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BACKGROUND
Family Services of Peel - Peel Institute on Violence Prevention (FSP-PIVP) was awarded a
three-year project in 2017, named "A Survivor Centered Approach to Build Capacity to Address
Human Trafficking in Peel Region" by the Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services. One
of the deliverables of this project was to develop a peer-to-peer support toolkit for survivors of
human trafficking with survivor participation. This initiative had several steps in place in order to
complete a peer support toolkit for survivors of human trafficking (HT). The steps are as follows:
1. Prepare an Annotated Bibliography on a Peer-to-Peer Support Toolkit.
2. Prepare a literature review from the Annotated Bibliography.
3. Present the findings to the HT Project Advisory Committee and Partners/Survivors.
4. Consult with survivors and Rising Angels, an FSP-PIVP Partner.
5. Prepare a Peer-to-Peer Support Resource Toolkit with the participation of survivors.
Accordingly, an annotated bibliography was completed on peer-to-peer support
toolkits. Then, a literature review was prepared to study the evidence on peer support toolkits
for survivors of human trafficking. The findings from the Literature Review were presented to
the HT Project Advisory Committee. Survivors and survivor mentors were consulted, as the
Project’s approach is survivor centered, and engaging survivors of HT in developing the activities
is vital to achieve the project results. Consulting with survivors is key to developing the peer-topeer support toolkit that will help survivors obtain support and guidance from peers who have
similar lived experience. Of particular significance was the consultation with "Rising Angels," an
FSP project partner.
Rising Angels (RA) is a survivor-led organization that works to bring sex trade education
to professionals and the public, and to provide supportive services and safe environments to
women exploited by the sex trade, allowing them to experience physical, mental, social and
spiritual restoration in their lives. It also provides support services for survivors' families. Based
in the Greater Toronto Area, Rising Angels provides training, programs and support across
Ontario to help survivors and victims of human trafficking.
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The partnership between Rising Angels and FSP-PIVP is a collaborative effort, with both
organizations overseeing all the activities developed and implemented in this project. Rising
Angels is a member of the Project Advisory Committee that meets quarterly to oversee the
implementation of all activities and to provide guidance, participation and support to the project.
RA has provided training on how to work with survivors of HT to FSP employees and participates
regularly in HT educational awareness training and promotion activities. RA was engaged in
developing the survivor Needs Assessment through its outreach to survivors. Knowledge and
expertise were provided through in-depth interviews and focus groups. Their participation
helped to develop new models and enhance existing peer led initiatives, creating opportunities
for leadership among survivors. Rising Angels is also part of the team to develop a peer-to-peer
resource toolkit for survivors and a knowledge transfer plan.
A summary of our literature review and the consultation with FSP Partner Rising Angels
and survivors is presented below.
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Literature Review on Peer-to-Peer Support Toolkit for Survivors of HT
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this literature review was to convey information and ideas for peer-to-peer
support toolkit development for survivors of human trafficking (HT). A literature review is a
concise summary of the research that exists on a particular subject. The literature review
provides the audience with relevant information about a topic, as well as synthesis and
evaluation of the articles (PIVP guide). This review was based on research published by
accredited scholars, completed over the past ten years.
Its focus was to identify existing evidence of the benefits and challenges of peer-to-peer
support for people with lived experience of human trafficking (HT). A toolkit is a guide that
includes a set of tools and resources to be used together or individually for learning. Peer support
is the practical, social, and emotional support between people in a community of common
interest. Peer support is unique, offering the kind of support and practical help that one can only
gain from those who share similar experiences. There is no “one-size fits all” approach to peer
support around the world, but it can be done one-to-one or in groups, in person, by telephone
or online. (Kyte, A., Pereira, J., 2018). While there are several types of peer support available, this
paper focused on in-person peer-to-peer support groups for survivors of HT. The review
informed on the strengths and gaps found in the literature related to in-person peer-to-peer
support groups.

METHODOLOGY
The literature review included peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles, case studies, grey
literature and toolkits that emphasized the significance of peer-to-peer support groups in
general. It focused on survivors of human trafficking and included domestic violence and sexual
assault. The review explored peer support toolkits, and studies from global, and mostly North
American and Canadian contexts. Selected articles were obtained through databases such as
ProQuest, PUB MED, Google Scholar, George Brown College, University of Toronto, and Trent
University libraries.
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Inclusion:
●

All study types, from Peer-reviewed articles, grey literature, case studies and toolkit
models

●

Studies written in the English language and published globally between 2009 and 2020.

Exclusion:
●

Literature published in other languages.

RESULTS
We researched articles related to our subject of interest. Initially, 43 articles were selected
as relevant to our literature search. However, only 20 percent of the articles focused, to some
extent, on either peer support, and/or care for survivors of human trafficking. A secondary effort
was initiated to find articles relating to peer support for survivors of domestic violence and sexual
assault, as the experiences are parallel to the suffering of survivors of human trafficking. This
search also found a lack of substantial literature to study peer-to-peer support toolkits in general
and almost no evidence-based information about their evaluations. Despite the articles'
abstracts and keywords, such as “peer-to-peer support groups, peer-support toolkits for
survivors, meeting the inclusion criteria, the studies were not absolutely related to women
survivors of human trafficking, sexual abuse or domestic violence. A total of fifty-five (55) articles
were reviewed for this literature search.
Ample research was found on peer-to-peer support for people with certain chronic
medical conditions like cancer, diabetes, asthma, mental health issues, and substance
abuse. Peer-to-Peer support toolkits were found to be successful for healing and recovery of
people with specific clinical conditions. Finding sufficient evidence that peer-to-peer support
toolkits are useful and achieve positive outcomes for survivors of human trafficking was
challenging. High-level trauma and re-victimization in these groups were cited as reasons for the
non-existence of peer-to-peer support for these populations (Patton, M., Goodwin, R., 2008).
There was insufficient evidence in the literature to prove that peer-to-peer support group
toolkits help survivors of human trafficking in their journey.
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What is Peer Support?
Peer support is a unique form of social support in the sense that a peer provides it, a
person who has a similar lived experience as the person receiving the support (Mason, 2018). A
peer supporter offers knowledge, experience, and emotional, social or practical help to other
peers who are undergoing a life experience that is similar to their own (Mason, 2018).
Peers have intervened to promote health since ancient times, yet few attempts have been
made to describe theoretically their role and their interventions. (Simoni J., Franks C., Lehavot K.,
Yard S. 2011) After a brief overview of the history and variety of peer-based health interventions,
Simoni and other authors developed a 4-part definition of peer interveners with a consideration
of the dimensions of their involvement in health promotion. Then, a 2-step process was proposed
as a means of conceptualizing peer interventions to promote health. Step 1 involves establishing
a theoretical framework for the intervention’s main focus (i.e., education, social support, social
norms, self-efficacy, and patient advocacy). Step 2 involves identifying a theory that justifies the
use of peers and might explain their impact. As examples, the following might be referred to:
Theoretical perspectives from the mutual support group and self-help literature, social cognitive
and social learning theories, the social support literature, social comparison theory, social
network approaches, and empowerment models. (Simoni J., Franks C., Lehavot K., Yard S. 2011).
So far, this academic work has not had an impact on the development and implementation of
peer-to-peer support for survivors of human sex trafficking.
Support groups described as "health promotion strategies" are with a goal of helping
members achieve a state of mental well-being (Williams, A., 2016). Peer-to-peer support
groups are led by a peer who has similar lived experiences to participants of the support group
they are leading.

Peer support groups are unique because they do not include

professionals, such as psychologists or counsellors. Instead, facilitators must be trained by
professionals in order to provide sufficient assistance to participants (Blanch, Filson, & Penny,
2012). The principles of peer support practice are an individualized recovery plan, empowerment,
health promotion, self-care, and open, honest communication (Mental Health Commission of
Canada, 2016). Peer support groups are intended to provide a space for healing for all, and when
done correctly, they can provide meaningful connections with others, moving towards
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overcoming their trauma (Tutty et al., 2017). An issue that has been highlighted in several articles
is that peer-to-peer support groups can cause all involved to be re-victimized or re-traumatized
due to safe boundaries issues, different stages of recovery, members faith and cultural
values.(Patton, M., Goodwin, R., 2008), (Blanch, Filson, & Penny, 2012). Peer support groups
provide participants with positive influences from their facilitators who have been able to cope
with their traumatic experiences successfully and provide the facilitators further healing by being
able to help others who need assistance moving forward (Schultz, 2019; Abraham & Perez, 2017).
According to the Mental Health Commission of Canada (2016), the guiding values of peer
support are hope and recovery, self-determination, empathetic and equal relationships, dignity,
respect and social inclusion, integrity, authenticity and trust, health and wellness, and lifelong
learning and personal growth. There is less structure to these groups, and peer facilitators are
not as qualified to assist participants when they speak about their experiences (Tutty, Ogden, &
Wyllie, 2006). The issue of re-victimization is one that may affect facilitators more than
participants, because facilitators are expected to listen and help all who come to them, which
can cause them to feel desensitized to the trauma of others (Guthrie, 2013).
On the other hand, for war veterans who have survived intense trauma, similar to the
intensity experienced by survivors of human sex trafficking, it is indicated that many veterans
become panicked by their flashbacks, and the dread persists after the peer-to-peer sessions. In
this study, led by Roger Pitman, Vietnam veterans were asked to repeatedly talk about their
wartime experiences. However, Pitman had to stop the study prematurely:

“Because many veterans became panicked by their flashbacks, and the dread often
persisted after the sessions. Some never returned, while many of those who stayed
with the study became more depressed, violent, and fearful; some coped with their
increased symptoms by increasing their alcohol consumption, which led to further
violence and humiliation, as some of their families called the police to take them to
the hospital.” (Kerr 2015)

On the other hand, there is a wealth of literature which seems to indicate that people
with lived experience of mental health problems or illnesses can offer huge benefits to each
Family Services of Peel – Peel Institute on Violence Prevention
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other. Studies have found that the development of personal resourcefulness and self-belief,
which is the foundation of peer support, can not only improve people’s lives but can also reduce
the use of formal mental health, medical and social services. By doing so, peer support can save
money. Canadian research has contributed significantly to our knowledge base. Several
experimental and quasi-experimental studies have demonstrated not only the benefits to
individuals involved, but also to the mental health system and communities as a whole, by saving
millions of tax-payers dollars through reducing the use of the most expensive types of services.
(Cyr C., Mckee H., O’Hagan M., Priest R. 2016)

Thematic Analysis
1. Peer-to-Peer Support Groups to be used in Conjunction with Professional
Support
It is important to know that peer-to-peer support alone cannot help survivors of domestic
violence and sexual abuse recover from their trauma. (Blanch A., Filson B., Penney D., Cave K.
2012) Another theme that is emphasized is the importance of including other "traditional" forms
of professional support, such as therapy or counselling, in combination with peer support groups
(Schultz, 2019; Williams, 2016). Peer-to-Peer support groups are facilitated by other survivors of
trauma who do not have a formal background in trauma support. It may prevent survivors
from healing, if facilitators are not adequately trained to prevent discussions from being too
triggering for participants (Tutty et al., 2017). These support groups aim to tackle deep-rooted
trauma that requires a lengthy process of recovery. It would therefore be of greater benefit
if peer-to-peer support groups are used as a supplement to professionally-led or traditional
forms of support. What makes a peer support group successful is ensuring that these groups are
a safe space for participants, allowing them to speak openly and comfortably about their lives
and what they face.
Moreover, peer-to-peer support provides participants with a sense of community,
especially for survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault (Fearday and Cape, 2004; Tutty
et al., 2017). Experiencing trauma can make a person feel isolated from society, especially when
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it comes to domestic violence and human trafficking, as perpetrators rely on physical and
emotional isolation in order to control their victims. (Murphy C. 2002)
By creating a space for trauma survivors of similar experiences to confide in each other
and create meaningful bonds, the survivors become better prepared to confide in each other and
create meaningful bonds, the survivors become better prepared to reconnect with society.
(Patton, M, & Goodwin, R. (2008).

2. Peer-to-Peer Support Offers Greater Benefit for People Living in
Rural/Inaccessible Areas
A recurring observation is that peer support groups are used as an alternative for people living
in rural areas or areas deemed "inaccessible." Specifically, rural areas are often out of reach for
those who do not live in the area; thus, it may be difficult for such areas to have access to
professionally-led support groups or counselling services (Patton, 2008). Support services are
primarily funded by the government, making them more commonly found in cities or densely
populated areas because there is more demand in larger cities. Accordingly, peer support groups
move away from the need to hire professionals, reducing barriers around cost. However, with
support services in rural areas receiving little financial support, peer-to-peer remains sparse.
Although, even in cities, funding for peer-to-peer support groups can be an issue as it may not be
seen as an essential service compared to counselling (Abraham & Perez, 2017).
Furthermore, in instances where survivors cannot access in-person support services,
either because there are no services where they reside or because it is unsafe to do so, online
support groups offer an alternative. Online support groups not only allow those from rural or
inaccessible areas to receive support, but they also provide participants with more
comfort, because they allow for anonymity (Burrows, 2011). Online peer-to-peer support also
accommodates participants who suffer from social anxiety or from physical disabilities that may
make it challenging to show up in person. Although, there is little evidence that shows that online
peer support displays a similar capability as in-person peer support groups, particularly when it
comes to providing community support (Burrows, 2011).
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3. The Emotional Impact of Peer-to-Peer Support Groups on Participants and
Facilitators
A defining characteristic of peer-to-peer support groups is that they are led by other trauma
survivors. It is important to consider how impactful this form of support is for both participants
and facilitators. Peer support groups are intended to provide a space for healing for all, and when
done correctly, they can provide meaningful connections with others, moving towards
overcoming their traumas (Tutty et al., 2017). Peer support groups provide participants with
positive influences from their facilitators who have been able to cope with their traumatic
experiences successfully and provide facilitators with further healing by being able to help others
who need assistance moving forward (Schultz, 2019; Abraham & Perez, 2017). Participants may
be uncomfortable speaking with professionals and may find that there is a lack of empathy or
understanding. Participants of peer-to-peer support have noted that peer support groups offer a
more trusting and confidential environment where they can be free to open up and share with
others who are understanding of their experiences (Tutty et al., 2017).

GAPS IN THE LITERATURE
Throughout this review process, it has become evident that there is a lack of literature
surrounding the topic of peer-to-peer support for survivors of human trafficking, domestic
violence and sexual assault. This does not mean that peer-to-peer support itself is ineffective;
the benefits of peer support have been established, such as the increase in trust, confidentiality,
comfort, and empathy in peer-led support groups for survivors of domestic violence and sexual
assault. As previously mentioned, since there is such a high risk of re-victimization, an issue that
comes

up

is that

as

time

progresses, participants

leave

their

peer

support

groups. This emphasizes the need for consultation by professionals. The role of a professional
consultant includes, but is not limited, to training facilitators and providing resources that
facilitators can learn from (Tutty et al., 2006). Another point that has arisen is that peer-to-peer
support groups often have a low turnout, preventing support groups from progressing and
moving forward due to safety issues and emotional drain by other stories. Not only does a low

Family Services of Peel – Peel Institute on Violence Prevention
Peer-to-Peer Support Toolkit for HT Survivors: Work in Progress – June 2020

LITERATURE REVIEW

10

turnout mean that there are not enough participants to begin with, but it also means that even
after attending sessions in the beginning, numbers start to dwindle over time (Tutty et al., 2006).

CONCLUSION
Considering the gaps that have been identified, this literature review proposes conducting
more research, by running peer support groups specifically for survivors of human trafficking,
domestic violence, and sexual assault. Most successful peer-led support groups are for substance
abuse, mental illnesses, or to aid in the recovery of people facing chronic illnesses/diseases (ex.
cancer, diabetes, etc.). These groups provide participants with a space to open up about their
experiences. Similarly, more peer-to-peer support groups for survivors of domestic violence and
sexual assault could provide survivors with space to build relationships with other survivors.
Building relationships with others who understand the experiences a person has faced, allows
one to better heal from trauma. Peer support groups address the disconnect between
professionals and survivors, which becomes evident in counselling sessions. Most importantly,
this literature review points out that peer-to-peer support groups for survivors of domestic
violence and sexual assault do exist, but need further study to promote peer support groups for
healing highly traumatized survivors. Peer-to-Peer support groups could be advantageous for
individuals who have become isolated from society, such as the survivors of human trafficking.

Consultation with Rising Angels and Survivors on Peer Support
Toolkit development
When the literature review was completed, the findings were presented to the HT Project
Advisory Committee, of which Rising Angels is a member. Since RA is our key partner, dedicated
to HT survivors’ wellbeing, we initiated a dialogue, inviting them to be part of the working group
to discuss the findings from the literature review, to produce the peer-to-peer support toolkit.
The project required survivors’ participation and the input they provided, to prepare the toolkit.
A couple of attempts were made to bring survivors to the table to initiate discussion on the
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toolkit, but it did not happen fast. By the time they were ready to meet with us in March of 2020,
the COVID -19 lockdown forced a halt to the meeting.
However, since FSP-PIVP has a very good working relationship with Rising Angels, we
shared the literature review and its findings to review and consult with survivors, regarding
producing the Peer-to-peer support toolkit. We requested RA, as survivor leaders, and as an
organization working with HT survivors for 11 years, to share their ideas of developing a peer-topeer support toolkit with survivors. RA consulted with young girls who have escaped trafficking
and who were receiving support services from Rising Angels. Some of them participated in the
FSP-PIVP interviews and focus group for the Needs Assessment in 2018.
Following our request, and after reading the findings from the literature review, along
with consultations with survivors, Rising Angels informed FSP-PIVP that peer-to-peer support
does not work well for HT survivors for several reasons. Firstly, they found that many
survivors did not want to attend a peer-to-peer support group. Their unwillingness to
attend was based on fear that the participants would know each other, or that they would know
each other's traffickers. They were afraid that their traffickers would find out they were there
from another girl. And they would have to face the consequences. Secondly, dealing with this
high

level of trauma

causes PTSD, dissociation, triggering re-traumatization and re-

victimization. Also, when they are talking about trauma in groups, it causes flaring up of triggers
and addictions. Survivors are more reluctant to open up in a group than in a one-onone mentoring or counselling session. Rising Angels requested that some of the women they
mentor attend a different group. Afterwards, the women would call Rising Angels crying, saying
that they were triggered by women in the other group.
Katarina of Rising Angels has mentored women and girls for 11 years. She has learned
from them about the process of healing, and in the process, has helped to heal herself. Rising
Angels' work with survivors over the last eleven years indicated that peer-to-peer support failed
to bring HT survivors together as a group. It is very difficult for these young women to build
trusting relationships with one another in peer-to-peer support groups. Even running a
life skills or self-esteem peer group for HT survivors is difficult; stand-alone programs focusing on
these young women do not work. For example, Katarina spoke about an open group for women
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and girls that was supposed to be specifically for those who had been sexually exploited. Women
failed to attend for fear of knowing each other or due to stigma, or not wanting to have labels
put on them. As a result, in order for the group to work, they were forced to have an open group
for all women. Katarina further stated that her organization has a better understanding of these
young women. They have a better idea of what works for survivors and how to help them heal
in their journey to recovery.
Therefore, survivors and Rising Angels have suggested to Family Services of Peel - Peel
Institute on Violence Prevention that developing a self-help workbook focused on survivors'
recovery will be helpful, rather than developing a Peer-to-Peer support toolkit. A self-help
workbook is any book written with the explicit intention of helping its readers change or improve
some aspect of their personal or professional lives (University of Calgary, 2012). A self-help
workbook would allow them to work on their own and, if necessary, and when they feel
comfortable to speak about their trauma, they could seek one-on-one help from a mentor.
Family Services of Peel - Peel Institute on Violence Prevention has decided not to move
forward with developing a peer-to-peer support toolkit for survivors of human trafficking. This
decision was taken out of respect for the opinions, ideas and suggestions of survivors and of our
partner "Rising Angels". The lack of substantial literature on peer support for HT survivors was
also a factor in the decision.
At the same time, Family Services of Peel - Peel Institute on Violence Prevention would
be happy to work with Rising Angels and with survivors of human trafficking in the creation of a
self-help workbook. This workbook would help survivors in their journey to heal, learn and
recover. The workbook would help not only the survivors in Peel Region, but any survivor of HT
who is willing to work independently until such time that they feel comfortable enough to reach
out to a professional to help them with the healing process.
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