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SENATE HUMAN SERVICES COMMITTEE 

  

TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF SB2032  

“Peer Support Specialist Certification”  

  

Chairman Lee and Committee Members.  My name is Jessica Thomasson, and I serve 

as CEO for Lutheran Social Services of North Dakota. On behalf of Lutheran Social Services, I 

am testifying today in support of SB2032. 

 Creating a path to certification for peer support specialists in North Dakota is a necessary 

first step in the professionalization of this type of work and the broader availability of resources 

that will almost certainly follow.  

While we often think of peer support as something people do “out of the goodness of 

their hearts” because they want to help others, our experience tells us that this work is critically 

important to a person achieving wellbeing and better health. To ensure these services are 

available when and where we need them, it is time to find a way to go beyond a volunteer-only 

model. 

  At LSS, peer support has been as an important part of our gambling addiction treatment 

program. People in recovery coming back to mentor and support those who are earlier in their 

journey. While we may not always think of it as peer support, our senior companion program – 

which matches older adults with other older adults who are struggling with isolation and 

loneliness – is a decades-long example of the power of peers working to support each other. 

Youth Court matches teens with other teens in a nationally recognized model of juvenile justice 

diversion. Most recently, Free Through Recovery has proven yet again that peer support is an 

effective way to help people find a path to wellbeing.  
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 Currently, almost all peer support services need to be funded with grants or other private 

dollars because these services are not generally eligible for reimbursement in our state. This has 

certainly been our experience. In every situation noted above, we have relied on grants and/or 

volunteer peers to be able to offer the services. I want to recognize that the SUD Voucher 

program, in its role as a gap filler, has offered one of the first opportunities for peer support 

services to be reimbursed in North Dakota. 

 If we know that peer support services are important to a person’s chances of success, and 

if we therefore want to make sure the services are available when and where people need them, 

we have to find a way to build a structure that allows us to provide the services with regularity. 

Establishing training and qualifications based on best practices is an important piece of the 

puzzle, not only for the contribution to overall quality, but also because it will open the door to 

ways to pay for the service.  

Professionalizing lived experience in the same way that we have professionalized learned 

experience represents an evolution in our understanding of how to be effective -- an evolution in 

our understanding of what works. It is a tacit recognition that we know there is more than one 

way of knowing, and of coming to knowledge. Just like there are many roads to recovery, there 

many ways to help someone find their way there. 

Our hope is that over time, Medicaid, Medicare, Home and Community Based Service 

programs, and private insurance will all become viable resources to allow for the provision of 

peer support services, in a variety of client contexts.  

 We would encourage your support of SB2032. Thank you for the opportunity to speak to 

you today. I would be happy to answer any questions you have for me. 

Jessica Thomasson, CEO, Lutheran Social Services of North Dakota 

Email: jthomasson@lssnd.org, Phone: 701-271-3272 
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