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Introduction

Many industries and professions understand the difficult nature of delivering necessary

services in challenging environments. Health care, first responder services, chaplaincy, and

education to name a few. Yet, responsibilities within these careers are sometimes

burdened with such extreme emotional, behavioral and/or physical pains that they can lead

to unhealthy amounts of stress, referred to as secondary trauma, compassion fatigue, and

eventual burnout.

The Ohio State University published a study indicating providers and nurses reported:

● Depressive symptoms: 29.5%

● Anxiety: 37.5%

● Stress: 78.5%

● Burnout: 65.5%
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● Physical health issues: 74%

● Mental health issues: 80%

How should an organization respond to reports of increasing stress in the workplace? The

choices include: 1) do something, and 2) do nothing. As an organization, you may have

various resources available for wellbeing support. These may include:

● Employee Assistance Programs (EAP)

● Chaplaincy/Pastoral Care

● Counselors

● Resilience Training

Having resources available is vital for the wellbeing of your employees; however, if the

workplace culture fosters an underutilization of these resources then you have likely seen a

loss of funding or lack of availability of these resources.

Fostering Healing Environments

How can an organization become more intentional in its approach to foster an

improvement in employees mental health and wellbeing?

It is believed that the best care and support often comes

from those on the frontlines. A first responder (i.e. Law

Enforcement Officer, Firefighter, or Emergency Medical

Professional) may be wary of talking with an EAP

professional or Human Resources representative for fear of a break in confidentiality.

Often, organizations promote a counseling/coaching program (such as EAP or speaking

with HR) as an occupational benefit, yet employees may be apprehensive to utilize these

services due to the overwhelming mental health stigma fostered by the profession or

organization in which they are employed. However, if a peer has the opportunity to train in

methods of support and offers aid in that first responder’s time of need, he or she may be

more likely to seek help.

The best care and support often comes from those on the

FRONTLINES.
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Peer support is an approach to workplace well-being that uses the nonclinical strengths

and abilities of engaged and motivated staff to assist their peers in times of struggle or

personal crisis. Through guidance from a behavioral health expert and consultant, peer

support can strengthen internal resources and sustain the resilience of your organization.

Peer support teams occupy a unique niche that are not easily filled by EAPs, counselors,

advanced mental health clinicians (i.e. psychiatrist/psychologist), or chaplains/pastors.

Although employees may not elect to seek professional mental health support, they will

often choose to seek emotional, psychological, spiritual, or mental health comfort from

their peers whom they TRUST.

Where Should We Start?

Understanding where to start is important, but what if you are unsure where to begin? You

must first understand your current state by evaluating if there are any gaps from your

expected process.

What is the best method to accomplish this? Ask the people who matter most – your

employees. Many organizations perform frequent employee engagement surveys to

determine the current state, however, these survey do not focus on employee wellness.

Employee wellness surveys are vital in understanding your employees current pain points

and often will reveal golden opportunities for improvement. Every major employee

wellness consultant will tell you to survey your team to gauge the current state of your

organization, however, those same firms will not give you guidance on what to ask or help

you organize and interpret the findings to form a solid plan for improvement. If they

provide a survey for you, it is often done through an automated software platform with

Likert scale responses – responses that prevent your employees from sharing personal

details. These non-inclusive surveys will hinder your organization from success and leave

your employees further frustrated – a result that will destroy instead of support.

When searching for employee wellness options it is imperative to choose a consultant that

specializes in this space instead of one that is choosing to “add-on” these services. We are

more than an employee engagement firm. We are experts in employee wellness.
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Peer Support: A Deeper Dive

To clarify, peer support is not counseling nor therapy. It is a non-professional

human-to-human connection that is rooted in a shared or similar experience/history. We

like to describe it as:

“Peer support is learning how to be a better friend.”
It differs from counseling and psychotherapy as a common experience is not needed in

those interventions. Peer support involves individuals who have been trained in principles

found in evidence-based, trauma-informed, and biblically-centered services such as active

listening, empathy, rapport, demonstrating presence, and more.

Peer support services should include additional supportive levels such as access to trained

clinical mental health professionals, chaplains, etc. Peer support services are considered a

vital competency of effective employee assistance programs. Employees who feel engaged

and supported frequently report higher levels of satisfaction leading to increased retention.

Support is provided through the application of

psychological first aid (PFA). This method, described by

Dr. George Everly, assists people in the immediate

aftermath of a crisis to reduce the initial distress of the

event(s) and to foster short- and long-term adaptive functioning. Dr. George Everly, a Johns

Hopkins University psychologist, is a founding member of the International Critical Incident

Stress Foundation (ICISF), developed key frameworks to support the development of Critical

Incident Stress Management (CISM) and Critical Incident Stress Debriefing (CISD). (Although not

a ICISF course, the HERO Peer Support Training aligns with principles of CISM/CISD.)

While peer support can be implemented in a multitude of environments, workplace peer

support offers a bridge to higher level care (i.e. clinical mental health services, counseling,

etc.) for individuals who have experienced adverse events — whether these events

occurred inside or outside their place of employment.  Affected individuals are often left to

process their emotions alone leading to a multitude of negative coping mechanisms. This,

in turn, leads people to feel helpless, hopeless, and lost, leading to a greater risk of further

psychological, physical, and emotional decline.
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Peer support capitalizes on an organization’s ability to invest in its human capital, a rich

resource qualified to understand the challenges faced daily by employees. From addressing

secondary trauma and compassion fatigue to coping with burnout, training employees in

peer support enables them to provide an empathetic outlet for their fellow professionals,

eliminating concerns of “outsiders” who don’t necessarily understand the day-to-day

realities of a specific workplace, industry, or field of business. Within an organization, Peer

support can be provided by an individual or a group of individuals (i.e. such as with our

HERO Program) and this support should be available to all employees.

Desired Peer Support Team Member Characteristics

When soliciting engagement from individuals to participate in a peer support program,

leaders should exercise caution in “mandating” a specific subset of individuals (i.e.

managers, supervisors, team leaders, etc.). Mandating a specific group of individuals to

serve on this team will lead to failure of the desired outcome. At PeerCheck360, LLC. it is

our belief that every team member should volunteer to serve as a peer supporter, whether

paid or unpaid. These individuals will meet specific criteria as determined by the

organizational leadership. We have found that most individuals who volunteer are already

the “empathetic supporters” (i.e. the “kind soul”, the “motherly type”, the “caring dad”, the

person everyone turns to when facing challenges, etc.) in their current environment.

The ideal peer supporter is the one who offers COMPASSION and

HOPE to those experiencing difficult situations.

PeerCheck360.com 6

https://peercheck360.com/peer-support-team-training/


Characteristics of a strong peer support team member who grasps the underlying

principles of the program include:

● Professional Conduct and Behavior. Peer support must respect and communicate

the confidential nature of the help being offered, including the limitations of said

confidentiality. Successful implementation understands the need to maintain

personal boundaries for those seeking assistance.

● Compassion. An employee trained in peer

support genuinely cares about people; is

concerned about work as well as possible

personal, non-work concerns like financial

challenges or substance abuse; is available and

ready to help; and demonstrates an authentic

capacity for empathy.

● Composure. Providing peer support means keeping cool under pressure. Peer

support team members do not become defensive or irritated when times are tough,

are considered mature and can be counted on to hold things together during

difficult situations. They can also handle stress, displaying a sense of balance when

facing the unexpected and remaining calm when resisted or blocked while

demonstrating a settling influence during crises.

● Approachable. Employees trained in peer support are easily approachable because

they invest extra effort into putting others at ease. They can be warm, pleasant and

gracious as well as sensitive to and patient with the interpersonal anxieties of

others. Active listening, building rapport and promoting trust are all traits of a

successful peer support team member.

● Listening. A trained peer support team member has the patience to hear people

out, can accurately restate the opinion of others—even if he or she disagrees—and

is able to identify teaching moments through attentiveness and active listening.

● Patience. Broadly speaking, peer support offers tolerance for people and processes

while understanding people and data without being judgmental. Employees

involved in peer support are sensitive to due process, proper pacing and following

employer-established procedures.
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● Observant. Those trained in peer support are keenly aware of body language and

environmental surroundings, taking action to resolve potential threats of either a

personal or situational nature.

● Fluid. Effectively coping with change, comfortably shifting gears and making

decisions without having the total picture are crucial to successful peer support

implementation. Employees executing peer support services aren’t upset when

details are up in the air, nor do they have to finish one thing before moving forward

with something else. They can comfortably handle both risk and uncertainty.

● Adaptable. Peer support team members secure resources—people, funding,

material and support—to get things done, orchestrating multiple activities at once

to accomplish a goal. They utilize resources effectively, efficiently and in a useful

manner.

● Perspective. Having a perspective that allows for the broadest possible view of an

issue or challenge is the mark of a strong peer support team member. They will

often have broad-ranging personal and business interests and pursuits, can easily

pose hypothetical scenarios, think globally, and discuss multiple aspects and

impacts of issues while predicting future outcomes.

Peer support team members are those who have been deemed exemplary by their

leaders/peers to provide biblically-centered, evidence-based, and trauma-informed

peer-to-peer mental health support to fellow employees who have experienced secondary

trauma caused by adverse events. They function within accreditation/credentialing statutes

and guidelines to promote functional relationships encouraging care, compassion,

connection, and safety.

Peer Support: An Example Model

When choosing a wellbeing initiative, organizations should pursue interventions that align

with their current structure. These interventions should be tailored for the needs of the

organization to best provide support for the employees. At PeerCheck360, LLC. we believe

that peer support is applicable to any size organization and every professional role.

Although some organizations and professional roles may require enhanced programs of

peer support, a 3-Tiered Approach provides flexibility in many environments.
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The peer support team provides a bridge of support between those impacted and the more

robust wellbeing resources provided by the Established Referral Partners. The team is

guided, advised, and/or supported by a clinical mental health professional who will advise

or consult if escalation is required. (In instances in which a clinical mental health professional

is unable to provide support, the team coordinator will make every attempt to connect with a

professional organization that can guide them on the best course to take.)
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A safety assessment is performed during each interaction to assess for risks of self or other

harm such as suicide, homicide, child or elder abuse, or other risks as necessary per

accreditation/credentialing statues and guidelines. The team member is provided training

to escalate concerns, including calling local law enforcement authorities for emergency

intervention, if necessary. Interactions among peer support team recipients may be a single

event or consist of multiple interactions and touch-base meetings. As a reminder, peer

support teams serve a unique niche not met by other services (i.e. EAP, chaplaincy,

counselors, etc.).

Peer Support: An Organizational Investment

Certain critical pillars need establishing when building healing relationships: Mutual

respect, mindfulness, diversity, teamwork and meaningful conversation. How employers

engage these pillars and select employees for participation in peer support ranges from

organization to organization. Of course, the needs of the organization vary based on

different criteria—number of employees, size of the business, operational costs, etc.—so

peer support services are intended to be flexible in both design and function. What’s the

best fit for your organization? Depending on company and culture, your peer support
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needs can range from the high-touch of monthly consultations, to the low-touch of

one-time trainings.

Short-term support incorporates annual training in psychological first aid and personal

resiliency strategies including:

● Educating people on the nature of secondary trauma, compassion fatigue,

and burnout.

● Recognizing reactions and how to support one another.

● Resiliency development, or a self-care plan.

● Team-building exercises.

● Considering the different forms of traumatic stress faced by your particular

organization and workforce.

Long-term support includes investment that is more intimate. This will include developing

a support system that, along with the advantages of short-term consultation and training,

contributes to an ongoing evaluation of formalized support services across the entire

organization. Long-term support includes:

● Policy re-evaluation and development aligned with trauma-informed

practices.

● Building safety, psychological first aid, and trauma awareness into your

organization through ongoing training and debriefings.

● Developing a peer support operations manual.

● Building relationships with other organizations that harness the power of

peer support in your community.

● Conducting a multi-day certification program for selected peer support team

members.

Whatever your needs, showing an interest in the health and well-being of your employees

is an important step in prioritizing resiliency, productivity, and employee retention.

Executive support is vital as a top-down system of support reflects an organizational

investment in addressing challenging workplace issues.
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Peer Support: Engaging Your Employees for Success

We have already highlighted key attributes of successful peer support team members, but

how can we approach engagement if the organization has been reluctant to provide this

level of support previously?

Beyond determining the best peer support fit for your organization is the solicitation,

engagement and involvement of employees. Employee participation is the anchor keeping

peer support together. Without employees, the program will not be possible.

As Christ is the Anchor of the church, employees are the anchor of peer support.

Much like selecting the best level of peer support for your organization—high-touch versus

low, long-term versus short, formal versus informal—employee involvement will vary

depending on type of workplace, industry or business. Peer support efforts are customized

through the lens of organizational culture, facilitating recruitment efforts by acknowledging

the diversity of individual employee needs.
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Seeking people who best embody the characteristics outlined in the earlier sections will aid

in the construction of an organizational framework that reflects the ideal peer support

team member. These individuals frequently self-identify, or function as someone to whom

co-workers already turn when seeking assistance with unofficial conflict resolution and

addressing workplace disputes.

Since the use of peer support varies from nuanced,

small-scale approaches to organization-wide

involvement, questions of formality will require

consideration. For example, a fire department might

implement a formal program that provides

one-on-one peer support through specialized training, close collaboration between

frontline firefighters, and group peer support at additional intervals with an outside expert.

On the opposite end, back-office staff at a philanthropic organization may train only in the

basics of well-being support and play a more informal role in any resource referral process.

There must be a thorough consideration and evaluation of the needs of each organization

prior to deciding a specific solution. In other words, there is no one-size fits all approach.

Peer support should be tailored for each organization's needs. A one-size

fits all approach is not appropriate.

Peer Support In Action

A peer support team member at a hospital is engaged by a fellow co-worker struggling

after providing care to a 15 year old cardiac arrest patient who did not survive. They

report an inability to sleep and increased alcohol intake and are unsure what to do. The

peer support team member provides psychological first aid, validates the struggle of the

individual, offers several positive coping mechanisms, offers helping the individual to

connect with the organization’s EAP, and provides his/her phone number for the

individual to have until additional follow-up is available through EAP. Several days later,

the peer supporter provides a complementary follow-up to see how the individual is

doing and if additional support is needed.
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This scenario is not comprehensive; each situation depends on your own organizational

culture and individual workforce. This instead allows you to reflect on what peer support

services can help achieve. Peer support team members aren’t expected to provide

counseling, though, they are trained in active listening skills and psychological first aid.

Those skills alone can be life-changing for an employee in crisis. For peer support team

members to be successful as the bridge between struggling coworkers and the available

help those co-workers need, an organization must first collaborate with an accomplished

partner experienced in comprehensive behavioral, emotional and wellness solutions.

An investment in peer support is an investment in your FUTURE.
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The PeerCheck360 Difference

With over a decade of experience in the healthcare and first responder profession, we have

an acute understanding of the impact adverse events have on your employees. We have

seen the positive impact peer support has in multiple environments including:

● Hospitals

● Outpatient clinics

● Fire Departments

● Emergency Medical Service agencies

● and, Churches

We excel at partnering with organizations in implementing these services to enhance the

resiliency of your team while championing your organization’s internal strengths and

resources.

The Benefits of Peer Support

The benefit of using trained peers is significant. According to Johns Hopkins University,

there is a savings of $23,000 per nurse who instituted a peer support call. If you have 100

nurses who utilize peer support, then this would result in an organizational cost SAVINGS of

$2.3million.
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Scott McKnight, Founder of PeerCheck360, LLC. assisted the largest healthcare

organization in central Ohio, a Fortune 100 company, in the creation of a peer

support program during a global pandemic. During the one year pilot (November

2020 - November 2021) at 1 of the 13 hospitals in the organization, over 1200

individuals were supported through peer support. At the conclusion of this pilot,

employees reported an increase in mental health resource awareness, a decrease

in perceived symptoms of burnout, and an increase in comfort with reporting

difficult events. Due to its effectiveness, the organization then lateralized the

program throughout its multi-campus locations.

Real Problems Require Real Solutions

At PeerCheck360, LLC., we offer solutions to help your employees function at their highest

potential through peer support. Whether you’re seeking short-term consultation or

high-touch program development, our customizable peer support package includes:

Employee wellness surveys that reveal pain points from those who matter most – your

employees. We begin every consultation with a customized 15 question employee wellness

survey to best understand what your employees are experiencing, their awareness of your

current wellness resources, and identify opportunities for improvement. These questions

help us best determine opportunities as identified by your employees and interpreted by

our experts. After a thorough review, we will highlight key themes, provide you with

recommendations (our gift to you even if you choose to not work with us), and finally reveal

how our initiatives can offer real change.

HERO Peer Support Team Training (more information is located here) that is tailored to

the needs of your team and organization. We want your employees to feel successful,

supported, and prepared to meet the needs they face. This evidence-based,

trauma-informed, and biblically-centered training focuses on supporting the affected

individual. (If more than 2-3 people are identified as being impacted by a specific event, we recommend our HERO

Group Peer Support Team Training, an advanced training, which addresses the unique needs of the group

environment.)

An account executive dedicated to providing oversight of, and accounting for, the delivery

of our quality services. Our account executives consult on programming needs, make
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recommendations for the promotion of services and understand the human resource and

behavioral needs of both the employees and the larger organization.

Resilience trainings and workshops in psychological

first aid and personal resilience including educating

employees on the nature of secondary trauma,

compassion fatigue, burnout, understanding responses

to traumatic events, and how this impacts the team. Our workshops will help you and your

employees understand concepts of trauma informed care to begin the shift of

organizational culture to a more inclusive healing environment.

Management consultation and the general availability of our team members for

questions and consultation from organizational leadership. Further, we will work to

negotiate the availability of case consultation or provide additional consultation on

approaches to pre-incident management, initial defusing of critical incidents, and

debriefing best practice.

The future of workplace resilience is now.
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