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Abstract
This study investigated whether with disruptions in care due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
persons who self-identified as living with a mental health condition increased their usage 
of an online peer support community. We also explored whether study participants who 
self-reported usage of online peer support communities were interested in using these com-
munities to connect with evidence-based interventions and mental health services. This 
study employed a cross-sectional online survey design. The survey was disseminated by 
the Inspire online peer support community and Mental Health America through various 
social media channels. Descriptive and inferential analyses were conducted to summarize 
participant demographics, investigate patterns of use of online peer support communities, 
and interest in accessing additional programs through these platforms. There were 369 sur-
vey respondents, with a mean age of 49 (SD = 15.6), of which 77% were female. Most 
respondents self-reported having depression (34%), post-traumatic stress disorder (25%), 
and anxiety-related conditions (20%). The number of respondents who reported access-
ing online peer support platforms multiple times a day appeared to double after March 
2020. We also found an overall positive association between frequency of community use 
and self-reported benefit to mental health. Approximately 81% of respondents expressed 
interest in accessing mental health services via an online peer support community. Persons 
who self-report living with mental health conditions and who engage in online peer sup-
port communities expressed interest in accessing evidence-based interventions via these 
online platforms. Participants were most interested in services related to enhancing coping 
mechanisms and skills, enabling overall wellbeing, and accessing therapy.
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Introduction

Online peer support communities offer persons living with mental health conditions the 
opportunity to exchange knowledge and social support with peers who share similar lived 
experiences [1]. These communities (also called online health communities, peer-to-peer 
support platforms, or peer support networks) provide a virtual space for patients and car-
egivers to contribute and share information, and in the process, construct vast searchable 
and interactive archives [2]. These living digital libraries contain information not typically 
available within the formal healthcare landscape and are especially important since many 
persons facing mental health challenges frequently search online prior to and after seek-
ing formal care [3, 4]. A recent survey of persons with co-occurring physical and mental 
health conditions found that 63% of adults ages 35–64 reported not knowing how to bring 
up mental health concerns to a healthcare provider and 64% were uncertain if their mental 
health concerns were significant enough to mention to a healthcare provider [5]. In such 
cases, persons with mental health conditions may turn to online peer support communities 
to read and ask for advice from peers, overcoming hurdles through mutual sharing, and 
learning from the experiential knowledge of others [6].

Online peer support communities have existed for over two decades, and have mostly 
been focused on chronic conditions and various forms of cancer [7, 8], but there is now 
mounting interest in the role of such platforms for mental health services [9–11]. Some 
scholars have begun encouraging healthcare providers to visit these communities and even 
recommend that healthcare providers refer patients to them, since this may facilitate shared 
decision-making [12, 13]. Other studies have also suggested that online peer support com-
munities could be beneficial in helping individuals find their desired forms of care, negotiat-
ing healthcare provider relationships, and navigating health systems [6, 14, 15]. It also has 
been suggested that reading, commenting on, and publishing posts on these platforms may 
allow persons living with mental health conditions to feel more empowered, socially con-
nected, and informed about their decision-making [1, 16].

The COVID-19 pandemic brought significant disruptions to conventional mental health 
care, resulting in a rapid transition to remote consultations (telephone and video) with 
widespread restrictions on in-person visits [17]. With the increasing reliance on digital 
technology for access to mental health services, there has been renewed interest in under-
standing the role that online peer support communities could play in bridging service gaps. 
For instance, online peer support communities can offer individuals alternative avenues to 
seek support when confronted with barriers to accessing formal care, such as costs, trans-
portation, and stigma. This is especially important as the pandemic has exacerbated risks 
for mental health concerns [18]. With increasing demand for mental health services cou-
pled with growing adoption of digital technology, online peer support communities may 
be well-positioned to collaborate with conventional care to expand access and reach of 
evidence-based services. Therefore, in this exploratory study, we employed online survey 
methods to better understand the role of online peer support communities from the per-
spectives of persons who self-report living with mental health conditions.

Specifically, we investigated whether with the onset of the pandemic, persons who self-
identified as living with a mental health condition reported increased usage of an online 
peer support community. We hypothesized that a decrease in access to in-person services 
and rapid transition to remote platforms might have resulted in an increase in usage of 
online peer support communities. We also explored whether persons who self-identified as 
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living with a mental health condition and who self-reported usage of online peer support 
communities would be interested in connecting with additional evidence-based resources 
and interventions through these online communities.

Methods

Study Design

This study employed a cross-sectional online survey design, distributed by Inspire, an 
online support community for patients and caregivers. Inspire has 2.5 million members 
and partners with Mental Health America, a leading community-based nonprofit dedicated 
to addressing the needs of those living with mental health conditions, to co-manage online 
peer support communities focused on mental health. As part of this study, Inspire and 
Mental Health America disseminated an anonymous online survey through various online 
channels, social media platforms, and listservs as described below. No identifiable or per-
sonal details were collected from survey respondents; therefore, this study did not meet the 
federal definition of human subjects research as determined by the NIH Human Subjects 
Research Decision Tool from the Harvard Medical School Institutional Review Board.

Participants

Eligible respondents self-reported living with a mental health condition, being English-
speaking, ≥ 18 years of age, and indicated interest and willingness to complete the survey.

Survey and Study Procedures

Participation in the survey was voluntary, and survey questions were administered through 
Alchemer, an online survey tool. Responses were collected anonymously to protect 
respondents’ identities. In September 2020, an invitation to participate in the survey was 
shared via email listservs, newsletters, and social media channels. Distribution of the sur-
vey included emails to members of the following communities on Inspire: Mental Health 
America, iFred Anxiety and Depression, and Schizophrenia Spectrum Support. The survey 
was also disseminated on Mental Health America’s Twitter and LinkedIn as well as Insta-
gram posts from Motherhood Understood, a postpartum mental health platform with con-
nections to both Inspire and Mental Health America. The survey comprised 35 questions 
and took approximately 15–20  min to complete. All questions were optional, and upon 
completion, respondents could choose to input their email address to be entered into a raf-
fle to win one of three $25 Amazon gift cards. Entering the raffle was not connected to col-
lection of the survey responses to ensure anonymity. Subsequently, the de-identified survey 
data was exported to a csv file for exploratory analysis.

Data Collection

As part of the survey, respondents were asked about their geographic location, age, gender, 
race and ethnicity, self-reported mental health diagnosis, education level, employment status, 
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sexual orientation, and living status. Respondents were also asked a series of questions to shed 
light on the following three key points: First, respondents were asked about their general use 
of online peer support platforms, including their frequency of use of these platforms as well 
as their use of these platforms before and after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Next, 
respondents were asked about positive or negative impacts on their mental health from using 
online peer support communities and potential concerns or perceived risks with using these 
platforms. Lastly, respondents were asked if they would be interested in accessing additional 
evidence-based services or mental health interventions through online peer support communi-
ties, and if so, they could select from a pre-populated list with a range of options given (e.g., 
programs to help navigate the healthcare system, programs to help with managing symptoms, 
programs to help reduce usage of drugs, alcohol, or tobacco, etc.).

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize respondent demographic characteristics and 
responses to the survey questions. Regression analysis was used to examine the association 
between the frequency of platform use and self-reported benefit to mental health. A linear 
probability model provided general insights about the relationship between these two vari-
ables, after controlling for age, education, gender, and race of the respondents. STATA/IC 
software version 16.1 for Windows was used for all statistical analyses.

Results

Characteristics of Survey Respondents

In total, 369 persons living with a mental health condition responded to the online survey, 
with a mean age of 49 (SD = 15.6). Approximately 77% were female, and 85% identified as 
being non-Hispanic white. Respondents had a range of self-reported mental health diagnoses, 
with the most prominent being: depressive conditions (34%), post-traumatic stress disorder 
[PTSD] (25%), and anxiety-related conditions (20%). Fifty percent of respondents reported 
having a college degree or higher, 41% reported some college (including 15% with an associ-
ate’s or technical degree), and the remaining 9% reported having high-school education or 
less. A detailed summary of sample characteristics is included in Table 1.

Use of Online Peer Support Communities Before and After the Onset of the COVID‑19 
Pandemic

As illustrated in Fig. 1, the number of respondents who reported accessing online peer sup-
port communities multiple times a day appeared to double after March 2020, from 13 to 27%. 
There was also a 50% increase in the number of respondents who accessed online peer sup-
port communities at least once a day (from 42 to 65%) and a 15% increase in the number 
of respondents who accessed online peer support platforms at least once a week (from 80 to 
92%) from prior to the onset of the pandemic.
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Table 1  Respondents’ demographic characteristics

Characteristic Total number of respondents, 
N = 369

Percent of total 
respondents

Demographic Characteristics
Gender
  Female 283 76.69
  Male 82 22.22
  Other 4 1.08

Race/Ethnicity
  Non-White 57 15.45
  White 312 84.55

Age Avg = 49.21 SD = 15.6
  18–30 48 13
  31–60 216 58.5
  61–84 105 28.5

Employment n > 369
  Full-time employment 115 31.2
  Part-time employment 55 15
  Student 12 3.2
  Not employed 42 11.4
  On disability or medical leave 70 19
  Volunteer, retired, or caregiver 86 23.3
  Preferred not to respond 4 1.1
  Other 28 7.6

Living situation n = 366
  Live alone 65 17.8
  Live with family 106 29
  Live with partner (e.g., spouse, significant other) 175 47.8
  Group home or supported housing 9 2.4
  Unsheltered/homeless 1 0.3
  Other (e.g., retirement community, student housing, 

etc.)
10 2.7

Education
  Less than high school 4 1.08
  Graduated high school 28 7.59
  Associate’s degree or technical degree 55 14.91
  Some college, no degree 95 25.75
  4-year college degree 102 27.64
  Post-graduate degree (Master’s, Ph.D., M.D.) 85 23.04

Clinical Characteristics
Self-reported mental health condition diagnoses 

breakdown
  ADHD/ADD 13 3.52
  Anxiety Condition 206 55.83
  Bipolar Condition 40 10.84
  Borderline Personality Condition 13 3.52
  Delusional Condition 6 1.63
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Association Between Self‑reported Benefit to Mental Health and Frequency of Use 
of Online Peer Support Communities

As outlined in Fig. 2, respondents who used online peer support platforms at least once a 
day or at least once a week, were more likely to self-report that these platforms benefited 
their mental health.

In findings from a linear probability model, there was a positive association between 
frequency of use of online peer support communities (after the onset of the pandemic) and 

Table 1  (continued)

Characteristic Total number of respondents, 
N = 369

Percent of total 
respondents

  Depressive Conditions 189 51.22
  Psychotic Condition 9 2.44
  PTSD 105 28.46
  Schizoaffective Condition 18 4.88
  Schizophrenia Spectrum Conditions 16 4.34
  Schizotypal Personality Condition 4 1.08
  Schizophreniform Condition 1 .27
  Other (i.e., disordered eating, learning disability, 

OCD, PMDD, PPD, etc.)
13 3.52

Fig. 1  Respondents’ self-reported use of online peer support platforms before and after the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic

618 Psychiatric Quarterly (2022) 93:613–625



1 3

self-reported benefit to mental health after adjusting for the effect of age, education, gen-
der, and race. The results showed that a one unit increase in our categorization of frequency 
of platform use (reference the Appendix for specific categories) was associated with an 
11.5% increase in the probability (t(363) = 11.43, p < .001) of a respondent reporting that 
the platform benefited their mental health.

Interest in Accessing Psychoeducational and Mental Health Services Through Online 
Peer Support Communities

Overall, 298 out of the 369 respondents (approximately 81% of the respondents) expressed 
interest in accessing psychoeducational and mental health services via online peer sup-
port communities. Respondents were asked a follow-up question about the specific types 
of services they may be interested in accessing, and Fig. 3 provides a breakdown of these 
responses.

Respondents expressed the most interest in online peer support communities collabo-
rating with formal care to connect to services oriented around wellbeing (178 respond-
ents; 48%), services focused on coping mechanisms and skills (177 respondents, 48%), and 
online therapy sessions tailored for their specific mental health conditions (174 respond-
ents, 47%). Additionally, a smaller portion of respondents expressed interest in online peer 
support communities connecting them with support services to aid them in navigating the 
healthcare system (63 respondents, 17%) or managing substance use (specifically, drugs, 
alcohol, and cigarettes) (50 respondents, 14%).
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Fig. 2  Respondents’ self-reported benefit to mental health and frequency of use of online peer support com-
munities
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Through open responses, 12 respondents offered ideas for other types of services and 
more specific offerings that were not listed on the survey. These ideas ranged from specify-
ing one-on-one CBT-based virtual therapy to professional-led group therapy. In this open-
ended manner, a few respondents also expressed interest in online support services for 
disordered eating (n = 1) and (n = 1) requested services that could aid with proper eating, 
physical health, exercise, and healthy weight loss support. Several of these respondents 
(n = 4) expressed interest in online mental health services that could aid with chronic pain, 
with one (n = 1) expressing interest specifically in condition-tailored support (i.e., Premen-
strual dysphoric disorder (PMDD)). Another individual expressed interest in online ser-
vices that could aid with general life management tasks, for example, guiding users through 
the process of choosing from insurance plans.

Discussion

This study builds upon previous research examining the role of online peer support com-
munities for persons living with mental health conditions [19, 20]. The dramatic shift to 
virtual care necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic has substantially altered the delivery 
of mental health services [21] and has prompted us to inquire how we can better meet the 
needs of persons living with mental health conditions. As part of this inquiry, we examined 
the patterns of use evident within online communities during the pandemic and explored 

Fig. 3  The types of psychoeducational and mental health services that respondents expressed interest in 
accessing via online peer support communities
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whether there may be interest among persons living with mental health conditions to 
access evidence-based resources or interventions through these digital spaces.

Importantly, our findings highlight that some persons living with mental health condi-
tions appear interested in accessing additional evidence-based programs, such as psychoed-
ucational resources and other interventions via online peer support communities. This could 
lead to innovative collaborations between online peer support communities and conven-
tional care, as these persons tend to be most interested in evidence-based interventions and 
services related to enhancing coping mechanisms and skills, enabling overall wellbeing, and 
supporting access to therapy. Encouragingly, a recent systematic review of digital peer sup-
port interventions for persons with a lived experience of a serious mental illness found that 
peer-to-peer networks combined with evidence-based practice interventions reported statis-
tically significant improvements in psychiatric symptoms [10]. Taken together, these find-
ings suggest that online peer support communities should be explored further as a potential 
avenue for collaboration, particularly for delivery of effective, evidence-based programs, 
and as a tool that might help bridge gaps in service delivery.

This is especially important to research further as the expansion of teletherapy alone, as 
necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has not brought an influx of new patients into the 
care delivery system. According to data from recent TIME/Harris Poll national surveys, 
only 5% of 3,214 respondents indicated they received mental health services for the first 
time during the height of the COVID-19 crisis [21]. This suggests that despite the growth 
in digital methods of care delivery, issues in accessing support services and evidence-based 
interventions persist. A recent RAND Corporation report found that only 45% of people 
with a mental illness in the US received any mental health treatment in 2019 [22]. The 
gap in access is more pronounced among particular segments of the population. Despite 
similar levels of mental health care need, racial/ethnic minorities in the United States are 
half as likely to use mental health care as non-Hispanic Whites [22]. As such, researchers 
and healthcare providers need to continue exploring a range of mechanisms for facilitating 
access. In this context, the potential of online peer support communities as avenues for 
collaboration, complementary support, and delivery of evidence-based services should be 
further investigated.

Peer support is seen as an essential recovery service for people with mental health condi-
tions globally [23] and is currently being implemented in some primary care settings as a 
patient-centered approach [24]. In the United States, the recently passed PEERS Act pro-
vides Medicare coverage of peer support services for individuals with mental illness and/or 
substance use disorders who are receiving integrated behavioral health services [25]. This 
legislation ensures peer support specialists are recognized and compensated, incentivizing 
the development of novel methods that deliver formal peer services online. Such peer sup-
port, whether in-person/digital or formal/informal, may encourage persons to initially seek 
out care and continue with care [26]. The growing recognition of the potential benefits of 
peer support – and the digital communities built to encourage such interactions – could help 
scholars and practitioners develop mental healthcare delivery models that align conventional 
care and online support on a larger scale. Moreover, collaborations between existing digi-
tal peer support communities and formal mental health services could potentially mitigate 
some barriers to access and streamline interventions, as many patients already complement 
traditional health care trajectories by exchanging information about conditions and guidance 
in treatments via online peer support communities [7].

Further research is required to determine best practices in developing collaborative care 
delivery models that align digital peer support communities with formal mental health 
services. This study suggests that persons living with mental health conditions may be 
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interested in the evolution of such models and any further research should closely involve 
target audiences across the development, testing, and implementation stages.

Limitations

More research is needed to determine the often invisible and unrecognized ways in which 
online peer support communities are already part of the care system and could further com-
plement formal care. Future studies are needed that investigate this topic longitudinally and 
across a wide range of online peer support communities, especially given the differences in 
reach and target audiences across the diversity of online platforms. Investigating this topic 
across other online peer support communities is vital as our study contained a sample who 
tended to be female, non-Hispanic white, older, and highly educated. As such, it is critical 
to expand the reach of this exploratory research to investigate how interest in evidence-
based interventions through these communities differs by gender, race, age, education, and 
socioeconomic demographics.

More research is also needed to explore the specific types and mediums of evidence-
based interventions and resources that may be of interest and how they should be distrib-
uted in these communities according to persons living with mental health conditions. This 
study did not aim to explore these specifics but rather set the stage for future investigations 
into the development and dissemination of such resources, particularly for those at the ear-
liest stages of intervention. An important area of future research also involves examining 
how evidence-based interventions offered through online peer support communities can 
offer safe virtual environments for diverse population groups and democratize access to 
care for underserved racial and ethnic minority groups.

Our study found that respondents who use online peer support communities at least 
once a day or at least once a week are more likely to self-report that these communities 
contributed to benefits to their mental health. This finding is vulnerable to selection bias 
as respondents who see benefits in the use of online peer support platforms are more likely 
to use the platform more frequently. This can be addressed in future research by engaging 
a larger sample of online peer support community members who exhibit diverse patterns 
of community use. If the finding is replicated among this larger and more diverse group, it 
would offer further evidence supporting an association between frequency of online peer 
support community use and self-reported benefits to mental health.

Conclusion

We found that the onset of the pandemic was associated with an increased usage of online 
peer support communities and an overall positive association between frequency of plat-
form use and self-reported benefit to mental health. Our findings also highlight that per-
sons living with mental health conditions are interested in accessing evidence-based inter-
ventions and resources via online peer support communities. Persons were most interested 
in services related to enhancing coping mechanisms and skills, enabling overall wellbeing, 
and therapy.

Our exploratory study suggests that online peer support communities can potentially 
play a key role in helping to better meet the needs of persons living with mental health 
conditions. The study also sets the stage for further research to determine best practices 
in developing care delivery models in which digital peer support communities and formal 
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care collaborate more closely to support access to evidence-based mental health resources 
and services.
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