Certified Peer Specialists (CPS) play a vital role in addiction recovery by providing firsthand experience-based
support to individuals navigating their own recovery journeys. As trusted members of the recovery community,
they walk a fine line—offering genuine relationships while maintaining professional boundaries, advocating hope
without promising miracles, and upholding confidentiality without fostering stigma. This blog post dives into the
key ethics rules that guide certified peer specialists, referencing both twelve-step and non-twelve-step recovery

approaches to provide a balanced perspective.

Understanding Peer Support: Definition and Boundaries

Before exploring ethics, it's crucial to clarify what peer support is—and what it isn't. Peer support is a recovery-
oriented relationship where individuals who have lived experience with addiction and recovery offer guidance,
encouragement, and social modeling to those currently seeking or maintaining recovery. peer support vs therapy

The foundation rests on shared understanding, mutual respect, and empowerment.

However, peer specialists are not counselors, therapists, or medical practitioners. This delineation is essential to

keep boundaries clear:

* Peer specialists share personal experience but do not give medical or clinical advice.

* They maintain professional boundaries to protect both parties. For example, dual relationships (such as

becoming business partners or romantic partners with those they support) are avoided.
* They respect confidentiality to foster a safe environment for disclosure.

* They support the recovery path chosen by the individual, whether it involves twelve-step programs,

non-twelve-step approaches, or a hybrid.

Let's break down how these principles translate into specific ethics rules.

Peer Specialist Ethics: Core Principles

1. Relationships as a Recovery Driver
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What does this look like on a Tuesday night when cravings hit? A certified peer specialist might be the person
answering the phone, offering a listening ear without judgment. The relationship itself becomes the treatment tool

—a lived example that recovery is possible.
Ethically, this means:
* Engaging authentically: Sharing personal stories appropriately to inspire hope, not to redirect or impose
one’s own choices.

* Fostering mutual respect: Avoiding any behavior that could be perceived as coercive or directive.

* Empowering rather than controlling: Recognizing that recovery is the individual's choice.

2. Confidentiality in Recovery

Confidentiality is sacred in peer support. Without a protection of privacy, individuals may feel unsafe to honestly

discuss their challenges.
Certified peer specialists follow these confidentiality guidelines:

* Protecting all personal information shared in the peer support relationship. This includes not sharing

details with family, employers, or other professionals unless given explicit consent.

¢ Understanding legal limits: Such as situations involving imminent harm to self or others, or abuse reporting
requirements.
* Respecting the settings: For example, not discussing peer support conversations in public areas or on social

media.

Ethical breaches of confidentiality erode trust and can harm both the individual and the peer specialist's credibility.

3. Boundaries in Peer Support

Boundaries define the roles and limits within the peer relationship. Without clear boundaries, the relationship risks
becoming blurred, potentially leading to dependency or harm. Examples of ethical boundaries include:
* Maintaining role clarity: Peer specialists are supporters, not therapists or sponsors.

* Time and place limitations: Setting realistic availability—for instance, not being on 24/7 call—which helps

both parties manage expectations.

* Avoiding dual relationships: Refraining from relationships outside the recovery support context that may

interfere with objectivity or safety.

* Respecting personal limits: Being honest about capacity and referring individuals to professional help when
needed.

What does boundary respect look like when working with someone involved in a twelve-step program versus a
non-twelve-step approach? While the peer specialist encourages whichever route the individual chooses, they stay
neutral and refrain from pushing specific recovery models, honoring client autonomy.

4. Social Modeling and Hope Through Real Examples

Certified peer specialists lead by example. They embody the possibility of sustained recovery by openly sharing

their own challenges, setbacks, and successes. This social modeling provides tangible hope.
Ethically, this means:

* Being honest: Disclosing experiences without exaggeration or minimizing struggles.



* Avoiding glamorizing recovery: Sharing the reality that recovery requires ongoing effort and that setbacks
may occur.

* Respecting diversity in pathways: Acknowledging that recovery looks different for everyone, whether

involving twelve-step programs, therapy, medication-assisted treatment, or other modalities.

5. Accountability Without Shame

Peer specialists hold individuals accountable in a supportive, respectful way—never using shame or punishment.

Accountability might involve:

® Encouraging adherence to recovery plans.
® Helping problem-solve when challenges arise.

* Motivating consistent engagement in support systems.

The ethical guideline is clear: accountability fosters growth and empowerment, not fear or stigma. Certified peer

specialists avoid any language or actions that imply moral judgment or blame.

Ethics Rules Table for Certified Peer Specialists

Ethical Principle What It Means in Practice Examples Relationship as a Recovery Driver Build genuine, supportive
connections rooted in shared experience. Listening empathetically during high-craving moments without pushing
personal agenda. Confidentiality in Recovery Protect personal information unless legally required to disclose. Not
sharing someone’s recovery status outside peer support sessions without consent. Boundaries in Peer Support
Maintain role clarity; avoid dual relationships; limit availability reasonably. Referring someone to professional help
for medication advice; not becoming sponsors. Social Modeling and Hope Share real lived experience to inspire
possibility without exaggeration. Discussing setbacks openly rather than only highlighting success stories.
Accountability Without Shame Encourage responsibility respectfully, without stigmatizing language. Reminding

peers of recovery goals while acknowledging challenges compassionately.

Ethics in Relation to Twelve-Step and Non-Twelve-Step Programs

Certified peer specialists often support individuals involved in diverse recovery models. Whether a person follows
the traditional twelve-step program with its spiritual emphasis or chooses a non-twelve-step approach (such as

SMART Recovery, Refuge Recovery, or secular counseling), peer specialists:

* Respect the individual’s choice: Ethics demand avoiding judgment about different recovery paths.

* Support integration: Helping peers access broader resources, including professional medical and mental
health care, when appropriate.
* Maintain neutrality: Avoid advocating one method over another; rather, focus on what works best for the

person.

For example, if a peer specialist follows twelve-step principles personally but is working with someone practicing

non-twelve-step recovery, the specialist’s ethics require them to honor the other’s path and avoid proselytizing.
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Final Thoughts: Why Ethics Matter in Peer Support

Peer support is powerful because it is authentic and grounded in lived experience. But without a clear ethical
framework:

* Relationships risk becoming blurred, confusing support with advice or control.

* Confidentiality breaches can damage trust irreparably.

* Accountability efforts might feel shaming instead of empowering.

* Misunderstanding boundaries could lead to burnout for peer specialists and harm to those they support.

The ethics rules certified peer specialists follow help keep peer support a safe, respectful, and effective component
of addiction recovery. They guide peer specialists to hold hope and accountability in balance, honoring all paths to

wellness.

If you coordinate recovery supports or are considering becoming a certified peer specialist yourself, always ask:
what does this look like on a Tuesday night when cravings hit? Holding onto this concrete perspective helps

transform good intentions into meaningful ethics in action.



