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Over the last ten years a growing number of recovery community organizations have pioneered the 
development and delivery of peer recovery support services for people seeking to achieve or sustain longterm 
recovery from addiction to alcohol or other drugs. These services are improving opportunities for 
individuals and families by linking professional treatment and organized indigenous communities of support. 
 
I. Differentiating peer recovery support services from other services 
Peer-based recovery support is the process of giving and receiving nonprofessional, non-clinical assistance 
to achieve long-term recovery from severe alcohol and/or other drug-related problems. This support is 
provided by people who are experientially credentialed to assist others in initiating recovery, maintaining 
recovery, and enhancing the quality of personal and family life in long-term recovery. (William White. 2009) 
 
Peer recovery support services are adaptable across the continuum of care and are distinguished from 
professional treatment and mutual aid. 
 
Professional addiction treatment services: These services are provided by individuals with formal 
education in a clinical/medical setting. The treatment services offered reflect the treatment 
philosophy of each service provider, including primary care physicians. While some addiction 
professionals in long-term recovery may volunteer to provide peer recovery support services, they 
would not be acting in their professional capacity if they took on this role. Professionally-directed 
treatment providers are accredited and licensed to provide those services. Their staff/counselors 
are credentialed. 
 
Mutual aid support: Mutual aid is provided by individuals with experiential knowledge within a particular 
community of recovery. In a mutual aid setting, support is based on the beliefs and practices of a particular 
recovery fellowship. “Service work” in the context of mutual aid differs from peer recovery support services 
because it is based in a particular fellowship and part of a personal program of recovery. Some people who 
are peers and/or receiving peer recovery support services are also members of mutual aid groups. 
 
There is a long history of people in recovery from addiction serving as case managers, counselors, crisis 
workers, job coaches, and residential managers, and participating in mutual aid groups. For people with 
mental illness, there is a more recent development of mutual aid support and involvement in the more formal 
systems of care. 
 
II. Where are Peer Recovery Support Services in the Recovery Process? 
Peer recovery support services can be delivered across the full continuum of recovery, regardless of 
whether or not a person uses clinical treatment services. They can be offered before an individual enters 
treatment or when they are waiting for a service opening. They can coincide with treatment services, 
providing a connection to community while a person is in treatment. Following treatment, peer 
recovery support services help people manage their own recovery by developing recovery skills, 
accessing resources to support ongoing recovery and giving them an opportunity to further enrich 
their recovery through volunteer work in recovery support settings. 
 
For the millions of Americans who are not receiving clinical treatment for whatever reason, peer 
recovery support services provide an invaluable community network (including or in lieu of mutual 
aid groups) and infrastructure for recovery initiation. 
Peer support programs are an important mechanism for increasing individuals’ self-efficacy beliefs 
and decision making capabilities. Evidence shows that seeing or visualizing those similar to 
oneself successfully performing activities typically increases a person’s belief in his or her own 
ability to perform those activities successfully. 
 
III. Types of Peer Recovery Support Services 
 
Peer Recovery Support Services can be organized by a) service role, b) social support domain, 



and c) modality. 
 
Service Roles 
 
Peer/Recovery Coach: trained to serve as a personal guide and mentor for people seeking or 
already in recovery, regardless of pathway to recovery. Coaches provide emotional support; 
assisting with setting recovery goals and developing recovery plans; restructuring life and daily 
schedule to accommodate recovery; developing new friendship networks; forming and improving 
life skills and gaining access to services and resources. The recovery coach does not perform 
mutual aid service work and links individuals to mutual aid support. (The role of Peer/Recovery 
Coach often includes tasks of Peer Resource Coordinator: see below.) 
 
Peer Resource Coordinator: connects individuals (and sometimes families) to concrete resources 
to support their recovery including housing, employment, professional and nonprofessional 
services. Peers offer experience in navigating – and often walking the individual through – different 
systems, services, and cultures such as child welfare, criminal justice, mental health, primary 
health (including HIV services), and dental services. 
 
Support Group Facilitator: organizes, convenes, and facilitates general and special topic 
recovery support groups. Groups are not based on the philosophies of a particular pathway to 
recovery, are often ongoing, can be gender- and culturally-specific, and cover issues such as living with HIV 

and/or Hepatitis C, living without substances and criminal activity, family reunification, and developing new 

friendships and support circles. 

Workshop Facilitator: develops and conducts workshops that disseminate information, develop 
knowledge, and build skills to support recovery. Workshops can be single or multiple events and 
cover a range of topics including job-readiness skills, reentry and record expungement, nutrition, 
and healthy relationships. 
 
Coordinator of Substance-free Activities: provides opportunities for individuals and family 
members to access social inclusion, association and kinship with community, and leisure and 
socialization activities in substance-free settings. 
 
Recovery Community Centers: provide a hub for peer recovery support services, other 
community supports, and public space for individuals and families to convene in an environment 
that supports and promotes recovery. 
 
Social Support Domains 
 
Peer recovery support services fall into 4 social support domains: 

 Emotional (supports that foster hope, resiliency, confidence, and self-esteem); 

 Informational (develops knowledge and skill-building); 

 Instrumental (provides concrete assistance with housing, transportation, employment, etc.); and 

 Affiliational (fosters community kinship and social inclusion). 
 
IV. Where are Peer Recovery Support Services Delivered? 
 
Depending on where a person is in his or her recovery process, they can receive services in a 
variety of settings. Peer recovery support services are being delivered in urban and rural 
communities to many different population groups defined by age (adolescents); race or ethnicity 
(Native American, Latino, African American); gender and sexual orientation; and/or co-existing 
conditions/status such as incarceration, homelessness, mental illness or HIV/AIDs. 
 
Many recovery community organizations have established recovery community centers where 
educational, advocacy, and sober social activities as well as a place for mutual-aid meetings are 



offered in addition to peer recovery support services These recovery community centers are 
helping to bridge the gap between treatment and incarceration and long-term recovery. Peer 
recovery support services are also offered in churches and other faith-based institutions; recovery 
homes/sober housing; jails and prisons; probation and parole programs; Drug Courts; HIV/AIDs 
and other health and social service centers; and addiction and mental health service agencies. 
 
V. What Organizational Entities are Delivering Peer Recovery Support Services? 
 
The vast majority of peer recovery support services are being delivered by nonprofit recovery 
community organizations governed by members of the recovery community. Other entities include nonprofit 
organizations focusing on the service needs of specific populations such as people with 
HIV/AIDs; people with mental illness; and child welfare agencies. 
 
VI. Who is Delivering Peer Recovery Support Services? 
 
Services are delivered by people with the lived experience of recovery from addiction to alcohol 
and other drugs, either as a person in long-term recovery or a family member or significant other. 
There is a mutuality to peer recovery support, with the person giving and receiving support 
benefiting from the interaction. Whether paid or volunteer, there are various levels of training 
offered to members/peers who are providing services. Organizations that have an all volunteer 
peer base have paid staff whose primary job is to train and supervise volunteer peers. In a 
growing but limited number of states, there are certified peer addiction recovery support specialists. 
 
VII. Credentialing for Certified Peer/Recovery Specialist 
 
In 2000, Georgia became the first State to establish a certified peer recovery support specialist as 
a paraprofessional role in its mental health workforce. In 2002, Arizona quickly followed, adding 
individuals in recovery from substance use to mental health disorders. Since then a majority of 
States have established peer recovery support specialist roles, as well as systems for certification, 
primarily for people in mental health recovery. Exceptions include Illinois, North Carolina, and New 
Hampshire that have an addiction recovery component to their systems. Georgia and Texas are 
among the States where there is consideration for certification for addiction peer recovery support 
specialists. 
 
As of May 2008, 30 states had developed criteria for the training and deployment of “peer 
specialists,” while at least 13 states have initiated a Medicaid waiver option that provides 
reimbursement for peer-delivered mental health services. 

Sources 
 
Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, What Are Peer Recovery Support Services? HHS Publication (SMA) 09-
4454. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. 2009. 
 
Davidson, L., & Rowe, M. Peer support within criminal justice settings: The role of forensic peer specialists. 
Delmar, NY: CMHS National GAINS Center. 2008. 
 
Faces & Voices of Recovery teleconference, Building Bridges to Long-term Recovery: Mutual support 
groups/Peer and other recovery support services/Clinical treatment services, their differences and relationship, 
Beverly Haberle, Phillip Valentine, and William White. June 30, 2009. At: 
http://www.facesandvoicesofrecovery.org/about/trainings_events/2009_teleconference.php#june30, 
 
Godley, M.D., Godley, S.H., Dennis, M.L., Funk, R.R., & Passetti, L.L. Preliminary outcomes from the assertive 
continuing care experiment for adolescents discharged from residential treatment. Journal of Substance Abuse 
Treatment, 23, 21-32. 2002. 
 

http://www.facesandvoicesofrecovery.org/about/trainings_events/2009_teleconference.php#june30


Godley, M.D., Godley, S.H., Dennis, M.L., Funk, R.R., & Passetti, L.L. The effect of assertive continuing care on 
continuing care linkage, adherence, and abstinence following residential treatment for adolescent substance use 
disorders. Addiction, 102, 81-93. 2006. 
 
Klein, A., Canaan, R., & Whitecraft, J. . Significance of peer social support for dually diagnosed clients: Findings 
from a pilot study. Research on Social Work Practice, 8, 529-551. 1998. 
 
Saltzer, M. Consumer-delivered services as a best price in mental health care delivery and the development of 
practice guidelines. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Skills. 6(3), 355-383. 2002. 
 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Partners for Recovery, Financing Recovery 
Support Services, Review and Analysis of Funding Recovery Support Services and Policy Recommendations. 
(forthcoming) 
 
White, W. Sponsor, Recovery Coach, Addiction Counselor: The Importance of Role Clarity and Role Integrity. 
Philadelphia, PA: Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health. 2006. 
 
White, W. Peer-based Addiction Recovery Support: History, Theory, Practice and Scientific Evaluation. Chicago, 
IL: Great Lakes Addiction Technology Transfer Center and Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health. 2009. 
 
June 28, 2010 

 

 

 

 


