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Preface
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When I was younger, I used to sit for hours in a parked car, drinking coffee and talking with a friend. Those were some of the times I was most comfortable, where I felt most heard and most hopeful about existing. Among other things, we shared the troubles and joys of our lives, danced around ancient ideas that were new to us, and looked to the future with dreams and aspirations. We may not have gone to the same high school, but we were peers.

Was this simply friendship? At the time, I didn’t have a name for what we were doing. Looking back, I realize it was informal peer support. We were friends, yes, but we were good at it. We weren’t trying to fix each other. We didn’t rush toward advice or solutions. We listened. We asked questions. We stayed curious about each other’s lives. We had enough overlap in experience to relate, and enough curiosity in our differences to learn from each other.

There was space to be honest. We could speak about things that felt confusing, painful, or unfinished. We didn’t need to have the right words. Sometimes we sat in silence. Sometimes we walked and laughed. Sometimes we said things we didn’t fully understand yet. Importantly, there was little judgment.

What mattered was that we showed up. We gave each other permission to be human. Over time, we both learned and healed as we grew up into a world that is often difficult, but also deeply beautiful, in large part because of the relationships we form within it.

Peer support is a way of being with another person. It is rooted in mutual respect, shared experience, and the belief that no one is healthy without human connection. Many of us have been doing some form of it our whole lives without having a name for it.

This book is an invitation to recognize what you may be doing already, and/or to learn new skills that can help you better interact with friends and loved ones. It is an invitation to see that something simple and human like peer support (formal or informal) can be very powerful, and that the small ways we show up for each other can lead to big changes in our lives.
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Lived Experience
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My strength as a peer is rooted in what I have learned through experience. I am not a doctor and I do not prescribe treatment. What I bring is different. I have lived inside the mental health system. I know what it feels like to sit in waiting rooms, to carry labels, and to wrestle with stigma, both from others and from myself.

I hold a kind of knowledge that cannot be taught in school. I live with realities many professionals are trained to help with. This knowledge is valuable because, when shared, it can help people return to their humanity after feeling disconnected, isolated, or othered.

I have felt the misery of a bad drug high, only to return for more the next day. I have lost friends after they learned I had experienced psychosis. I have felt incredibly alone. I have been delusional and believed the voices that told me I was worthless.

I have also learned to love myself, despite what some parts of society believe about people on the bipolar and schizophrenia spectrum. From this place of self-respect, I began to rebuild. After all, why take care of something if we do not believe it has value? When we see someone who is like us treat themself with dignity, it can become permission to begin doing the same. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true. When we see someone who is like us treating themself as worthless, it can reinforce our own shame.

I have felt the weight of labels and the sense of being set apart from society, as though I were defective or damaged. For years, I believed that story. It shaped how I saw myself, how I spoke, and how I moved through the world.

Recovery did not begin when my symptoms changed. It began when I started questioning my story. It began when I realized my worth was not something that could be given or taken away by a diagnosis or a label. No matter how accurate a map people make or find for me, my terrain and my personhood will always be too vast and nuanced to capture.

Peer support grows out of one person saying to another: You are not alone. I have been there too. Not as an expert, but as a fellow traveller. You’re valuable. Intrinsically. Your life matters even before you prove anything.

When people believe this, hope tends to rise. Not because reality suddenly gets easy, but because shame loosens its grip. And belief is contagious. If we model it with how we listen, how we speak, and how we stay, it can spread. When we see someone like us learning to care for themself, it becomes easier to imagine that we can do the same.

When I was in the psych ward and spoke with a peer support worker, I did not have the words for what was happening. But I felt a deep sense of belonging. For a moment, I was not a diagnosis. I was not a problem to be solved. I was simply a person, sitting beside another person who understood. I belonged to the world again. From that belonging came a quiet kind of strength. That moment changed how I saw recovery. It showed me that healing does not only come from treatment plans or symptom reduction. It also comes from connection, from being seen, and from knowing we do not have to carry our struggles alone.

This is the heart of peer support. It is not about fixing people. It is about sharing tools and experience so that people can discover their own capacity to heal. Or perhaps it is about helping someone realize that parts of them never needed fixing in the first place. It is about creating spaces where people can rediscover their dignity, their agency, and their worth. When we belong, even briefly, we feel safer. And when we feel safe, change becomes more possible.

I remember sitting with someone who was struggling in a way that felt painfully familiar. They were asking me what to do, and part of me wanted to give a clear answer. I could see a path that had helped me. But instead, I told a story. I spoke about a time in my own life when I had felt trapped, the small steps I had taken, and the mistakes I had made along the way. When I finished, they were quiet for a moment. Then they began to describe what they thought they might try.

Storytelling is a natural part of peer support. The power is in the wisdom we learned from our stories/experiences and not necessarily in the details. We need to be thoughtful with our storytelling. The focus should be on the peer and not you. In a sense, every story carries a suggestion. When we share our lived experience, we are offering a possible path. The difference is that we do not demand the other person walk it. We place the story in the space between us and remain open to whatever they do with it.

This preserves autonomy, and it also protects us from the responsibility that comes with giving advice. It allows people to feel less alone without feeling directed or controlled. A story can say, You are not the only one who has been here. It invites reflection rather than obedience.
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