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1

When developing plans for our employment support project in 2017, we were aware that one of the 
biggest challenges we might face would be engaging our target audience. Whilst there were several other 
employment provisions available, we heard time and time again that many did not meet the needs of those 
who experienced anxiety, depression and low confidence (often referred to as common mental health 
problems). In these cases, it was a mental health challenge that was the biggest barrier in taking steps 
towards employment, training, or education. 

We knew that providing opportunity to share experiences could help build trust between our future delivery 
team and participants. A peer support approach offered this opportunity, and we developed a model that 
centred around Peer Support Workers (PSWs) supporting our potential participants on a 1:1 basis, being a 
role model of how to move forwards. 
 
This report shares some of our key learning from the past 5 years of the HeadsUp project which finishes 
delivery in December 2022 when funding ends. As an organisation we will use this to inform future 
funding opportunities to continue working within a PSW model. We also hope it could be of use to other 
organisations and networks who embark upon peer support focussed projects.

Introduction to Peer Support
A mental health PSW utilises learning from their own recovery experiences to support other people to 
navigate their own journeys. In peer support everyone’s views and experiences are equally valued, rather 
than anyone being more of an expert than others. It’s designed to complement existing services and more 
clinical approaches.  

There are different types of peer support, but they all aim to:
•	 bring people with shared experiences together to support each other
•	 provide somewhere to feel accepted and understood
•	 treat all experiences as being equally important
•	 provide the opportunity to give and receive support 

The importance of this approach in a broad range of mental health recovery programmes is now widely 
accepted in the UK. 
 
The NHS Long Term plan and subsequent Health Education England’s (HEE) report Stepping Forward to 
2020/21: The Mental Health Workforce Plan for England describes the longer-term strategy to expand 
the mental health workforce, including a significant increase in peer support roles. The NHS Mental 
Health Implementation Plan 2019/20 – 2023/24 gives numbers to this ambition, with a plan to recruit an 
additional 4,730 Mental Health PSWs to the workforce over 5 years.

HeadsUp is free to participants and Funded through the 
European Social Fund and National Lottery Community 
Fund’s Building Better Opportunities (BBO) programme.

Background
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https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Stepping%20forward%20to%20202021%20-%20The%20mental%20health%20workforce%20plan%20for%20england.pdf
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Stepping%20forward%20to%20202021%20-%20The%20mental%20health%20workforce%20plan%20for%20england.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
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The project is led by Enable East, part of Essex Partnership University NHS Foundation Trust and delivered 
through a project partnership of NHS and voluntary sector organisations working across Essex, Southend 
and Thurrock. Our PSW’s are based within EPUT, EmployAbility and Signpost.

Peer Support Within HeadsUp

Our holistic approach to support includes a peer support model with a person centred, goal orientated 
focus to build resilience and improve wellbeing. Through the lifetime of the project feedback has shown that 
this approach has been the centrepin to the successful outcomes we have seen for our participants. 

3 central strands of activity;
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1
Peer Support Workers
Providing bespoke, goal 
orientated 1:1 support 

2
Workshops
Focusing on wellbeing, resilience 
& confidence building 

3
Skill Pods 
Offering practical job 
seeking skills development

Worked with more than 950 people 
Exceeded our employment target by 81%
Life satisfaction of our participants has doubled during their time with HeadsUp 
85% participants reported an improvement in their overall wellbeing

HeadsUp was developed to address unmet need in primary care/statutory employment provision and 
supports people who are deemed ‘fit for work’ but suffer with anxiety, depression or low confidence and 
self-esteem (common mental health problems). Participants are unemployed or economically inactive 
(not working for reasons such as caring responsibilities, bringing up a family or living with and financially 
supported by others). We support people to take steps back into work or find appropriate training or 
education courses, as our participants find this significantly challenging. 

https://eput.nhs.uk/our-services/employment-services/
https://employ-ability.info/
https://www.sign-post.info/projects
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HeadsUp Peer Support Model
In developing our PSW support model in 2017, research identified several respected existing models and best 
practise. We incorporated recommendations and experiences shared in ImROC (Implementing Recovery 
through Organisational Change) papers ‘Theory and Practice of Peer Support Workers’ and ‘A Practical 
Guide to Implementation’ in our own delivery framework, following the 8 core principles of these respected 
papers.

Our team of PSWs each have their own lived experiences of mental health and unemployment bringing 
an important wealth of experience to the role. The uniqueness of each of their journeys along with their 
compassion, empathy, resilience, listening and care when working with participants, provides a positive 
environment impossible to offer without PSW involvement. 

It’s inevitable that the focus of each PSW/participant relationship is completely unique based around the 
perceived and real challenges faced by each participant. Whilst the HeadsUp model is goal orientated these 
goals are very much bespoke to the individual so the depth of work undertaken and the length of time that a 
PSW, and other members of the delivery teams might work with a participant, is entirely dependent on need. 
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1. Mutual
The experience of peers 

is never identical, but 
they have a common 

understanding of mental 
health challenges 

2. Reciprocal
Peer relationships do 
not involve claims of 

specialist expertise but a 
sharing and exploration 

of views and the 
generation of solutions 

together 

3. Non-directive 
Peer relationships 

help people recognise 
their own resources 
and seek their own 

solutions

4. Recovery focused 
Peer support engages in 

recovery focused relationships 
by inspiring hope, supporting 
people to take back control 

and facilitates access to 
opportunities that the person 

values 

5. Strengths based 
Peer support explores 

what a person has gained 
from their experience 

and seeks out qualities, 
assets, and hidden 

achievements 

6. Inclusive 
Being a peer is more 

than having experienced 
mental health, it is also 

understanding the wider 
cultural aspects of a 

community including the 
language and values to 

effectively engage 

7. Progressive 
The peer is not just 
a ‘buddy’, and the 

relationship will enable 
both individuals to learn 
new skills, develop new 
resources and reframe 

challenges 

8. Safe 
Peer support involves 

agreeing what emotional 
safety means to both 
parties sharing rules 

of confidentiality, 
demonstrating compassion, 

authenticity, and a non-
judgemental attitude 
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The Impact of Peer Support – 
The PSW perspective  

Once the project launched in 2017, it quickly became clear just how important the PSW lived experience 
of common mental health problems was on impacting the formation of a positive and trusted relationship 
with their participants. All our participants suffer from one or more common mental health problem such 
as anxiety, low self-esteem or confidence and depression. The shared recognition of the impact of these on 
the participants themselves and also their wider lives is invaluable. 

Our PSWs know how important it is that they understand what participants are talking about (especially 
when trying to describe some of the effects of depression/anxiety). This can make the difference between 
being able to move forward with their lives or not. 

One PSW shared that her participants seem to sense that she truly understands how they’re feeling, and 
she’s felt this was because she is providing a human to human experience, not expert to client. And, many 
of our PSWs have said that sharing parts of their own story resonates with their participants as their own 
positive end results seem to provide a calming effect. One PSW shared: 

Keys to PSW impact
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We can understand and empathise how depression and anxiety can alter 
our perception of our place in the world and how it can contaminate 
our thought processes. I believe this understanding is very important 
to the role.

Sharing their 
own journey1

2
Demonstrate 
understanding due to 
lived experience

3

We get it! Be a role model and show 
that things can change4
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One of our PSWs has lived with and managed their own anxiety for over 25 years, and still succeeded in 
having a career and a fulfilling life, they believe this is achievable for everyone who’s open to working 
towards it. 

The PSW reflected that sometimes we’re afraid to say something out loud for fear of judgement or ridicule 
and to have someone that really comprehends and has a true empathy can be one of the best supports.

I (the PSW) felt that my role was helping this participant, without 
bias, to weigh up the pros and cons of continuing in their career 
with money, status, familiarity, or to look at a role 
closer to home, reduced hours, less money but more 
time for themselves and their family. The participant 
later fed back that the fact that they knew that I 
had experienced a similar situation and feelings had 
helped them more than anything.

I used my own experience when working with a 
participant who had lost their job having previously 
worked hard to achieve their success. They were 
faced with redundancy and the associated feelings of 
depression and anxiety. I felt able to support them by 
talking through the participant’s feelings and the impact 
on their mental health as I’d also left a career which I’d worked 
very hard to achieve. I was able to talk through the feeling of loss 
that the participant had experienced: loss of role, loss of status, 
loss of respect, loss of income and lifestyle and how that felt 
moving forward.
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The Impact of Peer Support -  
The Participant perspective

The true voice of the impact of our PSWs is that of the participant, and the strength of this voice is 
consistently evidenced in the feedback of the hundreds of participants who have worked with us to date. 
There is a great sense of non-judgement which gives our participants the confidence to share their concerns 
and anxieties with PSWs, along with discussing their progress and employment goals. 

She just built my confidence up, by chatting about anything 
and everything. Being quite silly helped. We would laugh. It was 
like talking to a friend, not someone you didn’t know and not 
someone who was going to judge you. She is phenomenal about 
finding that little thread and working with it, a little thread 
of COTTON OR A SPARK OF SOMETHING. 

Several participants comment on our PSWs’ ability to focus and build on the 
positive no matter how small, in turn helping to revisit the more difficult 
subjects perhaps a little later down the line.

Knowing someone else has been where 
you are and come out of the other side is 
priceless. You feel so hopeless standing 
in a dark tunnel and having someone who 
has been there who knows the way is 
absolutely priceless.

6

you know you are coming at these problems as equals, you know there 
was a lot of “a similar thing happened to me”. You weren’t talking to 
someone with textbook experience, more life experience, you know?
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Our participants experience

Her PSW helped Laura to face her anxiety about meeting 
or seeing people by slowly changing their meeting place 
from the same quiet café with a table tucked away to 
meeting in different cafés. Laura described how being 
pushed out of her comfort zone in a safe and supported 
way enabled her confidence and self-esteem to grow. 

Since taking these steps Laura’s family and friends have 
all noticed the difference in her, seeing her get back to 
her old ways, her confidence growing, and she even found 
herself smiling more. Laura said she is feeling: 

Laura

Laura

Suzanne’s confidence has grown, and she is now 
volunteering as a receptionist and has a Saturday job in 
a Barber’s, which involves meeting and greeting people. 
She is quite rightly proud of these achievements as she 
has come a long way from where she was. She is now able 
to talk to people face to face and make conversation, 
accomplishments that are “pretty special”.

Suzanne

Suzanne explained how hearing about someone’s lived experiences and challenges and then seeing 
their career and achievements gives those in similar situations hope. Suzanne went on to explain 
how those that have not had a personal experience of mental health problems can empathise but 
can never truly understand, whereas our HeadsUp Peer Support Workers can both empathise and 
understand.

Suzanne

If it wasn’t for my PSW I wouldn’t be where I am, 
I have so much respect and admiration for her.… 
finding someone that has been through similar 
situations gives you hope... and a glimmer at the 
end of a very long tunnel.

more confident, (my) self-esteem improved and I 
can now push myself more and grow as a person. 
HeadsUp made me feel supported and comforted by 
being supported by someone who truly understands.
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Being a Peer Support Worker 

We have seen our PSWs all individually grow in confidence 
since they’ve started working with HeadsUp, each having their 
own journeys to where they are now. Interestingly many share 
that whilst helping others improves their own mental health, 
supporting participants can also act as a reminder of the steps 
they need to take to maintain their own wellbeing. 
 
Many of our PSWs are not now in the career that they originally 
trained for due to their own mental health experiences and the 
personal decisions they have made in their own journeys back to 
the workplace. The PSW role has given them the opportunity to 
reaffirm that they still have important skills which they can now 
adapt and apply to helping others.  

One PSW shared that she felt that it’s important to remember 
how much she values being able to work even though she 
struggles at times. She said it can also inspire her to encourage 
her participants. Her own experience demonstrates that it’s 
possible to work whilst feeling low and that it can often have a 
positive impact once you get going as it really helps with  
self-esteem and confidence.

Our PSWs reflect that it’s the successful outcomes of our HeadsUp participants 
that are the key to their enjoyment of work. 

And for some PSWs, the growth and support that they experience in their role has 
had such a significant impact that they have felt able to move on and progress their 
own career. 

7

I sometimes punch the air with a mixture of excitement and pride for them. 
I feel honoured to be part of their journey and to witness their positive 
change and personal growth.
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previous PSWs reflect

Katy Monk is a qualified teacher who 
began to experience anxiety and 
depression during a period when she 
was not working.  She decided to use 
her skills and applied to be a PSW 
with HeadsUp where she had some 
amazing outcomes with participants 
whilst rebuilding her own confidence 
in the workplace. 

It sounds simple, but it was very important 
for my own recovery to get some praise 
and recognition when I’d done things 
that were hard - sometimes just getting 
out of bed and showing up to something 
when I really didn’t feel like it. I think it’s 
important to acknowledge these seemingly 
insignificant moments and congratulate 
people for fighting against their thoughts. 
I guess if you hadn’t been through a 
similar experience, you wouldn’t be aware 
how challenging these little things can 
be and then wouldn’t be able to give 
the participant you are supporting the 
recognition they deserve. 

[My job as a PSW] I loved it! I got such a boost from helping people and being out and about 
in society. I had hidden myself away for quite some time and I couldn’t quite believe that I was 
now buzzing around Essex to places I’d never been before completely independently. I still had 
nerves and excess adrenaline, but I was able to overcome it for my participants. Anytime I went 
somewhere new or spoke up in a meeting I would congratulate myself too. The difference in me 
was so profound and so sudden that I couldn’t quite believe it.  

[Katy left HeadsUp after 18 months to go back into teaching] Prior to working with HeadsUp I 
would never have considered going back to teaching - my confidence was shot to pieces. Thanks 
to all the tips I’d learned through coaching HeadsUp participants, I bossed the application and the 
interview and got the job! It felt as though all the stars had aligned to bring me to that point and I 
will always be eternally grateful for the support that I received from HeadsUp.

Katy
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Dave Cooper is one of our current Delivery 
Partner Coordinators and has the full 
experience of the HeadsUp programme 
having initially enrolled as a participant, 
needing the help of a PSW to take steps 
along his own journey. Here he reflects on his 
experience of working with, and as, a Peer 
Support Worker.

Due to physical health issues, I hadn’t worked for a long time. Although this was resolved through 
surgery, a split from a long-term partner left me in a pretty low place. Despite deciding to make 
a change by going back into education, I had to withdraw from my university course due to poor 
mental health. Social anxiety and depression prevented me from returning despite seeking a 
variety of support.

I tried various things such as volunteering to help my confidence and get work experience, but 
I was worried that I was unemployable because of the gap in my employment history and my 
extreme social anxiety. Feeling hopeless was making me feel really depressed and my anxiety levels 
were through the roof! 

I then found HeadsUp and enrolled. My Peer Support Worker was so nice, she really made me feel 
that I had lots of strengths. She helped create a CV and find a job, supporting me through the 
application and interview. Just getting an interview made me feel more confident even though the 
process made me anxious, but with her support I attended.  

I was offered the job after the second interview! Working has made such a difference to my life, 
when I had the chance to apply for a PSW role myself it made sense. My own journey taught 
me things I could pass on to others such as managing my mental health through meditation, 
mindfulness and CBT. 

As a HeadsUp PSW I worked with participants as my own PSW had with me, and I felt proud to 
be able to contribute. Witnessing participant journeys and the impact my support could have 
ultimately catalysed progress to my current role as PSW team Coordinator. 

I could never have predicted how much HeadsUp would help me. The amazing support I had from 
my PSW without whose encouragement I would never have applied for a PSW role myself, or 
been able to cope with the transition into working again. Peer Support Workers of this nature are 
fundamental to the impact of this kind of employment support. My PSW and colleagues will never 
know how grateful I am to them and how thankful I am to have met them.

Dave
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Management Support for 
Peer Support Roles 

In creating roles specifically for colleagues who face their own mental health challenges, comes a 
responsibility for management to ensure that the PSWs own wellbeing is top of their priority list. There 
must be considerations around managing boundaries and of course regular and holistic support and line 
management. 

Management should include honesty and recognition that our PSWs are living with their own challenges and 
that these can and do, emerge at times. Not surprisingly, this looks very different for every individual PSW, 
so support provided must be flexible to reflect the different needs of that individual. We’ve found that many 
of our PSWs benefit from working part time hours, with the space this provides giving opportunity to look 
after their own wellbeing.
 
But isn’t this all just what good line management should be like anyway?  

There are three types of supervision frameworks commonly used – clinical, line management and academic. 
Our PSWs are provided with supervision in two ways: through Project Coordinator’s line management, 
which aims to ensure service effectiveness and delivery are addressed and enhanced; and clinical 
supervision.

Clinical supervision for PSWs is conducted by a mental health professional to provide a “safe space” for 
discussion. Given that individuals have lived experience of mental health issues, there is a need to support 
them and explore their wellbeing in a supportive and confidential setting. 

This type of supervision encourages reflection upon individual practice through group discussions that 
explore challenges and how they might affect PSWs. The role of the PSW is independent and therefore 
can be quite isolating, so coming together as a group at these times also helps those working remotely to 
feel connected and avoid stress that can be related to isolation. Subject matter is always led by the PSWs 
themselves, with everyone being involved in varying degrees with each topic. 

PSW Katie Marsh shares: 

The importance of Clinical Supervision

Having lived experience can be helpful to participants, but it can also be difficult for PSWs to recognise 
when there is a transference or counter-transference of emotions between Participant and PSW. For people 
with lived experience this can lead to emotional entanglement with participants. Supervision seeks to help 
the PSW regulate their emotions in the relationship and give them insight into possible challenges/ issues 
arising from their work.
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there is warmth and a sense of belonging within the group and I also 
feel held if I am struggling with anything or even if I would like to share 
something very positive. I value very much the feedback from my peers.
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Lou Brewster – Clinical Supervision Lead: 

Considerations when supporting PSWs

It would be unwise in exploring the huge benefits of the Peer Support Model to ignore that there are also 
challenges that go alongside. 

All projects need to accommodate staff sickness, and when roles are front facing with vulnerable 
participants it is vital to have a contingency plan to allow for least interruption to the continuity of support. 
We found that our PSWs did not present with increased patterns of sickness, but that it was more likely 
that if an individual was off it was relating to their mental health, and that subsequently time away was for a 
longer period. This of course impacts the participants but can also impact the remaining PSWs in that team 
if  they need to pick up additional work. 

The empathy held by all our PSWs is so important to their positive impact with participants. It’s also the 
reason why some have found it difficult to step back at times and acknowledge that they have provided a 
participant with as much support as HeadsUp could offer. 

Coordinators found that their biggest challenge when managing the PSW teams was to be find a balance 
between supporting participants, supporting the PSWs’ sense of autonomy and experience, and needing to 
meet requirements of a target driven project. 

The psychological impact of working with participants on PSWs cannot be 
underestimated and supervision seeks to assess how everyone’s wellbeing 
is affected by their work. Peers are encouraged to support and challenge 
each other in recognising their current mental health state and share 
possible ideas/strategies to help.

Positive management provision 
Support/supervision planning with focus on PSWs’ health and wellbeing

Inclusion of both line management and clinical supervision for PSWs 

Presence of contingency plans in case of staff sickness

Allow PSWs to focus on what they are good at

Recognise PSWs as experts in their area of work and feed into project development 

Have supported processes in place so PSWs can step back from participants when required
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In reaching the last year of funded delivery for HeadsUp we can reflect upon our own learning and align 
that with the current needs of society. Sadly, following the pandemic, the number of people experiencing 
common mental health problems is growing. With a direct relationship between mental health and 
unemployment, the need for projects such as HeadsUp is greater now than ever before. 

Our experience of working with a goal centred approach, offered by a Peer Support Worker led support 
structure has clearly demonstrated the positive impact this can have. Indeed, our experience has shown that 
this has had the greatest impact on positive engagement with our target audience. 

Outcomes can be seen not just in the numbers of participants moving into employment or training, but 
in those who exit the project armed with newly developed practical employability skills giving them the 
confidence to job search independently. Of equal (or perhaps even greater) importance, is their new 
awareness of the importance of their own wellbeing and personal resilience to life’s challenges, developed 
through their work with their PSW. Collectively this learning and progress can have a huge impact on both 
the participants themselves and the family and friends around them. 

We are seeking funding to continue to share what we have learnt with those who are unemployed or 
economically inactive beyond the end of our existing funding December 2022. We also recognise the 
important part that our experience and findings can play in the NHS Long Term Plan to increase the mental 
health workforce through, in part, increases in peer support roles. 

An important future for the 
Peer Support Worker Model  

9

Our Peer Support Workers’ lived experience of common mental 
health problems is what sets us apart from being just ‘another 
employment project’.

skills
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HeadsUp is funded by the European Social Fund and the National Lottery Community Fund

Contact Details
HeadsUp Lead Organisation 
Enable East 
Severalls House, 2 Boxted Rd, Colchester, Essex CO4 5HG. 
01206 489913 

HeadsUp Delivery Partners

Employ-Ability 
Latton Bush Centre, Southern Way, Harlow, Essex CM18 7BL.
01279 450299

EPUT
Employment Services, Holmer Court, Essex Street, Colchester, CO3 3BT
0300 7900 573  

Signpost (Head Office) 
19, Colchester Business Centre, 1 George Williams Way, Colchester, 
CO1 2JS. 01206 890908

https://enableeast.org.uk/headsup/
mailto:Enableeast@enableeast.org.uk
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