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Digital peer support---live or 

automated peer support services 

delivered through technology media. 



National Survey of Peer Support Specialists 

Ownership and Use of Technology 

N=146

Gender 

Female=103 

Male 43

Age range 

28-72 years

Race

White=123

Peer Smartphone Ownership

133 (95%)

93% of peer support specialists are 

willing to use smartphones to promote 

health behavior change with 

consumers, N=120

83% of  peer support specialists are 

willing to text message consumers to 

promote health behavior change

Fortuna, KL,  et al. (2018). Smartphone ownership, use, and 

willingness to use smartphones to provide peer-delivered services: 

Results from a national online survey. Psychiatric Quarterly, 89(4), 

947–956.





Types of Digital Peer Support 

Peer-to-peer networks (i.e., 

informal groups like Facebook 

groups)

Peer-delivered programs 

supported with technology (i.e., 

trained peer support specialists 

that use telephone, smartphone 

apps, or videoconferences to 

offer peer support) 

Peerbots/ Asynchronous Video
Fortuna, KL, et al. (2020). Digital Peer Support Mental Health 

Interventions for People With a Lived Experience of a Serious Mental 

Illness: Systematic Review. JMIR: Mental Health, 7 (3), e16460



• No geographical limitations

• No time limitations

• Engages service users in digital mental health outside of 

clinical environments

• Expands the reach of peer support services

• Increases the impact of peer support without additional in-

person sessions

• Can access hard-to-reach groups—rural residents, home-

bound adults, older adults, people experiencing homelessness, 

individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing

Benefits of Digital Peer Support 

Fortuna, KL, et al. (2020). Digital Peer Support Mental Health 

Interventions for People With a Lived Experience of a Serious 

Mental Illness: Systematic Review. JMIR: Mental Health, 7 (3), 

e16460



Is Digital Peer Support Effective?

Digital peer support studies have established support for the 

feasibility, acceptability and preliminary effectiveness with 

regard to:

• Enhancing hope, quality of life, empowerment, social support 

and recovery;

• Enhancing functioning;

• Reducing symptoms; 

• Improving engagement in services; 

• Reductions in risky substance use; and

• High levels of satisfaction and perceived benefit.

Fortuna, KL, et al. (2020). Digital Peer Support Mental Health 

Interventions for People With a Lived Experience of a Serious 

Mental Illness: Systematic Review. JMIR: Mental Health, 7 (3), 

e16460

Ashford, RD, et al (2019). Systematic review: Digital recovery 

support services used to support substance use disorder 

recovery. Human Behavior and Emerging Technologies, 2 (1), 

18-32



The Digital Peer Support Certification has been found to be an effective knowledge translation 

training that has shown to increase peer support specialists’ knowledge, confidence and capacity to 

use digital peer support in practice.
Fortuna KL, Myers AL, Walsh D, Walker R, Mois G, Brooks 

JM Strategies to Increase Peer Support Specialists’ Capacity to 

Use Digital Technology in the Era of COVID-19: Pre-Post 

Study JMIR Ment Health 2020;7(7):e20429



How to Handle a Crisis

Digitally

How Do You Address a Crisis Digitally?

As digital peer support specialists, you may encounter a crisis situation via a technology  

platform. For example, you may receive a text message about someone in crisis or a  

social media message on your personal account that someone is in crisis.

What factors may cause acrisis?

Factors that may lead to a crisis include: home, school, work, loss of a job, the death of a  

loved one, other environmental factors, new medications, use of drugs or alcohol, trauma,  

poverty, and violence.



How to Handle a Crisis

Digitally

Common types of crisissituations

• Suicidal thoughts

• Suicide attempts

• Self-injury

• Substance use

• Psychiatric crisis

• Extreme emotional distress

De-escalation techniques

• Speak slowly, calmly, and  confidently

• Use clear language

• Listen patiently

• Repeat the concerns back to the  individual to 

acknowledgethem.

• Ask how you canhelp

• Avoid intense questioning

• Avoid arguing



Sample Template

1) What is the scenario? What is the individual stating? How has the individual made the statement—in 

email, over chat, social media, on a video-conference?

1) What is the individual’s current location (this is important especially in the case of  immediate danger

and getting disconnected)? What is their phone number?

1) Is the individual alone? Is there a family member or loved one nearby?

2) Ask the individual if they feel that they are in immediate danger or that they are an  immediate threat to

others around them (if so, dial emergency services immediately).

3) What is the severity of the situation? Is this an emotional distress crisis?

1) Include the service user in the process of determining what level of care is necessary:  Do they need to 

goto the emergency room?

2) Would they benefit from contacting warmlines or hotlines and checking back in with the  peer support 

specialist afterthat?

3) Should a crisis team come out to visit the individual?



3,000 Peer Support Specialists Trained

http://digitalpeersupport.org/certification/



Fortuna KL, Myers AL, Walsh D, Walker R, Mois G, Brooks 

JM Strategies to Increase Peer Support Specialists’ Capacity to 

Use Digital Technology in the Era of COVID-19: Pre-Post 

Study JMIR Ment Health 2020;7(7):e20429



1. PeerTECH Technology and Identifying Goals

2. Recovery& The Brain – Body Connection

3. Stress and my Health

4. Practical Facts on Physical and Mental Health

5. Recovery and Wellness/Healthy Lifestyle

6. Using Medications Effectively

7. Building Relationships 

8. Managing Stress

9. How to Stay Well 

10.Getting What You Need from the Health Care System

Peer Support is embedded throughout the program.

PeerTECH Classes







Results 

Fortuna, KL, et al. Feasibility, Acceptability, and Preliminary Effectiveness of a Peer-
delivered and Technology Supported Self-Management Intervention for Older Adults With 
Serious Mental Illness. Psychiatric Quarterly, 1-13.







Achieving Health Equity Through 

Digital Health 

Fortuna KL, Barr P, Goldstein C, et al. (2019).  Application of community-engaged research to 

inform the development and implementation of a peer-delivered mobile health intervention for 

adults with serious mental illness. Journal of Participatory Medicine, 11(1):e12380

Brewer LC, Fortuna KL, Jones C, Walker R, Hayes SN, Patten CA, & Cooper LA. (2020). Back 

to the future: Achieving health equity through health informatics and digital health. JMIR 

Mhealth Uhealth, 8(1):e14512



Fortuna KL, Venegas M, Umucu E, Mois G, Walker R, & Brooks JM. (2019). The future 

of peer support in digital psychiatry: Promise, progress and opportunities. Current 

Treatment Options in Psychiatry, 1-11. 



Thank You! 

Contact information: 

Karen.L.Fortuna@dartmouth.edu

Website: digitalpeersupport.org


