
Mental health and wellness support 
are pivotal aspects of the operations 
of the McMaster Students Union. 
The MSU operates to serve the best 
interest of the student population. 
That is why recently, there was de-
bate over whether or not to contin-
ue with the operations of MSU Peer 
Support Line (PSL), one of five ser-
vices within the MSU’s Peer Support 
Department. The Services Commit-
tee conducted a review of the line 
and in doing so, consulted members 
of the service, users of the service, 
and researched other peer support 

delivery models. As a result of the 
research, the Services Committee 
made a series of recommendations 
to enhance and propel peer support 
in ways that were separate from the 
operations of PSL. Ultimately, the 
Student Representative Assembly 
- the governing body of the MSU 
- chose to rescind the operating 
policy of PSL, effective the end of 
this year. This decision was made to 
ensure peer support continues to be 
delivered in ways that are best for 
all stakeholders involved. 

PSL was created years ago when 
conversations surrounding mental 
health and illnesses were minimal 
and insufficient. There were far less 
resources dedicated to peer support. 
As time progressed, peer support 
services such as the Women & Gen-
der Equity Network and Maccess 
were developed to address identi-
ty-based needs. Futhermore, the 
Student Wellness Centre received 
an additional $100,000 in funding, 
which expanded their professional 
staff, adding 4,000 more counsel-
ling hours. Moreover, since PSL’s in-
ception the government of Ontario 
has created Good2Talk, which is a 
free, confidential helpline specifi-
cally designed for post-secondary 
students.  Even more impactful, the 
MSU invested in the Student Assis-
tance Program. The SAP is a free, 

confidential service now offered 
to McMaster students, parents and 
roommates, that serves as a 24/7 
multi-lingual, confidential crisis 
counselling and support phoneline, 
staffed by professionals.

The philosophy of peer sup-
port has always been one of em-
powerment and honouring one’s 
experiences. However, when these 
experiences include crises and trau-
ma-related topics, peer supporters 
are limited in their effective ability 
to respond to student needs. Stu-
dent staff and volunteers at PSL 
continued to face crisis calls, even 
though PSL was never intended 
to be a crisis line. PSL listeners are 
not professionally equipped to ade-
quately support those in crisis, nor 
should they be trained in that ca-
pacity. It was critical that the orga-
nization reconsidered how services 
handle crisis and the continuum of 
approaches for handling risk among 
peer support services. Rescinding 

PSL, while simultaneously enhanc-
ing support for students via other 
avenues was the logical adaptation 
agreed upon by the SRA. To that 
effect, there are exciting renova-
tions coming to the Queer Students 
Community Center, intersectional 
programming from the Women & 
Gender Equity Network, continued 
generalized peer support through 
the Student Health Education Cen-
ter, as well as support sessions with 
Maccess. With the construction of 
the Peter George building, there 
will be an expanded floor dedicated 
to the Student Wellness Centre and 
the new Student Activity Building 
will host a dedicated peer support 
hub.  Our Peer Support Department 
is always growing and changing to 
meet the needs of students. The de-
cision to rescind PSL rested not on 
whether the MSU should provide 
peer support, but rather what was 
and what will be the best way to offer 
support for students into the future. 
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