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Confidentiality is the anchor of mutual
support.

By creating and maintaining trust we
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Fact Sheet:
Confidentiality in Self-Help Support Groups

Here is what some people have said about confidentiality in groups:

“Generally speaking, confidentiality means never discussing, without direct consent, the

circumstances of another group member.” (Self-Help Mutual Aid Facilitator Training, Ministry of
Social Services, Government of B. C.)

“What you see here, what you hear here, when you leave here, let it stay here!!” (Dreamcatchers peer
support group pamphlet)

What is confidentiality?

Many of us have been told persond gories“in secret” by friends or family members Ina
sdf-help group we hear persond information and stories from people who are “ strangers’
or people we don't know well. Most seif-help support groups ask participants to keep
information and Soriesin confidence, or “in secret”.

Technicaly spesking, confidentiality means we do not share any information or Sories
with others. However, many groups decide that members may talk about what they heard
or learned in the group, as long as no identifying information is shared. This means
nothing about name, workplace, family members, address, eic. is shared.

It isvery important that each group member respects generd agreements about
confidentidity and anonymity. Confidence is defined in the dictionary as “a dete of
trust”.

Why is confidentiality soimportant?

Persond sharing isimportant to self-hep. An environment of trust and safety dlows
group members to share more deeply with others.

People mugt fed that information will be kept confidentia before they can safey share
their Sories. Some groups describe confidentidity as the anchor of mutud aid.

Confidentidity isthe anchor of mutud support. By cregting and maintaining trust with
each other, we can share, support and hed more deeply.

Two exceptions you should know about:

There are two exceptions where you must report information. Y ou should make sure that
group members understand these exceptions.

1. If you suspect that achild isor may bein need of protection.
2. If someone declares a plan to harm himvhersdlf or ancther adult.
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1. In acase of suspected child abuse or neglect:

The Child and Family Services Act states clearly that members of the public (including
professonas who work with children) have an obligation to report promptly and directly to a
children's ad society if they have reasonable grounds to suspect that a child is or may be in need
of protection.

Action must be taken if “the person having charge of the child” is suspected of causing, or
knowlingly faling to protect the child from: physica, sexud or emotiond abuse, neglect or risk
of harm.

If you need to contact a children’s aid society (sometimes caled “family and children’s
sarvices'), check your telephone directory for the closest office or call the police. For more
information on this child protection law, cal the Ontario government publications office at
1-800-668-9938 and ask for a copy of their pamphlet “ Reporting Child Abuse and Neglect”
(ISBN 0-7778-9391-6).

2. If aperson plansto harm him/her sdf or another adult:

If agroup member clearly states a plan to harm hinvherself or another adult, it would be wise to
quickly et confidential advice on how to help or intervene. For example, if you believe that
someone is in danger right now, try to cal adistress or help line. The counsellor on the phone can
help you figure out the situation and decide on the best (if any) action you should take. A
professona who provides support to your group could aso help with this. Otherwise, cdl the

police.

Besdes the two exceptions outlined above, the only time you can change a commitment
to confidentidity isif you ask and tak directly with the person concerned.

What does my group need to do about confidentiality?

Confidentidity is both a commitment and a skill. To gain peopl€ s commitment, discuss
the specific needs of each group member. Then decide on shared rules for your group.

To be sure everyoneis dear, (especidly newcomers) you can:
- Read out agtatement &t the beginning of each meeting
- A peopleif they have questions or concerns about the group’s current
confidentidity agreements
- Give examples of a common Stuation where confidentidity needs to be practiced
(e.g. meeting agroup member a a public event)
- Use rituas which remind members about their commitment

To support group member’ s killsin practicing confidentidity you can:
- Tak about case studies or group members experiences
- Try role playing difficult Stuations

The Ontario Saf-Help Network has more resource materials to help you take action on the above
suggestions. For more confidentiality resources, guidance or training, call 1-888-283-8806 or ersil
oshnet@selfhelp.on.ca.

This factsheet was published by the Self Help Resource Centre, a United Way Member Agency.
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Planning Guide:
Deciding on a Confidentiality Agreement

Basically, the word “confidentiality” will mean whatever your group decides it should mean for you.
Confidentiality means different things to different people. That's why it is very important to talk
about confidentiality as a whole group and be clear about what you have agreed to. It is also very
important to make sure that new members know the rules of your group and agree to them.

Peoples ideas about what it means to keep confidence about what happens and what is
sad in the group can and will be different. Some people will think that NOTHING about
the group should be shared........asif it isa secret society. Otherswill think thet Smply
protecting the names of people who are there means thet the group is confidentid. A
good confidentiaity agreement probably lies somewhere in between these two
viewpoints. Sat asde @ least one whole meeting to talk about confidentidity. Y ou will
need to come back to this subject every oncein awhile as things come up, or go over it
with new members

Here' show to walk your group through a discussion about what confidentiaity will mean
to everyonein the group:

Step 1.
Go around the group, asking each person to say what protecting their confidentiaity
would meen to them.  Write dl thison aflip chart.

Step 2.

Once everything iswritten, go back and encourage people to tak about what each
datement means. Thisiswhere you will dl begin to see how different people see
confidentidity differently.

Step 3.
Take each gatement one by one, and begin to “flesh out” an agreement for each issue
with a1 or 2 sentence explanation for each. For example:

We agree to keep private the identity of peoplein this group. We will not give
eaech others names, addresses or phone numbers to anyone, and will protect any
other identifying informetion aswall. We will respect members requests to not
be greeted at chance meetingsin public places.

Wha this agreement means.

a) Tha your membership ligts are never shared

b) Thet any one member will not give any other member’ sinformation to anyone
for any reason

c) Tha memberswill not tell other people s stories outside of the group with
information that might identify the other person. This could be information
about where they work, what school their children go to, what church they
attend, information about their partner, etc.
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d) That if one member meets ancther person a the mal, & aparty, through
work, etc, thet they will not let anyone know that they know each other from

the group.

Step 4.

Work out agreements to address each of the satements on the flipchart in the same way.
Make sure that everyone has an understanding about exactly what you are agreeing to.
Write down each agreemen.

Step 5.

Once you have gone through dl the things that group members identified as important to
them, look over the lig for things thet are said more than once, or things thet might not be
Clear.

Step 6.
Make sure the group has agreement about dl the Satements.

Step 7.
Tak about what will hgppen if group members breek the rules. Thiswill teke extratime,
but is a very important step. Make a statement about this and include it as part of the

agreement.

Step 8.
Decide about whether or not the group wants to have aformd |etter that dl group
members must Sgn, agreaing to respect the confidentiaity agreements you have made.

Step 9.
Tak about what isNOT part of the confidentiaity agreement. For example:

a) It'sOK to share the handouts from the group or any learning you get from
here.

b) If you have fedingsIeft over from the group, and you need to talk to someone
about them, its OK to talk about your fedings, or what the discusson brought
up for you. 1t'sNOT OK to share any information about who the person is
whaose gory triggered these fedings.

c) It'sOK to let others know you belong to this group, if you fed comfortable
about that.

d) Peoplewill report suspected child abuse or neglect and any declaration of an
intent to harm sdf or others (for example aspouse or partner). For more
details on these exceptions, see the Fact Sheet on Confidentidity in Sdf-Help
Support Groups. For free copies of the pamphlet “Reporting Child Abuse and
Neglect” (ISBN 0-7778-9391-6) cal the Ontario government publications
office & 1-800-668-9938.

Y ou can contact OSHNET at 1-888-283-8806 or oshnet@sdfhelp.on.cato request
sample copies of confidentidity agreements from other groups
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Planning Guide:
Ways to Help Group Members Stay Committed to
Confidentiality

It isagood idea to remind group membersof your agreements. Thishelpsto
maintain trust and safety in the group.

Here are somewaysto help group membersremember:

1. Some groups have a written confidentiality agreement which each member
sgnswhen they join the group. If your group does this, have each member review
it once ayear. Have the group look at it together once ayear aswell so you can

make any needed changes.

2. Writethe confidentiality agreement on a piece of flip chart paper and put

it up at every meseting. Thisisagood reminder for every one and it givesthe
fadilitator something to support them in a conflict.

3. Read out the agreement at the beginning of every meeting. Thisway you'll
never miss making sure that new people know what’ s been agreed to. Hearing it

every meeting dso helps peopleto be clear about what they do and do not want to

share with othersin the group.

4. Have something that you do every meeting (either at the beginning or end) to

help everyone remember to repect confidentidity.

Here'sone example:

THE WELL OF CONFIDENTIALITY
(Thisworks with groups of 18 or less)

Have everyone dand in acdirde with their right hand extended toward

the middle, thumbs out, fingers denched in afid.

Each person holds the thumb of the person on their right in their closed
fig. Inalarge group, people will have to $and Sdewaysto be able to

reach everyone.

Everyone sright hands will make acirde on the middle of the group.

Thisis“thewdl of confidentidity”.
Tdl membersthat this“wdl” isa place where everyone s dories go

for safe kegping and that this encourages the group’ s commitment to

corfidentiality.
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Help Sheet:
What If Someone Violates the Group’s Confidentiality
Agreement?

It isnot necessarily your fault if Someone bregks confidentidity. However, thisisatime
for you to practice good leadership skills. It isdso an opportunity to hep the whole
group go over their agreements.

Aswe have dreaedy sad, it isvery important to have aspart of your confidentidity
agreement something that sayswhat will happen if someone bregkstherules.

A breach in confidentiality is serious because:

It takes away the person’ sright to the privacy that was agreed to

It gives group members amessage that the group may not be asafe placein which
to learn and to share experiences and information

It bresks the cirdle of group trust and loydty

It could make for an unsafe or ungtable Stuetion for the group member whose
confidentidity was taken away (for example, someone living with domegtic
violence, or someone whose job may be thregtened if her boss getsinformation
about her)

You can facilitate dealing with a breach by doing 3 things.

1. Hep the person whaose confidentidity was violated by:

Finding out what happened by medting with this person done

Finding out what this means for the person

Taking steps to address any safety issuesthat are aresult of the breach

Helping the group member to confront the person who violaed the agreement, if
gppropriate

2. Makeit dear to the person who violated the agreement that thisis serious by:

Finding out what hgppened by mesting with this person done

Reminding them that they were part of agroup agreementsto honour
confidentidity and that bresking thet trudt is serious

L etting them know what the consequences of their actions are and enforcing those
CONSEgqUEeNnces

If gopropriate, heping them to meet with the person whose confidentidity was
breached
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3. Help the group as awhole to ded with what has happened by:

Ragng thisdifficult subject & ameeting of the whole group

Helping the group to talk about what has happened

Modding good behavior by being respectful of everyone

Supporting the group to enforce the consequences that they have agreed on
about how to handle abreach

Helping the group to see what they have learned from this

Helping the group to make changes to the agreement, if needed.
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Help Sheet:
Caring for yourself under pressure

When keeping confidentiality istough

Practicing confidentidity is not always easy. Sometimes, we may fed pressureto dare
another person’s gory. This pressure may come up if we have a strong emotiond

response to ancther person’s story or Stuation and we fed the “need to tak” for our own
persond support. Pressure could dso comeif a person who is outsde the group questions
us.

In these Stuations, it can be hepful to think of confidentidity as a boundary. When you
are feding pressure to cross that boundary, try to take amoment to:

Look & the boundary;
Look a what is pressuring you; and
Problem solve away to address the pressure without crossing the boundary.

Here are some ways to ded with these different Stuations.

If you are emationally distressed and “need to talk”:

Sometimes we are “triggered” by someone ese' s story. It can be very important to think
or talk through what your emationd responses are. Without bresking confidence, can you
think of away to look after your own needs?

Here are some idess.

Writein apersond journd.

Find someone you can trugt to talk with, someone who will give youthe attention
you need. Share generd information about what has upset you. Focus on your
own emoations and experiences without sharing any identifying information about
the group member’ s Stuation.

Go to someone who is professondly bound to keep confidence, such asasocid
worker, hedth professond or miniger.

If possible, gpeek with the person who shared their story with the group. Maybe it
will hep to tak with himvher. Maybe they will give you permisson to spesk to
share the story with your patner, Sster, or afriend.
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If someone is questioning you in an invasive way:

Some people are more questioning than others. Y ou may be talking with afriend and they
may Start asking questions and before you know it you are a that boundary —the
confidentidity boundary. If you fed a al uncomfortable, take a moment to “check in” with
yoursdlf. What is the boundary? Where is the pressure coming from? How can you keep
your commitment to confidentidity?

Here are someidess for tough Stugtions:

Tdl the person 1 cannat share that information because it is confidentid”.
Remember, the more you practice tdling friends and family theat what goeson in
your group is confidentid, the easier it will be.

If you can, avoid the question and change the subject.

A the person: “why are you asking that question?” Answering aquestion with a
question can change the conversation from the content into a conversation about

process. It may then be easier to explain that you are committed to keegping
informetion corfidentid.

Protecting identity means different things in different places and Stuations. If you need to
talk to someone outside the group, take time to think through how you can protect the
confidentidity boundary thet you have agreed to.
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Group Activity Sheets
These group activity sheets describe different ways that your group can explore red
gtudions.

Thisisachance to work with problems before they come up. The activitieswill help
build darity and confidence among group members

Role plays can be fun and flexible.

Therole of thefacilitator (s):

Review steps for the chosen activity
Photocopy necessary maerids ahead of time
Introduce the activity

Using aflipchart, review and list generd confidentidity guiddinesand
skills (eg. active ligening, assartiveness, asking questions).

Begin the activity

Before wrapping up, get peopl€ s feedback on the activity —what did they
learn? What would they change?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Group Activity:
Discussing Case Study Situations

Members of your group will be better prepared to protect confidentiality if you consider possible

situations ahead of time. Below is an agenda to help your group facilitate a discussion of case study

situations.

Allocate a least an hour of your group meeting time for this exercise. Use the case Sudies

atached, or write up some of your own. Prepare acopy of dl the case sudiesfor each
member/participant.

STEP 1 — Small Group Discussons

Divideinto smdl groups of 2-4 people. Give one case study to each group for
congderaion. Ask the groups to review their case study Situation and discuss the related
guestions. Give them 15 minutes to do this.

STEP 2 —Report Back to the Group

After the amdl groups have tackled their case study, come back together as alarge group.

Ask each smdl group to report on the Stuations they consdered: what were the key
problems, decisons and actions they discussed? (This may take 15-25 minutes).

STEP 3 —Wrap-up and Debrief

Once dl the stuations have been reviewed, spend the rest of your time (20-30 minutes)
“debriefing” the exercise. Y ou can use the following questions to guide your discussion:

How did this activity meke you fed?

What did it make you think about?

Wil this discussion change your persond commitment to confidentidity?
Do members want to make any changes to how the group introduces and
encourages confidentidity?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Scenario #1

Nicholas has come to an anxiety group severd times. At the last meeting he shared, for the
firg and only time with anyone, how deeply stressed and upset he was by his son’'s acting
out behaviour.

After the meeting he began to worry that he had said too much. Then about aweek later a

casud friend approaches him a the grocery sore and says, “I hear you are redlly struggling
with problemswith your son, isthere anything | can do?’

How do you expect Nicholas might be feding now?

Isthereanything you can think he might want to say to the group?

What action do you think the group should take?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre

12



Resources on Confidenti dity for Self-Help/Mutual Aid Support Groups

Scenario #2

Nilesis arecent member of agay and lesbian support group. He has not yet made the
decison to “come out” and has not told the members of the group. Another member of the
group, James, meets him at a café with some other men and openly discusses their support

group.

How can Niles handle the stuation?

How can Jamesrespond?

How could this stuation have been avoided?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Scenario #3

Marianne is a group member who has breached the confidentidity of the group. She
gossiped about some of the issues that other members had raised @ the last medting. This
is the second known occasion on which she has donethis. The firg time it was brought to

Mariann€ s atention that the expectation of the group was that everything discussed a the
group remain within those four walls. Marianne hed gpologized & that time.

What do you think the group should do now?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Scenario #4

Agatha belongsto a parents support group and mentions a one of the meetingsthat sheis
concerned for the safety of atwo year old in her gpartment building. She often hearsthe
parents screaming and yeling as well as crashing and banging. The parents often have late

night parties and Agatha bdieves they abuse dcohol and drugs. Other tenants have seen
the two year old doneinthe hdls

How do you think the group should handle thisinformation?

Do the member s of the group have aresponsbility in thismatter ?

Who would you talk to about what Agatha said?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Scenario #5

Debbie has recently hed a prolonged and seriousillness, which required debilitating

surgery. Shewill be a the hospitd for along time. Debbie decided to join asupport group
in the hogpitd for patients with long term and sriousillness: One day, shewasin the
hospitd gift shop when she overheard one of the fadilitators of the group, discussng her
gtuaion in detail with anurse. No name was mentioned, however, due to the unusud and
complicated nature of her illness, it was obvious they were discussing Debbie’ s case.

What can Debbie say to the facilitator privately about what she over heard?

How might Debbie bring the stuation to the group meeting for discusson and

reflection?

What can the group do to rebuild trust/safety?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Scenario #6

Antoinettalivesin asmdl town and belongs to a breast cancer support group. She has had
abad experience with aloca physcian who did not dearly explain the treetment choices
avalable to her and was unsupportive of her decisons. Antoinettais fearful thet her fdlow

group members might have aSmilar experience & this doctor’ sdinic. She hersdf, was
ableto find helpful information from other sourcesi.e. the Internet, Breast Cancer
Foundetion etc.

What arethe potential impactsif Antoinetta revealsthe physician’s nameto the
group, realizing that most people will know the physcian?

How might she describe her experience and support othersto have a better experience

without mentioning the physician’s name?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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Group Activity:
Using Role Play to Explore Tough Situations

In tough situations, It takes thought and practice to keep confidentiality. Sometimes there is no clear “right way”
to do this. Using role plays to explore tough situations and experiment with different ways of reacting canbe a
fun and helpful exercise for your group. The description below can help you set up a role play and then
practice a technique called “stop theatre” to explore options in a given situation.

Allocate one to two hours of your group meeting time for thisexercise.

STEP 1 - Choose The Context

Choose asupport group Smilar to your own as the context for your role play scene. If

participants are from different kinds of groups, choose a different group context for each
scene.

STEP 2 - Create The Scene

Have volunteers choose a scene and act it out using improvisation. Y ou can choose a scene
based on the experience of a participant, or salect from the scenes below:

Over lunch:

- Youarea lunch with an old friend.

- Youtdl he/him how much better you are feding and how abig part of your
improved outlook is the result of the support group you recently joined.

- Your friend isinterested and asks questions to learn more; the questions become
more detailed.

- Thequedionsindude Who goesto the group? What kinds of Stuations are they
dedling with? Where does the group meet and when?

- Youfed uncertain about sharing some of these detalls, but you don’'t want to be
rude to your friend.

At the drop-in:

- You are hanging out a a drop-in the day after your group mesting.

- Only 4 people are a the drop-in, two of them are other members of your support
group.

- Ledieisan dd-time member and people in the drop-in know that he/she attends the
support group. Ledieistaking casualy about the generd issues covered a the
meeting yesterday, engaging both you and the other group member in the
discussion.

- Although you are dso open about your membership in the group, the third member
isnew and does not seem comfortable taking about group mattersin alarger socid
environment. This becomes increasingly gpparent to you. Eventudly, that member
leaves the room to “ go to the washroom.”
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At amedting.

- You and ancther group member are meeting with asocid worker at the loca
community centre to request space for an educationd forum on atopic related to
your group’s concerns. Y ou had set up the meeting because you teach community
work at the loca college and some of your students had completed practice
placements with this socid worker.

- Theother group member revedsto the socid worker that you are both members of
asdf-hdp support group soonsoring the event. Thisis not information that you
want known within the broader community.

- Thesocid worker kegps a professond face but you are uncomfortable about where
thisinformation may end up.

STEP 3 - Replay The Scene, Stop Theatre Style

Once the volunteer “actors’ have completed acting the scene once, begin again from the

beginning. Thistime, ask group membersin the audience to think of an opportunity where
they could STOP and CHANGE the scene.

At that point in the didogue, any member of the audience can dap their hands and
ydl “sop”.

He/she will then replace the saif-help group member in the scene and try out a
different didogue, to create a more positive outcome.

Allow the new stop thestre “actor” to try out one or two different angles, then go
back to the beginning and replay the scene again with the origind “actors’. This
time another audience member may want to yel stop and try acting out on a
different point.

Remember: There are no best answers. The purpose of this exercise isto explore as many
different options as possible.

STEP 4 —Wrap-up
Once your group has run out of new idess, give the “actors’ around of gpplause.

Now, spend some time discussing the results of the stop thegtre experiments. How did the
different approaches influence what hgppened?

Ontario Self-Help Network/Self-Help Resource Centre
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ONTARIO SELF-HELP NETWORK
A Program of The Saf-Help Resour ce Centre

40 Orchard View Blvd., Toronto, Ontario M4R 1B9 Phone: (416) 487-4355
E-mailoshnet@selfhelp.on.ca Toll Free : 1-888-283-8806
Website www.selfhelp.on.ca Fax: (416) 487-0344

The Ontario Self-Help Network (OSHNET)
OSHNET isaprogram of the Saf Help Resource Centre, funded by the Public Health Branch of the Ministry of
Hedth and Long Term Care. OSHNET was established in 1992 in order to link salf-help/mutua aid groups and
organl zaions across the province. OSHNET' s gods are:
to enhance existing salf-hdp/mutud ad activity
to encourage and support the development of new sdf-hdp initigtives
to provide networking opportunities for sdf-help/mutua ad groups and organizations and to facilitate loca
education and skill development opportunities for individuas and professonds interested in salf-hep/mutua
ad.
Contact - Gillian Kranias, OSHNET Coordinator oshnet@salfhelp.on.ca

OSHNET - What We Can Offer You

Referrals
In cooperation with 15 &ffiliate centers across Ontario, OSHNET refers mutua aid seekers and
professondsto adiverse range of self-hep groups and organizations. 1ssues addressed by sdlf-
hdp initidives indude: abuse, addictions, bereavement, body image, cancer, caregiving,
disabilities, employment, heart hedlth, parenting, sexud orientation, HIV/AIDS, men's hedlth,
menta hedlth, physica hedth, rdationships, seniors hedlth, women's hedth, and more.
Networking
OSHNET coordinates networking among its affiliates across the province. We dso support
networking among saf-hdlp organizations, salf-help groups, hedth-related non-profit
organizations and professona hedth intermediaries from arange of sectors and communities.

Training
OSHNET offersavariety of workshops on understanding and enhancing sdf-help inititives
Workshops for hedth intermediaries indude: Understanding Sdf-Hep, Deveoping SAf-Help
Leadership, Trandtioning from Professondly-led to Member-led Groups, Evduating Sdf-Hep
and Working with the Hard Parts (Communication and Conflict). Workshops for self-hdp
volunteersinclude: How to Start a Group, Enhancing Shared Leadership, Communications and
Ligening Skills, Working With the Hard Parts (Communication and Conflict) and Evauating
Sdf-Hep. New workshops are devel oped on an as needed basis.

Consultation
We provide conaultations to non- profit organizations and professond hedth intermediaries
working with sHf-help srategies and initiatives OSHNET and its effiliates across the province
provide consultations to self-help volunteers who want to initiste or enhance their own sdf-help
group.

Information Resources

OSHNET publishes and distributes a range of resources on self-help. These include: how-to workbooks
and factsheets, a 200 page Resource Kit on Making Self-Help/Mutual Aid Work, and summaries of self-
help research. For education and awareness purposes, we maintain web pages at www.selfhelp.on.ca,
publish a brannual newsletter and sponsor Self-Help Awareness Week each fall.
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ABOUT SELF-HELP/MUTUAL AID
Definition of Self-Help/Mutual Aid

Self -Help/Mutual Aid is a process of sharing common experience, situations or problems. Self-help is
participatory in nature and involves getting help, giving help and learning to help yourself as well as sharing
knowledge and experience. There is no charge to participate, although a nominal donation to cover expenses
is sometimes requested. Self-help initiatives are run by and for participants, meet on an ongoing basis, and
are voluntary in nature. The primary focus of self -help is emotional support, practical support and
information exchange.

Types of Sdf-Hep/Mutual Aid Initiatives

Self-Help Groups may be traditional face-to-face groups (open or closed to new members), transitioning
groups (moving from a professionally-led support group model to a self-help model) as well as
internet/on-line groups

Self-Help Networks are groups of self-help groups networking around common issues i.e. breast cancer

Self-Help Organizations are those that have a significant proportion of their services dedicated to self-
help initiatives

Self-Help Centres (or Clearinghouses in the US) are responsible for maintaining contact information for
self-help initiatives in a given location (i.e. city, county or province). These centres may also provide
assistance and training in the development of new self-help initiatives.

Does Self-Help Help?

Self -help initiatives are now being recognized as viable, effective methods supplementing and extending the
present health and mental health care system. Research conservatively estimates that 2.1 million Canadians
are currently using self-help groups, making self-help an “emerging social movement” (Borkman 1990; Katz
1981). In Canada, federal and provincial governments and agencies have shown a growing interest in and
support for self-help initiatives as part of health promotion work.

Self-Hdp and Health Promotion

“Informal networks are recognized as a fundamental resource in the promotion of health. There is
strong evidence that people who have strong social support are healthier than those who do not.”

- Achieving Health for All, Health Canada, 1988

“The self-help movement is an astonishing development that is sweeping the country. It is both the
newest therapy and the oldest - human beings gathered around the campfire to comfort and sustain one
another. Self-help groups are a brilliant response to the high cost of health services and the increasing
alienation many people feel towards institutions and health care professionals.

A warning must be sounded early in this whirlwind movement; self-help does not equate with free-
help. Administrative costs must be met and professional resources made available as required. With such
backup, the self-help movement offers a level of familial support and empowering insight that is the best,
brightest hope the community can offer to the troubled, the sorely wounded and the lost.”

- June Callwood
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