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Best Practices of Peer Work 
 

This guide of best practices was put together by Lumenus Community Services’ Youth Harm 

Reduction Team (YHRT), a team of youth peer workers ages 16-24 who identify as having 

lived/living experiences of mental health, substance use, and/or sex work. With this guide, we 

hope to share our own learnings as a team since the project’s inception in 2016 and promote 

the creation of peer-run teams throughout the sector. This document intends to act as a point of 

reference for any service provider or agency currently working with, or hoping to build a peer 

team. 

 

While the YHRT’s main focus is safer substance use and sex work related education directed 

towards service providers and youth, we believe that the below best practices can extend to 

peer work of any kind. 

 

Should you have any further questions related to successful peer work, please feel free to direct 

them to Jordana Rovet, coordinator of Lumenus’ Harm Reduction program, at 

jrovet@lumenus.ca and we will do our best to answer them! 
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What is Peer Work? 

 

What is a peer worker? 

 

For the purpose of this outline, a “peer” is defined as any individual with a similar lived 

experience to the community they work for (e.g. a harm reduction peer worker would have lived 

experience with harm reduction practices). 

 

What do peers do? 

 

While peer workers are most often seen in direct client support positions, the role of a peer 

worker can be as diverse as the peer workers themselves. Peers have and can be employed in 

any part of an agency, including policy and program development, community engagement, 

research, advocacy, management, and more. 

 

Why should agencies employ peers? 

 

Peer work has long been the basis of any community based movement or organization. The 

meaningful employment of people with lived experience improves service quality through more 

relevant, accessible services informed by those who may access them.  

 

How do I employ peers the best way I can? 

 

Great question! Honestly, asking what we can do to make peer work the best experience 

possible is already a great start. Peer work is all about a human-centered approach, focusing on 

the needs of the individual and trusting them to lead the way. In order for an agency to 

successfully integrate peer work into their practice, it is important that this approach is extended 

beyond the service provider-client relationship and into the peer-employer relationship as well. 

 

With that said, below are a few key questions that we should ask ourselves while considering 

hiring peers: 

 

1. Why are we hiring peers? 

2. How will their work be used? 

3. How much disclosure will be required? (how closely tied is their lived experience and 

their work?) 

4. What supports will be offered to peers? Will they differ from supports offered to other 

(non-peer) employees? 

 

Please note that there are no firm “right” or “wrong” answers to any of the above questions, as 

the considerations for each peer-employer relationship will greatly depend on the individuals 

involved. To get a better feel for how peers can be meaningfully employed in your agency, begin 
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by engaging with the community your agency serves. Through focus groups, town halls, 

informal interviews and/or surveys, you may gain answers to questions such as:  

 

1. How do they envision peer roles within the agency?  

2. If they were peers, what supports would they want or need? 

3. Do informal peer positions already exist within the agency? 

 

 Are there any universal considerations to peer work? 

 

While we have already mentioned how important the individual needs of the peers in your 

community are to the process, below are a few starting points that all agencies should think 

about incorporating into their engagement of peer workers. 

 

1. Accessibility 

2. Flexibility and Understanding 

3. Compensation 

4. Meaningful Inclusion 

5. Diversity in Lived Experience 

 

Accessibility 

 

Accessibility is one of those words ingrained in every agency's list of policies and procedures 

but oftentimes, the meaning gets lost. 

 

When working with peers, accessibility through all stages of the hiring and employment process 

is key. True accessibility begins before peers even enter agency walls and continues after 

they’ve moved on. 

 

The Job Ad 

 

When looking to hire peer workers, it’s important that the job ad meant to bring them in is as 

clear, and accessible as possible. In order to make that happen, try to use language that can be 

easily understood and aim to avoid jargon. 

 

Highlight the qualities of an ideal peer (such as compassion, non-judgement, lived experience) 

over length of experience, or formal education. Due to the lived experience of many peer 

workers, there may be gaps in employment or schooling. 

 

Be clear about the roles and responsibilities of the position as well as pay rate, number of hours, 

and location. If the position will be paid in cash, or honorarium be clear about this as well. If 

there are any additional forms of compensation (e.g. tokens, food) make note of this. 
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The advertisement and recruitment for the position is also incredibly important. The ways 

positions are advertised will greatly influence who applies for the position. Ideally, any peer 

positions should be posted in a variety of settings. This can include virtual options such as job 

sites, social media (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter), the agency’s website etc. as well as posters 

in local drop-ins, health centres, and anywhere that provides services relevant to the position. 

 

Additionally, offer support with the application process. This may look like assistance writing a 

cover letter or resume, or providing alternate ways to apply (e.g. a verbal summary of 

experience). 

 

The Interview 

 

When interviewing for a peer position, ensure that the questions truly speak to the values or 

“soft skills” needed for the position. While not all peers will have formal experience in the field, 

many have done informal peer work for lengthy periods of time. Be open to questions that can 

be answered in multiple contexts e.g. “Have you had experience supporting someone in 

distress? This can be in a professional or personal capacity.”  

 

In addition, consider including clients in the hiring process! Not only can this help to make 

applicants more comfortable, it recognizes that clients will likely be those most affected by your 

hiring decisions and therefore, have unique expertise in regards to who would be best for the 

position(s).  

 

The Orientation 

 

Once hiring decisions have been made, try to have the orientation process (e.g. policies, 

training etc.) done at a convenient time and place. We all know how dry policy reading can be, 

so it is important to keep things as engaging as possible. To help with engagement, try to have 

food/drinks at the meeting as well as incorporate different activities or scenarios that can 

illustrate the meaning behind the written words.  

 

Another important piece of orientation is introductions to the work environment. This includes 

familiarizing the peers with other staff members, as well as, the space in which the peers will 

work.  

 

On The Job 

 

Remember that not everyone has consistent access to cell phone service, internet, or a fixed 

address, so prepare to accommodate for multiple forms of communication.  

 

Once peers have conducted orientation and initial training has been completed, it’s important to 

continuously check in with any access needs your team may require. This can look like group 

check-ins every meeting, as well as individual check-ins with peers one-on-one. 
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Additionally, as time goes on, the life of peer workers may change and their availability (physical 

and emotional) may fluctuate. Staying flexible and working around these changes will go a long 

way in employee retention, workplace satisfaction, and the mental wellness of peer workers. 

This brings us to our next points: flexibility and understanding. 

 

Flexibility and Understanding 

 

As mentioned above, understanding the changing needs of peer workers cannot be overstated. 

Remembering that many peer workers will continue to experience the social barriers that make 

them such an asset to your team and responding to such needs is an important part of hiring 

peers. Employers have a responsibility to ensure that mental and physical wellness support is 

offered to their peer workers throughout their employment. In addition to workplace 

accommodations (e.g. flexible hours, altered workspaces, etc.) support should be offered 

outside of work hours. This may include counseling, employment, housing, and/or physical 

health supports. 

 

It’s important to note that some peer workers may feel conflicted about continuing to access 

support services at the agency they are now employed by. Before hiring peer workers, consider 

reaching out to community partners to identify external supports that would be available to 

peers. 

 

Compensation 

 

Pay your peers! In order to ensure that peers are meaningfully and equitably compensated for 

their valuable contributions, peers should be paid. Remember that peers are employees of the 

agency that deserve the same respect that other, non-peer employees are given. 

 

Exact methods of compensation will differ based on peer needs and organizational capacity. 

Some peers prefer cash at every meeting, while others prefer to be on a regular payroll. It 

depends on the needs and circumstances of the peer worker (e.g. maximum taxable income 

allowed by social assistance programs) as well as the agency’s capacity. 

 

Meaningful Inclusion 

 

In this context, meaningful inclusion refers to the active engagement of peer workers through 

their work within your agency. Meaningful inclusion avoids tokenism (a practice that consults 

peers for superficial purposes), and would employ peers as more than just an end-stage 
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consult, instead, it would actively involve peers in all stages of program/policy planning and 

development. 

 

Diversity in Lived Experience 

 

While lived experience is often talked about as a singular thing, with only one facet being 

highlighted (e.g. lived experience of substance use, mental health etc.), lived experience is 

inherently unique to the individual and their own intersectional identity/ies. When asking for 

feedback based on lived experience, employers need to account for these intricacies and seek 

out peers that are representative of the diverse communities they work with. This is to ensure 

that the perspectives being shared are truly relevant to the community and recognizes that 

diversity is essential to responding to the varying and ever changing range of client experiences. 


