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Background

To experience hardship and suffering is a universal human experience. How to obtain and sustain 

happiness in one’s life has been the subject of countless scholarly pursuits across different academic disciplines 

throughout the ages. Within the field of psychology, existential psychology is concerned with how individuals 

can both survive and thrive amidst the highs and lows of what a human life is and contains (Binder, 2020). It is 

concerned with how we live within this framework, but more importantly, how the knowledge and experience 

of it can be a source of growth and healing. Existential positive psychology offers one perspective on this, 

through its concern with the question of how to stay positive and live well in the darkest of hours amid great 

tragedy (Wong et al., 2022). 

Existential positive psychology is characterized by elements from both the field of positive and negative 

psychology. Positive psychology focuses on the positive aspects of the human experience that contribute to 

the flourishing or optimal functioning of people such as growth and resilience. This introduces elements to 

existential positive psychology on how to live well, and how to find happiness amidst struggle and tragedy. 

The antithesis to the field of positive psychology has been described as “negative psychology”, because of its 

focus on dysfunction and pathology. However, this field has provided existential positive psychology with 

the perspective to appreciate the role that struggle and suffering plays in the human experience, and to not 

overlook it. Existential positive psychology can therefore be described as a positive psychology that recognizes, 

embraces, and integrates the “dark side” of human existence, providing an existential dimension to the human 

existence and experience. 

As existential positive psychology is interested in how humans can live well and obtain a sense of 

well-being amidst struggle and tragedy, it is worth mentioning that the concept of well-being is a broad one. 

This broadness is reflected in the World Health Organisation’s own definition of well-being; “Well-being 
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encompasses quality of life and the ability of people and societies to contribute to the world with a sense 

of meaning and purpose” (WHO, 2024, para.1). Although well-being is complex and irreducible to a single 

dimension, existential well-being is among the most important dimensions of complete well-being, because 

our ability to flourish depends on how well we respond to the reality that life involves suffering (Wong et al., 

2022). Specifically, existential well-being has been described as an internal coping resource whereby people 

draw upon their beliefs to cope with stressful situations and improve their emotional well-being (Ownsworth 

& Nash, 2015). Existential well-being has also been described as involving a sense of purpose, connection and 

contentment related to one’s place in the world. 

With this in mind, existential positive psychology offers a framework for understanding, measuring and 

promoting well-being, through the perspective that suffering may contribute to well-being by (a) prompting 

people to search for meaning as a more favourable option than responses that lead to maladaptive consequences 

(e.g., substance abuse, aggression, suicide), (b) teaching people how to manage or overcome painful emotions 

and experiences so that they have a greater likelihood of staying happy and healthy, and (c) triggering diagnostic, 

curative, redemptive, or growth-promoting responses that serve transformative functions (Wong et al., 2022, 

p. 17). 

A central theme and concept in existential positive psychology is the idea of self-transcendence. This 

is a phenomenon that involves the fundamental reorientation from an egoistic focus to a selfless emphasis on 

something outside of oneself. With regards to the perspective that existential positive psychology offer, self-

transcendence is necessary because we can only become our best selves through two interrelated processes: 

(a) sinking our roots into the dark soil of suffering and transcending obstacles and inherent limitations while 

simultaneously (b) striving toward our highest ideals of serving the greater good (Wong et al., 2022, p. 19). In 

undergoing this transformation, we can thereby find and make meaning and obtain a sense of existential well-

being. 

As a key component of self-transcendence involves looking outside of oneself, and serving the greater 

good, it can be postulated that to engage in activities aimed at helping others can promote self-transcendence 

and affect an individual’s existential well-being. One way a person can choose to engage in activities and actions 

to promote self-transcendence is through the involvement in peer support and peer work. 

Peer support can be defined as; “Offering and receiving help, based on shared understanding, respect 

and mutual empowerment between people in similar situations” (Repper, 2013, p. 4). Hence, it occurs when 

people share common concerns and draw on their own experiences to offer emotional and practical support 

to help each other move forwards. The role of peer support can take many forms; it can be formal peer work, 
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where the person engaging in peer support is hired by an organisation or stately funded institution, or informal, 

where the peer support is provided voluntarily and without a formal framework. Within the framework of 

formal peer work, it is through the bond of shared experience, and by being able to provide genuine examples 

of overcoming adversities in their own journeys, peer support workers (PSWs) can inspire empowerment and 

self-determination (Orygen, the National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health, 2017). 

Working within the framework of existential positive psychology, with its focus on existential well-

being, the aim of this paper is to conduct a scoping study on empirical evidence of peer support and its effect 

on the individual's well-being. 

Our research question is: "How does engaging in formal peer work, affect existential well-being in mental 

health peer support workers?" With this research question we intend to gather a greater understanding of the 

subjective feeling of well-being in the individuals contributing to formal peer work within the realm of mental 

health. 

Method

To map the currently existing literature in the field of peer support and its effect on existential well-

being, we conducted a scoping review following the framework of Arksey & O´Malley (2005). A scoping 

review allows us to address a broader range of topics, where many different study designs are applicable. 

Furthermore, our aim is not to assess the quality of the studies included, but rather to map a handful of key 

concepts underpinning the research area of formal peer support in connection with existential well-being 

(Arksey & O'Malley, 2005). 

 The research included in our scoping review seeks to map out the ways contributing to peer work affect 

the individual’s experience of existential well-being. With reference to existential well-being, the term is used to 

provide an understanding of the underlying human mechanisms concerning how we cope in demanding and 

stressful situations. Furthermore, we understand the ways in which our contributions in other people's lives 

have an effect on our subjective feeling of well-being (Ownsworth & Nash, 2015). 

We adopted the scoping review framework (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005) as it aligns with the background 

for conducting our study. We seek to examine the range and nature of the research done in our field of interest. 

In that way, we facilitate conceptualization of the types of empirical evidence available and their main sources. 

Working with a scoping review, we can further provide broad, yet in-depth coverage of the existing literature.  

Following the five-stage model that  Arksey and O'Malley (2005) suggest, we first identified the research 

question, developed appropriate search terms (see Table 1) and identified relevant studies. 
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We further developed inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 2), consistent with our research 

question and the methodology, that helped us narrow down the search range and select the studies that answer 

our research question. Our search further led us to a total of 412 unique records, as can be shown in the 

PRISMA (see Figure 1).

Table 1
Search Terms.
“peer support*” OR “peer work*” 
AND  
“well?being” OR “grow*” OR “post?traumatic?grow*” 
OR “self?transcendence” OR “happiness”  
AND  
“mental health*”  

Table 2
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Criterion Included Excluded
Databases  Web of Science, Pubmed  Other databases  
Language English  Other languages  
Time frame  Last five years Other dates  
Type of article  Original studies Gray literature, review 

articles  
Scope of the article Formal peer support Informal peer support 

To avoid bias when undergoing the process of screening, two people individually viewed the 71 chosen 

articles (see Figure 1) on abstract level before comparing the results. This left us with 24 eligible articles for 

full text assessment, before further reduction towards our final result of 13 studies included in this paper. We 

then charted the data in a database, presenting key information on the studies and summarizing the main 

outcomes of each study. The plotted information included names of authors, publishing year, origin country, 

title, research paradigm and design, methodology, definitions of well-being and outcomes (see Table 3). Then 

through qualitative synthesis we identified three main themes: positive psychology, negative psychology and 

transcendence (see Table 4). In our last step we collated and reported the results found, followed by a discussion 

to other relevant studies.
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Table 3
Overview of the studies included
Study number Authors Year Country Participants 
S1 Abrams, M. P., Salz-

man, J., Rey, A. E. & 
Daly, K.

2022 The United States N= 38

S2 Brooks, J. M., Wu, 
J.-R., Umucu, E., 
Storm, M., Chiu, 
C.-Y., Walker, R. & 
Fortuna, K. L.

2021 The United States N= 121

S3 Brown, L. D., 
Vasquez, D., Wolf. 
J., Robison, J., 
Hartigan, L. & Hol-
lman, R. 

2024 The United States N= 169

S4 Johnson, B. A. & 
Riley, J. B.

2019 The United States N= 75

S5 Kim, S. Y., Lim, K. 
M., Kim, S. J., & 
Kim, B.

2020 South Korea N= 10

S6 Chudzicka-
Czupała, A. 
& Zalewska-
Łunkiewicz, K.

2020 Poland N= 72

S7 Edwards, J. P. & 
Solomon, P. L.

2020 The United States N= 645

S8 Ostrow, L., Cook, J., 
Salzer, M., Pelot, M. 
& Burke-Miller, J.

2022 The United States N= 448

S9 Poremski, D., Kuek, 
J. H. L., Li, Q. Y. Z., 
Yow, K. L., Eu, P. W. 
& Chua, H. C.

2022 Singapore N= 10

S10 Simmons, M. B., 
Grace, D., Fava, 
N. J., Coates, D., 
Dimopoulos-Bick, 
T., Batchelor, S., 
Howe, D. & Mon-
tague, A. E.

2020 Australia N= 8

S11 Kim, S.-Y. & 
Kweon, Y.-R. 

2024 South Korea N= 5

S12 Tisdale, C., Snow-
don, N., Allan, J., 
Hides, L., Williams, 
P. & de Andrade D.

2021 Australia N= 7
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Table 3
Overview of the studies included
Study number Authors Year Country Participants 
S13 Vigué, G. P., Prieto, 

I. C., Sáez, R. D., 
Masana, R. V., & 
Algado, S. S.

2022 Spain N= 162

Results

In this scoping review, 13 studies were included. Published between the years of 2019 and 2024, only 

one article was published in 2019, two in 2022 and 2024, while there were four relevant publications in both 

2020 and 2022. Six of the studies were conducted in the United States, followed by two from South Korea and 

Australia. The last three being Poland, Singapore and Spain with one each. The majority of the studies used 

a qualitative approach, while four were quantitative and the remaining two had a mixed method approach, 

stretching the number of participants between 5 and 645. The findings were reported under three overarching 

themes that best answer our research question regarding existential well-being among PSWs, these being (1) 

positive psychology, (2) negative psychology and (3) transcendence.  

Table 4
Overview of emerging themes in the included articles
Themes Positive psy-

chology
Articles Negative psy-

chology
Articles Transcend-

ence
Articles

Sub-
themes Growth S5, S6, S9, 

S12
Stigma S1, S3, S13 Increased 

awareness 
of their own 
condition

S9, S11

Adaptive 
coping strate-
gies

S1, S6 Self-stigma S9 The power of 
sharing

S10, S11

Job satisfac-
tion

S3, S7, S10, 
S12, S13

Maladaptive 
coping strate-
gies

S4, S6 Renewed 
hope for the 
future

S9, S10, S11

Burnout S3, S8, S12 Challenges of 
being a peer-
worker

S9, S10, S11

Positive psychology

Positive psychology emphasizes the positive aspects of the human experience that contribute to the 

flourishing or optimal functioning of a person. Growth, adaptive coping strategies and occupational health 

were sub-themes that emerged in the included studies.
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Growth

Growth here relates to self-realizations and changes in perspectives (S5, S6, S9, S12), self-care and 

acceptance (S6, S9, S12) and an increased social engagement (S5, S6, S9).

PSWs experienced a gradual change in their reflective abilities, being more able to reflect on their own 

situation and experiences (S5, S9). Engaging in a meaningful role seemed to help some participants discover 

their own potential and find meaning in what they do, while being able to pursue their goals (S5, S6). Having 

an arena for interactions and vulnerability between peers normalized the challenges they go through. Some 

participants experienced a positive change in purpose, direction and perspective when comparing their past 

and present selves (S12).

Taking care of, as well as accepting themselves, was an experience reported in several studies (S6, S9, 

S12). Applying a more positive reframing strategy was reported in participants with high subjective well-being 

(S6). Being a PSW demands an authentic portrayal of oneself to be able to share your own experiences with 

service users, as well as facilitating an open and safe space for talking. Participants reported the need to be 

honest with themselves about their own health to remain authentic (S9).

Social engagement in society, achieved through their working, while also having supportive colleagues, 

was important for participants’ health, as it provided a sense of belonging and a feeling of warmth (S5, S9). 

Participants were able to live more independently and have an increased control over their own lives (S5, S6). 

S10 found that PSWs had an increased understanding of how important shared experiences are, as well as an 

improvement on communication skills. 

It is important to note that not everyone had the same experiences of growth when doing peer support 

work. Some participants had setbacks and stressors related to the job, as well as getting triggered occasionally 

for being reminded of some forgotten thoughts (S9). Setbacks and stressors were on the contrary thought to be 

universal experiences amongst all office workers, not necessarily a specific effect of peer support work.

Adaptive coping strategies

Adaptive coping strategies is a central concept in positive psychology and was supported as a sub-

theme in two articles (S1, S6). S6 showed that former psychiatric service users preparing for a peer-worker 

role improved their beliefs regarding how they will cope with a stressful situation. Additionally, findings from 

S6 also related this strengthened conviction of PSWs´ coping abilities with an increased likelihood that the 

PSWs will use positive reframing strategies and active coping strategies when dealing with stress. Adding to 

the results from S6, S1 found that PSWs who participated in a peer-support training program significantly 

improved reported self-confidence in their ability to assist others in utilizing different coping strategies. 
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Such strategies included offering encouragement, using motivational skills to help students reflect on their 

situation and teaching relaxation skills.

Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction was the main aspect of occupational health which was most frequently mentioned. 

As described in S7, job satisfaction relies on the worker’s contentment with their job, and their interest or 

enjoyment with the tasks, without relying on external conditions. The PSWs’ satisfaction with their job also 

explores themes such as capacity to learn and grow. When it came to specifically determining the factors 

contributing to job satisfaction S3, S7 and S12 pointed to peer-supportive organisational climate as a key 

element. S3 examined the effect of a four-session training program and found significant improvements in 

the peer-supportive organisational climate, compared to control conditions. Similarly, S7 found support for 

their main hypothesis which, among other things, positively linked perceived organisational support with 

overall job satisfaction. Thematic analysis of qualitative interviews with peer-support workers also uncovered 

organisational factors, including support, as a key theme when identifying how PSWs face challenges in their 

work (S12). 

There was an emerging feeling of usefulness and competency in their own abilities (S10, S13). The 

opportunity to do something useful for others increased the sense of self-esteem in some PSWs (S13). The 

improvement of occupational skills such as being able to provide relevant resources and information to service 

users cultivated hope and confidence in PSWs, as well as reducing fears and concerns regarding their role (S10). 

Negative psychology

Negative psychology focuses on dysfunction and pathology. The sub-themes that came up were stigma, 

self-stigma, maladaptive coping strategies and burnout. 

Stigma 

In relation to stigma, we were interested both in measures across time and training in order to better 

understand its impact on existential well-being. There was no significant decrease in stigma for PSWs when 

working with mental health (S1, S3). However, one useful discussion should be noted. As S1 argued, one likely 

reason for the lack of significant findings in the decrease of stigma could be that those who participated in the 

training programs for PSWs, had less stigma regarding mental health difficulties to begin with, compared to 

an average medical student (S1). Furthermore, results from another study concerning the training of PSWs 

and their stigma towards mental health found that there was a decrease in stigma between 0 and 6 months of 

a peer support training program. Despite this, the collected data did not show statistically significant valuable 

differences between measures (S13). 
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Self-stigma 

Peer-support work is found to have an impact regarding self-stigma. In S9 it is stated that their work has 

provided a better understanding of their own condition, and furthermore awareness of being kinder in taking 

care of themselves and their mental health. This improvement in self-awareness and understanding is argued 

as something those who possess self-reflexive tendencies and inclination toward introspection especially, 

adopt to. Their contribution in peer support work also enhanced their insight, leading to a sense of reduction 

in differences between themselves and their peers, despite their own struggles (S9). 

Maladaptive coping strategies 

Two studies included measures of PSWs’ and upcoming peer supporters’ use of coping strategies (S4, 

S6). There was reported a significant reduction in maladaptive coping skills, such as avoidant behavior, over the 

course of several weeks. This measure stretched from the beginning until the end of participants' contribution 

to peer support work (S4). 

Burnout

Expanding on the findings pertaining to job satisfaction, burnout emerged as a substantial dimension 

associated with negative psychology (S3, S8, S12). Research shows that, in their role, PSWs are at risk of burnout 

(S12). When comparing with other occupations, PSWs in one study reported low levels of burnout, particularly 

when measuring levels of exhaustion (S8). Findings from S3 provide further insight into the organizational 

climate among PSWs, which can influence burnout. Nevertheless, and in contrast to S8, S3 showed no 

significant differences in work-related burnout between the intervention and comparison conditions. 

Self-transcendence and recovery

Understanding self-transcendence to involve facing suffering and transcend obstacles and tribulations, 

while simultaneously striving to serve the greater good, several studies reported on this relationship through 

the sub-theme of “recovery”. By looking at the theme of recovery within the concept of self-transcendence, 

recovery can be seen as the process of change involving facing suffering and transcending obstacles, while 

striving to serve the greater good as a way to improve wellness and strive to achieve an individual's full potential.

Increased awareness of their own condition 

Several studies reported on the relationship between the individual's role as a PSW and the insight 

this role gave to their own condition of mental health issues. Some PSWs reported that in being honest with 

themselves, their peers and clients about their health, this encouraged a deeper sense of self-awareness and 

insight into their own conditions and health (S9). They also reported that this process involved discovering 

inner strengths and resilience (S9, S11). 
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The power of sharing

Some of the articles highlighted the aspect of sharing personal experiences and how this could be a 

powerful tool in helping others, but also in promoting recovery (S10, S11). The PSWs reported that sharing 

personal experiences helped them to stop hiding their mental illnesses, and to engage in the important process 

of accepting oneself without shame or guilt (S11). By sharing their own experiences, the PSWs also reported 

becoming skilled at telling their personal stories, and that this contributed positively to their own recovery 

(S10). By listening to their peers sharing their stories, the PSWs expressed being deeply influenced by the 

struggle and tribulations of their peers with similar challenges. By witnessing their peers' resilience, strength, 

vulnerability and positive transformation, the PSWs were motivated to make a positive change of their own 

(S11). By sharing their experiences and listening to others, individuals who once needed support themselves 

could gradually transition into roles where they provide support to others.

Renewed hope for the future

Some of the articles also investigated the relationship between engaging in peer work and hope for 

the future. By engaging in peer work the individuals described the process of changing the narrative on their 

condition and recovery, towards a more positive perspective. This shift included becoming someone who can 

help others, finding inner strengths and resilience, finding pride in overcoming challenges and a stronger 

confidence in their skill as both a PSW but also in other aspects of their life (S9, S10, S11). It is important to 

note that this renewed hope for the future comes across as a byproduct of the activities involved in peer work, 

such as the sharing of experiences, providing guidance and advice, and participating in active listening. By 

engaging in these activities, the individual deepens their understanding of themself, discovers strength and 

pride, and is inspired by others. All of these factors can be described as factors contributing to the individual's 

recovery. 

Challenges of being a peer support worker

Several articles also mention the challenges of being a PSW and its effect on the individual's recovery. 

PSWs reported role confusion, lack of support and lack of training as negative aspects of being a PSW (S9, 

S11). Some participants also mentioned stress involved with being a “role-model” while simultaneously having 

a condition (S10). 

Discussion

The results from this scoping review highlight three main themes regarding how engaging in formal 

peer work, affects existential well-being in mental health PSWs. 
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These themes include 1) positive psychology, namely growth, adaptive coping skills and job satisfaction; 2) 

negative psychology, including stigma, self-stigma, maladaptive coping strategies and burnout; and 3) self-

transcendence and recovery. Our findings suggest that PSWs experienced growth through self-realisation, 

self-care and social engagement. Job satisfaction was linked to supportive environments, boosting competence 

and self-esteem. Although external stigma remained relatively unchanged, there was a notable decrease in self-

stigma and maladaptive coping strategies. Additionally, meaning and recovery was also experienced by PSWs. 

This was achieved through self-awareness, building resilience and helping others. This discussion will explore 

how these themes and sub-themes contribute to PSWs existential well-being, drawing connections to existing 

literature to substantiate our findings. 

Coping strategies and stigma

As is the nature of their role, PSWs often deal with people who experience demanding situations. 

Continual exposure to trauma, loss and emotional distress while simultaneously having their own experiences 

intertwined with the work they are doing can ultimately result in a highly stress-inducing environment for 

the PSW (Mamdani et al., 2021). On top of that, PSWs encounter challenges related to their role, for instance 

concerns about their own abilities or fear of saying the wrong thing, which can ultimately add to the stress 

(S10). When dealing with stress it is important to differentiate between different ways of coping. One way of 

characterising coping styles is by dividing them into two categories: adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies. 

An adaptive scale can be explained as “a person who deals with stressors through personal growth, optimism, 

solution-focused actions, creativity, and flexibility” (Brown & Bond, 2019, p. 10). On the other hand, a person 

engaging in denial, self-criticism, and passivity will have a high score on maladaptive coping (Brown & Bond, 

2019, p. 11). There exists an array of specific strategies within the framework of adaptive coping. Examples 

include lowering expectations, asking others to assist you and taking responsibility (Cleveland Clinic, 2020). A 

more useful way of regarding coping is by viewing it as a process where you may alternate between strategies 

in order to cope with a stressful event. Differences in personality, as well as different types of stressors reflect 

when different coping styles might be more or less adaptive (Cleveland Clinic, 2020).

The results from our scoping study reflects this vital distinction between adaptive and maladaptive 

coping strategies. Insights gained from S6 and S4 demonstrate how PSWs respectively improved their adaptive 

coping and reduced their maladaptive coping. This illustrates that effective coping not only involves the 

application of adaptive strategies but also the avoidance of maladaptive ones. 



June  2025 - WAPR E-Bulletin57

WAPR BULLETIN Nº 54								      
Furthermore, our findings (S6, S4) support existing literature, which indicates that while peer support 

work can be stressful, the documented increase in adaptive coping strategies and decrease in maladaptive 

coping strategies can mitigate these stressors (Mamdani et al., 2021; Poremski et al., 2022). Moreover, the 

positive improvements on coping encompassed more than just the PSW themselves. PSWs also improved their 

reported self-confidence in helping others with coping (S1), suggesting that the PSWs are able to extend their 

effective coping skills to the peers they assist.

Throughout our analysis, we have observed that effective coping entails minimizing maladaptive 

coping mechanisms. As mentioned, maladaptive coping strategies involve, among other things, engaging 

in self-criticism. Diving further into this aspect of maladaptive coping, S9 showed that PSWs enhance their 

understanding of themselves, reducing the degree to which they engage in self-stigmatisation. In general, PSWs 

might also be predisposed to regard people with mental health difficulties with less stigma (S1).

Ultimately, regarding our overarching theoretical framework, these improvements in adaptive coping 

skills while avoiding maladaptive coping enables PSWs to transform challenging experiences into opportunities 

for growth. Effective coping gained from engaging in peer support work therefore positively affects existential 

well-being.

Job satisfaction and burnout

Job satisfaction is found to be a crucial predictor of life satisfaction (Sironi, 2019; Unanue et al., 2017), 

which correlates strongly with the framework of positive psychology. Individuals with high levels of job 

satisfaction are shown to also feel a higher sense of meaning and purpose in their work (Albrecht et al., 2021). 

This aligns with our overarching question about how engaging in PSWs impacts existential well-being. Several 

of the included studies documented positive results pertaining to job satisfaction. A supportive organizational 

climate accounted for most of the improved job satisfaction in our analysis (S3, S7, S12). Data from other 

occupational groups supports the results from our research on PSWs. One study on workers employed in 

service-oriented occupations found that high levels of organisational support can lead to a greater tendency 

to exhibit ability to thrive despite challenges, here defined under the term psychological resilience (Xintian & 

Peng, 2023). Resilience also came up in our research, where PSWs were shown to develop and enhance their 

resilience (S9, S11). Such resilience is vital for PSWs because they often face stressful and emotionally taxing 

work, as previously discussed.

Research on human service, and health professionals shows that measures on job satisfaction are 

inversely correlated with measures on burn out (Akman et al., 2016; Liu & Aungsuroch, 2018; Penn et al., 

1988). Compared to other occupations, PSWs show fewer signs of burnout (S8). 
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The majority of our findings support the link between PSWs, high job satisfaction and decreased risk of burnout. 

Although, it is important to note that some studies reported mixed results regarding the impact of reduction 

of work-related burnout (S3). Nevertheless, fostering a better work environment over time, burnout rates can 

be reduced as the supportive climate improves (S3). This is supported both by the relationship between job 

satisfaction and supportive organisational climate, as well as job satisfaction and burnout. Collectively, this 

body of research underscores the importance of encouraging and facilitating job satisfaction to enhance the 

well-being of PSWs. 

Growth and stigma

Being a PSW leads to growth, in the sense of having more self-acceptance, caring for oneself, gaining 

new perspectives and engaging socially (S5, S6, S9, S12). It is interesting to view this in connection to stigma, 

as one can expect to see less stigma when having these self-improving experiences. The results did not show 

significant reductions in stigma (S1). S9 however, reported reduced self-stigma after working as a PSW. This 

is in line with the findings of a literature review, that experiencing self-esteem, independent living, a full social 

life and pursuing employment seems to help the reduction of self-stigma (Mittal et al., 2012). As S9 stresses, 

the participants who experienced less self-stigma most likely had self-reflexive tendencies to begin with. Our 

results do not show clear signs of a reduction in stigma and self-stigma from working as a PSW, but rather that 

most of the people had low levels of self-stigma prior to engaging in formal peer work.

On the other hand, PSW had multiple experiences of growth that could be connected to a potential 

reduction of stigma and self-stigma. Being more self-accepting and taking care of themselves could be a way 

of reducing self-stigma, by gaining a deeper understanding of their conditions (S9). Discovering their own 

potential by pursuing employment and engaging in a meaningful role, as reported in S5 and S6, is likely to be 

associated with less self-stigma (Mittal et al., 2012). Having a supportive arena in the workplace and the feeling 

of contributing to society is part of creating this meaningful role (S5, S9). Being able to reflect on their own 

experiences provided insights and new perspectives to some participants (S5, S6, S12). This in turn, led to a 

sense of reduction in differences between themselves and their peers (S9).

Looking at these findings through the lens of our research question, it seems that engaging in formal 

peer support work facilitates existential well-being. Suffering is an unavoidable part of life, and it is therefore 

necessary to transform this suffering as well as enhancing happiness in order to promote the development 

of existential well-being (Wong et al., 2022, p. 15). Experiencing growth can be understood as enhancing 

happiness, while reducing self-stigma is a way of transforming suffering.
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Self-transcendence and recovery 

The path of self-transcendence can be narrow and long, but in undergoing this transformation the 

individual can find and make meaning, obtaining a sense of existential well-being. As mentioned in the 

introduction, the concept of existential well-being is broad, but can be said to encompass purpose, connection 

to others and the world around us, and experiencing contentment with one's place in the world. By looking 

at the connection between the concept of self-transcendence and existential well-being, the importance of 

engagement with the world and the need to face suffering as a step towards well-being, comes off as two central 

points. 

Engagement and the need to face suffering are highly relevant for PSWs. This role demands engagement 

with others, while also facing suffering by sharing own struggles with others, as well as listening to similar 

lived experiences. On the surface it might seem that there is an easy road to existential well-being for people 

engaging in formal peer work. However, there are multiple components of a person's life that will have an 

impact on how simple this road seems. The aspects of engaging with others and facing suffering in a way that 

gives purpose, connection to others and contentment with their own place in the world is further underlined 

in the results from the chosen studies.

PSWs face their own suffering. The need for PSWs to be honest with themselves in order to present 

an authentic portrayal of who they are, led to a deeper awareness and insight in their lived experiences. This 

process involved finding inner strength and resilience (S9, S11). PSWs felt it was easier to stop hiding their 

mental illness and accept themselves without shame or guilt when sharing personal experiences with others 

(S11). These are examples of how facing suffering can lead to an improved well-being, and even improved 

existential well-being, given that they felt a sense of purpose, connection to other peers and contentment (S5, 

S6). 

Engaging in activities involved in peer work promoted existential well-being. PSWs were able to 

change the narrative through becoming someone who can help others, finding inner strength and resilience, 

experiencing pride from overcoming challenges and gaining confidence in skills as a PSW and life in general 

(S9, S10, S11). Being engaged in helping someone else, serving something bigger than oneself offered direction 

for some PSWs (S12). This, as with facing suffering, contributes to finding meaning in life through purpose, 

connection and contentment.

While the overall results show a positive effect of peer support work on recovery, some articles also 

mention stressors that PSWs experienced. It is important to mention that some of the articles point to the fact 

that some of these challenges helped the PSWs improve their self-awareness, insight and pride in themselves, 
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which in turn promoted their recovery (S11).

Taking it back to our research question, we can see that engaging in formal peer work affects the existential 

well-being in mental health PSWs in many ways. Their flourishing depends on how well they respond to the 

reality that life involves suffering. We found that many PSWs gain new perspectives and experience increased 

acceptance of their mental health problems. The enhancement of positive coping strategies and reduction of 

maladaptive coping strategies is crucial to how they are able to provide peer support and facilitate recovery. 

The way PSWs handle the struggles they meet and how they view their own experiences with mental health 

problems have impacts on their job satisfaction, how they are able to find meaning in what they do, and how 

they are able to connect with others by sharing their own experiences.

Limitations

While the findings of our scoping review are of importance, it should be noted that there are limitations 

to it. Many of the articles used were qualitative. This may have limited the results in existential well-being, as it 

may lack generalizability. Despite this, the qualitative studies tended to report significant findings of decrease 

in self-stigma and stigma, while the quantitative found a change, but not a significant one.  

Furthermore, when researching articles, we found a large number concerning peer-support work. 

However, few of these emphasized the well-being of the PSWs themselves and that could indicate the need for 

further research.

Lastly, due to limited resources, we did not do a qualitative evaluation of the studies or a consultation 

with key stakeholders from the field. These steps can be incorporated in future reviews.

Conclusion

It is likely that being a mental health PSW promotes existential well-being. Through their role as PSWs 

the individuals are confronted with inner strengths and struggles, which in some cases change their outlook on 

their condition, themselves and their future. However, our findings point to the direction that there are some 

traits that arguably make a person more suitable to the role of a PSW. Those being communicative abilities and 

self-reflexive tendencies. Furthermore, having the wish to self-improve and portray ones authentic selves are 

important traits as well. Lastly, it is worth mentioning that a high degree of resilience is suitable in the role, 

facing the many challenges of being a PSW. 

Our results could inform selection procedures for PSW positions and training programs that further 

enhance the necessary skills that a PSW should have to benefit from their role on helping others. Additionally, 

professionals working with PSWs in various settings, could benefit from gaining a better understanding of 

the PSW role and its impact on individuals, thus improving multidisciplinary collaboration. Acknowledging 



June  2025 - WAPR E-Bulletin61

WAPR BULLETIN Nº 54								      
the challenges involved in the PSW role could further help in establishing appropriate help to PSWs through 

supportive supervision and ongoing training.
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