and that staff are bought into the concept. Co-

producing peer support schemes with all stakeholders 

is one way to do this. 

 Effective training and ongoing support for peer mentors 

is crucial. This can require substantial resource. Care is also 

needed to ensure volunteer mentors are not exploited.  
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What is it about? 

Including people with lived experience of multiple needs in both the design and 

delivery of services is central to the Fulfilling Lives programme. Using peer mentors is 

just one way in which all 12 partnerships are involving people with lived experience.  

A peer mentor is someone with lived experience who helps to engage beneficiaries with 

the programme and provides support in addition to that provided by the Fulfilling 

Lives keyworkers.  

How are Fulfilling Lives partnerships delivering this? 

All 12 partnerships provide some form of peer support or peer mentoring to their 

beneficiaries. Typical peer mentor roles include: 

 helping to reach out to and engage beneficiaries in the programme 

 accompanying beneficiaries to appointments 

 taking part in social activities with beneficiaries, and 

 providing a role model for recovery. 

Peer mentors may be volunteers or, in some partnerships, paid staff members but all 

are provided with training. Some partnerships pair peer mentors to work alongside 

keyworkers. In some areas peer mentors are used to support beneficiaries’ transition 

from the Fulfilling Lives programme to receiving mainstream services.  

Peer mentoring is seen as step towards employment, allowing peers to develop skills 

and gain valuable work experience. Peers may view it as a way of ‘giving back’ after 

receiving help with their own recovery.  

What do the evaluations tell us? 

Local evaluations provide evidence of how peer mentors support beneficiaries and 

describe the benefits. This is usually based on a small number (between 6 and 13) of 

interviews (individual and group) with peer mentors, beneficiaries, partnership staff 

and stakeholders. This also provides useful learning on how to effectively deliver a peer 

mentoring scheme.  

Few evaluations quantify the impact of peer mentoring on outcomes or attempt to 

compare outcomes for those with and without peer mentors. This means it is difficult 

to attribute impacts observed to peer mentors. One exception is Birmingham, who 

initially assigned peer mentors to half of their beneficiaries to provide a useful 

comparison of outcomes (see below).   
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Birmingham Changing Futures Together (BCFT): Lead 
Worker Peer Mentor Research 

Emerging Horizons evaluated the Birmingham Lead Worker Peer Mentor 

service in March 2016 and again in March 2017 aiming to measure the added 

value of peer mentors. The staff team was split into two groups: the first group 

consisted of six lead workers and the second group six lead workers supported 

by six peer mentors (trained ‘Experts by Experience’). Beneficiaries were 

allocated to one of the groups.  

The evaluators interviewed the lead workers, peer mentors, beneficiaries and 

senior staff. Outcome and destination data was analysed to compare 

beneficiaries with and without peer mentor support. 

The most recent research found that service users allocated both a lead worker 

and peer mentor “seem to fair better” and average over seven weeks longer on 

the programme than those without. Those with a peer mentor, on average, had 

greater reductions in negative interactions with public services – fewer 

evictions, arrests, convictions and inpatient admissions – compared to those 

without. Beneficiaries with peer mentors also increased their contacts with 

community mental health teams to a greater extent than those without.  

Beneficiaries were positive about their experience of BCFT regardless of 

whether they had a peer mentor or not. But the evaluation findings suggest 

that the peer mentor role provides a valuable bridge between the beneficiary 

and the service and helps to develop trust and hope through shared lived 

experience.  

BCFT Lead Worker and Peer Mentor Fieldwork Evaluation 
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What is the evidence of impact? 

All evaluations were positive about the role and benefits of peer support. Impacts were 

found for beneficiaries, staff teams and the peer mentors themselves. These are 

summarised below. 

Impact of peer mentoring on… 

…beneficiaries …staff teams …peers themselves 

Peers offer hope that 

recovery is possible and 

achievable 

They help to engage 

beneficiaries with the 

programme who might not 

otherwise do so 

Peers contribute to 

building the trusting 

relationships needed for 

progress 

They are more likely to 

come up with creative 

solutions to overcome 

barriers to service access. 

Beneficiaries are more 

likely to be comfortable 

discussing relapses with 

a peer 

They can also find it 

harder to make excuses 

to peers 

 

Peer mentors provide 

valuable additional 

capacity and skills to 

the team 

In particular, they provide 

additional capacity to give 

emotional support and 

help beneficiaries 

participate in social 

activities 

They help to bridge the 

gap between staff and 

beneficiaries 

They have different 

networks and contacts 

the team can draw upon, 

Peer mentors offer fresh 

perspectives and a 

different culture 

Peer mentoring can allow 

peers to progress their 

own recovery 

It provides an opportunity 

to learn new skills and 

develop confidence 

Peer mentoring can be a 

safe and supportive 

mechanism for gaining 

work experience and in 

some partnerships can lead 

to employment 

But, peers may be negatively 

affected on if they are 

relied on too heavily or 

do not receive adequate 

support 
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A peer mentor gave one example where frontline staff had contemplated asking 

a client with hygiene issues not to sit in reception which, to the peer mentor, 

contravened the ethos of WY-FI of being non-judgemental. In such 

circumstances, peer mentors can play an active role in subtly reminding 

frontline staff that kindness works in a lot of ways. 

WY-FI Evaluation Annual Report, 2017 

Key learning 

Evaluation reports highlight a number of important points to consider when setting up 

and running a peer mentoring scheme.  

 Substantial resource is required to train and support peer mentors who are 
usually still on their own recovery journey.  

 Partnerships need to be clear around the role and purpose of peer 
mentoring for the mentor, beneficiary and staff 

 Peers mentors need particular support to develop appropriate skills and 
navigate procedures, particularly around maintaining boundaries and 
professionalism.  

 Ensuring peer mentor teams are integrated with and work closely 
with keyworker teams is important for a successful scheme. Challenges can 
arise where different organisations employ the keyworkers and run the peer 
mentor programme.  

 Staff may be initially wary about peer mentoring. Concerns that need to be 
addressed may include how the service would work, how beneficiaries would 
remain in control, ensuring consistent support and the professionalism of peer 
mentors.  

 Consideration needs to be given to the most appropriate time for 
beneficiaries to receive support from a peer mentor. Some projects feel that peer 
mentors are more influential at the start, in engaging beneficiaries with the 
programme; others feel mentoring should come later in the journey and be more 
focussed on social activities. 

 Partnerships should ensure that volunteer mentors do not feel 
exploited. This may happen if they feel they are undertaking similar work to 
key workers but without the pay.  

 Peer mentors should be well established in their own recovery so they are 
in a position to be able to focus on others.  

 A high turnover of peer mentors requires repeated recruitment and 
training. Identifying suitable candidates can be challenging. Mentors leaving the 
partnership may also have a negative impact on mentees. 
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One way to mitigate some of the challenges above is to co-produce peer support 

schemes with all stakeholders, including paid staff and potential mentors. This 

can help integration and the understanding of differing roles.  

Appropriate training for peer mentors is vital in ensuring that they understand 

the role fully and are well prepared to help beneficiaries. West Yorkshire’s evaluation 

identifies the aspects of the peer mentoring training that are considered most useful by 

participants. These are:  

 Expectations of the role 

 Maintaining appropriate boundaries and safeguarding issues 

 Non-verbal communication and triggers 

 Enabling peer mentors to reflect on their strengths and weaknesses. 

Peer mentoring is not necessarily right for everyone and should not be 

mandatory. For example, Liverpool provide case studies of beneficiaries who did not 

wish to be involved in one-to-one peer mentoring. In response, Liverpool developed 

less formal ways for beneficiaries to engage with peers, such as group sessions or more 

ad hoc support. In this way, beneficiaries are still able to benefit from interaction with 

peers with lived experience. Staff noticed that mentoring relationships sometimes 

developed naturally through beneficiaries meeting peers during social activities.  

How might this contribute to systems change? 

The evaluation evidence indicates that peer mentors actively advocate on behalf of 

beneficiaries and challenge traditional service protocols. Birmingham conclude that 

peer mentors are more willing to assert the rights and needs of beneficiaries and be 

less concerned than keyworkers with professional etiquette, office politics and 

performance indicators. In some areas keyworkers are said to be following this lead 

and adopting a similar approach. By modelling a different way of working we can see 

how peer mentors may begin to influence changes in culture and practice that is 

helpful to people with multiple needs. 

There is also emerging evidence that other organisations have seen the benefits of peer 

mentors in the Fulfilling Lives programme and have consequently changed their 

approaches or started to commission peer mentor schemes. In Birmingham, peer 

mentors have been appointed outside of the Fulfilling Lives partnership, and the local 

police have changed their working practices to go out with lead workers and peer 

mentors without uniforms on to focus on engagement rather than enforcement. This 

change happened after witnessing the positive impact peer mentors in particular were 

having with the street homelessness. 
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What next? 

The local evaluation evidence provides rich descriptions and examples of the ways in 

which peer mentoring can be beneficial in engaging beneficiaries and building trusting 

relationships. Beneficiaries in many cases value the support of people with lived 

experience. However, evidence clearly linking improved outcomes for beneficiaries to 

peer mentoring is more limited. Data collected locally and held by the national 

evaluation team includes indicators that beneficiaries have a peer mentor. This should 

be used to explore the relationship between peer mentoring, progress and positive 

outcomes. Given the different ways peer mentoring is used by partnerships, and 

differing findings from evaluations about which are more effective, the national 

evaluation team could also usefully explore further how peer mentoring might be used 

effectively at different stages in the beneficiary journey – from initial engagement to 

helping to sustain recovery.  

   

Further reading 

ABIC Ltd (2017) A Review of the Impact of Birmingham Changing Futures Together 

on Systems Change Prepared on Behalf of BVSC 

Birmingham Changing Futures Together (2017) Year 3 Annual Report Birmingham 

Changing Futures Together  

Emerging Horizons (2017) Lead Worker and Peer Mentor Fieldwork Evaluation 

Birmingham Changing Futures Together  

Isaac, B. Bolden, R. Pawson, C. Gulati, A. Gasper, R. Plumridge, A. Kimberlee, R. 

Tischener, I. and Stern, E. (2017) Building connections: Golden key local evaluation 

phase 2 report University of the West of England 

Ipsos MORI (2018) Liverpool Waves of Hope Evaluation, Year 3: Evaluation report 

Liverpool Waves of Hope  

Parr, S. Crisp, R. Fletcher, D. (2017) West Yorkshire Finding Independence 

Evaluation, Annual Report 2017 Sheffield Hallam University 

Rice, B. and Pollard, N (unpublished report) Peer Mentoring Review at VOICES 

Contact Andy Meakin at VOICES for further information 

http://www.voicesofstoke.org.uk/contact/   


