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At the SDSU Center for Excellence in Aging & Longevity (CEAL), we recognize the 

importance and impact of peer support for older adults and their caregivers. We are 

dedicated to enhancing caregiver support through innovative, evidence-based 

methods. This Peer Support Facilitator Training Guide embodies our commitment, 
designed to empower individuals to lead impactful peer support groups. 

CEAL has experienced the transformative benefits of peer support in improving 

caregiver well-being. Our programs have effectively reduced isolation, alleviated 

stress, and cultivated a strong sense of community among caregivers. The success of 
these programs underscores the importance of connecting and sharing experiences. 

This guide builds upon these achievements by providing facilitators with the essential 
skills and knowledge to lead successful peer support groups. It covers the core 

principles of peer support, advanced facilitation techniques, and strategies for 
managing group dynamics. Rooted in evidence-based practices, the guide emphasizes 

empathy, shared experiences, and mutual support to foster an environment where 

caregivers feel understood and supported. 

Designed for a diverse audience—including professional caregivers, healthcare and 

social services professionals, and individuals with lived experiences—the guide aims to 

enhance caregiver support through outlining our experience in caregiver peer support 

facilitation and an initial listing of resources. The guide addresses challenges such as 

emotional stress, isolation, and limited resources, and seeks to build robust support 

networks while promoting both caregiver well-being and facilitator growth. 

Introduction 
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Overview of Peer Support 
Peer support involves individuals with similar experiences providing emotional, social, 
and practical assistance to one another. In caregiving, this means caregivers 

supporting other caregivers. Rooted in core values such as empathy, shared 

experience, and mutual support, peer support creates a space where individuals can 

connect over common challenges and offer meaningful help. Unlike professional 
support, which relies on clinical expertise, peer support is driven by lived experiences, 
fostering a deep sense of empathy and understanding that complements formal 
caregiving services. 

The benefits of peer support for caregivers are substantial. By providing a safe space 

for sharing feelings and experiences, peer support helps reduce isolation and 

loneliness, which is crucial for managing caregiver stress. This safe space is 

underpinned by the core value of empathy, as caregivers connect through their 
shared experiences. Additionally, peer support facilitates the exchange of practical 
advice, resources, and solutions, enhancing caregivers' ability to tackle challenges 

effectively through mutual support. 

Research shows that regular participation in peer support groups enhances overall 
well-being by fostering coping strategies, resilience, and better management of 
caregiving demands. This improvement is driven by the core values of empathy and 

shared experience, which build a strong sense of community and mutual 
encouragement. For facilitators, peer support offers significant personal growth, 
including increased confidence and a deeper understanding of their strengths and 

capacities. This growth is a direct reflection of the core value of mutual support, 
enhancing their effectiveness as caregivers and leaders. 
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It is important to understand the difference between peer support and professional 
support. Peer support is grounded in shared lived experiences, where individuals 
offer mutual aid and empathy based on their own similar situations. In contrast, 
professional support is provided by trained experts such as therapists or counselors, 
focusing on clinical expertise and structured interventions to achieve specific 
therapeutic goals. 

Peer Support: 
Based on shared experiences and mutual understanding. 
Typically informal and peer-led. 
Focuses on mutual aid and reciprocal relationships. 
Empathy and personal connection are central. 

Professional Support: 
Provided by trained professionals (e.g. therapists, counselors, and social workers) 
Formal and structured with specific therapeutic goals. 
Focuses on clinical or professional expertise. 
Maintains professional boundaries and a one-way support dynamic. 
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Lesson 1: 
Role of the Facilitator 

Lived experience plays a crucial role in mentoring within peer support groups. 
Facilitators who have navigated similar caregiving situations offer relatability, making 

caregivers feel more comfortable and understood. This shared experience enhances 

the credibility of the support and advice provided, as caregivers are more likely to 

trust guidance from someone who has been in their shoes. Additionally, facilitators 

with lived experience can deeply empathize with participants, providing genuine 

understanding and encouragement that fosters a supportive environment. 

As a peer support facilitator, your role is essential to the group's success. You will 
need to organize meetings by planning and scheduling regular peer support sessions 

to ensure consistent support. Guide discussions to encourage participation, keep 

conversations focused, and maintain confidentiality to build trust within the group. 
Provide resources by offering access to relevant information, tools, and support 

networks. Additionally, be available to support participants on an individual basis as 

needed. 

Effective communication is key to successful facilitation. This involves active 

listening—paying full attention, showing empathy, and providing thoughtful feedback 

—and asking open-ended questions to stimulate discussion. Empathy is essential; 
understanding and validating participants' emotions and showing compassion are 

crucial for building rapport. Strong leadership skills are also important: facilitate 

discussions while ensuring balanced participation, resolve conflicts constructively, 
and adapt to the group's evolving needs. 

To gauge success, regularly collect participant feedback through surveys or 
discussions to assess satisfaction and identify areas for improvement. Monitor 
attendance rates to measure engagement and commitment, and observe behavioral 
changes in caregiving practices, stress levels, and overall well-being. These metrics 

will help you evaluate the effectiveness of the peer support program and make 

necessary adjustments. 
5 



Lesson 2: 
Building Trust and Managing Discussions 
Familiarize yourself with the group dynamics and set the stage for productive 

interactions. Clearly communicate the ground rules, plan and schedule regular 
meetings, and ensure the environment is welcoming. Model the behavior you wish to 

see, encourage all participants to share, and manage conflicts with a focus on 

resolution and understanding. Continuously seek feedback to refine your approach 

and enhance the overall experience. 
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Effective Management 
Effective management of group discussions involves setting a clear 
agenda and managing time to ensure that each topic receives adequate 
attention. Techniques such as round-robin sharing, small group 
discussions, or written reflections can help encourage participation from 
all members. Periodically summarizing key points reinforces important 
topics and keeps the discussion focused. 

Mediation Skills 
A difference of opinion is inevitable in any group setting. When conflicts 
arise, employ mediation skills to address them constructively, 
maintaining neutrality to facilitate resolutions and ensure that all 
viewpoints are heard and respected. For disruptive participants, address 
their behavior calmly and privately, emphasizing the importance of 
group cohesion and adherence to ground rules. 

Referrals 
Provide referrals outside of group sessions for participants who are 
struggling with challenging issues, helping them navigate these concerns 
more effectively and maintain a positive group dynamic. 

Building Trust 
Building trust is essential for effective peer support. To create a safe and 
inclusive environment, start by setting clear ground rules that emphasize 
confidentiality, respect, and active participation. Using inclusive 
language ensures that everyone feels respected, while a non-judgmental 
attitude fosters a space where participants feel valued and supported. 

Open Communication 
Encouraging open communication involves modeling active listening 
through your own behavior. Demonstrate engagement by reflecting on 
what participants share and asking open-ended questions to stimulate 
in-depth discussions. It’s important to create opportunities for everyone 
to contribute, ensuring that quieter members also have a chance to 
voice their thoughts. Regular feedback, both given and received, helps 
maintain open communication channels and improves group 
interactions. 
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Lesson 3: 
Different Models for Peer Support 

Peer support can take various forms, each offering unique advantages depending on 

the needs of the participants and the objectives of the program. Understanding 

these models and their best practices is crucial for selecting the most effective 

approach for your group. Here, we explore several models, including online, in-
person, structured, conversational, and guest speaker formats, as well as 

considerations for frequency and best practices. 
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Online peer support involves virtual interactions through platforms such as video calls, 
chat forums, or dedicated apps. This model offers flexibility and accessibility, allowing 

participants to connect from various locations and at convenient times. To ensure 

effectiveness, establish regular meeting schedules (e.g., weekly or bi-weekly) and 

provide clear guidelines for respectful and productive interactions. Best practices 

include using reliable digital tools, setting expectations for engagement, and maintaining 

security and privacy standards. 

In-person peer support provides face-to-face interactions, fostering a more personal 
and immediate connection among participants.   Regular meetings (e.g., weekly or 
monthly) help build trust and rapport. Best practices include creating a welcoming and 

accessible environment, providing refreshments if appropriate, and using structured 

formats to guide discussions. Ensure that meetings are held in locations that are 

convenient and accessible to all participants. 

Structured peer support follows a formalized approach with a set agenda, specific 

goals, and predefined activities. This model often includes established frameworks, such 

as step-by-step guides or programmed exercises, to guide discussions and 

interactions. Regularly scheduled sessions, such as bi-weekly or monthly, help maintain 

focus and ensure that objectives are met. Best practices include clearly defining goals 

for each session, preparing materials in advance, and providing opportunities for 
feedback and reflection. 

Conversational peer support emphasizes open-ended discussions and informal 
interactions among participants. This model allows for spontaneous sharing and organic 

conversation flow, creating a relaxed and flexible environment. Regular meetings, such as 

weekly or monthly, help maintain engagement. Best practices include creating a 

comfortable and inclusive atmosphere, encouraging all participants to share, and 

allowing conversations to flow naturally while gently guiding discussions when needed. 

Incorporating guest speakers into peer support sessions can further enrich the 

experience by providing expert insights, new perspectives, and specialized knowledge 

on relevant topics. Scheduling guest speakers periodically can complement regular peer 
support meetings and address specific interests or needs of the group. For instance, 
inviting a hospice nurse to discuss the benefits of palliative care can offer valuable 

information and support to caregivers navigating end-of-life care. 
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Encourage 
Participation 

Best Practices Across All 
Peer Support Models 

Use techniques to ensure that all 
participants have opportunities to 

contribute and feel valued. 

Provide Feedback Regularly seek and provide feedback 

to improve the effectiveness of the 

peer support program. 

Maintain 
Confidentiality 

Ensure that all shared information 

remains private and that participants 

feel secure in the support 

environment. 

Be Flexible Adapt the approach as needed 

based on participant feedback and 

evolving group needs. 

Set Clear 
Objectives 

Define the purpose and goals of each 

session to guide discussions and 

activities. 
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Icebreakers are effective for building rapport and easing participants into the 

training environment by breaking down barriers and encouraging openness from 

the outset. Discussion circles facilitate group discussions on specific topics, 
allowing participants to share their experiences and learn from each other in a 

space for mutual learning and support. 

Peer support groups are designed to be conversational while creating a 

supportive and open environment. Utilizing “I” statements is a vital technique in 

fostering this kind of environment. Begin by explaining the concept of “I” 
statements, which help express feelings and experiences. For example, 
participants might say, “I feel overwhelmed when I don't have help” instead of 
“Nobody helps me.” This subtle shift in language can significantly impact the 

group's dynamics, making interactions more empathetic. 

Effective time management is crucial for keeping peer support sessions on track, 
even when there is no set agenda. Establish a clear time limit for the session and 

communicate this to the participants at the beginning. Prioritize key topics to 

ensure that the most important issues receive adequate attention, helping 

manage time effectively. Use pacing techniques to keep discussions focused, 
gently steering conversations back to the topic when they stray. Regularly check 

the time and provide updates to the group to ensure the session remains within 

the allocated time. 

Lesson 4: 
Training Techniques and Best Practices 
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Ensuring all voices are heard while respecting time constraints is vital for inclusive 

participation. Round-robin sharing techniques can be used to give each participant an 

opportunity to speak and share their thoughts, ensuring equitable participation and 

helping quieter members to contribute. Set time limits for individual contributions to 

ensure that everyone has a chance to participate without monopolizing the discussion, 
and clearly communicate these limits at the start of the session. 

Actively encourage quieter members to share their perspectives, using direct questions 

or invitations to speak to make them feel more comfortable. Gently manage dominant 

speakers by acknowledging their contributions and redirecting the conversation to 

include others, using phrases like “Thank you for your input, let’s hear from someone 

else.” 

Participation is encouraged, but it's important to recognize that listening is 

also a valuable form of participation. Assure members that it is perfectly 

okay to listen without speaking, as active listening is a crucial part of the 

group dynamic and contributes to the overall support and 

understanding within the group.
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Lesson 5: 
Meeting the Needs of Diverse Caregivers 

It is essential to adapt materials to meet the diverse needs of different caregiver 
groups. Begin by understanding the specific needs, preferences, and backgrounds of 
your audience, which may include varying ages, cultural backgrounds, caregiving 

experiences, and unique challenges. Customizing content accordingly is crucial; for 
instance, younger caregivers might benefit from guidance on balancing caregiving 

with career responsibilities, while older caregivers may require more support on 

managing their own health. Using inclusive language and examples ensures that all 
participants feel represented and understood. 

Integrating evidence-based practices into the curriculum is another vital aspect. This 

involves incorporating the latest research and best practices in caregiver support, 
mental health, and peer mentoring. Collaborating with experts in caregiving, 
psychology, and peer support can help ensure that the session is grounded in 

evidence and real-world experience. Additionally, using real-life case studies and 

examples makes the material more relatable and practical for participants. 

To support the ongoing development and effectiveness of peer support programs, 
the CEAL Website serves as a central hub for recommended resources. This includes 

a collection of books, articles, and websites related to caregiver support. The 

resources will be updated regularly to reflect the latest research and best practices in 

the field. By regularly accessing and utilizing these updated materials, facilitators can 

ensure their programs are informed by current advancements and expert insights, 
enhancing the overall quality and relevance of their support efforts. 
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Lesson 6: 
Measuring Success 

To measure the success of the peer support program, a comprehensive approach to 

monitoring and evaluation is crucial. The primary objective is to assess whether the 

models and techniques are effectively improving caregiver outcomes. 

Facilitators commitment to peer support and openness to constructive feedback are 

critical to this evaluation process. After three months of involvement, facilitators will 
receive a self-evaluation form from CEAL. This evaluation/coaching form will focus on 

key aspects such as communication skills, group management, and adherence to 

program guidelines. Completing this self-evaluation will help the program identify 

areas where facilitators are successful and where they may need additional support 

or resources. Periodic evaluation thereby enhances overall facilitator effectiveness. 
Regular collection of participant feedback is also essential and facilitators assist in 

gathering participant data. Quantitative data, collected through surveys and 

questionnaires, provides insights into key metrics such as changes in caregiver stress 

levels, improvements in well-being, and levels of social support. 

In addition to quantitative methods, qualitative data is gathered through interviews, 
focus groups, and open-ended feedback forms. These methods allow participants to 

share their personal experiences and offer detailed insights into how the peer support 

groups have influenced their lives. This qualitative data complements the quantitative 

findings, providing a richer understanding of the program’s impact. 

Facilitators should also note observations during peer support sessions. These 

observations can include changes in group dynamics, participant engagement levels, 
and emerging trends or issues. Documenting these observations helps to provide 

additional context, offering a more comprehensive view of how the peer support 

sessions are contributing to the program’s success. 
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Congratulations on reaching the end of this training guide. As you prepare to 

embark on your journey as a peer support facilitator, you are now equipped with 

the knowledge and tools necessary to make a meaningful impact on caregiver 
support. Your role is pivotal in creating a nurturing environment where caregivers 

can connect, share experiences, and find solace in each other’s company. 

This guide has provided you with essential insights into self-assessment, peer 
feedback, participant input, and program evaluation. By applying these principles, 
you will enhance your effectiveness as a facilitator and contribute to the overall 
success and continual improvement of the peer support program. 

At CEAL, we believe that our support extends far beyond this training document. 
We are committed to your success and are here to assist you every step of the 

way. As you begin facilitating sessions, remember that our team is available for 
guidance, additional resources, and any questions you may have. We will provide 

continuous updates on best practices, emerging trends, and additional training 

opportunities to support you. 

Thank you for your commitment to advancing caregiver support. Together, we can 

build a stronger, more connected community and achieve our shared goals of 
enhancing caregiver well-being and success. 

Conclusion 
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