PEER SUPPORT TEAM

I. PURPOSE

This program is designed to:

· Provide emotional support during and after times of personal or professional crisis to department members who express a need for assistance.
· Promote trust, allow appropriate anonymity, and preserve confidentiality for persons using the Peer Support Team within the guidelines of the program.

· Support those who have had family tragedies.

· Check on status of injuries and illnesses of our department members and their families and provide support where desired and needed.

· Assist in identifying behavioral health and other personal problems in department members in order to provide guidance or to provide a referral to professional/alternate resources for assistance.

· Engage in stigma reduction. Studies indicate that the leading reason why firefighters refuse to request behavioral health assistance is a fear of the stigma, or labeling, they believe is attached to seeking help.
II. THE PEER SUPPORT TEAM
             The Vincennes Township Fire District’s most valuable resource is its members. 

 
The Vincennes Township Fire District has recognized the value of providing a 

    
way for its members to deal with behavioral health and related problems. A 


successful approach to this issue has been to provide a program which offers a 

      
non-professional, Peer Support Team (“PST”) under the guidance of an Employee    
Assistance Program (“EAP”) counselor who is a licensed behavioral health clinician. 
The peer support team is composed of department members who have agreed to make 
themselves available to any other member seeking assistance. This program provides a 
means for department members to discuss behavioral health and other problems 

  
confidentially with someone who understands and can provide assistance with 
                                               
appropriate support resources. This peer-to-peer discussion is not something that 
     
can effectively occur in settings outside of the department, for example, an 
 
            
Employee Assistance Program (EAP). While EAPs and all other professional 
 
             
services are essential components in the provision of effective care, the peer 
 
             
support program serves as the trusted and often-necessary bridge between the 
 
             
department member and those professional services.
III. CONFIDENTIALITY
A goal of the Peer Support Program is to maintain confidentiality between the PST and department members. The acceptance and success of the program is in part based on maintaining strict confidentiality of all information learned by the PST that falls within the guidelines of the program.                                                                                                                                                             
Communication between the PST and the department member is considered confidential except in the following circumstances:

· Member is a danger to himself/herself or others.

· Suspected child abuse.

· Suspected elder abuse.

· Cases in which State or Federal law require divulgence (i.e., statements involving past, present or future criminal conduct).

· Member gives consent for divulgence.   
In the event the PST suspects child abuse or elder abuse, the PST must follow Indiana law as a mandated reporter. If the PST believes the department member is a danger to himself/herself or others and the threat is non-immediate, the PST must contact a behavioral health professional for guidance (i.e., the VTFD employee assistance program or the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline). If there is an immediate threat to the health or safety of the department member or someone else, the PST shall dial 9-1-1.
Because confidentiality is vital to peer support operations, department members and their families need assurance that the information they communicate to the PST and the EAP will remain private. As such, the PST and the EAP shall never be required or compelled by any member of the Vincennes Township Fire District to divulge department member or department member family communications unless required by General Order, Operating Procedures, or Indiana state law.
IV. CRITICAL INCIDENT

Fire department response to incidents can cause personnel unusually strong emotional involvement, interfere with the firefighter’s ability to function and could qualify for some form of critical incident stress intervention. The following are examples of incidents that could require intervention:
· Line of duty death.

· Critical injury of a department member.

· Mayday or Near-Miss Event

· Suicide of a department member.

· Mass casualty incidents.

· Serious injury or death to a child.
· Serious injury or death of a civilian resulting from fire department operations

(i.e., auto accident involving department apparatus).                                    
· Off-duty and/or personal/family issues
V. PEER SUPORT TEAM ACTIVATION
Company Officers, Chief Officers, and Incident Commanders all have a responsibility in recognizing significant incidents that may require intervention. When an incident is identified as a "critical incident," a request for the PST should be made as soon as possible.                                                                                                                         There are many scenarios for which peer support may be needed. If you as a member perceive that there is a need for peer support, then there probably is in fact a need. It is better to reach out to peer support when it may not be needed than it is to avoid contacting peer support when a problem truly exists. Error on the side of caution.
Any member of the department who has experienced a traumatic event or may be concerned about another department member may initiate the PST process by contacting any member of the PST or the departments EAP provider directly.
VI. DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS
The peer Support Program is not designed and is not intended to be a participant in the Vincennes Township Fire District disciplinary proceedings. However, a PST member may nevertheless find themselves assisting a department member who has become the subject of a disciplinary proceeding. The PST member is guided by the confidentiality of their position and will not provide any confidential information to the disciplinary body. The PST member shall not hamper or impede the investigation. Nor will the PST member shelter the department member from the investigation. Nevertheless, the PST member will not divulge confidential information unless it meets the criteria particularly described in the preceding section labelled “Confidentiality.” The Vincennes Township Fire District disciplinary body shall respect the confidential conversations between the PST and the department members and shall gather all evidence from sources independent of these confidential communications.
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