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Abstract

Employee well-being has become a growing concern for organizations, prompting the need for
proactive workplace support mechanisms. Peer support programs (PSPs) have emerged as a
promising yet underexplored approach to promoting employee well-being, particularly in
addressing workplace stress, burnout, and psychological safety. This study employs a
systematic literature review to analyze the role of peer support in comparison to other
workplace support structures, such as coworker and supervisor support. Using the PRISMA
framework, 89 peer-reviewed studies were reviewed to assess the impact of peer support on
employee engagement, job satisfaction, and mental well-being. Findings indicate that while
coworker support is instrumental in job performance and stress reduction, peer support
contributes to a deeper emotional connection and psychological safety. Despite its potential,
peer support remains underutilized in organizational settings. This review highlights the need
for structured peer support programs and provides practical implications for enhancing

workplace well-being through shared lived experiences.
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Introduction

Employee well-being, especially emotional and mental well-being, has become an area of
significant concern for organizations (Adams, 2019; APA, 2022). With the increasing
recognition of workplace stressors and their impact on employees, organizations must adopt
proactive strategies to support their workforce (Stringer, 2023). As workplaces seek to address
the rising mental health concerns among workers, peer support programs (PSPs) are gaining
attention as a potential method of enhancing employee well-being (World Health Organization,

2022)

Research in psychology has demonstrated that peer support can be an effective mechanism for
improving mental health (Fortuna et al., 2022). Peer support is a multifaceted concept that
involves individuals with shared experiences providing aid, guidance, and empathy to those
facing similar challenges (Dennis, 2003). Psychological research highlights the importance of
peer support in fostering emotional resilience (Robinson et al., 2015; Connors et al., 2020) and

mental well-being (John et al., 2015).

Peer support programs have been shown to enhance outcomes for public safety workers (Fallon
et al., 2023), police personnel (Ferraro, 2024; Milliard, 2020), doctors (Horne et al., 2023;
Chanchlani et al., 2018; Peterson & Monaghan, 2019), and nurses (Carvello et al, 2019; Watson
et al., 2014). The principle of shared experience, promoting mutual support, validation, and
coping strategies, has demonstrated efficacy beyond occupational settings. This approach is
evident in recovery-oriented programs addressing diverse challenges such as trauma
(Wasilewski et al., 2023), chronic illness (Smit et al., 2023), and substance use disorders (Eddie

etal., 2019).

By strategically leveraging employee networks and implementing structured peer support

programs, organizations could potentially enhance social support available at the workplace



and thus enhance holistic employee well-being. However, peer support programs have not yet
been implemented widely despite promising results (Aggarwal et al., 2020). While the role of
coworker support (CWS), social support, supervisor support and organizational support are
well-recognized in management literature, yet peer- support which arguably aligns with a
broader view of the role of social support in the workplace (Colbert, Bono, & Purvanova,
2016), has not received systematic attention (Nyberg, Shaw, & Zhu, 2021; Chiaburu &

Harrison, 2008)

The study aims to integrate findings from the literature linking social support, coworker
support, and peer support to employee, team and organizational outcomes. The review will
critically evaluate whether existing studies on social support within organizations offer
preliminary support for the linkage between peer support and positive organizational outcomes.

The findings would be useful for researchers studying peer support at the workplace.

With this background, we aim to address the following research questions in this study:

a) How is Peer Support conceptualised and theorised in the literature?

b) In what ways does peer support differ from seemingly similar constructs (such as co-
worker support)?

c) What are the theoretical foundations that support the research on peer support?

d) What are the pathways for advancing knowledge and future research on peer support?

Method

According to Palamatier et al. (2018), a systematic review consolidates existing knowledge
and systematically advances construct conceptualization. To evaluate the current understanding
and future research directions for peer support, we adopted the guidelines of Tay et al. (2021)

and employed the PRISMA method for a structured and transparent literature review.



We began by conducting a comprehensive literature search using Web of Science, Scopus, and
Google Scholar, analysing studies on peer support published between 2010 and January 2025.
At the initial screening stage, 46 duplicates were removed, leaving 384 unique studies. We then
quickly screened the titles and abstracts of the remaining studies to determine if they captured
the peer support phenomenon, reducing the number to 220. In the eligibility stage, we evaluated
the full text of these 220 studies, applying the inclusion criteria that required sources to be full-
length journal articles, book chapters, books, or conceptual, empirical and review articles. A
total of 56 studies were excluded for not meeting these criteria, resulting in 164 sources
included in the sample. Finally, non-peer-reviewed studies and those with a lack of clarity on
the peer support concept were excluded, leaving 89 full-text studies to be included for the final

analysis.

A range of keywords was used in the search process, including:

e '"peer support" OR "co-worker support" OR "coworker support" AND "workplace"

e '"peer support" AND "employee wellbeing" OR "wellbeing" OR “welfare”

We only considered the sources published in the English Language. The initial search

yielded:

e Scopus: 281 sources
e Web of Science: 69 sources
e (Google Scholar: 80 sources

o Total hits: 430 (281+69+80)

Following the PRISMA framework, we applied a multi-stage screening process to refine the

dataset:



1. Duplicate removal: After identifying overlapping sources across databases, we
removed duplicates.

2. Title & Abstract screening: Studies were assessed for relevance, and those not
capturing the concept of peer support were excluded.

3. Eligibility Assessment:

Excluded: Non-peer-reviewed sources and those lacking conceptual clarity

Final selection: After applying these screening criteria, 89 studies were included for

full-text analysis.

Sources Duplicates Sources Excluded after
Identified Removed Screened screening
(n=430) (n=46) (n=384) (n=220)

Full text Excluded after Studies
accessed eligibility included
(n=164) (n=75) (n=89)

Figure 1: PRISMA Flowchart for Search Process
Preliminary Findings
How is peer support understood in earlier literature?

The definition of peer support represents a theoretical challenge within the existing literature,
as there is a conceptual overlap with other similar constructs. We compiled and drew on the
cited definitions in the above selected sources by searching for the term “Peer Support” and

capturing a sample of definitions given by previous researchers in Table 1.



Table 1: Peer Support Conceptualization

Description

Source

Peer support emphasizes shared lived experience and understanding, creating a unique
bond of empathy and reciprocity. This shared understanding allows for deeper
emotional connection and more targeted support, specifically addressing the
challenges and stressors related to the shared experience.

MacNaughton &
Frey (2010)

Unlike professional interventions, peer support focuses on shared lived experiences
as a foundation for connection, resilience, and recovery.

Repper & Carter
(2011)

confidential and informal support. It is based on the understanding that personal
challenges can impact job performance. The goal is to address concerns early by
offering a trusted support network among peers before issues become more serious.

Peer support refers to structured programs or informal relationships in which | Whybrow,
individuals offer each other emotional and practical support through empathy, active | Jones, &
listening, and mutual understanding. These programs aim to foster a supportive work | Greenberg
environment and can help prevent issues such as employee disengagement, | (2015)
absenteeism, and turnover by addressing mental health and well-being early.

Peer support in the workplace involves colleagues providing each other with | Wallace (2016)

Peer support is a form of mentoring where individuals receive guidance from peers
with slightly more experience. It aims to enhance psychosocial wellbeing by fostering
a sense of community, offering emotional support, and helping individuals navigate
challenges in their personal or professional environment.

Chanchlani et al.
(2018)

Peer support is built on empathy, trust, and shared humanity. It involves individuals
offering one another emotional and practical support through compassionate listening
and mutual respect. This support does not require shared experiences of trauma or
specific challenges, but is rooted in genuine care, understanding, and the willingness

to help others navigate their personal or professional difficulties.

Millard 2020

To resolve the definitional challenges, it is helpful to draw from the preliminary concepts of
peer support. Mackenzie et al. (2011) suggest some essential criteria that need to be met for a
clear definition of a concept. This includes the level of focus (what the concept is focused on;
for example, individual, group, organization, or society), its characteristics (what properties it
involves; such as perception, feelingss, values, behaviours), and the targeted entity (what will

be affected by the concept; for example, someone's well-being or performance).

Based on these considerations, we propose the following definition for peer support:
“Peer support is an individual-level, relationship-based process where individuals with similar
experiences or shared challenges provide each other with social, emotional, and practical

assistance. This is characterised by core properties such as mutual respect, empathy, active


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01686/full#B19

listening, and the voluntary exchange of support. The aim is to enhance emotional health, build
resilience and support individuals in personal or professional functioning effectively, across

organisational, educational, or community contexts”.

Peer Support and Other Similar Constructs

We now address a crucial theoretical challenge concerning the distinctiveness of the peer
support construct from other similar constructs. For example, Chiaburu and Harrison (2008)
argued and conceptualised coworker support as a form of peer influence, highlighting its impact
on perceptions, attitudes, and performance. Their work suggests that coworker support
encompasses elements typically associated with peer support, such as emotional and
informational assistance among colleagues. Similarly, Eisenberger et al. (2002) include
coworker support as a component of the social support system within organizations. This
perspective aligns coworker support with peer support, emphasizing the role of colleagues in
providing emotional and instrumental assistance. It is important to make the distinctions
between peer support and other related constructs to address the issue of construct redundancy.
Hence, we have provided more clarity by comparing peer support with coworker support to

enhance our understanding of this peer support construct.

Coworker support, often differentiated into emotional and instrumental forms, is the most
frequently studied independent variable. Coworker support is usually studied in conjunction
with Supervisor support, while Peer support is rarely examined separately in training contexts
or specific professions. The most common dependent variables include employee well-being
(encompassing mental health, job and life satisfaction, and work-life balance), job performance
(including productivity, creativity, and organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB)), turnover
intentions, and stress. Coworker support significantly enhances job satisfaction, stress relief,

and life satisfaction, while peer support has a strong effect on stress relief, job satisfaction, and



burnout reduction. The combination of supervisor and peer support is particularly influential
in facilitating the transfer of training and workplace engagement. In contrast, social support
from coworkers and supervisors broadly affects psychological distress, job performance, and

well-being.

A closer examination reveals that while coworker support is more job-focused, aiding stress
management, job satisfaction, performance, and turnover reduction, peer support has a stronger
emotional and psychological impact, contributing to mental well-being and psychological

safety.

Findings & Discussion

A total of 430 articles were identified through comprehensive database searches, including 281
from Scopus (65.3%), 69 from Web of Science (16.0%), and 80 from Google Scholar (18.6%).
After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, these sources were screened for relevance,
and duplicates were removed. Non-peer-reviewed publications and articles lacking conceptual
clarity were excluded as part of the selection process to ensure quality and focus. The final set

of articles was then reviewed for thematic analysis.

Workplace social support emanates from three distinct but interconnected sources: co-workers,
supervisors, and the organization itself (Kossek et al., 2012). Our review highlights strong
evidence of a positive relationship between each of these support sources and various aspects
of job performance. Although each source may influence different outcomes, they all seem to
be grounded in a shared understanding of helping individuals perform their roles effectively
and meet workplace expectations. Even when these support systems are examined in relation
to more personal, human-centered outcomes, such as burnout and emotional exhaustion, their

strongest and most consistent impact still appears to be on job performance.



However, as our understanding of work expands to include overall employee well-being
alongside productivity, support that comes from people who share similar backgrounds or
experiences is becoming more important (MacNaughton & Frey, 2010). Peer support, where
individuals reciprocally assist one another based on shared experiences, appears particularly

salient for outcomes involving behavioural change and psychological well-being.

The interconnections between the various types of support are represented in a schematic
diagram below (Figure 2). The diagram illustrates the most commonly investigated outcome
variables for co-worker support (Box 1) and a combination of co-worker and supervisor support
(Box 2). Coworker support is linked positively with job satisfaction and has a negative impact
on emotional exhaustion, job stress, and burnout. When this concept is combined with
supervisor support, it further strengthens the positive outcomes, specifically by promoting
higher levels of work engagement. Together, these forms of support (coworker and supervisor)

create a more resilient and motivated workforce.

Outcomes most frequently linked to Peer support at the workplace are listed separately (Box
3). The diagram allows for the visualization of common (indicated in black) and distinct
outcomes (shown in red) for each type of support. Peer support has a positive relationship with
job satisfaction and shows a negative association with emotional exhaustion, job stress, and
burnout. In addition to the common outcomes (indicated in black), peer support has also been
positively linked with training transfer, which means that employees who receive support and
encouragement from their peers are more likely to apply what they have learned in training;
this reinforces both learning and performance at the job (Salamon et al., 2022). Moreover, it is
indicated that a high level of peer support is associated with a lower level of addictive
behaviours. This explains that employees, when supported by their peers through active
listening, shared understanding and encouragement, are less likely to engage in harmful coping

mechanisms (Tracy & Wallace, 2016).



Given that this study aims to investigate whether peer support has been systematically studied
in management literature, we do not comment upon the findings regarding the impact of
specific dimensions of co-worker or supervisor support. Instead, we have organized our
findings to illustrate that social support is the larger umbrella term that subsumes organizational
support (House 1981 as cited in Kossek et al., 2012) and that peer support may exist both within
and outside the organization. This visualization shows that formal peer support programs — that
draw upon co-worker support, supervisor support and organizational support — have been
linked to positive outcomes (Box 4). The employees are more likely to seek help or use mental
health services (like counselling) when they are in an environment where peer support is strong.
Additionally, it helps reduce stigma, which refers to the negative judgments, embarrassment or
shame people might feel about seeking help. As a result, PSP makes it easier and more

acceptable to seek help and reduces the fear of being misunderstood.

BOX 1

Job Satisfaction (+)

Job Stress (-)

Burnout (-)

Exhaustion (-) BOX 3

Turnover Intention (+/-) Co-worker Support Job Satisfaction (+)

Informal Learning (+) Job Stress (-)

@ Peer Support Burnout (-)
Exhaustion (-)

Supervisor Support Training Transfer (+)

BOX 2 Addictive Behaviours (-)

Job Satisfaction (+)
Job Stress (-)

Burnout (-)

Exhaustion (-)

Turnover Intention (+) Key

Job performance (+) . Formal Peer Support
Workplace BOX 4 Programs

Engagement(+)

Stigma (-)
Mental health
Service use (+)

Perceived Org Support

Social Support

Figure 2: Schematic representation of linkages between co-worker/supervisor/peer support with

commonly investigated outcomes



Organizations, as complex social systems, possess the potential to cultivate effective peer
support programs (PSPs) if they can strategically leverage existing employee clusters. This
requires identifying and facilitating connections between employees best positioned to support
one another and establishing mechanisms for employees to identify, reach out to, and build

relationships with colleagues who share similar lived experiences.

While management literature acknowledges the positive link between co-worker support and
positive organizational outcomes, it is crucial to differentiate between the two constructs,
namely, co-worker support and peer support. Although related, they possess distinct
dimensions. Coworker support often refers to instrumental or task-related assistance within a
work context. Peer support, in contrast, emphasizes shared lived experience and understanding,
creating a unique bond of empathy and reciprocity. This shared understanding allows for deeper
emotional connection and more targeted support, specifically addressing the challenges and

stressors related to the shared experience.

Both coworker and peer support significantly contribute to employee well-being, job
satisfaction, and workplace engagement, though they differ in their specific impacts. Both
forms of support are strongly associated with reducing burnout and stress, improving job
satisfaction, enhancing life satisfaction, and lowering turnover intention. They also contribute
to workplace learning, with coworker support facilitating informal learning while peer support
plays a crucial role in motivating employees to transfer training. Similarly, both support types
could enhance workplace engagement. Coworker support is particularly effective in stress
relief and burnout reduction, whereas peer support more directly benefits mental well-being. A
key distinction is that peer support networks foster psychological safety, whereas this is less
commonly associated with coworker support. This nuanced distinction is critical, as the unique
characteristics of peer support may be particularly effective in enhancing holistic employee

well-being, encompassing emotional, social, and professional aspects.



While a number of studies use these terms interchangeably, this conflation may obscure
important conceptual nuances (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; Eisenberger et al., 2002).
Coworker support, referring to support exchanged among employees who share the same tasks
or professional environment, is typically limited to the workplace context. In comparison, peer
support encompasses support grounded in shared lived experiences, which may or may not be
directly work-related, and places greater emphasis on mutual empathy, reciprocity, and
voluntary engagement (Repper & Carter, 2011). This distinction is essential while examining
outcomes such as psychosocial well-being, where the depth of connection and similarity of
experiences in peer support may offer unique benefits that go beyond the task-focused nature
of coworker support. As such, clarifying this distinction enables a more precise understanding

of the concept and impact of peer relationships in organizational contexts.

By making this distinction explicit, this literature review contributes to conceptual clarity and
paves the way for future empirical work that can compare and contrast the relative
contributions of coworker versus peer support across various outcomes. This differentiation
also supports the development of focused programs that can tap into the deeper psychological

and emotional benefits that come from peer-based engagement.

Taken together, this study employs a systematic literature review to address three key points
regarding peer support in the workplace. First, it demonstrates a significant gap in existing
research, revealing that peer support, despite its acknowledged importance in management
literature, has not been systematically investigated. Second, the review highlights the limited
prevalence of formal peer support programs or at least a lack of rigorous empirical evaluation
of their effectiveness. Finally, by comparing and contrasting co-worker support and peer
support, the authors argue that the latter is qualitatively distinct and, when effectively

implemented, can be effectively utilized to enhance employee well-being.



Further progression:

Moving forward, there are three focus areas for the completion of this paper.

Firstly, we are conducting a more in-depth systematic literature review to refine our
understanding of the distinctions between coworker support and peer support in workplace
contexts. This will involve analyzing recent empirical studies that explore the mechanisms
through which peer support contributes to employee well-being, psychological safety, and

organizational outcomes.

Secondly, we are synthesizing and structuring the findings from our systematic review to
address key gaps in the literature. This includes mapping the relationships between coworker
support, supervisor support, organizational support, and peer support, as well as identifying the
specific ways in which peer support programs (PSPs) can be effectively designed and

implemented within workplaces.

Lastly, we have commenced drafting the full paper, ensuring that our discussion integrates both
conceptual insights and practical implications for organizations looking to harness the benefits
of peer support. We are confident that our research will contribute to ongoing discussions on

workplace well-being and support systems.
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