
 

 

Peer Support Initiative – An Unstoppable Force 

The Peer Support Training Team has continued to build on its position and expertise as the first 

nationally accredited education provider in the field of peer support training.  

These accredited modules, alongside short courses, have continued to be commissioned by 

secondary care mental health services within the NHS from across the country, with new clients in 

other sectors seeking our support and expertise as they start to understand the importance of peer 

support for their own staff as well as client groups.  

Now that we have developed and delivered the accredited training across the country to over 500 

trainees, our national knowledge is increasingly recognised with requests for consultancy support, 

bespoke training packages and evaluation of its implementation. One latest example of our 

consultancy work is with Devon and Cornwall Police Force.  

The IMH supported this organisation to introduce a new peer support service and develop the role 

of volunteer Peer Supporters.  The training team have felt privileged to have been part of this 

exciting initiative. The time spent in supporting the projects development has paid dividends in 

terms of Devon and Cornwall’s ongoing engagement with the principles and values of peer support. 

The peer support training is firmly underpinned by the values of co-production, co-facilitation and 

co-learning. The training is delivered by two facilitators, who between them have lived experience 

and clinical expertise, grounded in an academic understanding of recovery and peer support.  

Consultancy - Organisational Development  

The importance of supporting the whole organisation in their implementation of peer support has 

become very clear  and so training for staff teams, service managers and key stakeholders to raise 

awareness and field questions has become commonplace. The successful introduction of Peer 

Supporter roles requires teams to understand these new roles. The IMH facilitated two consultancy 

sessions with small groups of staff from Devon and Cornwall Police and this enabled them to review 

their achievements and plan the next steps in the pilot project. This allowed the IMH to share their 

experiences of working with other organisations, as well as to learn more about the reality of 

introducing peer support into a Police Force.  

Peer Support Practice Training  

This training was piloted within four different sites and was delivered to 80 members of police staff, 

across all ranks. The training package ensured that the volunteer Peer Supporters are equipped with 

the skills to be confident and competent in their roles. It was also crucial that the peer support 

training provided a strong values base for the Peer Supporters so that they have a clear reference to 

use in their work. Topics included: wellness planning; story sharing; disclosure; communication and 

listening skills; managing boundaries; and stigma. This training was delivered in an interactive and 

collaborative learning format, allowing the transfer of theory and an opportunity to practice these 

skills. The training team learnt a huge amount about the incredible strength and inspiring journeys of 



the people who wish to become Peer Supporters. Feedback from the training included: “Most 

worthwhile course I have attended in 28 years in the job. Of great personal benefit & prepared me 

for my role as a peer supporter”, “A valuable and well delivered training in a safe and supportive 

environment”, “Excellent course, which I have no doubt will assist the police to safeguard their 

people” and “Can’t wait to share the experience with others and help make a difference.” 

Peer Supervisors Workshop 

The training team recognised the importance of supporting the volunteer Peer Supporters in their 

roles and embedding robust support structures within the organisation. Dr Neil Gordon delivered a 

supervision workshop to 20 Peer Supervisors. This workshop was focussed on developing effective 

peer supervisory relationships through exploring hopes, fears and anxieties about the role and 

reflecting on how existing skills could be refined and built upon for this new task. The collaborative 

event was designed to encourage active participation, while enabling those attending to focus on 

the key relational tasks and explore the core values that underpin this essential organisational 

support system within the PEER project. This included a review of previous experiences in 

supervision and informal peer support roles while offering a theoretical framework that helped 

those involved to conceptualise the processes and aims of the supervisory task in this unique 

context, combined with the opportunity to practise interactive communication skills within the 

learning group. Those who attended engaged enthusiastically in the learning process showing a 

willingness to share experiences and address the real challenges involved in introducing a peer 

support culture into their organisation. The event was positively evaluated and the feedback 

suggested that this introductory event could be built upon with further supervisory focussed 

development work. 

Evaluation of the Implementation of a Peer Support Network  

Dr Louise Thomson then developed a proposal to evaluate the initial implementation of the Peer 

Support Network in Devon and Cornwall Police. Although the use of peer supporter roles in mental 

health services has been growing for the last five years, the implementation of a formal peer support 

scheme in a non-NHS setting is less common. This evaluation provides an important opportunity to 

develop new learning about the implementation of Peer Support in a policing context, not only for 

Devon and Cornwall Police, but possibly for other forces too. This evaluation includes both 

quantitative and qualitative research to gain the wider statistical picture as well as some in-depth 

interviews and focus groups with Peer Supporters, Supervisors and staff members. This evaluation 

will provide a detailed picture of introducing trained peer supporters into an organisation and 

placing Devon and Cornwall Police Force as national thought leaders in implementing peer support 

within a high risk organisation.  

Organisational Change  

Paula Kressington, Police Officer and Workforce Lead (Devon and Cornwall Police) shared her 

reflections on the project “I have experienced clinical depression at least 4 times during my service 

(29yrs) and then I joined our Staff Support Group, which is called the Mental Wellbeing Network. 

Together with 2-3 committed members, we set about tackling the stigma and decided that Peer 

Support was an absolute must.  Time to Change confirmed this with their recommendations, 

following an Organisational Health-Check and staff survey.  We advertised for volunteers to act as 



Peer Supporters and received over 80 responses.  So we did a lot of research and had a lot of 

questions.  There was no other Police Force nationally who had a Peer Support Network, so how do 

we go about this?   

My colleague, Simon then struck gold!   He found the Institute of Mental Health.  After many hours 

of work behind the scenes, we finally met with Marissa Lambert and Karen Machin (IMH), who came 

to our Police HQ in Exeter to facilitate a Consultancy Day, followed by a Team Readiness Day.  We 

immediately warmed to Marissa and Karen, who made it clear from the very start that they were not 

here to tell us how to do it.  We would work in collaboration to produce a training package to fit the 

needs of our Police Force 

We wanted the Peer Supporter to act as a support, to signpost and to also act as a ‘voice’ between 

the colleague and their line manager in difficult times.  After a two day bespoke training package 

delivered expertly by the Institute of Mental Health, each volunteer can now do exactly that.  A 

further one day input from the IMH for the Supervision of the Peer Supporters followed, to make 

sure we were safeguarding all concerned.   I am very excited that we are just about to ‘go live’ with a 

service that I so desperately needed 3 years ago and I can’t thank the Institute of Mental Health 

enough for their encouragement, patience, understanding and guidance.   We would most certainly 

not be where we are now without them and following the evaluation with the IMH, I look forward to 

continuing our work together, training further volunteers next year.  Together, we have co-produced 

an excellent model for Peer Support, which I am hoping will also be adopted by other Police Forces 

in the very near future.  It has very much been an enjoyable (and emotional!) ‘Shared journey’, filled 

with much hope for the future.” 

For further information on this project and peer support training, please contact Marissa Lambert, 

Peer Support Training Lead Marissa.lambert@nottshc.nhs.uk 

For further information on the evaluation, please contact Louise Thomson, Evaluation Unit IMH 

Louise.thomson@nottingham.ac.uk 
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