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Peer Support is defined as group support whether in small informal groups or larger more structured groups.
Mental health and well-being includes psychological, psychosocial and emotional well-being. 

Background 
The pressures of society’s fast paced lifestyle and trying to balance the demands of work and family/homelife appear to be having an impact on our physical and mental well-being. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2018) suggests that one in four people in the world will be affected by mental or neurological disorders at some point during their lifetime. Mental disorders are among the leading cause of disability and ill-health, with around 450 million people worldwide currently suffering from some sort of mental-health or well-being issue (WHO, 2018). Many people do not seek help or support for their mental health leading to a discussion about ways in which support could be developed (WHO, 2018; NHS, 2018 and NICE, 2018).  
Counselling is an effective method for maintaining and developing better mental health however, it is associated with the general level of mental health stigma (Lannin, et, al, 2015). WHO (2018) and NHS (2018) both recognise that counselling also suffers from having a long waiting list or a large cost burden, which makes it inaccessible to many people.  
[bookmark: _Hlk3296722]Peer support is a possibility for developing better mental health having had good success rates amongst cancer (Maggies, 2018) and stroke patients (Stroke Association, 2018) and those who misuse alcohol (NHS 2018). There are many examples where settings such as informal sewing groups (Hobbs and Ollernshaw, 2018) or woodwork classes (Brain Injury Unit Morriston Hospital, 2018) has provided good mental health support.  These groups provide a valuable way in which participants can de-stress themselves. It indicates that peer support has been used to deal with the difficulties that we face in life.  Many people have benefitted from peer support without even realising it, for example, when they attended youth group as a teenager or similar. 
[bookmark: _Hlk3315184]Research into the benefits of peer support amongst stroke patients has indicated that it produces better long-term outcomes for patients in general. Stroke Association (2018), Campbell, Phaneuf and Deane (2004) and Hebblethwaite and Curley (2015) all suggest that peer support was shown to encourage patients to participate in a range of activities that they would have been unlikely to without the support of the group. 
With this taken into consideration Cruse Bereavement Care (2019) have at present, stopped offering one to one support to children on their waiting list as they have found they engage better with their peers in a group setting that is facilitated by bereavement support workers.
The researcher has an interest in peer support and the effects they can have on an individuals’ mental health and well-being. Having worked with a stroke survivor for numerous years, volunteering one-to-one in bereavement support, alongside a Counselling degree have all sparked a keen interest in what support there is available to aid individuals in achieving good mental health and well-being. 

This focus group is aiming to investigate how peer support could be used to help people look after their own mental health and well-being. 

Aims and Objectives
Having reviewed the literature it is the researchers aim to investigate whether people think that it is likely that participation in peer support will help provide them with good mental health support that in turn lessens the likelihood of them needing more in-depth mental health support and intervention at a later stage. 
Research shows that peer support plays a vital role in several key areas in the health and social sector, including hospital settings alongside community settings and the voluntary sector. 
A recent literature review exploring the psychological effects of stroke and the benefits of peer support groups suggested that peer support was having a positive impact on stroke survivors and the rehabilitation process (Stroke Association,2018, Campbell, Phaneuf and Deane, 2004 and Hebblethwaite and Curley, 2015). Not only is it aiding patient rehabilitation it also appears to be aiding families and loved ones come to terms with the devastating effects a stroke has on the whole family, it appeared to give vital support and information needed to reconstruct family life (Backstrom and Sundin,2009). Peer support seemed to be a possible way forward within the literature reviewed to aid in alleviating pressures within the health and social care sector.   
Having established these findings, the researcher aims to analyse discussions in the group to whether peer support engagement could benefit an individual’s mental health, it also aims to explore the opinion of when peer support could be useful and when it is thought not to be of help.  

Methodology
To enable the researcher to make these findings it has been decided to use a qualitative approach of thematic analysis. Creswell (2013) explains how a qualitative approach provides an opportunity for the researcher to gather complex information to distinguish detailed meanings on the opinions of the participants. Thematic analysis is thought to provide the researcher with the opportunity to find common themes whilst transcribing the data collected during the focus group discussion. It will allow for a relativist methodology exploring the participants lived experiences and perceptions which should therefore be rich in data gathered to analyse the participants true perception of peer support groups (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

Methods
Acknowledging my bias as to the efficacy of peer support groups, I will be facilitating a focus group comprising a small number of University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) students where they will be asked the following questions to meet the objectives of this research.
 
The overarching research question being: How beneficial is peer support to an individual’s mental health and well-being? 
With three sub-questions:
1, What do you think a peer support group could be used for?
2, What do you feel the benefits of peer support could be to an individual?
[bookmark: _Hlk1756643]3, When do you feel peer support would not be helpful?
[bookmark: _Hlk3189301][bookmark: _Hlk3189507][bookmark: _Hlk3315653]The focus group will take place at the UWTSD SA1 Campus. The participants will be level six students studying Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies (CSIS). It will comprise of five females, ranging between ages twenty to forty, who will have been invited by letter (Appendix 1). The researcher will provide a safe space where the participants are free to discuss the topic.  The participants will have all received information (Appendix 2) regarding the questions and focus group expectations prior to their attendance.  In a safe space the participants are encouraged to have a group discussion which will be facilitated by the researcher and all opinions will be respected and accepted.  The participants will each sign a consent form agreeing to these expectations (Appendix 3).  The focus group questions from above will be provided to participants in Appendix 4. The focus group will run for twenty minutes of discussion time with time at the end for a de-brief (Appendix 5).

Ethics
Ethical consideration is important in Counselling and Health Care Sectors. Ethics are guidelines in which professionals work within to keep themselves and clients/service users safe from harm and ensures best practice whilst working within the setting (Bond, 2015 and McLeod, 2007). This research will follow the ethical guidelines of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2018), following research protocols in regard to focus groups and data protection which should protect and reduce the risk of harm to the participant. It will also comply with the UWTSD ethical requirements. The data that is collected and participants will be kept anonymous, voice recordings and the notes taken during transcribing will be stored securely within UWTSD until no longer needed and will be destroyed safely. 
The research questions have been carefully selected and should not cause any distress or have any adverse effects on the participants. However, should any issues arise for participants there will be a chance to address these during the de-brief, where signposting information will be available. The researcher and their supervisor who is a trained counsellor will be available to participants for guidance for thirty minutes post focus group. If anything should arise during the following days of the group, the researcher is available via e-mail address that has been provided.  
The attached documentation explains the process in detail. The participant is entitled to withdraw their consent from the process at any time and does not have to answer any question they are not comfortable with. They are also free to leave during the focus group if they wish. All documentation will be sent out two weeks before the focus group is due to take place and participants can withdraw from the process anytime leading up to the date and for one-week post focus group. If any participant withdraws no information gathered from that individual will be used.    

Outcomes
The researcher hopes to gather rich data to establish the perceptions of the participants in the focus group on how beneficial it is thought peer support groups can be to an individual’s mental health and well-being. The aim is to establish “Do we really need the support of others? Or can we cope alone”.










[bookmark: _Toc508527651]APPENDIX 1: Phase Three thematic analysis covering letter: focus groups


DATE: 12-03-2019


[bookmark: _Hlk536532634]“Do we really need the support of others? Or can we cope alone” 
How beneficial is peer support to an individuals’ mental-health and wellbeing?

[bookmark: _Hlk536532632]You are invited to take part in a research study to explore Peer Support Groups with an overarching question to explore,
[bookmark: _Hlk3120547]How beneficial peer support can be to an individuals’ mental-health and well-being.
1, What do you think a peer support group could be used for?
2, What do you feel the benefits of peer support could be to an individual? 
3, When do you feel peer support would not be helpful? 

Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. You should therefore read the attached information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 

This research is supervised by Beverly Cole (UWTSD Swansea). It has been approved by UWTSD Swansea. The School of Social Justice and Inclusion is bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychological Society and the British Association for Psychology and Counselling and it is hoped that this research will enhance understanding of peer support and the benefits to an individual’s mental health and well-being.

Taking part in this study is voluntary and the attached information should clarify any questions you may have. If you still have concerns, please feel free to contact me using the contact details given in the information sheet. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this information.




Ingrid Nicholls. (level 6 student- Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies UWTSD). 










[bookmark: _Toc508527652]APPENDIX 2: Phase Three thematic analysis:  information sheet: focus groups
										
Information Sheet for participation in Research into Peer Support Groups and the benefit on an individual’s mental health and well-being . 

Researcher: Ingrid Nicholls  

You are invited to take part in a focus group as part of a research study. Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. 

Please take the time to read this information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 

What is the purpose of the study? 

· The aim of this part of the research is to explore the experiences of Peer Support. 
· Do we really need the support of others or can we cope alone”? 

Do I have to take part in the study? 

· Participating in the study is voluntary, it is up to you to decide whether to participate and if or when to withdraw. 

· If you wish to withdraw from the research at any time you will be able to do so without giving a reason. The cut-off date for withdrawal will be one week after the focus group has taken place. Should you withdraw at, or before, this point, no data supplied by you will be used. 

What will happen if I take part in the study? 

· If, after reading the information provided, you decide to take part you will need to: 

1. Sign the consent form [no information will be used without this signed form] 
2. Return this form to me by 12/03/2019. 

· Where consent forms are returned by email, with an indication of intent to participate, this will be taken as informed consent. 
 

· Upon receipt of your consent form, you will be invited to attend a focus group which will take about 20 minutes of your time [plus any travelling to/from the SA1 campus]. The focus group will consist of students within the Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies Level 6 cohort who will discuss the issues outlined on the Focus Group Schedule attached. 
· 

What if I need to contact you? 

· You can contact me via the email address and telephone number provided below. 

What are the benefits of taking part? 

· You may find that discussing peer support groups and looking at the possible positive or negative aspects of a peer support group could help you make an informed decision on whether or not they could be a source of support for you or someone you know in the future.  

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

· It is highly unlikely that this research could disturb anyone taking part, but should the facilitator feel at any time during the course of the focus group that the conversation is beginning to create distress or stress for anyone the discussion will be stopped at that point and a short break will take place before returning to more general topics of discussion. If participation brings up upsetting material which you would like to discuss with someone, you are free to contact the researcher or the project supervisor [see contact details provided] for signposting to relevant support. Should any unsafe or unethical practice be identified, this will be addressed in accordance with the BACP Ethical Framework (2010). 

Will my taking part be confidential? 

· Although the researcher will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will, however, remind participants to respect the privacy of fellow participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group to others. A section of the consent form also requires participants to agree to keep information appertaining to the focus group confidential. 

Will my taking part be anonymous? 

· Your contributions will be anonymised. It is likely that some actual quotations used by you may be used in the presentation of the research, although these extracts and any other personal information will be made anonymous by modification of any identifiable information. It will not be possible to link any data to any participant. 

What will happen if I don’t want to participate? 

· Nothing. Just ignore this correspondence. 
 
What if there is a problem? 

· [bookmark: _Hlk536532633]If you have a problem with any aspect of the research these can be addressed either to the researcher at email [inicholls.151102@student.uwtsd.ac.uk], telephone [07759 035207], or to [beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk], telephone [07786 332338].

What will happen to the information I provide and the results of the study? 

· The focus group session will be recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis of content. The recording and the transcription will be stored separately and securely and destroyed once the research process is completed. 

· The completed thesis will be presented to UWTSD and will be available in the libraries of this organisation. Further to this, findings will be used for journal articles/conference presentations and collected data could be used for training purposes. Should any malpractice become evident this will be addressed in accordance with BACP guidelines 

Who has reviewed this study? 

· This study has been approved by UWTSD Swansea School of Social Justice and Inclusion Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee [SREC], bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychological Society and the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists 

What if I have any other questions? 

· Reading the information sheets provided should answer many of your questions. However, you may require additional information, or have a query, now or at a future stage of the research. Should this be the case please do not hesitate to contact me by telephone (07759 035207) or email (inicholls.151102@student.uwtsd.ac.uk).

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. 





Ingrid Nicholls Level 6 Student Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies UWTSD 
Date 12/03/2019.











[bookmark: _Toc508527653]APPENDIX 3: Phase Three Thematic analysis consent form: focus groups


Consent Form [Focus Group]: Research Project: “Do we really need the support of others? Or can we cope alone” 

Peer Support Groups. 
How beneficial peer support can be to an individuals’ mental-health and well-being.
1, What do you think a peer support group could be used for? 
2, What do you feel the benefits of peer support would be to an individual?  
3, When do you feel peer support would not be helpful?  

Please read this form carefully, initialling each box to indicate agreement as appropriate. 

I have read, and I understand the information provided about this research, I have a copy for future reference [dated 12/03/2019] and I have no reservations regarding content. 


I have had the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions. I have had these answered satisfactorily and I understand that there will be a further opportunity to address any questions at the end of data collection, just prior to the point where I am able to withdraw. 


I have a telephone number and an email address for the researcher, and contact details of the main project supervisor should I have any concerns. 


I understand that although the researcher will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will remind participants to respect the privacy of participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group. I agree not to divulge any information regarding the focus group to others. 


I understand that the focus group session is to be recorded and transcribed and data will be stored securely. I also understand that actual quotations from my contributions may be used to support the research, although any data collected will be anonymised. Findings may be the subject of journal articles/conference presentations and/or any other related educational or research work. Data collected will be destroyed once the research process is finalised. 


I understand that I can withdraw from this study at any time up to the cut-off point, without giving any reason, if I do so data relating to me will not be used in the study. 


I consent to take part in the focus group. 




Signature: ____________________    Date: _____________________ Tel Number: _____________ 


Print Name:___________________      Email: _________________________________   


If you return this form via email, you may be able to sign it electronically. If this is not the case, please note that receipt of this form via your email address will be taken as informed consent 


I would like to have sight of the research findings when these are produced Yes/No






















[bookmark: _Toc508527654]APPENDIX 4: Phase Three Thematic analysis focus group schedule


	
	Project: Peer Support Groups. “Do we really need the support of others? Or can we cope alone” 


 

Date: 01/04/2019 Time of Group: Start: 14-15 Finish: 14-45 

Venue: UWTSD Swansea SA1 Campus. 


[Introductions. Briefly describe project and focus group protocol [including purpose of study, recording, dissemination and withdrawal], ensure participants have copies of the information sheet and focus group schedule and have signed the consent form}. Revisit informed consent. 

OVERARCHING QUESTION: Peer Support Groups. 
How beneficial peer support can be to an individuals’ mental-health and well-being.



Topic 1: What do you think a peer support group could be used for? 

Topic 2: What do you feel the benefits of peer support would be to an individual?

Topic 3: When do you feel peer support would not be helpful?  

Topic 4: [We have ------- left] Is there anything anyone would like to add?


[Thank participants for participating, assure them of anonymity and advise what will happen next. Ask whether participants have any questions, want sight of notes/themes, etc. Cool down period, debriefing chat. 






  




[bookmark: _Toc508527655]APPENDIX 5: Phase Three Thematic analysis debriefing form 


Date: 12/03/2019


Thank you for participating in this study. Your time and effort are appreciated. 
This research explored Peer Support Groups - an integral part of training for tomorrow’s counsellors. To date the placement experience has been under-researched and under-represented within academic literature and by taking part in this study you have contributed to the growing body of knowledge concerning this important aspect of counsellor training. 
You are reminded, however, that you still have the right to withdraw at this point. Should you decide to do so you will not have to give any reason and collected data will not be used and will be destroyed.  You will be aware that this study has received ethics approval from the Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee of UWTSD Swansea. However, if you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you can contact [beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk], telephone [07786 332338].
Although this study did not focus on any issues which would normally invoke emotionally sensitive reflection, sometimes the process of reflecting can prove to be disturbing. If answering any of these questions led you to feel distressed, you are free to discuss associated issues with myself or Beverly Cole and if you would like to speak to someone else about your thoughts, arrangements can be made for you to be provided with a list of helpful organisations so that you can talk about any aspect of the research which has caused you distress. Should this be the case, you will need to contact the researcher within seven days of the date of this form. 
If you would like to learn more about counselling placements you will find some excellent Information Sheets on the BACP website - www.bacp.co.uk/informationsheets. 



Ingrid Nicholls Level 6 Student Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies UWTSD.
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