
This brief summarizes workforce needs reported by Washington facilities that employ peer counselors 
to the Health Workforce Sentinel Network in May/June 2025. More findings are available at 
wa.sentinelnetwork.org/findings. 
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Findings Brief: Peer Counselors
Spring 2025

Questions about Peer Counselors

Peer counselors perform a range of duties in supporting clients and communities. Examples include:
• Behavioral health agency: 

• “Our peers are working with clients with persistent mental illness. They are working out in 
the community meeting clients and the homeless.  They engage with homeless trying to 
connect them with the resources in our community. They work with people coming out of 
jail or the hospital connecting them with resources they might need. “

• “Peer Support Specialists promote community integration, resiliency and quality of life 
objectives with clients and/or family members. When appropriate and helpful to the client, 
Peer Support Specialists share relevant personal experiences that foster hope, resiliency 
and decrease stigmatization of mental illness. Peer Support Services are provided to 
individuals and families of all ages. These services may be provided on an individual or 
group basis.”

• “These peer counselors are integral members of the mental health care team, offering a 
unique perspective grounded in empathy, resilience, and shared understanding.”

• FQHC: “Interactions with HIV positive clients and helping them navigate insurance challenges as 
they are linked to HIV treatment and care.”

Of all Sentinel Network responses in Spring 
2025, 35 (15.4%) reported employing peer 
counselors.

Respondents were asked five questions about 
peer counselors they employ. Facilities that 
reported employing peer counselors including 
the following:
• Behavioral health agency - WA DOH certified
• Behavioral health clinic or practice
• K-12 school
• Acute care hospital (25 beds or fewer)
• Rural health clinic
• Primary care medical clinic
• Freestanding evaluation & treatment facility
• Federally qualified health center (FQHC) or 

community clinic providing care free or on 
sliding fee scale

74.0%

15.4%
10.6%

No Yes Not answered

Do you employ peer counselors?

https://wa.sentinelnetwork.org/findings
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Questions about Peer Counselors

When asked if their organization has experienced challenges hiring workers for peer roles, 31% of 
respondents said “yes” and 40% of respondents said “no.” 
• For those that answered “yes,” they described why hiring peers has been difficult in the past year 

and possible solutions, if any.
• “We have had candidates who weren't qualified or didn't like the wage.”

• “There tends to be more turnover with peers.  Again, we live in a rural community and other 
organizations in the community are also hiring peers.  Sometimes things like driving records 
make it hard to hire peers because they must be insurable to drive company vehicles.”

• “There appears to be a shortage of Peers or at least this has been our experience. We've 
had very few responses to our position and those that have applied have not been a good fit 
or did not follow through with an interview.”

• For those that answered “no,” they explained why they think their organization has had success.
• “As a large organization, we typically have a lot of non-clinical, internal interest in becoming 

a peer whether that be from clients or staff already working at our agency not in clinical 
roles.”

• “Great working conditions,  Fair pay and benefits.”

• “We tend to be able to shift applicants who do not qualify for other roles they applied for 
into peer roles and then pursue certification.”

• “Most of our employees meet criteria to become DBHR Peer Certified Counselors and we 
promote it to everyone and help with time off and expenses. However, we have wanted to 
expand our peer support, but it has taken so long to get people licensed through DOH for 
Medicaid reimbursable services, that we no longer have the man hours to spend on it. The 
application alone is difficult for the individual to fill out.”

Respondents were asked if their organization experienced challenges retaining workers in peer roles 
and 20% said “yes,” while 46% said “no.”
• For those that answered “yes,” they described  why retaining peers has been difficult in the past 

year and possible solutions, if any. 
• “Sometimes the demands of the job are difficult for them.  Since they are out in the 

community they don't have the oversight that they would have working in the office. They 
are expected to work with people in the community that struggle with substance use. 
Sometimes they have themselves have a background of substance use and being around 
this causes a relapse.”

• “High case loads/low wages”

• “It’s a hard job with violent and challenging youth and families”

• For those that answered “no,” they explained why they thought they’d had success. 
• “We have a solid reputation for providing training and support.”

• “Excellent employee satisfaction, hiring smart (mission driven individuals aligned with our 
mission).”

• “Peers are integrated within the care team.  This means that they are valued as an integral 
part of treatment and are not siloed in their position.”

• “We have a great culture and are very supportive of lived experience.”
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About the Washington Health Workforce Sentinel Network
The Sentinel Network links the healthcare sector with policymakers, workforce planners and educators to identify 
and respond to changing demand for healthcare workers, with a focus is on identifying newly emerging skills and 
roles required by employers. The Sentinel Network is an initiative of Washington’s Health Workforce Council, 
conducted collaboratively by Washington’s Workforce Board and the University of Washington’s Center for Health 
Workforce Studies. Funding to initiate the Sentinel Network came from the Healthier Washington initiative, with 
ongoing support from the Washington State Legislature.

Why become a Sentinel? As a Sentinel, you can: 
--Communicate your organization’s workforce needs to inform policy and planning responses. 
--Have access to current and actionable information about emerging healthcare workforce needs. 
--Compare your organization’s experience and emerging workforce demand trends with similar employer groups. 

To view an interactive summary of findings and to provide information from your organization:
 https://wa.sentinelnetwork.org/. 
Contact: healthworkforce@wasentinelnetwork.org 
Sentinel Network Team: 

UW Center for Health Workforce Studies:  Benjamin Stubbs, Grace Guenther, 
 Nhu Nguyen, Beverly Marshall, Susan Skillman
 WA Workforce Board: Renee Fullerton, Donald Smith

Questions about Peer Counselors

Respondents were asked: What has helped or challenged your organization’s ability to implement 
peers across different settings (e.g. ability to bill, grant funding, supportive teams, accessing training)? 
Many described the difficulties of acquiring grant funding or funding to be able to support their peer 
counselors amid changing policies.
• “We are still finding it a challenge to implement the type of support we actually want due to 

licensing delays through DOH for Medicaid reimbursable services. The process in terms of 
paperwork/applications for DOH bog everything down and cost us man hours we do not have.”

• “Importance of peer counselors has been integrated into our service models.”
• “An internal peer dedicated trainer to routinely train and consult with the peers significantly helps 

the peer programs.”
• “WISe allows peer roles to have services that count toward billable time, which is helpful.”

Respondents were then asked if they had developed training and/or career advancement pathways 
specifically for their peer counselors and to describe, if applicable.  18% of respondents had developed 
peer career advancement pathways, while 82% had not.
• “Online trainings through an LMS (Learning Management System)  - onsite trainings provided by 

our agency that are helpful for the peers to succeed in their positions  - virtual trainings, webinars 
chosen carefully by the department supervisor that are helpful for the peers to succeed in their 
positions.”

• “We have promoted some peers to supervisory roles or lead positions.  We have a tuition 
assistance program if they want to go back to school.”

• “We have an entire curriculum embedded into our Teaching Clinic.  There are trainings designed 
for Peers pertaining to sharing lived experience, a safety series consisting of three separate 
trainings around de-escalation, safety from threatened aggression and threat assessment/risk 
assessment. There are additional trainings that are for all staff including Peers.  It's a fairly long 
training curriculum, totaling well over 100 hours in the first six months.”

• “Have offered some of them the ability to attend the Tribal Behavioral Aide Program.”

• “Every Peer has an actual position and are eligible for advancement just like any other employee.”

https://wa.sentinelnetwork.org/
mailto:healthworkforce@wasentinelnetwork.org
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