
PEER SUPPORT
MODULE 9

What would you think if I sang out of tune
Would you stand up and walk out on me
Lend me your ears and I'll sing you a song
and I'll try not to sing out of key

Oh, I get by with a little help from my friends
John Lennon and Paul McCartney

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The more connections we have to others, the better off we are.  We all need to rely on our friends at some point. This module isn’t telling you anything new, it’s just a reminder of what peer support means on a job where critical incidents occur.



Stress and Psychological Growth

Framing a stressful or painful experience as 
part of a larger experience that is:
• Interesting 
• Worthwhile 
• Provides a chance to learn and grow 

Bartone, 2006

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stressful experiences can be a source of growth.  If we choose to look at a stressful experience as an interesting event that is worthwhile in the long run, it can provide us a chance to learn and grow from the experience.  



Leaders can Promote Growth after a 
critical event

• Leaders can shape how stressful 
experiences are understood by members of 
the group

• They do this through:
– Example  
– Communicating a positive interpretation of the 

experiences

Bartone, (2006)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Leaders shape by example – their attitude toward the event, how they are taking care of themselves or people around them.Leaders shape by framing the event positively – for example, talking about how the event strengthens the group’s skills or expertise even though it was a terrible event. “In a small group context, leaders are in a unique position to shape how stressful experiences are understood by members of the group. The leader who, through example and discussion, communicates a positive construction or reconstruction of shared stressful experiences, may exert an influence on the entire group.”  Bartone, 2006



Peer Support

The support responders give each other is 
extremely important:
• Emotional reassurance 
• Help with day-to-day tasks
• Giving information on how to do something 
• Suggesting a course of action
• Being confident that help will be forthcoming

Bonanno et al.. (2010)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The more connections we have, the healthier we are. The support we give each other, both in our personal lives, and on the job is extremely important. We can provide emotional reassurance to each other that we are all in this together. It is helpful knowing someone has our back. We can lighten the load for each other by helping with day-to-day tasks at work (paperwork, cleaning equipment etc.) or at home (picking up kids from school, mowing the lawn, or shoveling the walk).One of the strengths of working as a team is that we can act as a source of information for each other. Not everyone is good at everything, so relying on the strengths and wisdom of other team members, or suggesting a course of action to someone as they are thinking through next steps, can be extremely helpful. One of the most important parts of peer support is knowing that help is available, that you are not in this alone, that your team does indeed have your back.



Peer Support Leaders

Encourage others:
• To interpret stressful events as challenges 
• They are capable of meeting these 

challenges
• They can learn and benefit from these 

challenges

Bartone et al., (2002)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Peers can support each other, but it is a good idea to also designate a Peer Support Leader in each team, maybe even for each event. It then becomes the job of the Peer Support Leader to reframe stressful events as challenges, and to encourage other team members as they meet these challenges and learn from them. This role can be rotated among peers. Serving as the peer support leader simply means that you should be paying attention to how everyone is reacting to an event (during and after). Don’t take on this role if you are having trouble with your own reactions or have something stressful going on in your life that may interfere with this role. The peer support leader is an encourager tuned into how co-workers are reacting to an event. This process itself, as well as the result (a shared understanding of the stressful circumstances as leading to something worthwhile) can generate an increased sense of mutual respect, and unit cohesion.



Framing Events as Challenge

• Acknowledge the seriousness/difficulty of 
the situation

• Acknowledge peers’ emotional reactions 
(use active listening here!)

• Use problem solving to look for ways to 
handle the situation

• Make sure the solution comes from the peer
• Help with problem solving, don’t prescribe 

solutions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s be clear, there is a big difference between helping a peer to see a situation as a challenge that can be overcome versus being invalidating and overly cheerful.  Saying to someone “Oh, come on, just think of what you will learn from this“, or “what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger” may be seen as offensive and invalidating. Telling someone you’re overwhelmed and having them respond with phony cheerfulness can decrease feelings of being supported by your peers.Always acknowledge the feelings the person is expressing and take them seriously. Let them know you are listening. The most important gift we give to each other is to listen with our ears and our heart. Let them know you heard what they said and let them clarify how they feel. Then discuss possible problem solving and work through possible solutions. Do not tell someone what to do unless it’s a life and death situation. Otherwise, let them find the solution; it will be much more likely that it will be one that will fit them well.



Help Others Accept Limits and 
Circumstances

• Help each other figure out what’s 
changeable and what isn’t

• Figure out how to live through what can’t be 
changed

• Remember that everyone has limits and 
therefore everyone needs balance
– Enforce breaks
– Enforce pleasant activities

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not all problems can be solved. Some situations cannot be changed, some can. It’s important to look at the facts before jumping to conclusions about what can be changed and what can’t. And even if a situation appears easy to you, it does not mean it’s easy for the person going through it, everyone has their own limits.  Watch your team and make sure that each member is taking good care of themselves. Enforce rest periods and breaks.  Arrange for time for pleasant activities.



Activity

• As a group, identify a situation where you 
may want to designate a Peer Support 
Leader.

• Divide into small groups
– What are your expectations for what the Peer 

Support Leader will do in this situation?
– What are your expectations about how Peers 

will support each other in this situation?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
NOTE:Ask the participants to identify a situation in which it may be beneficial to have someone specifically designated as a Peer Support Leader. The goal of this exercise is to get participants to start thinking about how and when they might designate someone to serve in this role. It is likely that there will be some confusion about exactly what the peer support leader should be doing in different situations. There may also be some worry that designating someone to lead may negate the need for peers to support each other. This exercise is designed to bring out those concerns and get participants to talk openly about why they might want to have someone pre-designated as the Peer Support Leader. For example, having a leader designated ensures that peers are monitored for their reactions to an event and that reminders are given to peers about the skills they have learned (problem solving, breathing, pleasant activities, active listening, social support). The role of the Peer Support Leader may be different during an actual incident than it is after an incident. It may also differ depending on the size, scope and duration of an incident. The conclusion that the expectations for peers supporting each other is no different than the expectations of the peer support leader is accurate - the leader helps everyone by encouraging peer support at appropriate times in appropriate ways. 



Remember Coping Skills

• Maintain social connections
• Problem Solving
• Recognizing Self-Talk
• Relaxation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There will be times that you may need to remind a team member of the tools in their toolbox they can use in a stressful situation.  NOTE:  Ask the audience to define or explain each as you go over them. Refer back to previous modules for information about each one. 



Peer Support after a Critical Incident

• Supervisors should give off-duty personnel 
something to do if they want to help

• Remind each other to stay away from the 
internet/television/media

• Reduce your exposure to critical comments
– If you hear critical comments, get feedback from 

a peer before assuming it’s a fact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When one of our colleagues has been hurt, it’s very difficult to just stand by and not do something, even if we are off-duty. A common reaction to critical events or disasters is an urge to help in some way. Supervisors should plan for these situations and have a list of things that peers can do to be helpful. This will prevent people from coming up with ideas which may not helpful. The idea may cause more problems down the road, or there may not be resources to implement the idea. Support that is easy to implement includes offering to help take care of on-duty personnel’s basic needs at home (like snow shoveling, lawn mowing, or driving the kids to activities) or at work (like cleaning equipment or routine work tasks). It’s difficult to stay away from our own “press”, however, there are people out there who have nothing better to do than second-guess responders or who tend to jump to conclusions about what happened and what should have been done. You don’t need to pay attention to criticisms from people who do not know you, have no experience with the job, and who weren’t there. For that reason, avoid the media and stay away from reading on-line comments. In some situations, it may even be helpful to have a neutral party screen your email or personal mail. When you must hear or see critical comments, get feedback from another peer about the comment before taking it to heart. 



Protection against suicide
Green light …. Good to go!

Protective Factors – Factors that 
make it less likely that someone 
will die by suicide
• Being connected to community, 

family, friends
• Getting help – especially for 

depression
• Restricted access to highly lethal 

methods of suicide – especially 
firearms

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Looking out for one another includes identifying signs of serious trouble. Suicide is a sensitive subject that many people feel uncomfortable talking about. Providing support to your peers includes being able to talk about suicide. Talking about suicide will not put the idea in someone’s head. Instead, it may actually serve to give the peer permission to discuss his/her feelings more openly. Knowing the protective factors, risk factors and warning signs of suicide will help you help each other and may even save a life.  Protective Factors are those that inhibit suicide –These things make it less likely that someone becomes suicidal. We can use a traffic light analogy to help conceptualize protective factors, risk factors, and warning signs of suicide. The presence of a number of protective factors, in the absence of warning signs, can mean that we are good to go – like the green light. Many people wonder what can be done to protect loved ones from becoming suicidal. A simplistic answer, but one that can actually make a difference, is that protection can be enhanced by increasing or addressing the protective factors listed here. NOTE: The audience may have examples that are not on the list which may apply to them– Allow the group to brainstorm additional ideas if there is time. There are no wrong answers in this exercise. If someone identifies a protective factor that is actually a risk factor, ask them to explain their idea further and respond by saying their perspective is interesting and valid. Then proceed to the next slide on risk factors, saying that the risk factors identified are derived from looking at common characteristics of people who have completed suicide.



Suicide Risk Factors
Yellow Light – Proceed with Caution

• Previous suicide attempt
• Hopelessness
• Loss
• Lack of connectedness
• Depression – especially 

with substance use 
• Barriers to getting help
• Easy access to lethal 

methods (have peers hold 
firearms if needed)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some factors put us at higher risk - Yellow light commonly means we should proceed with caution. The presence of a single risk factor does not necessarily mean that a person has a high risk of suicide.  A combination of risk factors or a number of risk factors together can increase risk. The presence of depression / bipolar disorder, hopelessness, or substance abuse in combination with other risk factors increases risk significantly. Risk factors impact a person most when they lead to isolation and feelings of distress.An additional analogy that can be used is that of a Nebraska Weather Watch. Most of us in Nebraska know that the meteorologist will issue a weather watch if conditions are right for the development of a storm. When conditions are right, we begin watching the sky, tuning in to the weather, and taking precautions while we go on with our daily routines. The presence of risk factors, especially in clusters, is like a weather watch because we know conditions are right for the development of a problem.  We begin tuning in to the signs and symptoms we see and start emphasizing any protective factors that are relevant. For example, as a person begins to exhibit signs of depression, it is important to seek help and to involve family and friends in their recovery if possible. During a weather watch we are instructed to be watchful and to make preparations for bad weather. When risk factors are detected we assist the person and “prepare for any rough weather” by encouraging them to enhance their protective factors (get help, stay connected, talk to someone they trust).  Sometimes the storm passes or never develops, and sometimes we can see it coming and have time to prepare. NOTE: Some responder groups will likely want to talk about the need for access to firearms as part of their work. A cautionary measure may be to ask a peer to hold firearms for someone with multiple risk factors amassing. 



Suicide Warning Signs
Red Light – Stop – Get Help

• Talking , writing, 
posting about suicide or 
death

• Talking about feeling 
worthless or helpless

• Saying things like “I’m 
going to kill myself” or 
“I wish I was dead.”

• Saying goodbye
• Hopelessness
• Significant change in 

behavior

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Warning signs go beyond risk. Warning signs are evident in what people say and do. Compare risk factors to the yellow caution light and warning signs to a red light.  Red Light signals Stop – Get Help Now. The warning signs of suicide are like a weather warning in Nebraska. Not only are conditions right for a storm, but one has been sighted and is on its way. The storm is on the radar and storm spotters have seen it traveling in our direction. We’ve made preparations during the watch, but now it is now time to take more direct action to protect.    Hopelessness is a component of depression and a risk factor for suicide. People experience hopelessness when they believe that there is no chance of improvement in the future. They may have reasons why their problems cannot get better in the future or that life will continue to be unbearably painful or even worsen. People who are suicidal often talk about feelings – for example they may say things like those listed on the slide. Usually there is a theme of intense psychological pain and a lack of hope about the future in these statements. NOTE: Review the warning signs listed on the slide.



What to do – Suicide Prevention

• Ask the question – Are you thinking about 
suicide?

• Listen – Listen and look for warning signs 
and risk factors

• Take action 
– Decrease access to guns and pills
– Offer hope – Getting help is a sign of strength 
– Refer to a trusted professional – Don’t be silent 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are specific actions you can take to lessen suicide risk in addition to listening and gathering information. These are steps that can be taken when you think the person is in imminent danger. Ask if the person is thinking about suicide.  Introducing the topic of suicide will not put the idea into their head, instead, they will probably feel relief that they can finally share and talk about it. Talking about suicide can be tension reducing. We want the person to talk in detail about the pain, things they have tried, plans, etc. Saying things out loud may help the person actually hear it for the first time and bring a new perspective to the situation. Look and listen for the presence of warning signs and accompanying risk factors. Sometimes asking about what is causing the distress and really listening can be helpful. If it is too much for you to handle, make sure there is someone who can listen and talk to the person – it may be another friend or family member, clergy, doctor, counselor, teacher. Ask the person about reasons for living as well as reasons for dying. Listen for any plans the person has to commit suicide. Is the plan well thought out? Do they have what they need to carry out the plan?  Any type of action that increases the connectedness felt by the suicidal person while encouraging them to seek help is encouraged. The goal of any action is to keep the person safe and to get help. American Association of Suicidology (AAS) recommends you to Be Direct – talk openly and be matter of fact about suicide. Don’t act shocked. Be non-judgmental – Offer hope without “glib assurances” NOTE: Refer back to the protective factors and ask participants to brainstorm what they might do to increase these factors for someone. Solicit practical suggestions for each of the factors listed. Define these actions as positive steps you can take to help the suicidal person. Encourage participants to seek assistance from others in taking actions if needed.  Note that even the best attempts at prevention and intervention sometimes don’t stop all suicides. Talk about the possibility that the person might choose suicide even when all steps are taken to preserve their life. Recognizing that the suicidal person is ultimately responsible for their decision is an important factor for survivors. 



Alcohol and Substance Use

• Refer to the Handout for a list of indicators 
that someone may need a screening or 
assessment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Alcohol is often a regular part of responder celebration – but it can become a problem.  NOTE:Go over the handout and remind everyone that someone who is impaired can damage the entire group. Getting help is a sign of strength.



Alcohol & Substance Use

• Get help from a professional
– Offer to assist  a coworker if you suspect there is 

problem with their drinking, use of medication 
or drugs

• Find out more about where to get an help in 
your area 
http://nebraska.networkofcare.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When you are concerned that you or someone else may have a problem with alcohol or drugs, get help from a professional. A screening can be done by a family physician or a counselor you trust. A more formal assessment of substance use must be done by someone who is qualified to do so. You can find a qualified assessor through the network of care – a free, anonymous internet listing of providers in your area. Remember that getting help is a sign of strength!

http://nebraska.networkofcare.org/splash.aspx?state=nebraska
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