Vet-to-Vet Peer Program Benefits Veterans with Serious Mental Illnesses

VISN 1 MIRECC researchers have demonstrated that a Vet-to-Vet peer support program boosts empowerment, confidence, and general functioning for veterans with serious mental illnesses (SMI) participating in an outpatient VA Community Reintegration Program. In 2002, the Errera Community Care Center of the VA Connecticut Healthcare system partnered with Moe Armstrong, a combat veteran living with schizophrenia, to implement a new peer education program. All meetings are entirely peer-led and meet 5 days per week on VA premises, following a “read and discuss” format using a series of recovery-oriented publications. MIRECC researchers, Sandra Resnick and Robert Rosenheck, evaluated the impact of this program by comparing treatment results for participants in the Vet-to-Vet program with the same ratings made on a group of Errera Center participants who were in the program before Vet-to-Vet became available. The standard Errera program services include a wide range of professionally delivered services including crisis management and long term rehabilitation services such as supported employment. Vets who participated in the voluntary additional peer-led Vet-to-Vet program reported higher levels of general functioning, greater feelings of empowerment, higher confidence levels, and less alcohol use than those who did not have the opportunity to participate prior to the program onset. This formal program evaluation is one of only a handful of such studies and supports the model of integrating peer support services and professional treatment in the same professional setting.

