




“Peer support” for people who are 
experiencing a mental illness means 
support that is offered by people who have 
a lived experience of mental illness and 
who have reached an advanced stage in 
their recovery. This means clients can be 
supported by people who have experienced 
stigma, isolation, recovery setbacks, 
medication problems, family disruption and 
many other situations and events that can 
accompany a mental illness.

Research shows that peer support can be 
particularly effective in the early stages of 
client engagement (0 – 12 months). This is 
when clients are at their most vulnerable 
and when peer empathy and good advice 
from people who have “been there” can 
have the most impact. Peers can encourage 
clients to take new approaches to problems, 
and to imagine a brighter future.

One of the reasons peer support workers 
can help clients move ahead is because 
they are well-placed to counter the fear 
and resistance to change that many 
clients experience. From this point of view 
peer support workers are role models 
who are living proof that the effort required 

to achieve recovery goals is worth it.

At Ermha we are planning an organisational 
culture in which peer support is understood 
and valued and our goal is to integrate 
peers into program teams so their 
knowledge and experience is as widely 
available as possible. This will require:

•	 Structured and regular supervision 
provided by program supervisors

• 	 Specialised initial, and then continuing, 
training for peer support workers

•	 That peer support workers are 
provided the same pay scale as 
support workers

•	 That peer support workers contribute 
to program development and not just 
work as program “add-ons”

•	 Specialised training for managers and 
supervisors of peer support workers

The Australian Federal Government has 
recently allocated funds to increase the 
number of peer support workers and 
programs. Ermha is working to ensure 
that peer resources become available to 
current and future clients.

Developing 
peer 

support

Australian communities are discovering the importance of 
providing young people who are experiencing a mental illness 
with early, age-appropriate support. We are coming to recognise 
the losses that can pile up over a lifetime when we ignore youth 
mental health needs.

Almost a decade ago Ermha created its first program devoted to 
young people with a mental illness. The groundswell that is 
occurring nation-wide will see more and more people and 
resources applied to youth mental health. In Ermha’s ideal world, 
one we are working to make happen, youth mental health support 
will feature:

One-to-one and group support One-to-one support with peers 
and/or Ermha workers means young people can work on aspects of 
their recovery that are particular to them. Group support provides 
great opportunities for interaction and recovery-focussed activities 
with other young people who are overcoming mental illness.

Quick response times The numbers show that when support 
is available as soon as possible after the first onset of symptoms 
of mental ill health recovery is often faster and more complete.

Peer support A mental illness at an early age can interrupt 
cognitive development and create a confused sense of identity. 
Peers who have a lived experience of a mental illness and who are 
also well-advanced in their own recovery can offer a powerful 
sense of hope because they are the “walking, talking” embodiment 
of recovery. They are best placed to quickly establish bonds of 
trust that can kick start the support process.

Skills development Education and vocational training must be 
a core aspect of any successful youth recovery program. An 
independent and productive future will often require knowledge 
and skills that employers want.

Personal mental health awareness People who understand 
the nature of their mental illness are better prepared to act in ways 
that diminish the likelihood of worsening symptoms and they 
acquire strategies that promote mental health.

Support to carers It is not only the support recipient who is on the 
recovery journey. When carers can count on support of their own 
they are better able to respond to a loved one’s support needs.

Supporting the future
The right support at the right time can make the difference of a lifetime



Sneha Arava has been an Ermha Aspirations client for about 18 months. Sneha shared  
some of her experiences with us while Ermha board member Chris Lawton quizzed 
Aspirations worker Tania Harrison about her support role.

Like most people Sneha didn’t see her mental illness coming. A brief bout of depression 
in her senior high school years was followed by an uneventful start at Monash Caulfield 
where Sneha studied computing.

Sneha studied hard but in her second year the symptoms that had receded returned 
with greater force. She ceased studying in order to focus on her recovery. Sneha was 
admitted to hospital in late 2009, an episode she says she benefited from because it 
allowed her time-out from her day-to-day concerns.

Sneha’s experience of mental illness didn’t stop her from getting back to the books, 
this time completing a Diploma of Library and Information. She also has plans to begin 
studying to qualify as an aged care worker.

In January 2010 Sneha joined Ermha’s Aspirations day program where, Sneha says, “Ermha 
keeps me active. I get to meet new people and the workers (like Tania) look after you.”

At Aspirations Sneha contributes to several groups including Small Talk, a general 
discussion group, and Healthy Choices, a group whose name says it all.

With the help of her family, group support at Ermha and her own desire for growth and 
change, Sneha says, “I am fine and getting better every day.”

Chris Lawton: What motivated you to 
work in the mental health field? Chances 
are it wasn’t the money.

Tania Harrison: I’ve had some personal 
experience of mental health issues in my 
family. I saw the support my brother 
received from people in the mental health 
field and I thought, yep, that’s certainly an 
area I’d like to be involved in. That’s the 
essence of my motivation.

CL If you didn’t work in this field what 
would you be doing?

TH I’m a qualified social worker so I 
reckon, to be quite honest, I only ever had 

the drive to go into mental health and 
that’s the thing I was interested in.

CL What enables you to connect with 
someone who is down and out, particularly 
someone with a mental illness, when you 
can’t see the illness?

TH I’m the kind of person who is always 
asking questions, trying to find out about a 
person’s experience because I’m well 
aware that what they are going through is 
often something I’ve not had to contend 
with. I think the big thing in my role is always 
having that hope and belief in clients even if 
they don’t have it themselves at a particular 
stage. I’m always saying, “if that’s what you 
want to do let’s go for it. Let’s not say I can’t 
do it. Let’s try, even if it’s just a few small 
steps to test it out and see if it really is 
something you’re interested in.

CL What is the most satisfying thing 
about your job?

TH When I see somebody recovering it’s 
great because you start to notice the 
changes they see in themselves. Having 
been involved with the hospitality team a lot 
more recently, I’m seeing people moving on 
to placements at MadCap. A lot of them 

have not worked in quite some time or not 
at all. So it’s quite satisfying to actually assist 
them to reach their goal and potentially 
move on to further employment.

CL What helps people recover from a 
mental illness?

TH A whole range of things help people 
recover from a mental illness. Clients 
having belief in themselves can help 
recovery. Having activities to be involved 
with is something clients have said is 
quite helpful. Having a reason to get up 
and get out and socialise is particularly 
good for individuals who are isolated.

CL What do you think society should 
really do to help people with a mental 
illness? And how far does society have to 
go to make it happen?

TH I think we can both agree that there is 
still stigma toward mental illness. We need 
to stand up and say mental illness is part of 
us and we need to have support out there 
and, just as important, is a wider 
understanding that it’s tough and people 
need a hand sometimes. I think as a society 
we need to say this is happening and it 
doesn’t have to be behind closed doors.

Sneha Arava

Tania Harrison
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