
Seeking Peer Outreach*: an institutional initiative using peer support to address 
mental health in medical education

Sofie Kjellesvig, BBmE; Sadie Jackson, BA; Justin York, BS; Cassandra Balson, BS
Medical College of Wisconsin, 8701 W Watertown Plank Rd, Milwaukee, WI 53226 

Background

Methods
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The SPC along with 
student leads on the 
MCW Central 
Wisconsin (CW) campus 
developed Seeking Peer 
Outreach* (SPO*) to 
target key risk factors of 
s gma and isola on .
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Aware of MCW services

Have used MCW services

Felt the need for services 
but did not pursue

1. Change institutional 
culture
2. Ease the difficult task of 
asking for help 

Medical students are at 
higher risk for mental 
illness and suicide, but 
unfortunately, many 
current risk reduction 
strategies are 
inadequate.

The Medical College of 
Wisconsin (MCW) 
created 
an interdisciplinary 
Suicide Prevention 
Council (SPC) to 
develop solutions 
tailored to the unique 
needs of the medical 
education community .
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Sample SPO* Team Pledge
 No judgement. Be open when talking to 

peers, and don’t judge them, the situation 
or problem.

 Assume the best in one another.
 Be observant, look for signs in peers. Don’t 

always assume everyone is okay.
 Everyone matters and is important. Take 

care of yourself.
 Be aware of what resources are available to 

you and peers.
 The main goal is to support one another, 

not compete with one another.
 When in doubt – reach out! Just because 

you may be the support person for another, 
doesn’t mean that you can’t also ask for 
help.

 Make time for who and what is important 
to you.

 Don’t be too hard on yourselves. Remember 
to give yourself grace.
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Student Quotes

 Enhancing accessibility with an 
anonymous support platform

 Evaluating program outreach efficacy 
and utility of Tier 2 training

 Evaluating program impacts on risk 
factors of stigma and isolation

 Integration into the rest of the MCW 
system

 Growing to encompass other wellness 
initiatives, mental health services, and 
professional identity formation 
objectives

Future Directions

Of MCW Medical 
Students:

 Left: Students, staff, and faculty teamed up for local mental 
health and suicide awareness walk events

 Right: Painting event
 Bottom: Campus poster for suicide awareness/prevention 

day in September 2021

Source: MCW Mental Health Climate Survey

 Events and monthly small group 
meetings have helped foster personal 
growth for students and community 
trust

 Involving the entire campus emphasizes 
that community wellness is a group 
effort

 Emphasis on peer participation allows 
for support from people who 
understand the challenges of medical 
education

 Early pilot data is promising, but it will 
take time to properly assess impact


