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1 Summary 
As employability support services become increasingly holistic, peer support and 
mentoring are important pieces of the overall support package leading to sustainable 
employment and a full life.  Used at different points in a client’s journey, these extra 
support tools could make a significant difference to a person’s progress – and to 
staff’s own productivity.  To increase the number of people who can benefit from 
peer support and mentoring opportunities, the Employability Learning Network asked 
Light on the Path and its partners in five projects across Scotland to draw out 
learning that can be shared more widely. 

1.1 Introduction  

Peer support and mentoring is important to everyone.  It helps us through hard 
times, adds to the celebration in good times, and helps us relax in between.  It gives 
us additional perspectives on ourselves and can help us move forward.  It is used by 
schools, growing businesses, the military, learning networks such as this, and in 
everyday friendships. It is even used by gangs.  Getting the right sort of peer support 
and mentoring for the people you work with is important to helping them overcome 
barriers along the pathway to work and to keep their confidence up once they are in 
work.  It is an essential and often overlooked ingredient to helping people discover 
and achieve their potential.   

 By “peer support” we mean people in a similar situation working alongside each 
other to improve their own and each other’s situation and development.   

 By “peer mentoring” we mean someone who has been through a similar situation 
and succeeded working with individuals or groups to help them move forward 
along their own path. 

This report explores the insights and lessons identified by staff, mentors and service 
users at five projects around Scotland, and we would like to thank Aberdeen Foyer’s 
Lifeshaper programme in Fraserburgh, Dundee Association for Mental Health’s Orbit 
Approach, Next Steps in Kirkcaldy, Community Renewal in Edinburgh and Apex 
Scotland’s Think Again programme in Edinburgh. 

1.2 Key Lessons 

Peer support and mentoring has a unique role to play 

 Knowing your mentor has “been there” and has a deep understanding of your 
experience speeds up the transformation process – this gives credibility to the 
promise of moving forward, sheds deeper insight and provides an example of 
what’s possible.   

 Seeing what others can achieve demonstrates their unique potential beyond 
their problem.  This also helps clients uncovering their own potential, talents and 
interests and build on those. 

 Having someone who really understands helps people develop trust and 
openness – which leads to self-awareness and readiness to transform and follow 
their own healthy potential. 
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 Peer support and mentoring recognises the distinct human being inside and 
connects at a more personal level – on all sides – socially and more 
professionally. 

You can use peer support and mentoring all along the client journey 

Peer support and mentoring can be used in different ways to support people as they 
progress towards and into work. 

 Engaging prospective clients – People who have made significant progress 
themselves by using a service can encourage others to take part by explaining, 
“If I could do it, so can you” 

 Developing supportive friendships and social links – For isolated people this is a 
critical part of feeling healthy, happy and confident, and peers are better suited 
for this than staff advisers who have other commitments. 

 Showing the way forward – Mentors can act as role models and help people 
develop both within groups on one-to-one  

 Providing development opportunities for clients – Once clients have come to the 
end of a training programme, they may look for additional activity and a way to 
help others. Mentoring others can give them a progression route towards work. 

 Mentoring, as needed, while job hunting and once in the workplace – Having a 
mentor to keep in touch with and go to for support can make the difference 
between sustaining work and giving up. 

Peer support and mentoring can play a role in community development  

The more people develop a sense of supporting others – either as peers in a group 
together or as a mentor skilfully helping others – the more their confidence grows 
and they tend to want to get more involved and help more people.  To further boost 
their connections to the wider community and employability skills, community 
projects are often a logical next step.  Groups of mentors or clients can also get 
involved as part of their plan of development activity.  Developing mentors can be a 
valuable resource for collaborating with your partners. 

Our example projects do this in three ways: 

 Building community involvement into the development programme; 

 Creating new groups for clients to take part in and supporting them to start their 
own groups; and 

 Using groups within the project as a stepping stone to wider community 
activities. 

Train and support your peer mentors 

Peers within a group can often make their own ground rules about how to show 
respect for each other.   Mentors have a more responsible role, so they need training 
and ongoing support.  Useful training includes: 

 Boundaries, confidentiality, listening and clear roles – supporting others to make 
their own best choices 
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 Understanding issues they might encounter – suicide prevention, health issues 

 Assessing clients’ needs and progress – using different tools for evaluation 

Formal and informal support structures are also important to ensure mentors do not 
take on clients’ problems and they are equipped to give the right support.  
Supervision sessions, team meetings, chats at the end of the day and 
complementary therapies can all help.  Encouraging mentors’ own further 
development is also important. 

It can be useful to have a database of case studies of how to address different 
situations that arise and a range of people to talk to about their experience. The 
Scottish Mentoring Network can advise on training and help link you to others. 

Getting it right 

 Flexibility is critical – allow different types of support to suit different needs 

 Create an environment conducive to peer support where people can open up. 

 Give your mentors a successful model to work to  

 Make sure you have the right match between mentor and client – if it does not 
work, change it. 

 Remember that mentors are on their own journey too and that they need plenty 
of support and development opportunities to fit their interests and strengths. 

Fitting it into your own plans 

Peer support and mentoring can fit into any stage of your work with clients where 
they seem to be stuck, seeking social support from staff as much as advice, or when 
they simply do not believe there is potential for them to move beyond their current 
circumstances.  While peer support and especially mentoring take time and training, 
it can ultimately increase the progression rate for clients, improve the sustainability 
of their progress and meet clients’ needs in a way that ordinary staff cannot.   

By helping people genuinely move on, it will reduce the demands on all the support 
service staff working with them, make their jobs more satisfying and free them to 
support more clients.  Where you can employ people with similar backgrounds to 
your clients, your service’s credibility will also improve.  All in all, peer support and 
mentoring is excellent value for money. 

Keep in mind, however, that it is only one part of the puzzle. Be imaginative and 
consider how mentors can also get involved in activities that address other barriers 
to work, such as awareness-raising among employers. 

1.3 Other sources of information 

This research provides lessons and voices from five projects that have incorporated 
peer support and mentoring into their work.  There are other resources that can also 
support you to develop this tool, and you can find some of them in Chapter 5. 
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2 Background to the study 

2.1 An emerging issue 

Over the past few years of evaluating services that support people with a range of 
problems to move forward, an unexpected theme increasingly emerged – the 
importance of peer support.   

For instance, in the five-year evaluation of the Big Lottery Fund’s Better Off 
programme for people recovering from addictions, peer support and mentoring were 
recurring themes in the case studies and in a project survey.  Most projects (86%) 
said that social bonding played a key role in helping their clients move forward.  
Nearly half of the projects (44%) had used mentoring and over half (56%) used 
group support sessions.  A third used intensive group work.  Even those projects 
that worked on a one-to-one basis with clients tended to say that bonding with peers 
was an important part of their clients’ support. 

In an evaluation of a smaller ESF-funded project that worked on a one-to-one basis 
with clients, we discovered that the employability advisers’ role required at least as 
much listening and moral support as it did advising.  This was sometimes very time-
consuming, if also very personable.  In the beneficiary focus groups, we discovered 
clients who were asking for opportunities to support each other.  Some said they 
would love to go on outreach visits with the employability advisers to speak to 
people from similar backgrounds and say, “This service has been wonderful for me, 
and if it can work for me, it can no doubt help you too.”  The co-ordinators of the 
project wanted to know how to get peer support right though, and they needed to 
learn from others’ experience. 

2.2 Finding more evidence 

While the use of peer support in schools is well documented and it is increasingly 
used in mental health support services, there is virtually nothing on the internet on 
peer support and mentoring in employability and pre-employability services.  Given 
the role we had seen it play, we thought there must be much more to discover and 
learn from. 

In February 2009, we conducted a small survey of seven organisations that we knew 
used peer support and/or mentoring.  They covered a range of target groups from 
people with mental health problems, to young people not in work or training to 
refugees.   

The survey showed that using peer support and mentoring helped:  

 organisation to engage more clients, gain capacity and have more impact on 
clients’ progress; 

 mentors to gain a sense of value or purpose and improve their confidence; and 
provided experience to help them ease towards work or education; 

 clients to feel understood, develop hope that their lives can change and, 
through supporting their peers, become part of a team, not just a recipient. 
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The research also showed that peer support and mentoring had clear employability 
benefits, with participants progressing to work or education at higher rates.  
However, they felt that employers and other support services needed to have a 
better understanding of their clients and also of peer support and mentoring. 

Workforce Plus agreed there was a need for more learning on how employability 
support providers and their partners could build peer support and mentoring into 
their work, and they commissioned a study with learning points and case studies. 

2.3 This study 

To really understand what makes peer support and mentoring work, we wanted to 
work closely with both staff and mentors in projects or services using peer support 
and mentoring.  We identified five different projects that were keen to take part and 
we have collaborated with their staff and mentors in a gradual process of exploring 
the practicalities and benefits of peer support and mentoring. 

These projects work with people recovering from addictions, young people who have 
been homeless, people who have offended and people with mental health problems.  
Similarly, they provided a mix of approaches to using peer support and mentoring. 
Their different perspectives provided both contrast and common themes and they 
have worked together extremely well. 

Research process 

The process has involved gathering and sharing experience and views from different 
perspectives and refining it as we have gone along.  We did this is six stages. 

1. A launch workshop with mentors and staff to plan the project and start to 
explore the research questions 

2. A training day for the mentors to learn about running focus groups 

3. Focus groups with clients in each project, facilitated by the mentors or 
service users in all but one case (we took notes and wrote them up) 

4. Feedback workshop of staff and mentors to go over the learning from the 
focus groups and further develop lessons and understanding together 

5. Writing up the learning points and case studies, gathering feedback from 
staff and service users 

6. Planning dissemination opportunities 

Mentors were paid for their time and travel costs, and meetings have taken place in 
Kirkcaldy, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Dundee to make participation in the project more 
accessible. 
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Links to other projects 

Peer support, mentoring and community development and mental health    

Workforce Plus also commissioned Vox, the Mental Health Partnership and the 
Scottish Development Centre for Mental Health to explore the role of peer support, 
mentoring and community development for people with mental health problems. The 
study focuses directly on the views of people with experience of mental health 
problems, rather than looking at the project context.  We have worked closely with 
Vox to ensure the two studies complement each other. This included discussing 
project design, we have attending each other’s steering group meetings, sharing the 
focus group training and generally sharing learning and ideas.   

Leonardo SHARE study tour 

Peer support and mentoring is also an area of interest for employability service 
providers in other countries.  Light on the Path is working in partnership with Dublin 
Employment Pact and Stockholm City Council’s Jobbtorg service on a Leonardo-
funded project.  This will involve study tours in each country to “Spread Holistic and 
Re-empowering Employability Support” good practice (SHARE as an acronym).  
Four of the five participating projects from this study will be taking part in the Scottish 
study tour and some mentors are likely to take part in the trips to Sweden and 
Dublin.  The good practice explored in the visits will be adapted to each country’s 
context and spread through networks in each country. 

Employability Learning Network event 

We also expect to run a creative event for the Employability Learning Network to 
allow people from around Scotland to learn more from the mentors and staff about 
how to apply these lessons in their own services. 
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3 Learning points 

3.1 Introduction  

Throughout the research, we explored what others can learn about peer support and 
mentoring to apply to their own work.  This chapter provides more detail on the 
learning points highlighted in the summary. 

3.2 The unique role of peer support and mentoring 

Peer support and mentoring can play a unique role in helping people overcome a 
range of barriers and move forward in life.  We found several key ways, which we 
explore in more detail in the rest of this section. 

 Credibility improves engagement 

 Seeing someone with a similar background who has succeeded is motivating 

 Having someone genuinely support you keeps you going 

 True understanding is a gateway to personal development 

 Having a sense of value and healthy relationship develops self-esteem 

Credibility improves engagement 

Many public services from Jobcentre Plus to Social Work can leave people with 
deeper problems with the impression that they are a number more than a person.  
They sense that the person speaking to them is coming from a “textbook” and that if 
they have college degrees they definitely won’t understand the client’s experience.  
With this lack of empathy, clients can feel they will be judged and they hold back 
information or do not attend appointments.  Peer mentoring and support creates a 
whole different environment.  It gives credibility to their self-transformation. 

 “This is the first time I’ve wanted to be clean.  It’s the way that it’s explained to 
you and people understand what you’re going through.  I’ve never been in a 
group before with people with the same background.” 

 “You know they won’t judge you, so it is easier to share your problems and talk 
about them with peers.” 

 “If folk have already been through it, you can talk in the language you already 
know without having to be posh and polite.” 

 “If you’re slipping, it’s helpful to have someone who’s been through it to see 
through you and know you’re lying.  Just having someone humouring you is not 
helpful.” 

 “Knowing that the mentor or peers have been through or have experienced 
similar problems of their own, helps me understand my own, I trust that they are 
willing to share their experiences in order for me to explore mine. They 
understand my language; it does not feel so organised or clinical.” 
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Seeing someone with a similar background who has succeeded is motivating 

 “Because you know mentors have been through what you have, it helps you to 
keep moving forward.  They are someone to look up to and possibly set a path 
for you for follow.” 

 “A mentor is the light at the end of the tunnel – they went through and are now 
on the other side.” 

 “Seeing my peers’ progress helps me progress, listening to what other people 
are working on and gaining knowledge from, how they have solved problems.” 

Having someone genuinely support you keeps you going 

 “Having someone who you trust that you can talk to if you have a bad day at 
work gives you confidence to work.” 

 “When you’re going through bad times, you can come to the group and get lots 
of support from people who have been through the same things or are going 
through the same things.  A five minute conversation can take a lot off your 
shoulders.” 

 “Knowing you will see people who will understand and support you gives you the 
motivation to come along regularly.  This gets you back into a routine and 
develops life skills.” 

True understanding is a gateway to personal development 

Being understood validates who you really are and opens the door to also looking at 
your skills, talents, interests and potential. 

 “A part of me was hidden before. Now everyone knows what I’m about, so I now 
I really enjoy helping people.” 

 “We’re so alike, so it really gives you support knowing someone else has 
experienced it.  It’s such a release to know that you’re not alone. I get a rational 
perspective and feedback that I needed.” 

 “Mentors help you see the skills and talents that you already have.” 

 “I learned about computers just after school but hadn’t used them in a long time.  
When we studied computers, it came back to me and I realised I had this skill.”  

 “Having friendly people around gives you courage to try new things 
and also often results in tips for dealing with different stressful or 
practical situations.” 

 “The thought of getting a job or even going to college is scary, but 
when there are three or four people talking and moving towards 
similar goals it helps to deal with those feelings, because it’s natural 
to have those feelings.” 

 “Knowing that the mentor or my peers have been through or have 
experienced similar problems of their own helps me understand my 
own.  In some respects, I feel trusted that they are willing to share 
their experiences in order for them to explore mine.” 
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Having a sense of value and healthy relationship develops self-esteem 

Many people with deeper problems will have developed unhealthy relationships, 
either to hide their bad experiences and protect themselves, or because the people 
around them have treated them in an unhealthy way.  Some clients feel they have 
been let down by everyone in their lives until they found the right support.  Creating 
a respectful, open and trusting relationship within a 
mentoring relationship or with fellow clients in a 
peer group can be a huge step, to teach them how 
to get on with people and respect themselves. The 
boxed quote shows what trust can mean to a client.  
The points below are from staff. 

“I have had the opportunity to build 
trust back into my life for the first time 
in years.  People are seeing the 
difference and are putting a little faith 
in me, and I am starting to trust other 
people.  Not everyone is out for 
themselves.” – Client 

 By founding a relationship, mentoring allows the 
client to develop confidence and self-esteem 

 It creates a sense of helping each other 

 For the mentor, it can be the first time to not feel like a victim. 

 The sense of mutuality can be pivotal in developing people’s self-esteem. 

 Peer support groups give people the opportunity to develop understanding 
friendships that they can keep and use in everyday life, and not be dependent on 
services. 

3.3 Using peer support and mentoring along the client journey 

As peer support is a basic ingredient in life, it is not surprising that it can help all 
along the client pathway.  People who have a healthy support network around them 
already will not need this support from the project, but those with a negative or weak 
social network will need help at many stages. 

 Engaging prospective clients  

 Developing supporting friendships and social links  

 Showing the way forward  

 Providing development opportunities for clients  

 Mentoring, as needed, while job hunting and once in the workplace  

Engaging prospective clients 

Getting target clients to even consider a new service is always a challenge, 
especially for people with very low confidence, mental health problems or other 
problems, such as addictions, which they would prefer to hide.  Outreach by staff 
makes services more accessible, but peers’ testimony and encouragement can give 
prospective clients faith in the service and courage to try to make a change in life. 

 Knocking on doors – Community Renewal uses pairs of community animators 
with a similar background to their target audience to knock on doors. They then 
develop a relationship with the householders and help people with problems 
start thinking about moving forward.  Animators are seen more as “one of us”, 
and their supportive, listening approach gives people comfort and courage to 
start moving forward. 
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 Drop in service for prospective participants – Aberdeen Foyer runs the 
Lifeshaper programme for people ready to move on from addictions and related 
homelessness.  But for those not yet ready for the full programme, they have a 
drop-in where prospective clients can talk to graduates of Lifeshaper who have 
moved on to the advanced programme.  These graduates talk about the impact 
the programme can have and start to provide mentoring support to the 
prospective clients. 

Developing supporting friendships and social links  

For people who feel misunderstood, finding supportive friendships can be difficult, 
but these friendships are key to their progress and wellbeing.  This can work in 
different ways. 

 The Orbit Approach runs a range of activities, many of which are led by service 
users who have a talent to share.  Coming to the 
groups gives people a chance to meet people 
with similar experiences and to make friends.  
These friendships become a key part of 
participants’ self-development process.  Friendly 
discussions on hill walks are also an important 
social resource for participants. 

“Being there for each other is 
really important.  If you know you 
can call someone in a similar 
situation, then you can pick up 
the phone [women] or meet up in 
the pub [men] for a chat.”   
– Orbit clients 

 Community Renewal’s animators provide friendship, but they also help people 
make friends with neighbours with similar interests.  Community action groups 
and family fun days are two common sorts of activities that help people move 
from isolation to an active part of the community.  These become lasting social 
links within the community that clients and others can tap into throughout their 
personal development and beyond. 

 Within structured programmes, friendships can form between people keen to 
move in the same direction.  Apex has found participants of its Think Again 
programme often stay talking after the staff have gone home and one group 
even planned a camping trip together at the end of their first week. 

Role models to show the way forward  

Mentors can act as role models and help people develop both within groups and 
one-to-one.   They might be visitors, group leaders or playing a part in a group. 

 Apex often invites guest speakers who had a history of offending and then 
turned their life around and are now successfully working.  These success 
stories show group participants what is possible and give them a chance to ask 
for secrets of success. 

 In Aberdeen Foyer’s Lifeshaper programme, several of the support workers are 
graduates of the programme who have gone on to do further training and 
development.   The range of their different experiences in recovering from 
addictions and their mix of personalities helps to give participants a well-rounded 
and authentic perspective on how to move forward. 

 At Next Steps, mentors take part in the 12 week group programme, providing a 
role model and extra support for the group.  Their presence reminds participants 
of what is possible and gives them ready access to tips and advice, as well as 
personal encouragement. 
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 Next Steps also offers individual mentors to give more tailored one-on-one 
support.  Participants may have a series of mentors along their journey, 
depending on their needs as they progress. 

Providing development opportunities for clients 

Once clients have come to the end of a training programme, they may look for 
additional activity and a way to help others. Mentoring others can give them a 
progression route towards work.  Ongoing development as a peer mentor continually 
builds confidence, coping strategies and is a good reminder of the journey travelled 
so far.   It also reduces risk of “taking it all for granted.”  

 Next Steps and Aberdeen Foyer have found 
that at the end of their programmes, 
participants are often keen to find ways to 
help others and to gain a range of 
experience.  Mentoring roles provide an 
opportunity to combine both of these, while 
also enriching the project’s work.  At Next Steps, it is an option open to 
graduates.  At Aberdeen Foyer, community involvement is an integrated part of 
the Advanced Lifeshaper programme. 

“When I’m done with the Lifeshaper 
programme, I would love to go on to 
Advanced Lifeshaper and become a 
mentor.  I’ve got a lot of incentive and 
push that I needed. ” 

 At the Orbit Approach, the 
mentoring is less formal, but still 
important.  More established 
participants in hillwalking groups 
or other activities such as 
allotments can help others to 
take part in the activity in an 
effective and enjoyable way.  
This gives them value focused 
on a particular interest and 
opens them up to helping 
anyone comes along to the 
activity. 

Mentoring, as needed, while job hunting and once in the workplace 

Having a mentor to keep in touch with and go to for support can make the difference 
between sustaining work and giving up.  Next Steps’ mentors can stay with clients all 
the way into a job and keep them feeling on track.   We are aware of another project 
that placed young people into public sector work placements and mentors at the 
workplace also played a key role in helping people settle in and feel secure. 

3.4 The role peer mentoring can play in community development  

While community development is important for community regeneration, it is also an 
important step for people who have been far away from the labour market and 
especially those who employers might be wary of, such as people with mental health 
problems or recovering from addictions.  It gives them a chance to develop 
experience both for their own confidence and their new cv.  

Peer support and mentoring can give people a sense of empowerment.  As 
participants get more involved in activities, they feel a greater sense of recovery and 
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they also feel more connected.  Not only do they show their communities that 
recovery is possible, but they have skills, understanding of community needs and 
often a desire to give something back.  So they can be ideal contributors to 
community development. 

Building community involvement into the programme 

In Aberdeen Foyer’s Advanced Lifeshaper course, getting involved in the community 
is part of the course.  People can volunteer for activities that appeal to them and the 
group as a whole also gets involved in projects such as an awareness-raising 
Christmas bazaar in a local shop unit and a pantomime with a local school. 

 “I volunteered to help at the Moonlight Walk, and I wouldn't possibly have done 
that last year, if it wasn't for the Lifeshaper Project.” 

 “Getting to give something back and help people is really good.  I wish I’d had 
that a couple of years back.” 

 “We thought no one would come into our shop at the Our Space Bazaar, but we 
were mobbed!  The community came in and showed they understand and 
respect us now.  There are lots of mums, dads and grandparents who want to 
help their kids with problems, but we have the chance to do that. To me, that's 
priceless.” 

Creating new groups for clients to take part in 

As Community Renewal’s work is 
primarily on a one-to-one or family 
basis, they need to create opportunities 
for clients to interact with each other 
and get involved in their communities.  
Working with other neighbourhood 
agencies to address regeneration 
issues of most concern to their clients, 
Community Renewal gets people 
involved in community action.  When 
clients say, “I wish something was 
done about...” they can find themselves 
with the opportunity to take part in 
doing something themselves. 

The resulting groups are “beacons of light within the community” and they attract 
other people to take a more dynamic approach to their lives. 

Using groups within the project as a stepping stone to wider community activities 

At the Orbit Approach, participants earn “galaxies” every time they take part in an 
activity or when they lead an activity or make a contribution.  They can then spend 
the galaxies to treat themselves to a complementary therapy.  This process both 
rewards personal and community development, and also encourages supporting 
their wellbeing with therapies.  

 “I put a lot of heart and soul into working in the garden, and people like coming 
along to join me when the weather is good.  I feel a sense of achievement 
because it’s something I couldn’t do before.  Now I mix with people and before 
the project I just sat quietly in a corner and was depressed.” 
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 “Kandahar House has provided a good place to try new things you haven’t 
before.  I’ve organised things that I wouldn’t have before.  I didn’t have the 
confidence before to get involved.  Now I do things I didn’t before – socialise, 
communicate with other people, work at the allotment.” 

Once people get more confident with sharing their skills with others within the 
project, they start to branch out and get involved elsewhere in the community. 

 “Having tried courses here, I’ve sometimes gone to other courses in the 
community run by the same person, if it fit my schedule better.” 

 “I’m more involved in the mental health community now, and I get out and about 
more than I would have been, especially with organising hillwalks.” 

 “I’ve done fundraising for Maggie’s since I got involved and that helps other 
people.” 

 “I feel part of the community now, and I really enjoy it.” 

3.5 Training and supporting your peer mentors 

Peers within a group can often make their own ground rules about how to show 
respect for each other.   Mentors have a more responsible role, so they need training 
and ongoing support.   

Training for peer mentors 

Training should be ongoing, from induction onwards, and should be refreshed at 
regular intervals, as new problems and situations will always arise.  Training can 
include the following sorts of topics. 

 Boundaries, confidentiality, listening and roles – supporting others to make their 
own best choices 

 Group work skills – particularly for those working with groups 

 Basic counselling – to support people through problems that arise 

 Health and safety – especially useful for 
animators who go to people’s houses or mentors 
who meet up with people one-on-one. 

 Knowledge on issues the people they support 
might encounter – suicide prevention, sexual 
health, first aid, and other practical skills such as 
healthy cooking 

 Assessing clients’ needs and progress – using 
different tools for evaluation 

As the mentoring is role is part of the mentor’s development toward work later, they 
should be encouraged to go on any internal or external courses that they feel will 
help their development.  Any sort of skills they which to pursue can probably benefit 
the client group or project – for instance, cooking, video production and 
complementary therapies may not be standard employability support skills, but they 
can be used to enrich the work of the project. 

Next Steps has their own accredited Befriending and Mentoring training, which is 
refreshed every three years.  Aberdeen Foyer uses STRADA training.  Community 
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Renewal uses internal training.  If you want to find out more, you can find contact 
details in Section 6.   Scottish Mentoring Network can also link you to accredited 
peer mentoring training. Click here or see the references in Section 5. 

Support for peer mentors 

Support for peer mentors is critical.  Not only are they working with other clients, but 
they are on their own journey and you want to keep them safe and properly 
supported.  There are several key elements to good support. 

 Clear role – Make sure they are integrated into work structures – taking part in 
team meetings, case conferences about their client with other professionals – so 
everyone understands their role and takes them seriously. 

 Regular talking and listening – Formal and informal support structures are also 
important to ensure mentors do not take on clients’ problems and they are 
equipped to give the right support.  Supervision sessions, team meetings, chats 
at the end of the day and having a phone number to call can all help. 

 Opportunities to relieve stress – Access to training like art and music, 
Complementary therapies, free haircuts and facials are all relaxing opportunities 
for mentors to unwind and feel looked after. 

 A no-blame, supportive culture – There is always the chance that mentors will 
have low periods or will slip themselves.  They need to know that they always be 
supported emotionally and backed, even if they do make a mistake. 

 Where possible, keep examples of mentoring good practice – As mentors 
encounter different situations, it can be useful to have examples of how other 
mentors have successfully handled similar situations.  Mentoring networks can 
also help with this. 

 Depending on the format of the mentoring, for instance if it is voluntary, you may 
want to consider putting a limit on the time that mentors can spend each week, 
so that they leave time to pursue other 
opportunities. 

 Ensure the client recognises their need 
and feels in control, even though the 
mentor may be doing more of the work in 
the earlier stages. 

“Peer support is about building confidence, 
having a shoulder to cry on, about passing 
your experience on.  It gives you a purpose 
and makes you feel important as a peer 
supporter.  Caring about other people 
makes you feel good.” 

 Making time – support from staff is important, but encourage mentors to ask for 
support at a time of the day when staff will be standing still long enough to really 
listen. Catching someone on the way out the door can reduce the quality of 
support they can give.  If the staff member is very busy, they can set aside clear 
times for catching up with mentors.  
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3.6 Getting it right 

These were the key lessons that emerged in our research, and we explore each one 
in more detail below. 

 Flexibility is critical – allow different types of support to suit different people’s 
needs 

 Create an environment conducive to peer support where people can open up  

 Give your mentors a successful model to work to  

 Make sure you have the right match between mentor and client – if it does not 
work, change it 

 Remember that mentors are on their own journey as well and that they need lots 
of support too and development opportunities to fit their interests and strengths 

Flexibility is critical – allow different types of support to suit different people’s needs 

People benefit from a mix of support to use in different ways – the camaraderie of 
peers at the same level and the example and drive of a mentor.  You might even 
want to add befrienders for one-to-one social activities or advocates for moral 
support with important meetings.   

Help people engage with peer support 

Our mentors gave the following tips. 

 “The main thing is to find ways to 
allow people to open up – outdoor 
activities are great for that! You can 
do a lot of work in the office, but you 
do much better outdoors 
(allotments, hill walking, etc). But 
confidentiality is very important!” 

 “You need to help them build trust 
in themselves and each other, admit 
that it is okay to rely on other people 
– team building activities are really 
good for that.” 

 “A common interest or common 
understanding is the foundation of 
good peer support.” 

 “Sharing problems and getting 
feedback from other people – 
makes you feel equal, not different.” 

 “Smaller groups work better than 
large ones – we start with 10 people 
but there are always people 
dropping off.” 
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Give your mentors a model for success 

The support the peers give to each other in a group is not always enough to help 
overcome problems.  Mentors can provide that extra drive and understanding of the 
possibilities.  To work successfully with their clients, mentors need to be well trained 
and be able to: 

 Relate to the client – especially when it is about mental health or addictions.  

 Make them feel good about themselves – compliments are not part of the culture 
in many parts of Scotland, so people may be unaware of their strengths.  
Identifying them and pointing out how they can be valuably used can help people 
take on board their strengths and relate them to career potential. 

 Make the client aware of what they are going through, recognising their steps 
and achievements – being conscious of the process deepens and speeds up the 
learning and development process. 

 Build up the client’s sense of responsibility – “At the beginning the mentor does 
95% of the work and the client only 5%, but if all works well, at the end the client 
ends up doing all the work. You only need to do baby steps, don’t push; let them 
find their own pace. Most importantly, listen!” 

 You need to let them progress at their own pace – “Don’t push them! Simply 
show them the light at the end of the tunnel.” 

 Encourage independence – “You have to develop a relationship, but be aware 
of not getting too involved, as clients need to move on and not become 
dependent.” 

Make sure you have the right match between mentor and client  

Consider the personalities of the people you are matching, the types of problems 
they have each dealt with, and the age of person the client is likely to respect or 
relate to.   

 Some young people will only relate to and respect other young people, while 
others are quite interested in having someone a bit older to look up to. 

 Mentors who have been through drug addictions might have more useful 
practical experience for a client with a drug addiction than a mentor who had 
alcohol problems, and vice versa.  Similarly, people with particular types of 
anxieties or ways of dealing with them could help each other more than people 
with completely different mental health problems. 

 The most important aspect, however, is the rapport.  If the mentor and client are 
not getting on, it can undermine both their progress, so change the match. 

Remember that mentors are on their own journey as well and that they need lots of support too 
and development opportunities to fit their interests and strengths 

Mentors, and indeed other supportive peers, can provide a richness to the client’s 
experience and propel them along their path more effectively than support from staff 
alone.  However, they need to be looked after and valued for their own development.  

 Make sure mentors’ support role is additional, not gap-filling, and that they are 
given responsibility than it is reasonable for them to cope with. 

 Play to their strengths and give them opportunities to develop that are in line with 
their interests and talents. 
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 Make sure they are well trained and supported, as described in the section on 
training and support for mentors. 

 If they would like to work within the organisation, encourage them to apply for 
internal positions that arise or seek funding to create new ones.   

 If mentoring is a stepping stone to something entirely different that they would 
like to do, make sure they keep developing their skills and contacts in the other 
area too. 

 Always see each mentor as a person and help them develop their potential. 
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4 Peer support and mentoring in action 
The case studies in this section provide a more detailed picture of how individual 
organisations have used peer support and mentoring with different types of people.  
They include: 

 context on the project or service’s wider work; 

 how they have used peer support and mentoring; 

 particular value of their approach; 

 training used; 

 lessons from their experience; and  

 special considerations with their client group. 

4.1 Summaries of the case studies 

To give you an introduction to the different approaches, you can first gain a taste of 
each project’s use of peer support and mentoring below, which work south from 
Fraserburgh to Edinburgh. 

 Aberdeen Foyer – uses peer support in their main 12-week Lifeshaper 
programme to help young people recovering from homelessness and addictions 
to encourage each other to try new things and keep moving forward.  Trained 
mentors with the same background work with each group and tell them what is 
possible, set an example, and help participants explore their own skills and 
potential.  In the Advanced Lifeshaper programme, participants support 
prospective clients to start thinking about changing their life, showing them what 
is possible and encouraging them.  Advanced Lifeshaper participants also take 
part in a range of community activities. 

 The Orbit Approach, used by the Dundee Association for Mental Health, 
encourages drop-in participants to try new activities and gradually start sharing 
their own skills with others by leading or supporting groups.  Taking part earns 
“galaxies” which participants can spend on complementary therapies to improve 
their sense of wellbeing and look after themselves.  People in the groups 
encourage each other and often develop supportive and understanding 
friendships.  Over time people also gain confidence and emerge as mentors 
within groups, providing encouragement from a different perspective than staff 
can.  There is no time limit to using the service but people tend to gradually 
develop more confidence, skills and community connections and move forward. 

 Next Steps – Run by Carnegie College, in partnership with many other local 
organisations, Next Steps does group work with people recovering from 
addictions and helps them develop confidence, soft skills and a sense of 
direction.  Peer support is key within groups and each group also includes a 
mentor, who may have used the project earlier.  Participants can also opt to 
have a mentor on a one-to-one basis or to have an advocate with a similar 
background support them in particular situations, such as a visits from a housing 
officer.  Mentors go through accredited training and must have moved beyond 
the project themselves for at least six months before they can take part.  They 
are also encouraged to take part in any training courses that interest them and to 
apply for internal posts. 
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 Community Renewal – This organisation works in deprived neighbourhoods 
across Central Scotland, using community animators to knock on doors and 
warm up hundreds of economically inactive house-holders and put them in 
contact with a range of local services that come together in a neighbourhood 
centre.  The animators come from similar backgrounds to the people they work 
with, often the same area, so they have credibility with their clients.  Because 
listening and encouragement are central to their work, they act as mentors 
providing guidance, support and friendship.   The projects also put residents with 
similar interests together for both social opportunities and community action.  By 
the time Community Renewal is finished working in an area it has created a 
wealth of local capacity and social supports that will last in the neighbourhood. 
They also help a large number of people into work. 

 Think Again – Apex Scotland collaborates with 
Edinburgh Napier University on this intensive 10-
week programme that prepares ex-offenders for 
further or higher education and helps them 
overcome barriers.  The group dynamic and 
commitment of participants to try whatever activities 
come up mean that peers on the course encourage 
each other to try new things, look at life and 
themselves differently, and more confidently move 
forward.  Apex also brings in successful people 
with a similar background to tell their stories of what 
is possible, answer questions and encourage 
participants. This one-off mentoring is also helpful. 
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4.2 Lifeshaper case study 

What does the project do?  

Aberdeen Foyer runs a range of support projects across Aberdeenshire to support 
young people dealing with homelessness, addictions and unemployment.  They 
work with many partners and in Aberdeen are part of the Integrated Community 
Drug Service.   The project we worked with runs in Fraserburgh, at northeast tip of 
Scotland. 

The Lifeshaper programme was the first part of the current programme, offering 12 
weeks of self-development, healthy lifestyle and overcoming the causes of addiction.  
The programme aims to prepare people to progress to education, training and 
employment. In Fraserburgh, the programme runs in a converted primary school 
with a range of useful spaces and a homely environment.   

The programme was successful in taking people committed to moving on from their 
addictions to a new perspective of themselves and readiness to work or study.  
Some graduates went on to jobs – one is a team leader for the Princes Trust, 
another is assistant team leader for Life Shapers and another local project, as well 
as doing complementary therapies.  Others took up volunteering opportunities.  But 
many had nothing to progress to.  In February 2009, Aberdeen Foyer introduced 
Advanced Life Shapers and invited Life Shaper graduates back to continue their 
development. The Advanced programme focuses on developing experience, through 
mentoring, community involvement and further training and development 
opportunities.  In the spring of 2009 they also introduced a Pre-Life Shapers drop-in 
service one afternoon a week, for people who are not ready to commit to change but 
are thinking about it.  The Advanced Life Shapers participants can act as mentors to 
the Pre-Life Shapers participants and show them what is possible.   

How do they use peer support and mentoring? 

The Lifeshaper suite of programmes uses peer support within groups to encourage 
each other to try new things and move forward.  They use mentoring in three ways: 

 Support workers have a history of addiction themselves so they have a good 
understanding of what the participants are experiencing and what it can take to 
get through it. 

 The Advanced Lifeshaper participants develop mentoring skills, if they wish, to 
improve their skills and experience as part of personal and career development. 

 The Advanced Lifeshaper mentors work with Pre-Lifeshaper participants to help 
them warm up to committing to taking part in the Lifeshaper programme and 
changing their lives. 
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How is their approach particularly valuable? 

The added credibility and understanding created by using trained peer mentors 
changes the whole dynamic of participants’ experience.  They engage more easily, 
open up, feel safe to be honest and recognise their skills more easily. They end up 
wanting to give back, rather than go back to what they were doing.  Participants say 
their progress would not have been possible, or much slower through another route. 

“Before I came I was living in a little place with only floorboards and no 
electricity or food.  You would have thought I’d be dead in a year.  But 
now I’ve [got my life together and] got my kids back. I might have 
reached the point where I am now without a mentor, but it would have 
taken me twice as long.”  

– Advanced Lifeshaper participant and mentor 

 

The range of roles and supports within the suite of programmes supports people to 
move forward more consistently.  The figure below shows these dynamics. 

 

Mentors and service uses are conscious of the value of the programme and their 
views and experience describe the value of the approach in the rest of this section. 

Credibility improves engagement 

 “This is the first time I’ve wanted to be clean.  It’s the way that it’s explained to 
you and people understand what you’re going through.  I’ve never been in a 
group before with people with the same background.” 

 “I also wanted to be clean for the first time here because everyone is from the 
same background.  Having the CPN and others working together to support me 
really helps too.” 

 “A lot of people who come here aren’t completely sure they are committed to 
changing, but after four weeks they come because they enjoy it.” 

Understanding develops trust and openness 

 “If folk have already been through it, you can talk in the language you already 
know without having to be posh and polite.” 

 “You know they won’t judge you, so it is easier to share your problems and talk 
about them with peers.” 
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 “Knowing you will see people who will understand and support you gives you the 
motivation to come along regularly.  This gets you back into a routine and 
develops life skills.” 

People who recognise you’re slipping stop you from slipping so far 

 “If you’re slipping, it’s helpful to have someone who’s been through it to see 
through you and know you’re lying.  Just having someone humouring you is not 
helpful.” 

 “When I first came to Lifeshaper, they didn’t have mentors yet.  I wasn’t really 
ready then, and was lying to the volunteer about where I’d been instead.  He 
was just saying, ‘Oh, well.’  When I came back to Lifeshaper, the peer support 
and mentors had been added, and it made a difference.” 

Having someone genuinely support you keeps you going 

 “Having someone who you can go to and speak to and trust that you can talk to 
if you have a bad day at work gives you confidence to work.” 

 “When you’re going through bad 
times, you can come to the group 
and get lots of support from people 
who have been through the same 
things or are going through the 
same things.  A five minute 
conversation can take a lot off your 
shoulders.” 

 “I wouldn’t be sitting here if it 
weren’t for peer support.  Looking 
back, the push and encouragement 
helped keep me going.” 

Feeling good teaches you to enjoy helping others 

 “A part of me was hidden before. Now everyone knows what I’m about, so I now 
I really enjoy helping people.” [Participant who used to have a job that involved 
looking after people but didn’t enjoy it and did drugs at night] 

 “Getting to give something back and help people is really good.  Wish I’d had 
that a couple of years back.” 

 “I like watching other folks being picked as volunteers because you see the 
sense of achievement.” 

Opportunities to get involved or work keep you moving forward 

 “You get a lot of opportunities brought to you to get involved, also courses to go 
on.  I’m now self-employed and work for agencies and have a new job as a team 
leader working with young people who don’t have drug problems, and I’m still an 
assistant team leader here.” 

 “I volunteered to help at the Moonlight Walk, and I wouldn’t possibly have done 
that last year.  It’s really changed me in the last year.” 
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“I’d love to go on to Advanced Lifeshaper 
and become a mentor.  I’ve got a lot of 
incentive and push that I needed.  That 
was mentors instead of a CPN.   I wasn’t 
telling the CPN the truth because I thought 
I’d be judged or kicked off the group.  
Because my mentor here understands 
what I’m going through, I can be honest 
and it’s made a hell of a difference.”  

 “I volunteered with Turning Point to 
start a working group, and last year I 
wouldn’t have done that.” 

 “We had the pamper day and the 
Our Space Bazaar.  We thought no 
one would come into our shop at Our 
Space, but we were mobbed.  The 
community came in and showed they 
understand and respect us now.” 

 “Advanced Lifeshaper gives lots of opportunities to take part in the community.  
There are lots of mums, dads and grandparents who want to help their kids with 
problems, but we have the chance to do that and to me that's priceless. ” 

What training have they used  

Aberdeen Foyer uses a mix of training from STRADA courses on addictions-specific 
support to in-house training such as Introduction to Aberdeen Foyer, relationship 
training, how to train people to cook, and other training that equips trainees to feel 
more like a mentor instead of a group member. 

What are the lessons from their experience? 

Mentors say it’s important to choose the right people as mentors.  

 “Choose someone as a mentor who has shown a commitment to change and 
who people can relate to – not someone with a massive chip on their shoulder.” 

 “It mentors aren’t ready for it, it can be really problematic for them.  Getting 
sucked into other people’s problems can really mess you up and stop you from 
moving forward.” 

 “It’s good to have different people trained as mentors so you can get different 
opinions and you’re not dependent on one person.”  

 “It’s also useful having people with a range of experiences to choose from.  For 
instance, one person who was addicted to drugs and one whose experience was 
with alcohol.” 

“A chat at the end of the day 
can let you release these 
problems so you don’t take 
them home with you.” – Mentor 

Supporting mentors as they go along is also critical. 

 Providing supervision time from staff is important – 
whether it is a daily informal chat or formal team 
meetings. Having a phone number is enough for some 
mentors. 

 The manager of the Lifeshaper programmes says it’s also important to identify 
opportunities that fit each mentor’s talents and interests, and checking with them 
how much support they need to take up the opportunity. 

 Mentors have to be assured that if they ever relapse a bit, the project is still there 
for them and will support them quietly.   

 You have to build staff trust into the system and be clear there is a no-blame 
culture; this is essential to empowering people to make decisions. 
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Are there any special considerations for their client group? 

Substance abuse is often hidden, so people can learn to lie and cover up their 
activities.  At the same time, they can begin to deny who they are inside.  
Surrounding participants with people with the same experience but who want to 
move forward gives them an important chance to open up, be understood, and move 
forward.  

Confidentiality is key for people with addictions.  It’s important for gaining confidence 
of client but also for mentors to be included in case conferences with professionals 
supporting the same client. 

What else is important about the project that makes it work? 

The project aims to be an equal mix of “work, rest and play” to encourage a 
balanced lifestyle.  There are healthy eating, physical activity and yoga throughout 
the week, with leisure activities at the end of the week.  Guidance, courses with 
certificates and self-development activities also weave through the week.  
Participants’ comments on what makes a difference to them reflect this mix of 
activities. 

 “During Lifeshaper you get to do lots of certificates, and that gives you lots of 
reasons to be happy again, to get up and have structure and routine.” 

 “I came in with a lot of stuff on my shoulders, but the games and chats outside 
help a lot.” 

 “You can laugh playing these games, but it’s really helpful.” 

 “Lifeshaper also makes you look at yourself physically and take care of your 
personal hygiene in ways that you wouldn’t when on drugs.” 

 “When we first got homework, like filling in the diary, I thought it was too much.  
But before long I was really keen and now I always fill it in and like looking 
back.” 

 “Activities like curling, paintballing, BMXing and ice skating – these all give us 
something to look forward to at the end of the week.  Much better than knowing 
you have to get your books out.” 

4.3 
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Orbit Approach case study dy 

What does the project do?  What does the project do?  

The Orbit Approach is run by Dundee Association for Mental Health with funding 
from the Big Lottery Fund for three years.  It works with people with a range of 
mental health problems and gives them opportunities to get involved in different 
ways.  When people develop and share their interests and hobbies, they earn 
“Galaxies” in a Local Exchange and Trading Scheme.  They can then spend their 
Galaxies on complementary therapies that increase their sense of wellbeing.  The 
project shifts participants’ role from patient to contributor.  Earning Galaxies provides 
work experience and hope with a reward.  As people develop new skills and 
experience they start to interact with others and the wider community and think 
about what else they can do.   The service is entirely voluntary, and participants can 
take part and build new activities as long as they like.   

How do they use peer support and mentoring? 

The focus group highlighted three important roles for peer support and mentoring 

 Friendship was the most widely praised aspect of the approach – Isolated 
people find others who understand them; they develop real friendships with 
people they can phone for a chat, or socialise with. 

 Leading a group – Participants who lead a group such as hill-walking share their 
experience and knowledge of the activity with others and provide a safe, 
understanding environment. 
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 Providing support within a group – Within the group context, people who have 
been participating in an activity longer can give others guidance on how the 
activity works, and keep them in line in a way staff could not so readily.  

 One-to-one mentoring in a befriending context – Some participants use this 
option to support activities they would like to do themselves, such as swimming. 

How is their approach particularly valuable? 

The Orbit Approach weaves peer support 
and leadership into most of the activities of 
the project.   

 Peers help create the welcoming 
environment, they support each other in 
activities and they lead activities.   

 Peers give credibility and inspiration that 
staff on their own could not, but peers 
always have the support and 
encouragement of staff.   

 Earning Galaxies for their activities with 
peers provides extra value and 
motivation; spending Galaxies on 
complementary therapies boosts 
wellbeing. 

The approach lets people move at their own 
pace, trying things that interest them and 
building their own confidence.  Figure 1 
below shows this path of progression. 

Figure 1 Orbit Approach progression route 

 
Another key aspect of the Orbit Approach’s success is that participation is entirely 
flexible – people can take part in whichever ways they want, however often they feel 
good about taking part, and for as long as they want.  There is no risk of them 
coming to the end of a programme with nowhere to go next. 
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Participants highlighted the following aspects they found particularly valuable. 

 The group activities develop their communications skills and confidence. 

 Setting up activities for others gives them a huge sense of achievement. 

 Having friendly people around gives people courage to try new things and also 
often results in tips for dealing with different stressful or practical situations. 

 Developing friendships gives people an informal 
support network so they no longer require the 
supervision of a CPN, and this gives them more 
control of their lives. 

 The variety of activities and encouragement to get 
involved makes people feel more actively involved 
in their communities and this is very satisfying. 

 Using the complementary therapies teaches 
participants to be good to themselves and encourages self-respect. 

“I put a lot of heart and soul into working 
in the garden, and people like coming 
along to join me when the weather is 
good.  I feel a sense of achievement 
because it’s something I couldn’t do 
before.  Now I mix with people and before 
the project I just sat quietly in a corner 
and was depressed.” – Client 

 The cosy atmosphere with friendly, professional but fun staff members who see 
individuals’ good and bad sides is appealing, as is the number of activities to 
come for.  

What are the lessons from their experience? 

As several of the participants in the focus group had led or supported activities, they 
had a clear sense of what works in engaging and supporting people. 

 “When people arrive, find out what they want to do, find out what their interests 
are focus on them as a person, then gradually build up a relationship.” 

 “Go slowly as you bring someone nervous and shy out of their shell.  Start with 
an hour a week and build it up.” 

 “The group dynamic works best in very small numbers: having 4-6 people gives 
you a better interaction.  For a day trip out walking you can handle up to 12.  
With 5 you can fit into a black cab.” 

 “If you’ve got two walking groups, that allows you to separate people who have 
personality clashes.” 

 “Having a mix of opportunities – some one-to-one support, some group 
activities.” 

 “It sometimes works to have an idea for an outing and put up a poster to get 
other people interested in coming along, but other times people need to build up 
to an outing, maybe with some discussion first, especially where travel is 
involved.” 

Are there any special considerations for their client group? 

 People with mental health problems will have bad days and groups need to be 
flexible about participation.  However, a supportive environment of peers helps 
them feel better. 

If you’re doing an activity with someone 
else you don’t want to let them down – 
or yourself – so you’re more likely to 
pull through your anxiety or bad days. 

 Letting people move at their own pace is 
critical, but encouragement to try new 
things is also important. 
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 When helping participants access employers, it is important to help employers 
understand mental health problems better.  For instance, that depression and 
anxiety can be two separate things a person might deal with at once. It’s also 
important that they understand that anxieties vary widely.   

 People with mental health problems want understanding and flexibility, not 
sympathy. 

What are the project’s or service’s plans for the future? 

The Orbit Approach has piloted mental health awareness training for employers to 
help them become more receptive to hiring people who experience mental health 
problems.  They would like to develop this training further and also formalise 
mentoring training.  However the project’s Lottery funding runs out in March 2010, so 
identifying funding generally will be a key focus. 
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4.4 Next Steps case study 

What does the project do?  

The Next Steps programme helps people recovering from drug or alcohol addictions 
to take control of their lives.  To take part participants must be committed to moving 
forward in their lives and either be drug-free or on a stabilised prescription, such as 
methadone.   

The programme offers a staged approach: 

 a flexible pre-care stage of setting personal goals, confidence building and 
creative or IT courses.   

 the main programme, which requires a commitment of five mornings a week for 
12 weeks and includes confidence building, healthy lifestyle and independent 
living skills, coping with change, creative work, first aid, job access skills and 
social opportunities; 

 aftercare tailored to each person’s needs, which may include interview skills, 
further education, planning for the future. 

Next Steps equips people to progress to work or education and links in with several 
local partners including social inclusion, community health and community safety as 
well as life long learning and community participation. 

How do they use peer support and mentoring? 

Within the programme, Next Steps uses peer support and mentoring through: 

 Peer educators – who take part in the Next Steps courses and encourage all 
members of the group as needed. 

 Peer mentors – to provide one-on-one support on an as-needed basis at key 
points in a participant’s journey. 

 Peer advocates – who go along to meetings with participants to provide moral 
support and to help them state their case. 

These peer educators, mentors and advocates play several roles within the Next 
Steps course and follow-up support. 

 Encouraging other participants on the course with activities they are less 
confident with 

 Providing a new community for people who feel excluded from the community 

 Mentoring when people go to college or work (community-based college and 
work placements are also helpful) 

 Helping people stay away from drugs and alcohol when they go back to the 
same areas with lots of drugs 

 Providing personal development opportunities and volunteering experience for 
their CVs 

 Satisfying a common desire among participants to give something back 
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The part-time mentoring co-ordinator employed by Carnegie College also works on a 
variety of mentoring projects to boost employability and confidence among 
vulnerable people.  

 One-to-one support for people with mental health problems 

 A buddy project in local schools between senior students and transition pupils 

 Mentoring between new businesses and established professionals 

 An ESF-funded project with young people at risk of offending who are paired up 
with service providers they are less likely to be using already, such as fireman.  
This has attracted HR directors and MDs to be the mentors. 

How is their approach particularly valuable? 

Tailored for progress 

Next Steps’ approach provides a flexible range of peer support and mentoring as 
participants progress and their needs change.    

Blend of support  

Mixing the support of staff, peers on an equal level, and mentors who can act as role 
models provides an effective blend of formal and informal support to move forward. 

 “Mentors are similar to friends but with guidelines. They have personal 
knowledge of how bad shit can get, but because you know they have been 
through it helps you to keep moving forward. They are someone to look up to 
and possibly set a path for you to follow.” 

 “Support from my peers helps because we have experienced similar addiction 
problems and we can help each other through different areas of progression. A 
mentor is the light at the end of the tunnel. They went through and are now at 
the other side.” 
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approach that resonates with participants  

ng confidence and trust  

Peer support and mentoring is a powerful way to help particip
other people and become more trustworthy themselves.  
This is especially import

nts open up and trust 

“I have had the opportunity to build 
trust back into my life for the first time 
in years.  People are seeing the 
difference and are putting a little faith 
in me, and I am starting to trust o
people.  Not everyone

hiding their addictions. 

 “Having a mentor is really good as it allows me to build 
a relationship, which cultivates trust and confidence. I 
am not expected to hit targets within certain time

ther 
 is out for 

themselves.” – Clientframes or just take the first thing that comes up

Credibility and a personal 

This helps to transform deeply ingrained views more quickly and wholly. 

 “Knowing that the mentor or peers have been through or have experienced 
similar problems of their own, helps me understand my own. I trust that they are 
willing to share their experiences in order for me to explore mine. They 
understand my language. It does not feel so organised or clinical.” 

 “Everybody needs friends, support, someone to unload on and enjoy 
themselves with.  A mentor can offer all that and be that kind of person, and they 
are there for you, not for themselves. When they talk back, you know it’s from 
them and not a book or a procedure manual.” 

What training and support have they used? 

Initially the training was focused on advocacy, but the project decided that mentoring 
and befriending training would suit participants’ needs better.  This accredited 
training gets updated every three years to maintain the accreditation and is also 
updated regularly as needed. 

Mentoring is seen as a stepping stone to progress, and Next Steps works to ensure 
participants do not use their continued involvement with the project as a crutch.  

 All mentors must have had six months of living without support from the project 
to ensure they are stable enough.   

 They can only mentor for a maximum of six hours per week. 

.  They are encouraged to take part in courses run by the college

They are encouraged to apply for internal vacancies.  

As a mentor explains, “Supervision of mentors is very important. It can be formal – 
like weekly meetings, or informal, like chatting in the office with colleagues when you 
have a problem. You can write a diary and your supervisor reads it regularly to 
assess your work and spot the problems before they become too become serious.” 

What are the lessons from their experience? 

 Mentors from the programme give the following advice: 

 “One of the most important things is getting the right match; if people get paired 
wrong it could spell disaster.” 
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wareness – make him or her aware of 
ts.” 

han a leader.” 

st have to identify it.” 

  “You need to take your client and build a
what he or she is going through, including their steps and achievemen

 “Provide guidance though every stage.” 

 “Emphasise that the mentor’s role is more of a guide t

 “Self-esteem is very important... everybody has a skill; you ju

 “Clients need to take responsibility for their actions.” 

The figure below highlights the process of client’s development. 

 

Are there any special considerations for their client group? 

People who have dealt with addictions may have low self-esteem, reduced trust, and 
a range of health problems that can slow their progress.  This means they need to 

ove gradually at their own pace with the support and insights of the mentor, and 

Listen 

re experiencing is only the 

makes you think and clarify your feelings.”  – Mentor 

Listen to us, we know what we want.  We just don’t know how to get it.  – Client  

T

good at and help them find the right job for 

ell, at the end the client ends up doing all the work. You only need to 
do baby steps, don’t push; let them find their own pace. Most importantly, listen!”  
– Mentor 

m
listening is key at all stages.  Mentors and clients explain why. 

 “You need to relate to the client, especially when it is about mental health or 
addictions.  Listen, show that you care.”  – Mentor  

 “Let the client do the work. The answer to all the problems is to be found in each 
client, you only need to help them find the answers. You need to listen and make 
them talk, and you’ll discover that the problem they a
tip of the iceberg. Talking helps, even by simply expressing the thoughts – it 

 “ ”

ake time 

 “You need to let them progress at their own pace – Don’t push them! Simply 
show them the light at the end of the tunnel.”  – Mentor 

 “Applying too much pressure to us can set us back, especially as a lot of us are 
coming off substances or have additional health problems.”  – Client  

 “People need time for the self-discovery. Allow your client to clarify what they 
really want to do and what they are 
them that gives them satisfaction. This way you prevent problems arising later 
on, especially relapses.”   – Mentor 

 “At the beginning the mentor does 95% of the work and the client only 5%, but if 
all works w
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4.5 Community Renewal  

What does the project do?  

Community Renewal uses a neighbourhood-wide, house-by-house approach to 
transforming the disempowered and workless culture of disadvantaged communities 
in Scotland. They work intensively with neighbourhoods of around 2000 households 
in areas with high levels of unemployment and health-related benefit claimants. In 
such an area, they typically engage 1700 people. To avoid stigma and discover local 
people’s needs and interests, they use community animators to knock on every door 
and get to know everyone in the area.  They gradually build relationships with whole 
families and help people access services they need to move forward.   

While the ultimate aim is increased employment, improved wellbeing and a more 
dynamic and prosperous local culture, the animators listen to what people are most 
concerned about and act on that first. This can involve community development work 
on community safety.  As they gain trust, the animators help people who are not 
working develop to a personal plan.  Animators also initiate social activities and 
community action groups in response to people’s interests.  This develops 
confidence and employability skills and also creates capacity in the area that will 
stay beyond the life of the project. 

The animators are backed by case managers and a multi-disciplinary neighbourhood 
team made up of local staff from partner agencies who work with the clients however 
they need to develop.  The Community Renewal Centre has an open door approach 
and people are encouraged to drop in for a chat and a cup of tea. 

Community Renewal tracks the contacts made, people’s aims, barriers and 
progress, both in story and database form.  The database helps demonstrate the 
local community’s increasing assets. 

Since its launch in 2003 Community Renewal has developed community based 
employment projects in Renfrewshire, North Lanarkshire, West Dunbartonshire, 
Inverclyde, Stirling and Edinburgh. To date it has supported about 2500 people into 
jobs and a further 800 into education and training. Each project has on average 3.5 
full time equivalent community animators and the results so far show that the work of 
each animator produces about 2 job outcomes per month. 

How do they use peer support and mentoring? 

Community Renewal uses mentoring and peer support in two main ways: 

 Friendship, mentoring and advocacy – Community animators are people from a 
similar background and often from the same community. Starting with door-
knocking and home visits across the community, they listen to residents’ 
concerns, interests and issues and help them to make desired changes in their 
own lives and in their community.  The animator acts as an independent friend 
and an advocate over an extended period of time, and also provides a link to 
other resources in the community.   This aspect is important to reach people with 
little confidence or initiative. 
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 Community based peer support and community development – The project also 
sets up social activities and community action groups to help people with similar 
interests to get together and gradually develop their own activities and initiative.  
This is a lasting element of the support once the Community Renewal project is 
complete.   It is also an important balance to the one-to-one work with animators. 

How is their approach particularly valuable? 

 The approach differs from more traditional group-based peer support and 
mentoring in that it seeks people out and starts the mentoring process in their 
own homes, which overcomes their fears and low confidence and self-esteem. 
This is especially important for people with mental health problems. 

 It has employment, wellbeing and community regeneration as its ultimate aim, 
but follows the priorities of clients in reaching that aim. 

 Working in partnership with other 
local agencies on the ground, it 
helps local people better access 
services, and helps those services 
better reach its target clients. 

 By building community capacity, it 
provides a lasting resource in the 
community. 

 Community Renewal works with the 
whole family, networks and peer 
groups, so it can break down a 
range of barriers and help create a 
more holistic supportive structure for 
clients throughout the community. 

Clients find the service motivating and that it helps them move forward in life. 

 “You receive 1-1 support, it is personalised, and you are treated as an equal and 
receive what you need in a constructive way. People from Job Centre are 
dismissive, very cold and they don’t care, you are just a number to them. They 
treat you in a degrading sort of way. Community Renewal does a very good job 
assisting us to write up our CV, get computer skills, prepare for interviews and 
practically helps us apply for a job that we are good at, not just any job.”  

 “I was between rock and a hard place, and it got me going over the problem. I 
am a lot more confident. I used to be intimidated by the computer but I’m not 
anymore. Everything is evolving; you need to evolve yourself as well.”  

 “This project is very good, but it can’t do everything, people need to want to 
change. For some people it is a drive to do something about their lives.”  

What training and support have they used? 

The projects employ a team of animators, and provide both training and ongoing 
support for them.  The training includes: 

 Using the listening survey to gather background information on new clients and 
their needs in a comfortable, conversational way. 
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 Using the Rickter scale and other assessment tools to assess the overall picture 
of clients’ lives, and their progress. 

 Practical training such as ASIST suicide prevention training to deal with needs 
clients may have. 

Listening to people’s problems all day and sometimes dealing with their set-backs 
can be exhausting, so support for animators is important.   

 Case managers are trained counsellors and the animators go to them when they 
need to talk.  

 Some projects do complementary therapies with their team. One in Glasgow 
also goes swimming and to the local spa once a week, on an informal basis. 

 Community Renewal managers take the staff and volunteers out for lunches 
about once a quarter to help them get to know each other.  

 In addition to the paid animators, people recovering from substance abuse who 
volunteer at Community Renewal receive counselling regularly as part of their 
support. 

What are the lessons from their experience? 

 People who would not seek out services respond positively to an independent 
friend and advocate and their long-term commitment. 

 Word spreads that animators listen and help and are not selling anything, so this 
makes more people happy to open their doors to the animators. 

 For health and safety reasons, animators knock on doors in pairs. 

 Because the service is client-driven, it is important to understand that sometimes 
a client will prefer one animator over another and that is the person they need to 
get more support from. 

 Many of the people who Community Renewal works with are initially suspicious 
of local services. However, once animators have clients’ trust, the clients do not 
mind at all that they are paid workers.  

 Community involvement is an important step to gain confidence, social 
connections and employability skills.  Many people are not ready to work at first, 
but collaborating with neighbours on 
community events or community action 
groups builds them up and shows them what 
they are capable of. 

 Social activity is also important to helping 
people feel less isolated and more confident.  
Community Renewal brings people with 
common interests together in social activities 
where they develop friendships that last 
beyond Community Renewal’s time in the area. 

“When you get enough confidence, you 
start going to people and encourage them 
to communicate more, get out of the house 
and stop being so isolated. You start 
wanting to help people. It helps you be 
more confident about yourself, and that 
helps when it is about looking for a job. But 
you need to want to help yourself.” – 
Client

 An animator explains, “Training is important, especially computer skills. The 
internet opens people’s minds and makes them relate to other people. It makes 
them feel they are like everybody else, not different.  Plus that it helps them with 
getting a job.” 

 Changing the whole community’s culture is a gradual process, but it is more 
sustainable than narrower projects. 
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Are there any special considerations for this client group? 

 Because the target group is so broad, finding their distinct interests and following 
those up is critical.  Because they have not come along to a group with a 
common purpose – as other services clients have – they have to be warmed up 
and match-making done. 

 The door-knocking approach catches people 
early in their development stage, so it will 
take time for them to reach the point of jobs.  
Many people take 18 months, others longer, 
though many are closer to being ready to 
work than they realised. 

 The transformation in people’s lives can be so 
gradual that they may not stop to reflect on what has made an impact on them, 
so feedback may miss some of the powerful impacts they have actually 
experienced. 

“Every client is different. You make an 
initial assessment, but afterwards you 
need to adjust and adapt and be ready for 
anything – Sometimes they shut the door 
in your face, but you need to come back 
and find the right time and the right way to 
gain their confidence.” – Animator 
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4.6 Think Again  

What does the project do?  

The Think Again programme is a joint project between Edinburgh Napier University 
and Apex Scotland, which has run over several years with funding from The Big 
Lottery Fund’s Better Off programme.  The project runs in Leith and attracts people 
from all over Greater Edinburgh, focusing on people with a history of offending who 
are also recovering from addictions.   The course focuses on people who are 
committed to make a positive change in their life and equips them for work or 
college.  It includes self-development, creative writing, art and photojournalism, 

healthy lifestyles, new leisure activities and a range of certificated 
courses such as first aid, as well as interview skills, and visits to 
college. At various points, courses have been twelve, ten or six 
weeks long.   

As well as Apex Scotland and Edinburgh Napier University, the 
project has involved Jewel and Esk Valley College for college 
access advice and tours, local employers for mock interviews, 
professional photographers and journalists for creative projects, 
and people with similar backgrounds to the clients to show how it 
is possible to turn their lives around. 

How do they use peer support and mentoring? 

Peer support within the course – The course takes place in an intensive group 
setting and draws on the participants’ willingness to try new things and support each 
others’ growth.   This engenders a degree of peer support within the group.  Often 
when the course has run, the participants’ support of each other has been more 
powerful than the staff’s role.  One group gelled so well that by the end of the first 
week they were planning a group camping trip! 

Role models – The varied course programme also draws on people who have had 
an experience of offending and/or addictions and have become successful in their 
work.   These people visit and give talks.  One course had a former participant 
deliver the personal development aspects, which she had qualified to lead during her 
time with a local voluntary organisation. 

How is their approach particularly valuable? 

 Because the participants have to show commitment to moving forward to be 
accepted on the course, there is a common sense of purpose and momentum. 

 The mix of leisure and creative activities gives participants more opportunities to 
encourage each other to try new things and see value in each others’ efforts.   

 Certificated courses and practical job search support and essay writing 
increases participants’ confidence that they are practically equipped to succeed. 

 Many of the participants have been on required programmes and value the 
staff’s respect for them and the focus on participants’ own interests and talents. 

www.lightonthepath.co.uk  40 



Learning on peer support and mentoring  
in employability support services  
Employability Learning Network 

 
 

What are the lessons from their experience? 

It is important to choose the right mix of participants: 

 Longer courses (10-12 weeks) allow more time for participants to develop and to 
support each other. 

 Single-gender groups have been particularly successful in providing a 
comfortable, open environment for developing trust and companionship. 

 There is some evidence that an age range of no more than 15 years is helpful.  

 Groups of 10-12 with scope to shrink to 6 people provide the best dynamic. 

 However, the biggest factor for successful peer support is a common 
commitment to moving forward and participating in all activities on the course. 

Creative activities such as artwork, photography and creative writing give 
participants the chance to communicate in a different way. When peers praise these 
creative forms of self-expression, it creates a deeper sense of self-esteem than 
personal development courses can on their own.  

Contact with the wider world – Getting to meet a range of supportive and 
interested people who are not traditional service providers (for instance, 
photojournalists and local employers) gives participants additional confidence to 
progress and believe they will be supported. 

Nudging people who have bad days – People with offending backgrounds may 
have low confidence and may have other problems such as prior addictions that can 
surface.  When this happens, they will need encouragement to stay with the group. 

Are there any special considerations for their client group? 

 Increasing the value of peer connections – If the participants consider 
themselves to already be more socially connected, they may not value their 
peers’ support so strongly and may need more team activities to develop bonds. 

 Addressing cynicism – Where people have had a broader range of 
disappointments, they may be cynical and that can slow the group’s overall 
bonding.  Collaborating with other support structures around the client can help. 

 Understanding disclosures – Because people with a criminal background will 
always have a not entirely clear response to Disclosure checks, it is important to 
be clear about how Disclosures are likely to limit access to certain jobs and 
when they do not need to. 

 Maintaining momentum – While participants become confident individuals well 
equipped for work or college during the course, they may also need ongoing 
opportunities while waiting for college courses to start.  Longer courses also 
develop them more intensively for college or work. 

What are the project’s or service’s plans for the future? 

The Think Again programme has come to the end of its funding from the Big Lottery 
Funding so Apex and Napier are looking for new options to take forward.  
Developing more ongoing opportunities for participants to stay involved, such as 
contributing to a newsletter, is another aim. 
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5 Other sources of information 

Meeting others involved in mentoring and getting practical advice 

Scottish Mentoring Network is a valuable source of resources and contacts and can 
put you in touch with other services in your area that use mentoring. 

www.scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk  

They can also provide guidance on the Approved Provider Standard for mentoring. 

http://www.scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/defaultpage121c0.aspx?pageID=67  

 

Fast Forward is funded by the Scottish Government to run the Scottish Peer 
Education Network.  You can find out more and sign up to their newsletter here. 

http://www.fastforward.org.uk/peernetwork.html   

Things to read about peer support 

Peer support workers are now being used in the NHS in a pilot project being 
evaluated by the Scottish Recovery Network and Scottish Development Centre for 
Mental Health.  You can learn more about the initiative here. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Health/health/mental-
health/servicespolicy/DFMH/peersupport 

This briefing note from the National Children’s Bureau describes peer support in 
general, even though it is based on work with children. 

http://www.citized.info/pdf/external/ncb/Final_Peer_support_aw.pdf  

Peer Support in Action: From Bystanding to Standing By is about peer support in the 
context of young people who may feel vulnerable and also likely to offer many useful 
lessons relevant to using peer support with other client groups. 

London Action Trust provides ex-offenders aged 18-25 with the chance to act as 
trained mentors to young people at risk of offending. 

http://www.lat.org.uk/ourworkvmentoringproject.html  
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6 Contact details 

Employability Learning Network 

Client contact Joanne Farrow 
Telephone Tel: 0300 244 1337 
Email joanne.farrow@scotland.gov.uk 

Consultants 

Contact Sabrina Allison, Light on the Path 
Telephone 07903 930781 
Email sabrina@lightonthepath.co.uk 
Website www.lightonthepath.co.uk 

 
Carol Jianu, Jianu Consulting 
carol@lightonthepath.co.uk or coraliajianu@yahoo.com 

Partners in the study 

Lifeshaper Programme, Aberdeen Foyer 
Lorraine Reid and John Smyth 
Tel: 01779 473520 (Fraserburgh) 
lorrainer@aberdeenfoyer.com or jsmyth@aberdeenfoyer.com 
www.aberdeenfoyer.com/lifeshaper.html 

Orbit Approach, Dundee Association for Mental Health 
Sue Black or Jenni Wilson 
Tel: 01382 227288 
Sue.black@btconnect.com or jenni.wilson@btconnect.com  
www.damh.org.uk/OrbitApproach.aspx 

Next Steps 
Alan Blair 
Tel: 0844 371 0127 
ablair@carnegiecollege.ac.uk 
www.carnegiecollege.ac.uk/Access-Centres/Carnegie-College-|-Community-
Learning-|-Access-Centres-|-Kirkcaldy.html 

Community Renewal 
Diane McDermott 
Tel: 0141 632 1083 
diane@communityrenewal.org.uk  
www.communityrenewal.org.uk/ 

Think Again, Apex Scotland 
Hildegard Wylezalek and John Carruthers 
Tel: 0131 467 8300 
h@apexscotland.org.uk or johnc@apexscotland.org.uk 
www.apexscotland.org.uk/services.htm (scroll down to Think Again) 

http://www.lightonthepath.co.uk/
mailto:carol@lightonthepath.co.uk
https://mex07a.emailsrvr.com/owa/redir.aspx?C=07112b3e9cc54c94b845176a4698a15d&URL=mailto%3alorrainer%40aberdeenfoyer.com
mailto:jsmyth@aberdeenfoyer.com
mailto:Sue.black@btconnect.com
mailto:jenni.wilson@btconnect.com
http://www.carnegiecollege.ac.uk/Access-Centres/Carnegie-College-|-Community-Learning-|-Access-Centres-|-Kirkcaldy.html
http://www.carnegiecollege.ac.uk/Access-Centres/Carnegie-College-|-Community-Learning-|-Access-Centres-|-Kirkcaldy.html
mailto:diane@communityrenewal.org.uk
http://www.communityrenewal.org.uk/
mailto:johnc@apexscotland.org.uk
http://www.apexscotland.org.uk/services.htm
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