
Volunteer Project # 1: Peer-to-Peer Friendship Project 
 

Problem: Human beings with mental health diagnoses and/or substance misuse 

backgrounds are being released from jails, hospitals and prisons without the emotional 

support needed to make it in the community. They often find themselves in crisis. 

Incarceration traumatizes: being caged; abuses of power; physical, mental, even sexual 

abuse experienced inside. Feelings of severe hopelessness and anxiety are all too 

common experiences for people trying to come back.    

 

Purpose: To pair compassionate volunteers who have the lived experience of having 

been diagnosed with mental illness and/or substance use disorder and who have been 

through systems such as mental health and/or criminal justice, with their peers who are 

reentering the community from jails, hospitals, and prisons. The emphasis of the project 

is to foster peer-to-peer relationships that generate hope, trust, mutual learning, 

friendship, stability, community involvement and growth. The volunteers’ main purpose 

is to support their peers by deeply listening, being respectful, establishing trust--not to 

betray that trust--and to be a patient and encouraging presence no matter what.  

 

An example of betraying trust is when a volunteer pushes medicine, counseling or other 

traditional therapies, that may have worked for them, when someone has not expressed 

an interest in these interventions. Even pushing housing for someone who prefers to 

remain homeless is outside the scope of our volunteer project and is not what a 

volunteer should be doing. Building an enriching relationship is the only thing that a 

volunteer should be focused on. If a participant expresses a need for housing or 

medical services, the volunteer should bring those issues to supervision whose 

resources can help. Listening without judgment, approval or disapproval about a 

participant’s experiences when they were inside, their hopes, dreams, hobbies, and 

creative outlets is within the scope of our project. Developing rapport and ultimately 

bonds of friendship is within the scope of our project. 

 

Design: Our project matches human beings who have been diagnosed with mental 

illness and/or substance use disorder and released from jails, hospitals or prisons with 

compassionate peers who are familiar with being placed in systems such as mental 

health, substance misuse and/or criminal justice. 

 

Once paired, volunteers and participants will spend at least 8 or more hours per month 

one-to-one participating in activities of their choice in their own community. If face-to-



face contact is not possible, then phone, text or online contact can temporarily replace 

it. 

 

Ideally, peer supporters will have an experiential understanding of at least some of the 

circumstances in which the persons receiving support have lived. 

 

Volunteers will receive ongoing supervision, check-ins from supervisors who view the 

willingness of participants to give the volunteer a chance as a good beginning. 

Supervisors will help volunteers to work through any difficulties in relationship-building. 

If the participant requests vital services like housing or medical, volunteers are not 

expected to be experts in these areas and should bring these issues to supervision to 

find solutions. The main focus of volunteers should be relationship-building in a way 

that is friendly, free-flowing, and incorporates deep listening, no expectations, and, to 

the best of their ability, an open presence during their time spent with participants. 

 

Volunteer Project #2: 
Peer Workers United: support group for peer workers is seeking co-facilitator 

 

Seeking someone with the lived experience of systems such as substance use and/or 

mental health to co-facilitate our support group for peer workers twice per month. 

Being or having been a peer worker is a big plus. 

 

● Candidates should be experienced in running groups 

 

● Have access to zoom 

 

● Be ready to gently call out persons who violate the ideals of mutual respect and 

maintaining a safe space 

 

● Be patient, respectful and gentle, and firm when necessary 

 

 

To learn more about these volunteer opportunities, contact City Voices Editor, Dan 

Frey: cityvoices1995@gmail.com  
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