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T he concept of developing a Peer Support Team (PST) in a
w o m e n ’s prison began in 1990 at Kingston’s Prison for

Women through the work of Jan Heney, Julie Darke and
local community women. Six years after the first PST was
formed, a Peer Support Team coordinator manual and a
Peer Support Team volunteer manual were pre p a red. These
manuals facilitated the development of a Peer Support
P rogram at the Edmonton Institution for Women (EIFW)
with an extensive information base. EIFW’s Peer Support
P rogram was developed and coordinated by the Psychology
Department, management and inmates in December 1996.
The primary concern of the PST is to offer non-judgmental
support, information, help with problem-solving and
re f e r r a l s .2

Forging the links

The foundation of the program is
its Steering Committee, which

meets monthly. These meetings
p rovide a forum for solving
s t ructural and systemic concerns,
as well as for informing committee
members of the PST’s pro g ress. The
multidisciplinary membership of
the Steering Committee allows for
d i ffering perspectives to addre s s
issues quickly. The Steering
Committee also includes various
levels of staff and community
members, who are a vital link 
to community re s o u rces, such 
as professionals that pro v i d e
i n s t ruction and guidance during
the 17-session training pro g r a m .
T h rough the Steering Committee,
the PST Coordinator meets two
objectives: linking the PST with staff in the
facility and linking the PST with members 
of the community.

P rogram success depends on PST members
who are equipped for dealing with a wide
range of issues. Training topics include 
Peer Counselling and the PST Pro g r a m ;
Socialization; Violence in Women’s Lives;
Childhood Sexual Abuse; Women in Conflict

with the Law; Counselling Skills; Self-esteem
and Self-care; Coping Strategies: Self-injury;
Substance Abuse; Eating Disorders; Wo m e n
and Anger; Suicide Intervention; Counselling
Ethics; Flashbacks and Nightmares; Impact 
on the Counsellor; and Community and
Institutional Resources. 

Program evaluation

Blanchette and Eljdupovic-Guzina3 c o n d u c t e d
a pilot study of the Peer Support Program 
for federally sentenced women at EIFW in
October 1997. There were approximately 
55 federally sentenced women in the

population at this time. A
c o m p rehensive evaluation
framework was used that included
a detailed evaluation of each aspect
of the program (i.e., coord i n a t i o n ,
PST member participation and
inmates receiving support) fro m
various perspectives (i.e., general
population inmates, PST members
and staff). At the time of this
evaluation, 50% of 22 re s p o n d e n t s
had used the service at least once.
Recipients of peer support found 
it extremely helpful/fulfilling their
expectations. Staff felt the Peer
Support Program re i n f o rc e d
positive effects of other programs 
to a greater degree for PST
members than for non-PST
m e m b e r s .

A further evaluative survey to determine the
e ffectiveness of the Peer Support Program at
E I F W, with 26 federally sentenced women and
13 staff members responding, was conducted
by the Psychology Department in April 1999.
Population at this time was approximately 
65 federally sentenced women. Inmates fro m
the general EIFW population were surveyed
separately from the PST members. 
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Outcomes

In general, PST members tended to report the
highest satisfaction and performance ratings.
Using a Likert scale ranging from 1, not
e ffective, to 5, extremely effective, PST
members reported that they felt the Peer
Support Program training was highly eff e c t i v e
in preparing them for PST duties (M = 4.25), 
as well as promoting leadership (M = 4.50) and
communication skills (M = 4.25). The quality 
of information presented on community
re s o u rces was very good (M = 4.25), and 
the training session assisted in
re i n f o rcing the positive effects of
other programs (M = 4.55). PST
members estimated that they
p rovide support to others an
average of 3 to 5 hours per week.
No reports were given of PST
members being denied permission
to respond to a call.

Performance ratings of the pro g r a m
given by women from the general
o ffender population were slightly
lower than those given by PST
members, but remained in the
above-average range. Of those
surveyed, 95% stated that they
w e re aware of the PST and knew
how to request peer support
services; 86% knew the identity of
the individual members. The
majority of inmates surveyed had
requested peer support at least
once. Of those who had not used
peer support services, their main
reason cited was that they had not
yet felt any need to request such
support. A small minority stated
that they did not feel comfortable
sharing their issues with anyone on
the PST at the current time. Only one inmate
reported that she had been denied access 
to peer support by staff. Newer inmates
e x p ressed a desire to learn more about the 
PST members and their training.

On average, it was reported that staff
responded to inmate calls for peer support
within 11 to 30 minutes, and PST members
w e re reported to respond within the same
length of time. Inmates in the Intake Unit
indicated that they were very satisfied with 
the quality of the information delivered by 

PST members during their weekly visits 
(M = 4.05). Inmates also rated PST members
highly in terms of their listening skills 
(M = 4.58), problem-solving skills (M = 3.94),
a p p roachability (M = 4.56) and communication
skills (M = 4.22). Expectations of the PST were
also well met (M = 4.28), and those who had
p reviously requested peer support re p o r t e d
that the sessions were very helpful (M = 4.43)
in helping them deal with their issues.

Performance ratings by staff members were
generally in the moderate range. Staff reported 
that PST members were effective in handling

crisis interventions (M = 4.00),
p roviding services to other inmates
(M = 3.62) and serving as ro l e
models (M = 3.73). It was also felt
that the Peer Support Pro g r a m
training was efficient in pre p a r i n g
PST members for PST duties 
(M = 3.77), and in re i n f o rcing the
positive effects of other pro g r a m s
for PST members (M = 3.62) and for
other inmates (M = 3.62). As well,
s t a ff were moderately-to-well
satisfied with the sharing of PST
p ro c e d u res (M = 3.62) and PST
activities and schedules (M = 3.58)
with key institutional personnel.

A fairly high level of trust in PST
members was reported (M = 3.79),
and staff generally felt confident 
in referring an inmate to PST
members. However, 75% of staff
surveyed indicated that their 
t rust level varied depending on
individual PST members. Several
new and casual staff members have
shown an interest in learning more
about the Peer Support Pro g r a m ,
the training provided, and the

scope of services provided by PST members at
E I F W. One staff member expressed concern
that some inmates were using peer support for
social purposes. However, the majority of the
feedback was positive, with staff supporting
the increasingly refined evaluation pro c e d u re s
in use. Above all, staff value the concept of
women helping each other that the PST
re p re s e n t s .

Suggestions from residents for meeting the
PST’s full potential included increasing the
number of PST- s p o n s o red events and services.
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S t a ff recommended providing more self-care
sessions for PST members and incre a s i n g
communication with staff to strengthen the
c u r rent Peer Support Program. Additional
events sponsored by the PST, which contribute
to self-care, have been organized re c e n t l y, 
such as art therapy workshops.

A c c o rding to PST members, much of the Peer
Support Program’s success can be attributed 
to the establishment of positive re l a t i o n s
between PST members and staff and between
PST members and other federally sentenced
women. Comments were overwhelmingly
positive, and one inmate said that “[the PST
members] are the best people aro u n d …
they are helpful, kind, smart, and easy to 
get along with.”

The Peer Support Program at EIFW enjoys
continued success largely because of the
outstanding level of commitment on the part of
all those involved in the program. The training
o ff e red to team members pre p a res them to
p rovide guidance and support in many are a s ,
as well as the opportunity to use their own life
experience in a positive manner. The training
does more than impart knowledge on specific
topics, it builds confidence in team members.
The ability to trust is a problem for most
federally sentenced women, creating a barrier
that inhibits potential for human growth; 
the PST has shown its ability to gain the
confidence of these women with whom they
s h a re a bond. PST members are not trained
therapists and shy away from giving advice;
the skill most used is that of listening. Active
listening often enables the PST member to aid a
fellow inmate in discovering positive solutions

to the myriad of problems faced during
i n c a rceration. A gentle reminder of 
potential consequences, the presence of an
understanding person who will listen, the
feeling of not being alone, all are often
essentials missing in the lives of federally
sentenced women. The Peer Support Pro g r a m
p rovides the opportunity for inmates to off e r
these essentials to each other.

Conclusion

A high standard is set for team membership,
p roviding incentive for members to be mindful
of their own behaviour, and there f o re be ro l e
models for the general offender population.
This standard has earned the Peer Support
P rogram, and the PST, the confidence and
respect of staff and residents at EIFW. The 
PST Coordinator and the team work diligently
to maintain a clear line of communication
between staff, management, community
members and inmates; as a result, they re c e i v e
continued support and encouragement from 
all levels. Peer support continues to succeed
because the high level of commitment and
enthusiasm in the beginning remains today.
T h e re is no doubt that the program is beneficial
to the institution as well as to the community,
but it is most re w a rding for the inmates who
use and provide this service. The pro g r a m
p rovides an opportunity for federal sentenced
women to participate actively in their personal
g rowth and rehabilitation, helping them seek
and rely on the courage and wisdom within
themselves...the courage and wisdom they
need in order to change.  ■
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Don’t be shy
Feel free to drop us a line and let us know what you think of FORUM. We are
always happy to hear from our readers and interested in any suggestions about
our content, our look and our appro a c h .


