
Ethical Challenges in Peer 
Support

Ensuring healthy boundaries and effective peer support relationships
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What are Boundaries?

A boundary may be defined as the “edge” of appropriate professional behavior, 
transgression of which involves the therapist stepping out of the clinical role or 
breaching the clinical role. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3361837/



What do they do?

• Create a border/frame around the professional 
relationship

• Defines roles and responsibilities of both staff and 
client

• The imaginary line between you and me. 

                                         

(Mayhall & Reid – US Veterans Initiative) 



Why are Boundaries Important? 

• Exists for the protection of the professional
• Protects the client from harm



Boundary Crossings
v

Boundary Violations



Boundary Continuums

• Boundary Inattention
• Absence of awareness of ethics, boundaries

• Boundary Crossing
• Indicates a point at which some action occurred that crossed a boundary but did 

no harm to the client

• Boundary Violation
• Actions that do harm to the client (& practitioner)

https://www.pcaaz.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/D56-Managing-Common-Boundary-Dilemmas.pdf



Boundary Continuums
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https://www.pcaaz.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/D56-Managing-Common-Boundary-Dilemmas.pdf
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Boundary Violations

Boundary Violation is exploitive or manipulative (and ALWAYS 
unethical). Examples would be having sex with a client or 
influence a client to put you in her will. Conflict of interest is a 
key concept.





Understanding Peer Support



Definition and Principles of Peer 
Support

Concept of Peer Support
Peer support is mutual help between 
individuals with similar lived experiences 
fostering shared understanding.

Core Principles
Guided by respect, empathy, and 
empowerment, peer support nurtures 
trust and personal growth.

Purpose and Impact
Collaboration in peer support promotes 
recovery, wellness, and emotional 
resilience.



Role of Peer Support Specialists

Mentorship and Advocacy
Peer support specialists use their recovery 
experience to mentor and advocate for others 
effectively.

Emotional Support
They provide emotional support that fosters hope 
and empowerment in recovery journeys.

System Navigation
Peer specialists help individuals navigate complex 
systems with guidance and advocacy.

Professional Boundaries
They maintain clear professional boundaries while 
providing compassionate peer support.



Legal and Ethical Frameworks in Your 
State

▪ Regulation of Peer Support
– State statutes provide clear regulations governing peer support services to 

ensure professional standards.

▪ Confidentiality Importance
– Guidelines emphasize confidentiality to protect privacy between specialists and 

those they support.

▪ Scope of Practice and Boundaries
– Ethical frameworks define scope of practice and boundaries to maintain 

professional relationships.



Types of Boundaries in Peer 
Support Relationships



Physical Boundaries and Personal Space

Respecting Personal Space
Acknowledging personal space helps 
maintain comfort and trust in 
interactions.

Mindful Physical Contact
Appropriate physical contact is essential 
to creating a safe and supportive 
environment.

Safe Environment Factors
Environmental factors contribute to 
comfort and safety in peer support 
settings.



Emotional Boundaries and Self-Care

Importance of Emotional Boundaries
Setting emotional boundaries helps 
prevent burnout and protects mental 
well-being in support roles.

Practicing Self-Care
Regular self-care activities support 
emotional health and enhance resilience 
against compassion fatigue.

Recognizing Emotional Limits
Awareness of emotional limits ensures 
sustainable peer support and prevents 
emotional exhaustion.



Professional Boundaries and Dual 
Relationships

Maintaining Professional 
Boundaries
Clear boundaries prevent 
conflicts of interest and uphold 
integrity in professional 
relationships.

Managing Dual Relationships
Awareness and careful 
management of dual 
relationships preserve trust and 
ethical standards.



Common Boundary Challenges



Navigating Rural and Small Community 
Dynamics

Overlapping Social Roles
In rural communities, individuals often 
hold multiple social roles, making 
relationships complex and multifaceted.

Limited Anonymity
Smaller communities offer limited 
anonymity, requiring careful 
management of personal and 
professional boundaries.

Maintaining Professionalism
Peer specialists must navigate blurred 
boundaries with professionalism to 
build trust and effectiveness.



Managing Confidentiality and Disclosure

Importance of Confidentiality
Confidentiality is essential to protect personal 
information in community settings and build trust.

Challenges in Community Settings
Informal environments can complicate 
confidentiality due to casual communication and 
shared spaces.

Adhering to Regulations
Following your state’s confidentiality regulations 
ensures privacy is maintained legally and ethically.

Clear Communication
Effective communication strategies are vital to 
uphold confidentiality and clarify disclosure 
boundaries.



Addressing Cultural and Diversity 
Considerations

▪ Cultural Sensitivity Importance
– Respecting cultural differences is essential for effective communication and 

relationship building in diverse environments.

▪ Adapting Peer Approaches
– Peer specialists should tailor methods to respect individual cultural backgrounds 

and unique value systems.

▪ Boundary Awareness
– Sensitivity to varied boundary expectations helps maintain trust and respect in 

culturally diverse interactions.



Understanding Dual 
Relationships in Peer Support



Definition and Examples of Dual 
Relationships

Definition of Dual Relationships
Dual relationships occur when one person 
holds more than one role with another, 
combining professional and personal 
interactions.

Examples of Dual Relationships
Examples include peer supporters also acting 
as friends or having financial relationships 
with peers, which complicates boundaries.

Challenges to Professional Boundaries
Dual relationships may blur professional 
boundaries and impact the effectiveness and 
ethics of support roles.



Types of Dual Relationships in 
Behavioral Health

Social Dual Relationships
Social relationships overlapping with 
professional roles can create conflicts and 
affect support quality.

Familial Connections
Family ties may complicate behavioral 
health support by blurring boundaries and 
objectivity.

Professional Overlaps
Multiple professional roles held 
simultaneously can impact clarity of support 
roles and responsibilities.



Dual Relationships

A social worker shall be solely responsible for acting 
appropriately in regard to a  relationship with a client or 
former client. A client or former client’s initiation of a 
personal, sexual, or business relationship shall not justify, 
excuse, or provide a defense for a violation of this section. 

NASW Code of Ethics



Potential Risks and Ethical Dilemmas

Risks of Exploitation
Exploitation can occur when boundaries are 
unclear, leading to unfair advantage and harm.

Compromised Judgment
Personal biases may compromise judgment, 
affecting decision-making and integrity.

Damage to Trust
Trust can be damaged when ethical boundaries are 
crossed, harming relationships.

Navigating Ethical Dilemmas
Careful navigation of intersecting personal and 
professional roles is essential for ethical outcomes.



Guidelines From Professional 
Organizations

▪ Frameworks for Peer Support
– Professional organizations offer structured frameworks to help peer supporters 

navigate complex relational issues effectively.

▪ Ethical Codes Importance
– Ethical codes ensure peer supporters maintain responsibility and professional 

integrity in their practice.

▪ Managing Dual Relationships
– Guidelines help peer supporters manage dual relationships responsibly to avoid 

conflicts and uphold trust.



Seeking Supervision and Support

Importance of Supervision
Regular supervision ensures peer supporters 
receive essential guidance and oversight in 
their roles.

Navigating Dual Relationships
Supervision helps manage complex dual 
relationships with accountability and clear 
perspective.

Peer Support Accountability
Accountability through supervision fosters 
responsible and ethical peer support 
practices.



What Is Role Drift?









Risks to Client Relationships and 
Outcomes

Trust and Safety Erosion
Role drift diminishes trust and safety in peer 
relationships, weakening client support 
systems.

Confusion Over Support Roles
Blurred roles confuse clients about who 
provides specific support, reducing clarity 
and confidence.

Negative Recovery Impacts
Mixed expectations and boundary issues 
adversely affect client recovery outcomes 
and progress.



Challenges to Organizational Integrity 
and Mission

Mission Drift
Unclear role boundaries can lead to mission 
drift, diverting focus from core 
organizational goals and values.

Legal Risks
Ambiguity in roles increases legal risks by 
causing non-compliance and liability issues 
within the organization.

Service Quality Challenges
Lack of clear role definitions undermines 
service quality, reducing effectiveness and 
stakeholder satisfaction.



Strategies for Maintaining 
Healthy Boundaries



Effective Communication Techniques

Clear and Honest Communication
Using clear and honest language fosters 
trust and reinforces boundaries 
effectively.

Active Listening
Active listening involves fully 
concentrating and understanding the 
speaker's message.

Setting Expectations Early
Establishing expectations early prevents 
misunderstandings and aligns 
communication goals.



Supervision, Support, and Continuing 
Education

Regular Supervision Benefits
Supervision offers essential guidance and 
accountability to ensure high-quality 
performance and professional growth.

Peer Support Importance
Peer support fosters collaboration and 
emotional support, enhancing teamwork 
and shared learning among specialists.

Continuing Education Role
Ongoing education keeps specialists 
updated on best practices and evolving 
industry standards for sustained excellence.



Resources and Policies Specific to Your 
State

Specialized Training Programs
States provide training programs 
designed to help peer specialists 
develop skills for maintaining 
proper boundaries and ethical 
behavior.

Policy Documents
Policy documents in your state 
offer clear guidelines that 
support peer specialists in ethical 
practice and boundary 
maintenance.



Conclusion

Importance of Boundaries
Clear boundaries are essential for ethical and effective peer 
support service delivery.

Understanding Challenges
Recognizing challenges in maintaining boundaries helps 
specialists navigate complex peer support dynamics.

Fostering Safe Environments
Using effective strategies enables peer support specialists to 
create safe and empowering environments.
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