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Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) seeks to restore recognition of legal capacity, agency and personhood to persons with disabilities. The General Comment on Article 12 identifies peer support as part of ‘support’ used by persons with disabilities in the exercise of legal capacity. Peer support emphasizes ‘lived experience’ of similar issues, based on the idea that peers ‘have acquired the knowledge and expertise to support others going through difficult moments in their lives.’

Peer support has been said to help advance a view of autonomy and decision-making. It has many benefits and has been described as a pure form of supported decision-making’; an important tool during emergency decision-making moments and an integral part of recovery based services.

Users and Survivors of Psychiatry in Kenya (USP-K) have been documenting peer support as a tool for supported decision making as envisioned in Article 12 of the CRPD. This has involved documenting peer support group meetings for the last 1 year, conducting focused group discussions with persons with psychosocial disabilities, and one on one interviews with family members.
This initiative is funded by the Open Society Foundation and the government of Kenya through the National Council for Persons with Disabilities (NCPWD). This emphasizes the need for public private partnerships in advancing the rights of persons with psychosocial disabilities.

USP-K findings have established that most discussions in a peer support group are not directly related to decision making with legal consequences rather it’s about simple day to day decisions. However, peer support boosts agency and autonomy in the lives of persons with psychosocial disabilities. This is because autonomy is relational and the peer support group provides a safe space for people to share experiences, share information, develop collective knowledge, advice, and support in risk taking. 

In some cases, people rely on support outside the peer support group to make decisions e.g. networks of friends or family specifically in financial decisions where the person for example can open a joint account with a trusted family member or friend. 

It is worth noting that some decisions made using peer supports have legal consequences and are made with the support of peers. This is especially the case with regard to mental health treatment decision-making. During peer support group meetings, members get information from each other, for example about alternatives, the side effects of certain drugs, or of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). Members also get information about human rights, including what others can or cannot do to you legally. Once members have this information, they are for example able to tell their family members: “I do not want to have ECT” or to assert to their doctor that ECT should only be used as a measure of last resort. 

Peer support fosters agency and autonomy, which in turn boosts the exercise of legal capacity. In these instances, after attending peer support group meetings over a period of time, members start to ‘reclaim’ their voice and to become more assertive. In part, this may be because they see other people, who share similar experiences, making their own decisions and being in control of their lives. 

The peer support group also presents a safe space for the person to be heard, room to talk, and allows the person to make sense of his or her own experiences. This is important for building relationships of trust, for self-reflection, and for enabling the person to take back their power and their voice. In essence, the individual then goes out into the world with a different outlook – as an empowered agent, rather than an object of treatment.
