
The word “peer” simply means someone who is similar to you, 
be it in age, gender, race, education, or disability. “Mentoring” 
simply means serving as a trusted counselor or teacher. When 

we talk about spinal cord injury (SCI) peer mentors we mean other 
people who have an SCI and have faced some of the same experiences 
and challenges that you may face. Peer mentors have learned from their 
own experiences. They are also knowledgeable about resources and liv-
ing with SCI, so peer mentors can be helpful in many ways. 

Peer mentors may work or volunteer at rehabilitation hospitals or 
community-based organizations such as Centers for Independent Liv-
ing. Most serious and responsible peer mentor programs choose their 
peer mentors carefully and provide them with comprehensive training 
and supervision by health care professionals.

While peer mentors are not a replacement for the health care profes-
sionals that you usually work with, they can be a valuable resource in 
many ways. 

Sure, your doctors, nurses, and therapists have explained to you how 
the SCI affects your life. Most likely, you have also received plenty of 
brochures and booklets, and perhaps watched some videos about SCI. 
However, you probably have plenty of unanswered questions, and new 
questions will also come to mind periodically. Therefore, it’s important 
to fi nd someone with experience who can tell you about the realities 
of day to day living with an SCI. Based on their training and personal 
experience, peer mentors can provide you with this type of information. 
Listed below are some questions you can ask a peer mentor about SCI 
and your life:

• How will having an SCI affect my life?
• Now that I know about it, what can I do about it?
• Where can I fi nd more information about this topic? 
• Who should I talk to?
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...They can share with you thoughts and experiences about SCI...
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Shortly after their injury, some people with SCI may feel angry, frus-
trated, anxious, or depressed, or respond to their injuries in other ways. 
Peer mentors are good listeners and can provide emotional support when 
you need it. After all, they understand what you’re going through because 
they’ve been there themselves. Peer mentors can talk about their own ex-
periences during the fi rst weeks or months after their injury. They can also 
tell you how they learned to confront their feelings and how they dealt 
with their emotions after their injury.

Keep in mind, peer mentors are not health professionals. Make sure to 
double check any advice or information you are receiving from peer men-
tors and other sources with your doctors and therapists. 

. 

During the fi rst weeks and months after your injury, you’ll confront 
changes in your body that can impact your life and may sometimes lead 
to serious, life-threatening problems. To prevent problems, you’ll need to 
learn how to stay healthy and detect signs of complications such as urinary 
tract infection, autonomic dysrefl exia, and pressure sores, among others. 

Peer mentors can also talk with you about what they’ve learned that 
has helped them to avoid problems and can advise you about when and 
where to get help. They can show you how they do things and what they 
do to prevent medical complications. For example, a peer mentor might 
show you how to transfer safely from your bed or a chair to your wheel-
chair, how to ensure that your clothes don’t put too much pressure on areas 
of your body that are prone to pressure sores, how to avoid dehydration, 
and how to do self-catheterizations. 

Physical activity and maintaining a healthy lifestyle are as important 
for people with SCI as for anyone else. Based on their own experiences, 
peer mentors can help you fi nd accessible exercise facilities, or they can 
assist you with exercises based on the recommendations of your doctor or 
therapist. 

In addition, a peer mentor might go with you to the gym or help you do 
exercises at home. Peer mentors might also be active in tennis, basketball, 
skiing, sailing, or other sports, and they can introduce you to activities that 
you might not have thought you could do. Your injury may prevent you 
from doing things the “old way,” but an SCI certainly doesn’t stop you 
from doing most activities in a different way! 

In addition, peer mentors can help you to develop new interests and 
hobbies, set new goals, and help you reach those goals. If you can think 
about something you wish to do, there is most likely a way to do it, and 
peer mentors can show you how!

...They can help you cope with your SCI...

...They can help you prevent medical complications...

...They can assist you with ways to live a healthy, active life...



Every peer mentoring relationship is different. Not all contacts 
between peer mentors and “mentees” are in person. In fact, 
many contacts occur by phone or e-mail. It’s up to you to de-

cide how to develop and make good use of the relationship. Remember, 
though, that you must be an active participant if you are to benefi t from 
the relationship. Learning how to set goals and to fi nd ways to achieve 
them is an important part of the rehabilitation process and the return to 
an independent life. Peer mentors play a critical role in helping their 
mentees shape and achieve their life goals. 

There are no clear rules about how long a peer mentoring relation-
ship should last. Only you and your mentor can decide this! After a few 
weeks or several months, you may feel you’ve learned everything you 
need to learn in order to live as independently as possible, and may no 
longer feel the need to contact or meet with a peer mentor.

Choosing and 
working with Peer 

Mentors

Building your 
relationship with 

Peer Mentors

A peer mentor can be paired up with an individual at any time 
after their injury, but frequently, a peer mentor is paired up with 
individuals as they enter a rehabilitation program. It is very 

important that you are at ease and comfortable with your peer men-
tor. Several additional criteria, including injury level, age, sex, interests 
and hobbies, and geographic area, may be considered. Some individuals 
may feel less comfortable with a peer mentor of the opposite sex, oth-
ers think they would benefi t more if they had someone with an injury 
similar to theirs, while for others common interests and activities are the 
driving force. It’s your life, and you need to fi gure out which peer men-
tor works best for you!

Despite their best efforts, you might fi nd that your peer mentor is not 
a “good fi t” for you. If, after a few meetings, you can’t see eye to eye 
or you feel you won’t benefi t from the relationship, contact the Peer 
Mentor Supervisor, who will connect you with another peer mentor. It 
is important that you fi nd a peer mentor who is reliable, dependable, 
trustworthy, knowledgeable, resourceful, and active.

  

What can you do? To develop or maintain a positive, benefi cial peer mentoring re-
lationship, be sure to:

•Take active steps to get started. Talk with the staff of your rehabilita-
tion hospital’s SCI program or contact other organizations (such as the 
National Spinal Cord Injury Association; www.spinalcord.org) to fi nd 
out if they can connect you to a local program.

•Clearly communicate your needs and interests. Let the peer mentoring 
program team and your peer mentor(s) know what you need.

•Be realistic. Your peer mentor can provide lots of support and informa-
tion, but don’t expect him or her to solve all your problems. They won’t 
be available around-the-clock and can’t take the place of your doctor or 
other trained professionals.

www.sci-health.org



www.sci-health.org

For more information or alternative formats, please visit www.sci-health.org or call 1-866-380-4344.

Disclaimer
This fact sheet only provides general information. It is solely intended for informational and educational purposes and is not 
intended nor implied to be the diagnosis or treatment of a medical condition or a substitute for professional medical advice 
relative to your specifi c medical conditions. Always seek the advice of your physician or other qualifi ed health provider 
prior to starting any new treatment or with any questions you may have regarding your medical condition.
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•Set personal goals. You need to actively set reasonable goals for what you 
want to gain from the relationship and each meeting. 

•Be fl exible. Remember that your peer mentor has other responsibilities, 
such as work, family, and social activities. Be fl exible with his or her sched-
ule as well.

•Be respectful. Treat your peer mentor respectfully and courteously—just 
as you would like to be treated. If you can’t make an appointment or a call, 
let him or her know ahead of time. 

This fact sheet has been extracted from the following chapter: Kroll, T. (2005). Peer Mentoring: Tap the Experi-
ence of Others with Spinal Cord Injury (Chapter 6). In Suzanne L. Groah (Ed.), Managing Spinal Cord Injury: A 
Guide to Living Well After Spinal Cord Injury. Washington, DC: NRH Press.


