OAMH
PEER SUPPORT TRAINING

Ohio Advocates for Mental Health

NEW OPPORTUNITIES
FOR PEER SUPPORTERS!
Peer Support Specialists: You may have heard about Peer Support Specialists,
consumers who will become members of local ACT teams, wherever they are developed.
There may, eventually, be as many as fifty of them for the state of Ohio. Some of you
may want to apply for those positions. If you are interested in applying, you may want to
take the training course first. People who have received the training will be eligible to
apply for openings as they become available. The training will occur over a two week
period and will include:
•
•

OAMH Peer Support Training.
The BRIDGES course for people who haven't taken it or who want and/or need a
refresher.
• WRAP training for people who haven't taken it or who want and/or need a
refresher.
• ACT team training for everyone.

The first peer specialist training will be for 25 people and will occur during the weeks of
May 16-20 and 23-27. Peer support specialists must be consumers who are 18 years old
or older, have very good communication skills, are able to work with people with all
kinds of disabilities, and are able to serve as role models for other consumers. They
need to be good team players who are comfortable working with peers and professionals.
Work experience, voluntary or paid, is a plus -- as is education, formal or peerconducted. Applications for the training are available from the OAMH office, 1-800589-2603. The deadline for applications to be submitted is March 15. People accepted
for peer specialist training will be notified around April 1.
Preference will be given to people already working on ACT teams and/or in other mental
health programs.
Watch for information in the OAMH newsletter, Aurora or call OAMH at 1-800-5892603.
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WE CARE Network, Inc.
1110 Chambers Rd.
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INTENDED USE
This collection of materials comprises a short course for consumers to further peer support among
individuals, to gain skills for use as Peer Support Specialists, to advance the use of warm lines and
partnering activities, and to form and sustain peer support groups. The expectation is that people
giving and taking this course will have heightened awareness of effective communication skills
and resources to assist them as they provide peer support.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Much of the material and many of these exercises for training peer supporters have been freely
adapted from the Peer Counseling Manual published by Options for Southern Oregon. Some
materials have been borrowed and adapted from the Buckeye Peer Support curriculum and from
the BRIDGES: A Journey of Hope support group program. In addition, exercises and materials
whose sources are unknown are included, ranging from family living workshops to
communications courses to creative dramatics and have been adapted from the experience of
OAMH members and staff. Included are contributions by Bob Byers, Janet Galligan, Jewell
Hamm, Molly McCurdy, Shery Mead, Thelma Rist, and others. Special thanks to Catherine
Rhoades and Ellen Stukenberg for the many meetings scheduled and hours spent pulling this
document together, as well as to Philip Mercer for his unceasing support.
We are grateful to all whose ideas and work have provided the substance of this short course.

Copyright, 2005, Ohio Advocates for Mental Health WE CARE Network, Inc., Columbus, Ohio

Page 3

Ohio Advocates for Mental Health
Peer Support Manual

00

,/"*%

angry

annoyed

anxious

confident

confused

curious

disgusted

embarrassed

enthusiastic

envsous

ecstatic

(eariul

frightened

frusirated

guilly

happy

humiliated

bashful

determined

.!"

If
hostile

apalhefic

hurt

O
hysterical

innocen-

1. Choose one square with a feeling you have had in the last month.
2. Put your first name on that square.
3. Find another person who has had one of these feelings in the last month. Ask that person to put
his/her name on the square.
4. Go around the group. Find others who can put their name on a square. EACH PERSON may
sign ONLY ONE SQUARE.
5. When you have all the squares filled, YELL BINGO!
6. Come to the table and tell us your name.
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OAMH PEER SUPPORT TRAINING
Peer support means consumers giving support to each other: They listen, empathize, show
concern, give advice where appropriate (and refrain when it's not) and help others solve their
own problems. Peer support means safe communication in a non-judgmental environment.
Peer supporters care about each other.
~ Role model support: Someone helps another consumer get through a situation by
sharing his/her own successful experience in a similar situation.
~ Socialization: Many consumers get stuck in their homes, either as a direct result of
their illness or because of the stigma they perceive away from home. A peer who has
dealt with the illness or stigma ~ or both ~ can provide credible support.
~ Daily living: Coping with transportation, utilities, banking, grocery stores, cooking,
etc. can be frustrating if not daunting. Accessing the Mental Health and Human
Services systems can be equally difficult. Peers who have "been there" are frequently
the best resources for support in the daily grind.
- Emotional support in crisis or in everyday living.
~ Advocacy: empowerment
~ Support in learning to advocate for oneself
- Moving on to advocate for other individuals or groups
— Advocacy for mental health issues
- Educational support: A learning/teaching relationship that often goes both ways
Ohio Advocates for Mental Health offers training in skills and concepts so peer supporters
can be effective in whatever tasks they undertake. OAMH peer support training emphasizes
attitudes, ethics, and communication skills. Topics include listening, message-giving,
empathy, problem-solving, limit setting, self-care, assertiveness, reciprocal empathy, dealing
with emergencies, developing local resources, and advocacy.
Expected outcomes of OAMH peer support training:
a Trainees will cultivate a helping attitude.
a Trainees will have increased self-esteem.
a Trainees will acquire or increase listening and other communication skills.
a Trainees will acquire or increase problem-solving skills and understand their roles in
helping peers to solve their own problems.
a Trainees will be aware of their own needs as helpers and of how to feel rewarded.
a Trainees will have enhanced ethical awareness.
a Trainees will know how to develop information about local resources and how to
access them.
a Trainees will develop an awareness of advocacy for self and others.
a Trainees will know how to set up and run an ongoing support group.
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RESPECT
CHOICE

How important to you is it to feel respected?
How important to you is it to be in charge of your own choices?
Feeling respected and having choices are two major factors in a person's feeling of wellbeing. As peer supporters, we are called upon to treat our peers as we would like to be
treated — with respect — and to respect their right to make choices.
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GROUND RULES FOR GROUPS
To build self-esteem in groups, we can agree on some ideas that build respect for each other
as well as for ourselves.

• Claim Responsibility For Your Own Feelings. "I Feel."
• Be Sensitive To Others.
• Maintain Confidentiality. What is Said Here, Stays Here.
Indefinitely.
• Seek Help If You Need It.
• Respect The Opinions Of Others.
• Share Group Time — Everyone Has The Right To Be Heard.
• Be Supportive Of Each Other; Avoid "Put-Downs Even In Jest.
• Ask Questions When You Don't Understand.
Are there other rules we need for this group?
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TOWARD GREATER UNDERSTANDING OF
HUMAN BEHAVIOR
To be helpful in working with people, I must remember that I should have ...
.... an awareness of my own attitudes, feelings and prejudices so that they do not interfere as I
begin to offer help to others.
.... an understanding that people usually react to situations with feeling rather than intellect.
.... an appreciation that people are different in physical and emotional makeup, family
background, education, and life's experiences. They are alike in their basic needs to be loved,
to have security, to be adequate, to achieve, and to be recognized.
.... an insight that people form attitudes based on how they see a situation. They may read
meanings into situations that are not there. They may hear only what they want to hear.
.... a realization that people want to control their own lives and make their own decisions.
Help is seldom acceptable unless it is sought, and the individual has the right to reject it.
.... a recognition that behavior may have meaning only to the individual and may not appear
to be sensible or logical.
.... an appreciation that each person has personal needs and reacts in a manner that attempts to
meet them.
.... an understanding that a person s responses usually have little to do with me as a person.
He/she may be reflecting worries and concerns that have no bearing on the current problem
presented.
.... an acceptance of people as they are and where they are with their problems.
.... an understanding and ability to reassure the person that I recognize his problem and wish
to work with him on it.
Adapted from California's Community Friends Program
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Attitude
by
Charles Swindell
"The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of Attitude
on life. Attitude, to me, is more important than facts. It is
more important than the past, than education, than money,
than circumstances, than failures, than successes, than
what other people think or say or do* It is more important
than appearance, giftedness or skill. It will make or break
a company ... a church ... a home. The remarkable thing
is we have a choice every day regarding the attitude we will
embrace for that day. We cannot change our past... we
cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way.
We cannot change the inevitable. The only thing we can do
is play on the one string we have, and that is our attitude. I
am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and
90% how I react to it. And so it is with you ... we are in
charge of our Attitudes."
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SELF-AWARENESS/
SELF-ESTEEM
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RISK

To laugh is to RISK appearing the fool ~
To weep is to RISK appearing sentimental ~
To reach out for another is to RISK involvement ~
To expose feelings is to RISK exposing your true selfTo place your ideas before the crowd is to RISK their loss.
To love is to RISK not being loved in return ~
To live is to RISK dying ~
To try is to RISK failure.
But RISK must be taken
Because the greatest hazard in life is to RISK nothing.
The person who RISKS nothing,
Is nothing,
Has nothing,
and is nothing.
She may avoid suffering and sorrow.
But she simply cannot learn,
Feel,
Change,
Grow,
Live,
LOVE.
Chained by her certitudes, she is a slave
She has forfeited Freedom.
Only a person who RISKS ... IS FREE.
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FRANK & ERNEST

SELF-AWARENESS/ SELF-ESTEEM: INTRODUCTION
This course begins by focusing on Self Awareness. For our purposes, self- awareness means
being aware of the predominating thoughts, feelings, values and beliefs from which we
operate. By exploring our own issues in this area, we get to know ourselves better and can
also discover our own biases or prejudices that might interfere with effective peer support.
An increased sense of self-awareness is essential to the success of personal growth and
interpersonal relationships. The exercises in this course are designed to create and maintain
the process of self-exploration while becoming more skilled at communications with others.
As we learn more about ourselves, it is easier to work with others who are struggling with
similar concerns. Many of the issues that come up in peer support reflect an individuals' lack
of self-awareness or self-esteem.
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All About Me
Things I like to do:

Things I'm good at/ my strengths:

Things I'd like to be better at/ parts of me that I'd like to grow:

Spend ten minutes with one or two other people, talking about this
information about yourself
In the whole group, share those things you feel comfortable with.
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Blueprints for Building Self-esteem
by Mary Ellen Copeland, M.S., M.A.
In my work, I sometimes feel that there is an epidemic of
low self-esteem. Even people who seem to be very sure of
themselves will admit to having low self-esteem, a feeling
that often makes them unhappy and keeps them from
doing some of the things they want to do and being the
kind of person they want to be. In fact, they may say that
low self-esteem causes, or worsens, their bouts with
depression and anxiety.
I know this has been a big factor in my life. I feel that I
am always working on raising my self-esteem and that I
will always need to do that.
There is no single way to build self-esteem. There are
many different things you can do to work on this issue,
and I, myself, am always on the lookout for new ways to
raise self-esteem. This article will describe some of what
I have learned to date.
Get Involved
Right now you have an opportunity to do something that
will help you to raise your self-esteem. Once every four
years, you can vote for the person you would like to be
the next President of the United States. You also have the
opportunity to vote for other national, state and local
officials. Irrespective of the outcome of the election,
informing yourself about the candidates and voting for
the ones who support issues that are important to you can
make you feel good about yourself, raising your selfesteem.
Begin the process by thinking about the issues that are
most important to you - education, health care, the
environment, taxes, defense spending, etc. If you don't
know how you feel about these issues, read some related
articles and talk with people who have the information
you need. Then, when you know how you feel, find out
which candidates support your views. Then vote for those
candidates. If you feel strongly about certain candidates
and have the time, you may want to volunteer to help
them with their campaigns. Activism will give your selfesteem another boost.

Some of the things you can do to take good care of
yourself include:
• Eating three meals a day that are focused on healthy
foods - fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as whole
grain foods and rich sources of protein like chicken
and fish.
• Avoiding foods that contain large amounts of sugar,
caffeine and food additives. If you can't pronounce
the ingredients, you may want to avoid it.
• Getting outside and exercising every day.
• Spending some time each day doing something you
really enjoy.
• Spending time each day with people who make you
feel good about yourself.
• Having regular check-ups with your health care
providers.
Change Negative Thoughts About Yourself to Positive
Ones
Work on changing negative thoughts about yourself to
positive ones. You may give yourself lots of negative
self-talk. Many people do. This negative self-talk
increases your low self-esteem.
You can decide now not to do this to yourself. That's
great if you can do it. However, negative self-talk is often
a habit that is hard to break. You may need to work on it
more directly by changing negative statements about
yourself to positive ones.
Begin this process by making a list of the negative
statements you often say to yourself. Some of the most
common ones are:
Nobody likes me.
I am ugly.
I never do anything right.
I am a failure.
I am dumb.
Everyone is better than I am.
I'm not worth anything.
I've never accomplished anything worthwhile.

Take Good Care of Yourself
Another way you can build your self-esteem is to take
very good care of yourself. You may take very good care
of others and put your own personal care last. Or your life
may be so busy that you don't take the time to do the
things you need to do to stay healthy. You may feel so
badly about yourself that you don't bother to take good
care of yourself.

Then develop a positive statement that refutes the
negative one. For instance, instead of saying to yourself,
"Nobody likes me," you could say, "Many people like
me." You could even make a list of the people who like
you. Instead of saying, "I am ugly," you could say, "I look
fine." Instead of saying, "I never do anything right," you
could say "I have done many things right." You could
even make a list of things you have done right. It helps to
do this work in a special notebook or journal.
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When you have developed positive statements that refute
your negative statements, read them over and over to

Doing the dishes; or
Making the bed.

yourself. Read them before you go to bed at night and
when you first get up in the morning. Read them aloud to
your partner, a close friend or your counselor. Make signs
that express positive statements about you and post them
where you will see them - like on the mirror in your
bathroom. Then read them aloud every time you see
them. Think about some other ways to reinforce these
positive statements about yourself.
Get Something Done
Low self-esteern is often accompanied by lack of
motivation. It may feel very hard to do anything. It will
help you to feel better about yourself if you do something,
even if it is a very small thing. You may want to keep a
list of possibilities on hand for those times when you can't
think of anything to do. Things like: cleaning out one
drawer, washing the outside of your refrigerator, putting a
few pictures in a photo album, reading an article you have
been wanting to read, taking a picture of a beautiful
flower or a person you love, making the bed, doing a load
of laundry, cooking yourself something healthy, sending
someone a card, hanging a picture or taking a short walk.
Make a List of Your Accomplishments
You may not give yourself credit for all that you have
achieved in your life. Making a list of your
accomplishments will help you become more aware of
these accomplishments. It will also help change the focus
of your self-thoughts to positive ones. You can do this
exercise again and again, whenever you notice your selfesteem is low.
Get a big sheet of paper and a comfortable pen. Set the
timer for 20 minutes (or as long as you'd like). Spend the
time writing your accomplishments. You could never
have a paper long enough or enough time to write them
all. Nothing is too big or too small to go on this list. This
list can include things like:
Learning to talk, walk, read, skip, etc.;
Planting some seeds or caring for houseplants;
Raising a child;
Making and keeping a good friend;
Dealing -with a major illness or disability;
Buying your groceries;
Driving your car or catching the subway;
Smiling at a person who looks sad;
Taking a difficult course;
Getting a job;

Do Something Special for Someone Else
Have you ever noticed the good feeling that washes over
you when you do something nice for someone else? If so,
take advantage of that good feeling by doing things that
are "nice" or helpful to others as often as you can to build
your self-esteem. Watch for opportunities that come up
every day. Buy your partner some flowers or even one
rose. Send a friend a greeting card. If someone you know
is having a hard time, send them a note or give them a
call. Go out of your way to congratulate people you know
on their achievements. Visit a patient at a nursing home
or hospital or someone who is "shut-in." Play with a child
- read him a book, take her for a walk, push him on the
swing. Do a chore for someone that might be hard for her
or him like raking the leaves or mowing the grass. You
may even want to volunteer for an organization that is
helping others, like a heart association or AIDS project.
I'm sure you can think of many other ideas.
Other Quick Things You Can Do to Raise Your Selfesteem
Following is a list of other things you can do to raise your
self-esteem. Some of them will be right at one time, while
others will work at another time. There may be some you
choose not to do - ever. You may want to post this list on
your refrigerator or in some other convenient place as a
reminder.
• Surround yourself with people who are positive,
affirming and loving.
• Wear something that makes you feel good.
• Look through old pictures, scrapbooks and photo
albums.
• Make a collage of your life.
• Spend 10 minutes writing down everything good
you can think of about yourself.
• Do something that makes you laugh.
• Pretend you are your own best friend.
• Repeat positive statements over and over again.
You can add more ideas to this list as you discover them
for yourself.
In Conclusion
Work on raising your self-esteem may go on for the rest
of your life. However, this is not a burden. The kinds of
things you do to raise your self-esteem will not only help
you to feel better about yourself, but will improve the
quality of life while energizing and enriching it.
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COMMUNICATION
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Sensitivity is
communication of honest feeling
while caring for
the feelings of others.
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COMMUNICATION: INTRODUCTION
Communication is a key part of all relationships. It takes at least two people for communication to exist - the
speaker and the listener. Interaction happens when those involved switch roles and the speaker becomes the
listener while the listener becomes the speaker. When communication is successful, messages have been sent
and received and those involved agree on the content and the meaning of these messages. Without clear,
accurate, efficient interactive communication, the experience can be frustrating, exhausting, and could lead
to a break down in the relationship between those trying to communicate. Clarification is a useful technique
to make sure that communication between speaker and listener is on track.
Communication involves verbal and non-verbal messages. An effective listener must learn to understand
what the speaker is saying with their body as well as what they are saying with the words they use. Nonverbal communication may include tone of voice, body language, and/or eye contact. The speaker may or
may not be aware of the messages they are sending through their body and those messages may conflict with
the message their words are conveying.
To be effective communicators, we must develop an appreciation for the limitations and misinterpretations
possible when people are using words to communicate. We must also become familiar with the types of
statements that may become roadblocks to effective communication. We can develop strategies to counteract
these blocks so that effective communication can happen. An effective communicator must also recognize
the impact of a person's feelings on messages sent and received from both the listener and the speaker's
perspective.
Finally, attempting to improve one's communication skills can have a positive impact on all aspects of a
person's life. We can never be too good at communicating!
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Thoughts, Feelings and Actions
Cognitive-Behavioral Theory states that our thoughts, feelings and actions are interrelated. Understanding
our own thoughts feelings and actions as well as those of the person we are trying to interact with is critical
to successful communication.

Thoughts

> Feelings

> Actions

*

Our thoughts and beliefs lead us to have feelings
(i.e. if I think I am in danger, I feel scared; if I believe the people I love
care about me, I feel happy)

•

Feelings lead to actions
(i.e. if I feel scared, I might run or fight; if I feel happy, I might smile, hug
someone, etc.)

We come to understand the thoughts, feelings and actions of others by :
• Speaking directly with the person, asking questions, exchanging information, clarifying
• Reading the messages they send with their body (non-verbal communication)
• Learning about their personal history, family or cultural background, their current life
situation, etc.
• Understanding what barriers that might be influencing their ability and willingness to
communicate effectively
If a person isn't "acting right" or you are not getting the reaction you expected, check to see if they
understood (thoughts/beliefs) what you said to them. You may need to clarify (i.e. make clear) what you
meant to say.
Poor communication:

Misunderstanding —> Hurt Feelings —> Negative Reaction
Effective communication:

Understanding —> Positive/Neutral Feelings

> Cooperative Response

By clarifying what you meant to say, you can possibly change a person's thoughts, feelings and actions.
Also, before you become overly upset with something someone says or does, it would be a good idea to ask
them to clarify what they meant to convey!
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COMMUNICATION
Ask and Clarify
I know that what you think you heard me say is an accurate perception of
what I meant. However, there is the problem of...
1) What I really meant in my head and heart.
2) The form in which I translated that into my own words.
3) Any of your blocks, filters or attitudes that interfere in your hearing
my words as I meant them.
4) Your translation of what you did hear and what you perceive I meant
by what you heard me say.

And vice versa.

So, before we put up barriers or put each other in boxes that we may not belong
in ...
ASK AND CLARIFY
We can work it out!
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COMMUNICATION: NON-VERBAL
We are beings of multiple senses - sight, sound, smell, touch and taste. We take in information about
our environment through the use of all these senses. The spoken language is only one small way we
gather information. When it comes to survival, it may not be anywhere near the most important!
During human interactions, we are constantly picking up information by observing people with
whom we are speaking. We might be able to guess things such as their age, state of health, level of
income, how they feel about themselves and their mood. Most of the time, we are not fully conscious
of this activity and our resulting knowledge can be explained away as intuition.
As a peer supporter, we need to be consciously aware of the non-verbal messages people put out and
we need to learn to interpret them accurately. Otherwise, we may be getting only half the message or
maybe completely the wrong one!
Some examples of body cues:
Facial expressions

Eye contact

Hand movements

Position of the body

Foot and leg movements

Distance between the two communicators

Nodding/shaking of the head

Intensity of a hand shake

Non-verbal cues can be misunderstood as much as verbal ones. For example, a grimace or frown can
be interpreted as a sign of disagreement but might really be an indication that the person is in
physical pain. When in doubt, ask clarifying questions.
-

"Did I offend you by what I just said?"

-

"You are frowning. Does that mean you disagree?"

The key is to train our brains: to listen with more than our ears, to see with more than our eyes. Like a
good detective story or jigsaw puzzle, a key piece of information can lead the way to the overall
picture.
Sometimes, we are unable to put into words the things we pick up through our senses. We just have a
"gut" feeling about something. Do not discount these feelings just because there does not appear to be
a logical explanation for them. Talk them over with someone, perhaps your supervisor, before you
discard them as "nothing".

We need to learn to trust our senses and intuitions.
Page 26

Ohio Advocates for Mental Health
Peer Support Manual

COMMUNICATION
START
COMMUNICATING
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GUIDELINES FOR STARTING CONVERSATIONS
Review these as possible things to do when starting a conversation with a stranger.
1. Introduce yourself first, if this is the first meeting.
2. Open the conversation with a topic that may be of interest to both of you, or with a non-threatening
question.
3. Ask informational questions that will provide "free information" on which the conversation may be
built and which may introduce a subject of interest to both.
Example: Have you lived other places? Have you traveled outside the country? Where did you go on
vacation?
4. Look at the person, make eye contact, and really focus on the conversation.
5. Show that you are listening by following a comment with a further question or comment related to
what the person just said.
6. Respond to the person with comments about yourself. Avoid an interview type of situation, and
develop a sharing relationship.
7. As much as possible, avoid asking questions that can be answered with a "yes" or "no" answer.
8. Smile occasionally, but don't always laugh or giggle.
9. Use questions and a tone of voice which convey sincerity.
10. Do not probe into areas the person has not opened which might be considered too personal.
11. Allow silences to occur when the person may be considering what to answer, or you both are thinking
of new directions to take the conversation.
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GUIDELINES FOR CONTINUING CONVERSATIONS # 1
Do you find it difficult to speak with people, especially people you don't know very well? You are not alone.
Below are some questions to consider about yourself. They may help you to understand more about this
difficulty and how to overcome it.
1. In your life outside this class, do you generally find it easy to meet new people? Has this always been
the case? Where and how did you acquire the skills to meet new people?
2. If you find it hard sometimes, what makes it hard to meet a new person?
3. What kinds of social situations, in general, make you uncomfortable? Phone calls, long silences,
strangers, parties where you don't know most of the people, etc.?
4. How do you handle these situations?
5. What alternative ways could you use to deal with these situations?
6. Have you ever had to move to a new town?
7. How easy or difficult was it for you to do this?
8. When was the last time you went up to a new person or a lonely person and started a conversation:
What are some of the reasons that we tend to avoid doing this?
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GUIDELINES FOR CONTINUING CONVERSATIONS # 2
As a peer advocate, you will need to develop positive relationships with the people you work with - peers,
their family members, fellow team members, community resource people, etc. Communication is essential to
building positive relationships. If you are not comfortable speaking with a variety of people, this could be a
challenge.
Below are some guidelines that may be useful when you are trying to get to know a person better. They can
be helpful in a variety of situations.
1. If someone shares an interest that is totally new to you, admit that you don't know. Then ask, would
you tell me something about this...? Listen to what the speaker emphasizes as he/she explains, or the
particular parts that he/she explains in the most detail. This tells you what the person wants to talk
about.
2. Ask, "How did you get involved in this interest? Or "How did you get started in this interest?"
3. "What is the most interesting thing that has happened to you related to this interest?" or "What is the
most exciting, or best item in your collection and why?"
4. "What makes this interest special to you?" or "Compared to your other interests, what makes you so
excited about this one?"
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COMMUNICATION
COMMUNICATION BLOCKS
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COMMUNICATION ROADBLOCKS
When someone you are talking to...
... gives advice when you didn't ask for it.
... seems shocked or offended by something you say.
... becomes sarcastic
... gazes around the room while you talk to them.
... starts talking to someone else when you are speaking to them
... looks bored and eager for you to stop talking
... turns their back on you
... jumps in and finishes what they thought you were going to say
... won't look at you when they are speaking
... interrupts while you are talking.
... indicates to you that they totally understand you when they only just
met you
... talks down to you
... carries on a conversation with someone else in the room when they are
on the phone with you
How do you feel? How do you react?
Have you ever done this to another person?

WHEN THESE THINGS HAPPEN, COMMUNICATION IS BREAKING DOWN!
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COMMUNICATION BLOCKS: INTRODUCTION
From time to time, we all have a desire to express our problems, dreams, needs, and fears to
another human being. During these times, we expect and need to be heard and understood by
others. We seek out people we think can help, usually family and/or friends. These people are
usually willing to try but they might not have the skills needed to offer effective assistance.
Many people have not learned good helping skills and, as a result, they respond in ways that
meet their own needs but not necessarily the needs of those they are trying to help. This
causes frustration, confusion and a breakdown in communication for both parties.
As peer support people, we need to learn helping skills that enhance communication and leave
the other person feeling like they are not alone and that someone understands their situation
and feelings. Specific techniques, if used, will most certainly improve our ability to "give and
receive information."
One way to enhance communication is to avoid what breaks it down. Communication blocks
are actions or reactions on the part of the speaker or the listener that tend to put up a wall
between the two parties. (See "Eleven Typical Communication Roadblocks" for examples.)
We have all used these behaviors at one time or another. A communication block can result in
the person closing off from the helper or withdrawing from seeking further help. Even though
the actions are well intended, they create negative results. Peer supporters need to learn to
avoid their own behaviors that might break down communication and to cope with the blocks
used by the people they are trying to help.
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COMMUNICATION ROADBLOCKS: FILTERS
Filters are another form of communication block that creates a barrier between the sender of a
message and the receiver. They are any kind of obstruction that makes it difficult for the
listener to hear the speaker's message accurately.
Filters can be a physical obstruction such as loud or distracting noises, distance or lack of
visibility, or a hearing disability. They can also be emotional or intellectual - feelings, values,
beliefs, attitudes, lessons learned from past experiences or opinions.
These listening filters cause us to hear certain things, forget others, exaggerate, minimize or
expand on what has been said. As a result, we may tend to distort what we hear and interpret
it according to our learned assumptions.
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What filters are operating here?
Can you think of other examples of filters?
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ELEVEN TYPICAL COMMUNICATION ROADBLOCKS
1. Directing, ordering: To tell someone to do something in such a manner
that gives the other person little or no choice.
2. Warning, threatening: To tell the other person that if the behavior
continues, certain consequences will happen.
3. Moralizing, preaching: To tell someone things they ought to do.
4. Persuading, arguing: To try to influence another person with factinformation, and logic.
5. Evaluating, criticizing: To make a negative interpretation of someone's
behavior.
6. Praising: To make a positive evaluation of someone's behavior.
7. Supporting, sympathizing: To try to talk individuals out of their feelings
or to deny their feelings.
8. Diagnosing: To observe and analyze a person's behavior.
9. Diverting, bypassing: To change the subject or talk about the problem
presented by other individuals.
10. Kidding, teasing: To try to avoid talking about the problem by laughing or
by distracting the individuals you are addressing.
11. Advising, recommending: To provide answers for a problem.
List of Additional Roadblocks:
Analyzing - "Your problem is that you have an inferiority complex."
Blaming - "You're always causing trouble around here".
Counterattacking - "I'm hassling you? Well, you're constantly hassling me!"
Criticizing - "You can't learn how to do anything right."
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Diverting - "Let's go have an ice cream and forget the whole thing".
Ignoring - (No response is a clear message).
Interrupting - "Oh, before I forget..."
Kidding - "Poor little thing, you don't look so ugly to me".
Lecturing - "When I was your age, I was never allowed to.."
Moralizing - "You should try harder".
Name Calling - "Quit acting like a baby!"
Ordering - "You do as you are told this minute!"
Over-identifying - "I have exactly the same problem."
Placating - "Never mind, other people have problems far worse than yours."
Praising - "You're better than they are, anyway."
Questioning - "What did I do?" "Why ask me?"
Rejecting - "Don't bother me, I'm busy.
Sarcasm - "Well, Isn't that just too bad?"
Shifting focus - "How do you think your sister feels?"
Sympathizing - "I'm sorry your friends are picking on you".
Threatening - "Watch how you talk to me, or else!"
Withholding - "Don't touch me." "Nothing is wrong, I said."
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COMMUNICATION ROADBLOCKS: LABELING
ERROR! ERROR! Another block to communication is labeling. Categorizing,
generalizing, or labeling a person as a member of a group takes away the person's
individuality and his or her humanity. To say someone is a "schizophrenic" or a
"bi-polar" narrow- the person so that he or she is nothing but the label, nothing but an illness.
Labeling is stigmatizing.
REMEDY! Use people-first language. That is, rather than labeling the person, describe him or
her. "... a person with schizophrenia.""... a person with bi-polar disorder." Everyone is more
than an illness. By describing a person rather than labeling him or her, you allow for the
myriad of other characteristics that make up each unique human being. You respect that
person's whole self.

What about the terms "client"? .. ."consumer"? How do these terms affect you - or peers
you're supporting?
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COMMUNICATION
One of the most important attributes of a peer supporter is good

LISTENING
SKILLS
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SKILLED LISTENING

To care for another person, to be able to understand his/her -world,
from his/her viewpoint, one must learn how to listen. Listening is
neither merely hearing words, nor being able to feed back the words
that have been spoken. Rather, it is the ability to be with a person in
his world by attempting, to experience what he is feeling. It is also
being conscious of the emphasis he puts on certain words or ideas,
and helping to interpret what he/she is trying to communicate. Then
one needs to share what he/she has heard, checking for
misunderstanding or incomplete ideas. This takes practice and the
desire to listen. One must be more interested in the other person
than in oneself by putting aside, for the moment, one's own concerns
and anxieties.
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MASKS: An Epilogue
Don't be fooled by the face I wear, for I wear a thousand masks,
And none of them are me.
Don't be fooled, for God's sake, don't be fooled.
I give you the impression that I'm secure, that confidence is my name
and coolness my game,
And that I need no one. But don't believe me.
Beneath dwells the real me in confusion, in aloneness, in fear.
That's why I create a mask to hide behind, to shield me from the glance
That knows, but such a glance is precisely my salvation.
That is, if it's followed by acceptance, if it's followed by love.
It's the only thing that can liberate me from my own self-built prison walls.
I'm afraid that deep down I'm nothing and that I'm just no good,
And that you will see this and reject me.
And so begins the parade of masks. I idly chatter to you.
I tell you everything that's really nothing, and
Nothing of what's everything, of what's crying within me.
Please listen carefully and try to hear what I'm not saying.
I'd really like to be genuine and spontaneous, and ME.
But you've got to help me. You've got to hold out your hand.
Each time you're kind and gentle, and encouraging,
Each time you try to understand because you really care,
My heart begins to grow wings, very feeble wings, but wings.
With your sensitivity and sympathy, and your power of understanding,
You alone can release me from my shallow world of uncertainty.
It will not be easy for you. The nearer you approach me,
The blinder I may strike back.
But I'm told that Love is stronger than strong walls,
And in this lies my hope, my only hope.
Please try to beat down these walls with firm hands,
But gentle hands, for a child is very sensitive.
Who am I, you may wonder. I am every man you meet, and every woman also, and
I am YOU and I am ME.
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LISTENING SKILLS: INTRODUCTION
When we start to think about improving our Listening Skills, there is a quote that we should
keep in mind:
"We hear only half of what is said to us,
Understand only half of that,
Believe only half of that,
and remember only half of that."
Studies show there are four kinds of word communication: reading, writing, speaking and
listening. In a study conducted by the Detroit Public Schools some years ago, the personal
communications of 68 people with different occupations were studied for 2 months. It was
found that people spent the following time in word communicating:
Listening-45%

Speaking-30%

Reading-16%

Writing-9%

It has been noted in other studies that approximately 98% of learning in a person's lifetime is
through the eyes and ears. Learning through the ears, or listening, takes approximately 45% of
our time.
Good listening takes a lot of serious practice. One way to practice is to try to concentrate for
one minute out of every hour on one specific sound or on what any one person is saying. Most
of us at the start will only be able to concentrate totally for a few seconds. Keep practicing
until you can hold complete concentration for a least one minute. This will be harder than you
think, but it can improve your listening proficiency.
Practicing concentration may not make you a perfect listener, but it can make you a good
listener. The pay-off is in better understanding, increased efficiency and closer friendships.
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PLEASE JUST LISTEN
When I ask you to listen to me and you start giving advice,
You have not done what I asked.
When I ask you to listen to me and you begin to tell me why I shouldn't
feel that way,
You are trampling on my feelings.
When I ask you to listen to me and you feel you have to solve my
problem,
You have failed me, strange as that may seem.
LISTEN! ALL I ASKED WAS THAT YOU LISTEN, NOT TALK, OR DO,
...JUST LISTEN!
Advice is cheap; Twenty cents will get you both Dear Abby and Billy
Graham in the same newspaper. And I can do that for myself. I'm
not helpless. Maybe discouraged and faltering, but not helpless!
When you do something for me that I can and need to do for myself, you
contribute to my fear and inadequacy.
But when you accept, as a simple fact, that I do feel, no matter
how irrational, then I can quit trying to convince you and get about the
business of understanding what is behind this irrational feeling.
And when that's clear, the answers are obvious, and I don't need advice.
Even irrational feelings make sense when we understand what's behind them.
SO PLEASE LISTEN AND JUST HEAR ME...AND IF YOU WANT TO
TALK, WAIT A MINUTE OR TWO - AND I WILL LISTEN TO
YOU!
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LISTENING TO OTHERS
1. STOP TALKING - You can't listen while you're talking.
2. EMPATHIZE WITH THE OTHER PERSON - Try to put yourself in his place so that
you can see what he is trying to get at.
3. ASK QUESTIONS - when you don't understand, when you need further
clarification, when you want to show you are listening. But don't ask questions that will
embarrass him or show him up.
4. DON'T GIVE UP TOO SOON - Actively focus your attention on his words, his ideas and
his feelings related to the subject.
5. LOOK AT THE OTHER PERSON - His face, mouth, eyes, and hands will all help
him communicate with you. This also makes him feel that you are really listening.
6. CONCENTRATE ON WHAT HE IS SAYING - Actively focus your attention on his
words, ideas and feelings related to the subject.
7. BE AWARE OF YOUR EMOTIONS AND PREJUDICES - Try to push your worries,
fears and problems outside of the meeting: they may prevent you from listening well.
8. CONTROL YOUR ANGER - Don't get angry at what he is saying. Your anger might
prevent you from understanding his words or meanings.
9. GET THE MAIN POINTS - Concentrate on the main ideas and not the examples, stories,
statistics etc. While useful in supporting the main idea, they are not it.
10. SHARE THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR COMMUNICATION - You, as the listener
have an important part in this conversation, paraphrasing and asking for clarification, for
example.
11. DON'T ARGUE MENTALLY - When you are trying to understand the other
person, it is a handicap to argue with him mentally as he is speaking. This sets up a barrier
between you and the person.
12. REACT TO IDEAS, NOT TO THE PERSON - You can't judge a book by its cover.
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COMMUNICATION
LOOKING AT LISTENING: USING BODY LANGUAGE
Nodding head in agreement or affirmation

Face rigid and immobile

Calm, yet animated facial expression

Blank, expressionless face and
stare

Direct eye contact

Looking away while being spoken
to

Body turned toward speaker

Extra, unnecessary facial
movements

Comfortable distance

Uncomfortable distance
between speaker and listener

UNDERSTANDING THE SPEAKER'S MESSAGE
The ideas being spoken are accurately clarified and identified
USING FACILITATIVE LISTENING SKILLS
Asking open questions

vs.

Asking closed questions (yes/no)

Clarifying

vs.

Interpreting, analyzing

Reflecting

vs.

Giving advice

Understanding

vs.

Judging, criticizing

Summarizing

vs.

Directing, ordering
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COMMUNICATIONS: FEELING WORDS
There are a lot of feeling words. Some of them are more difficult
others. Here are some examples you might start with.
Angry
Annoyed
Bold
Brave
Bored
Betrayed
Calm
Cheerful
Cold
Carefree
Confident
Confused
Disgusted
Demanding
Dreamy
Defensive
Disappointed
Envious
Energetic
Friendly
Furious
Free
Fed up
Gentle
Guilty
Glad
Helpful
Hot
Hungry
Impatient
Jealous
Lonely

Loving
Lazy
Maternal
Manipulated
Mature
Nervous
Patient
Pressured
Powerful
Proud
Quiet
Regretful
Relieved
Rejected
Silly
Shy
Stubborn
Scared
Surprised
Satisfied
Sick
Tense
Terrified
Trapped
Uptight
Uncomfortable
Vain
Valued
Worried
Warm
Wise
Youthful
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RESPONDING TO FEELINGS WORKSHEET
Example:

Peer: "I have no idea what I'm going to do."
Peer Supporter: "You feel confused about what you want to do?"

Exercise:
1. Peer: "I am really uncertain about what to do about my living situation."
Peer Supporter:

2. Peer: "My family makes me so mad when they don't understand me."
Peer Supporter:

3. Peer: "It is so frustrating when I can't understand what she means."
Peer Supporter:

4. Peer: "I get so angry when nobody pays any attention to me."
Peer Supporter:

5. Peer: "I just want to get even with them."
Peer Supporter:

6. Peer: "My brother did the dumbest thing last week!"
Peer Supporter:
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THE ART OF LISTENING
Listening in a Helping Relationship means listening with a distinct
purpose. Listening means being non-judgmental, non-critical and free of roadblocks.
PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT
Perfect your skills by practicing these elements of good listening:
1. Be aware of FEELINGS as well as content.
2. Be aware of the speakers NON-VERBAL and VERBAL cues and of BODY
LANGUAGE.
3. Be aware of your own NON-VERBAL cues and BODY LANGUAGE.
4. Use LISTENING TECHNIQUES that ENCOURAGE the speaker to continue and to
feel understood and supported.

REMEMBER: By listening carefully to what another person is sharing, we
validate and increase his/her sense of self worth and the individual is then
better able to explore the why behind the feelings.
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COMMUNICATION
SENDING MESSAGES
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LO.U.
We hardly know each other yet I owe you several things.
I owe you honesty and caring and expect the same in return.
That doesn't mean that we have to think alike, hold the same values, or even completely
approve of each other. It only means that if we are to get to a better place than we were before
we met, we have to have a fair start on the road
I owe you feedback on how I feel.
Not on how you think, or what you do that is wrong, but rather on what I feel from what you
are saying — what it does to me. That is one of the few things I can say with certainty, and it
may help you understand how you affect others.
I owe you the right to make your own decisions.
There may be many reasons for your actions that you cannot tell me about or that I may not
truly understand. You will live with the consequences of your decision, and will decide as
best you can for yourself. I can assist you, but I cannot live for you.
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COMMUNICATION: SENDING MESSAGES
1. "How we communicate is as important as what we want to communicate.
We are going to discuss two ways of communicating, the 'You message1 and the 'I message"

"First, when we make a statement that begins with 'you,' we are often doing some of the
following things: we are putting people down, telling them what is wrong with them, or
telling them what they should do.
•
•
•

You'll never be successful at holding a job.
Late again! You don't have any respect for other people's time.
You really ought to give up smoking.

How does it feel if these messages are aimed at you? A 'you statement1 often does
not allow the speaker a choice. In any case, we are not dealing with the person in a
caring or respectful manner.
A second way of delivering the same message is to put it in an T or 'I/You' format. These
messages give the listener information about the speaker's feelings, reasons, and needs. They
also allow the speaker to assume responsibility for his position and allow the listener some
choice about how to react.

2. "An 'I message' is a message about the speaker's feelings:
•
•
•

I feel sad that my friend is having chemotherapy.
I feel excited when I think about going to Disney World.
I feel frustrated because I can't get hold of my brother.

These messages let the listener know how the speaker feels and why he/she feels that way.

3. "An 'I/You message' goes a step further. It is used to try to solve a problem and says what
the speaker wants. Here's an example: Your roommate is leaving clothes all over the
apartment. You want to say, 'You're a lazy slob and I can't stand you any more.' Instead, you
say:

"I would really appreciate it if you would pick up your clothes on the
bathroom floor."
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I/YOU STATEMENT: FACT SHEET
When attempting to change the behavior of another, consider the consequences of the
approach you choose. Will it:
a. Bring about a helpful behavior change?
b. Affect the self esteem of the other person?
c. Change your relationship with that person?

YOU MESSAGES
You MESSAGES describe the other person and his behavior instead of describing:
** My feelings
** My dilemma
** My needs
They blame the other for his behavior and have a tendency to lower self esteem, harm
relationships and they don't describe the problem or tell what is going on. Finally, the
behavior mayor may not change.
/MESSAGES
I Messages, by contrast, describe:
** What the problem is
** How it affects me
** How I feel as the result of the problem
I messages bring about behavior changes, do not harm the other person's self esteem and help
us maintain honest, open relationships.
I Messages
Reveal me as a person,
Are hard to argue with; there is less resistance,
Are clear communication; there is no decoding needed.
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COMMUNICATION
EMPATHY
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COMMUNICATION: EMPATHY
The word "empathy" sounds a lot like "sympathy." Both words have to do with how people
relate to each other; however, they are very different in their effect. Empathy means
understanding other individuals so completely that their surface feelings and even their deeper
feelings, thoughts, and motives are recognized. Empathy is like being inside another person
and seeing the world through his/her eyes.
Empathizing is a skill people can learn and, like playing a musical instrument, get more and
more skillful at doing. As you develop empathy, people will want to talk you more
frequently. An additional benefit of increasing your empathic self is that you will feel better
about yourself. You will tend to become effective and stronger in relationships with others.

EMPATHY SCALE
According to Heinz Kohut, a person needs to be empathically "heard" or "mirrored" in order
to develop a strong and healthy sense of self. Here are some guidelines for measuring
empathic listening.

0. Unresponsive - The person obviously isn't listening, only waiting for you to stop
talking.
1. Indirectly Unresponsive - "Well, you shouldn't feet that way..."

2. Free Associating. Self Referential - "That reminds me of the time when I..."
3. Free Associating - The person goes off on a tangent, making only indirect
reference to what you said.
4. Impersonal, Non-Nurturing - "Yeah, that's the way the cookie crumbles..."
5. Superficial- "Yeah, I know what you mean" (but the person doesn't appear
sincere).

6. Neutral - The person indicates he heard what you said but does not encourage you
to expand upon your statement.
7. Responsive - The person indicates she heard and encourages you to expand.
8. Resonant - The person indicates he resonates to what you say and shows that he is
trying to imagine what you are experiencing.
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IF I REALLY CARED...
IF I REALLY CARED...
I'd listen carefully when you talk to me.
I'd think about what you're saying
rather than what I'm going to say next;
I'd hear your feelings as well as your words.
If I really cared,
I'd listen without defending;
I'd hear without deciding whether you're right or wrong
I'd ask you why, not just how and when and where.
If I really cared,
I'd hang around until you let me in the gate.
I wouldn't unlock your secrets;
I'd wait until you handed me the key.
If I really cared,
I'd like you anyhow;
But I'd ask for the best that you can give
And gently draw it from you.

A View From A Hearse
/ was sitting, torn by grief. Someone came and talked to me of God's
dealings, of why it happened, of hope beyond the grave. He talked constantly.
He said things I knew were true.
/ was unmoved, except to wish he 'dgo away. He finally did.
Another came and sat beside me for an hour and more, listened when I
said something, answered briefly, prayed simply, left.
I was moved. I was comforted. I hated to see him go.
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HOMEWORK: Write answers and bring with you tomorrow.
You may volunteer to share this information or pass, but you will
still need it for your own use in class.

PROBLEM STATEMENT WORKSHEET
1.

PROBLEM STATEMENT: Of all the problems you have right now, which is the ONE
problem that is most pressing and most serious? Please state this problem in 25-40 words
below. Briefly give the specific facts that exactly describe what you are dealing with.

2. EMOTIONAL STATEMENT: How does this problem make you feel? What personal issues
does it bring up for you? Again, state your emotional reactions as specifically as possible.

3. Do your feelings change the nature of your problem statement in any way? If so, rewrite
your problem statement briefly and specifically in the space below.
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REVIEW of the day: What peer support is — so far.
•

ROLE OF RESPECT AND CHOICE

•

SELF-AWARENESS/ SELF-ESTEEM/ SELF-CARE

•

COMMUNICATION
Thoughts, Feelings, and Actions
Ask and Clarify
Non-verbal Communication
Starting Conversations
Communication Blocks: Filters and Roadblocks1
Listening Skills:
Just listening
Listening for content
Listening for feelings
Responding to Feelings
Sending Messages: I/You Statements
Empathy

Homework:
Observe Roadblocks you hear.
• Notice other people's communications: Non-verbal, listening, I/you messages: be
ready to show or tell about at least one of these observations.
•

Listen for feelings and feed them back to someone. Try it at least twice.

•

Deliver an I-message.

•

Fill out Problem Statement.

A commitment to Respect and Choice:
Starting with myself and extending to my peers, I will respect each
unique person.
Starting with myself and extending to my peers, I will strivefor an
environment of reasonable choices for every individual

Feelings check
Affirmation: / can be -- all I can be. But, if it's going to be — it's up to me.

Page 57

Ohio Advocates for Mental Health
Peer Support Manual

Page 58

