
I  realized that
my experience of
mental illness
and the
recovery that
followed had
changed my
path. I  no
longer aspired
to return to
who or where I
was before my
experience of my
mental illness.
The process of
recovery was
far too
valuable to me.
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What is involved in your role in Peer Support? 

     The peer relationship provides supportive listening, sharing lived experience with

intention, modelling recovery, sharing resources, supporting community integration

and engagement, breaking down stigma, and promotes healthy relationships.

     In my role in the Young Adult Services Social Recreation and Wellness program, I

facilitate in-person outdoor groups and Zoom sessions to support our participants’

wellbeing through art, leisure, recreation, discussion, and peer support. Our

program has adapted to providing online Zoom groups due to the COIVID-19

pandemic, however I miss seeing our participants in-person day to day. 

Why did you become involved in the addiction and mental health field?

     Once unaware of mental health and addiction challenges, I struggled to

understand and support friends and family that shared their experiences. Despite

witnessing a younger sibling in and out of the psychiatric hospital and having lived

through the experience of a parent with addictions, mental health never felt

personal until I experienced my first episode of mania, bipolar disorder, and

psychosis. 

     For me, the experience of being unwell, hospitalization, and the resulting

diagnosis challenged my perception of myself and rerouted the path that I had

envisioned. It was truly distressing and required lots of support from friends, family,

and professional supports along my journey to recovery. I was grateful for the

helping relationships I encountered in my journey. But most of all, I realized peer

work provided an opportunity to work closely with others in hearing their stories as

they navigate their path. 

Please describe the ‘Aha’ moment when you realized that recovery was

possible?

     My “Aha” moment came when I realized how I had changed and grown

throughout my recovery process. I realized that my experience of mental illness and

the recovery that followed had changed my path. I no longer aspired to return to

who or where I was before my experience of my mental illness. The process of

recovery was far too valuable to me. I had learned that I was resilient. I could

overcome significant challenges with my mental health, and that if I were to

encounter episodes in the future, I could draw on the strength of this initial

experience. 
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Describe a time you yourself received peer

support. How did that impact you and your

recovery? 

     As a participant in an early psychosis program in

Ontario, I had the opportunity to attend a weekly peer

discussion group. This was a space where participants

and staff came together to discuss all things related

and unrelated to navigating our recovery. This group

helped me face the challenges ahead in my recovery,

inspiring hope, and see my future without limits. It

was here that we broke down the stigma of living with

mental illness. We discussed our individual journeys

from leaving the hospital, connecting again with

friends and family, returning to school, work, or

volunteering and even disclosing our mental health

challenges when dating. Through this peer group, I

met friends while in the program and was invited to

join other groups to support my recovery. My role

came full circle when I later got the opportunity to

participate in the group as a peer staff.

How do you deal with setbacks in your wellness and

recovery? 

     Despite being diagnosed with a mood disorder nearly

a decade ago, I continue to learn about my experience of

bipolar disorder, recovery, and maintaining my 

wellness. I have learned more about the subtle highs and

lows of my experience these past few years. I have to

remind myself that I need to take care of myself first. I

sometimes struggle to take my medication daily and to

make self-care a part of my routine. When I find myself

struggling, I have to look for opportunities to create

balance, exploring activities to add to my wellness

routine or asking for support from others. I have also

added to my circle of professional supports. I am grateful

to have established a connection to a therapist and

psychiatrist in the community after several years without

these connections. 

What are your future goals? How do you envision the

future of family/peer support in AHS and more

broadly? 

     I started the University of Calgary Master of Social

Work program in spring 2020 with hopes of bringing my

lived experience to other roles while maintaining support

for the peer support community within AHS. I would like

to see that individuals with lived experience of mental

health and substance use, “peers” have greater

opportunities within AHS, taking on diverse roles at all

organizational levels. Peers have diverse lived experience,

including academic and professional capabilities. I don’t

see peers as being limited to front line service work. I

think peers would be influential in advocating for those

with lived experience of mental health and substance

misuse in diverse roles with Alberta Health Services

including leadership positions. 

     I also want to acknowledge that many professionals in

the field have lived experience of mental illness and/or

substance use either by individuals directly or indirectly

through the relationship as a family member or loved

one. What makes peer work distinct is the use of lived

experience as the lens of professional practice. This lens

of experience is unique to each individual as their

experience of mental health, substance use, recovery,

and resiliency comes together in the stories of lived

experience they share with peer participants. I hope the

inclusion of peers in the workplace helps to breaks down

the stigma of disclosing lived experience in professional

roles. 

WHAT MAKES PEER WORK DISTINCT IS
THE USE OF LIVED EXPERIENCE AS THE

LENS OF PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE.
THIS LENS OF EXPERIENCE IS UNIQUE

TO EACH INDIVIDUAL AS THEIR
EXPERIENCE OF MENTAL HEALTH,
SUBSTANCE USE, RECOVERY, AND

RESILIENCY COMES TOGETHER IN THE
STORIES OF LIVED EXPERIENCE THEY

SHARE WITH PEER PARTICIPANTS


