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Introduction
There is a large number of self help initiatives in Berlin. The range of subjects is broad and covers self help groups on subjects such as the following: allergies and asthma, cancer, osteoporosis, diabetes, alcohol or addiction to medications, sexuality, self experience, women’s groups, seniors’ groups, mourning, separation, loneliness, depression, fears and groups of members of a family, to name but a few. About 2/3 of all self help groups work on subjects from the area of health and illness. Nevertheless, there are always new reasons for forming another group.

The formation and activities of self help groups are supported in essential ways by self help contact offices. These are service facilities which inform interested persons – both affected parties and professionals – of the possibilities, modes of work and existence of self help groups. Self help contact offices provide self help initiatives with rooms for their meetings and support the work and formation of self help groups through advice and practical assistance.
Since 1983 a network of self help contact offices has arisen in Berlin thanks to the assistance of the Berlin Senate Administration for Health, Welfare and Consumer Protection. These locations
 offer Berlin’s residents advice, information and support on questions of self help.

This brochure sets out to present the basics of self help groups, to provide a practical guide on founding self help groups and to convey some insight into how they work.
This brochure is intended for persons who would like general information on self help groups and for founders and members of self help groups.
1. What is a Self Help Group? 
Self help means taking your own problems and the solutions to them into your own hands. It means becoming active within the framework of the options available to you. The people who come to a self help group suffer under the same illness, the same disability or the same psychological or social conflict situation. Also, relatives of people affected in such ways can form their own self help groups.

1.1 Self Help Groups ...

... are discussion groups of an easily manageable number of people (approx. 6 to 20 members),

... work as they themselves determine; that is, subject matter and manner in which the group works are determined by the members of the group,

... expect their members to participate actively and continually,

... are generally not led by professional helpers,

... meet regularly at fixed times (e.g. weekly, every 2 weeks or once a month).

In joint discussions at the regular group meetings, the individual members experience relief and support through the other members and come to see that they are not all alone with their problems. They learn to recognize their difficulties, to deal with them and overcome them. The work in the group focuses on joint exchange of experience and information.
In self help groups for specific illnesses the members inform each other, for example, of possibilities for treatment, of medications and their effects and side effects, of the details of law related to disabled persons and of the benefits from nursing care and health insurance.

The German Study Group Association Self Help Groups (DAG SHG) has described self help groups as follows

‘Self help groups are voluntary, usually loose unions of people whose activities are directed to coping jointly with illnesses, psychological or social problems by which they – either themselves or as a relative – are affected. With this work they are not trying to earn a profit. Rather, their objective is to change their personal life circumstances and, frequently, to exert an effect on their social and political environment. During their regular meetings, which often take place once a week, they stress authenticity, equal rights, joint discussions  and mutual help. Thus the group work serves as an antidote to external (social) and internal (personal, spiritual) isolation. The objectives of self help groups are focused on their members and not on outsiders; this is what distinguishes them from other types of citizen’s commitments. Self help groups are not led by professional helpers; however, some groups occasionally call in experts for specific questions.’
1.2 Self Help Projects 
Sometimes a self help group becomes an action group by setting up a project which aims to make the group’s knowledge available to persons who have similar concerns but are not members. These groups offer advice and information to affected persons and/or their relatives. Such groups frequently also campaign or lobby for better conditions in the provision of health services. They direct attention to their subject by means of special events and other public relations work. Thus their objectives go beyond those of their work within the group.

1.3 Self Help Organisations 
Some action groups and other initiatives go beyond the local level to form associations at the state or federal level so as to better represent their interests as a lobby. Such groups are called self help organisations. 

The boundaries between the various forms of organisations are often blurred so that not every group can be clearly classified as a particular type of group.

Self help groups can exist quite independently of a specific project or higher ranking organisation, but they can also exist in the vicinity, probably organisational, of a self help project or organisation.

Regional groups are unions of the members of the federal or state organisations in a given region.

However, this brochure is just concerned with the work in self help groups as narrowly understood (i.e. without projects, lobbying, etc.).

2. Objectives of Self Help Groups
The primary objective of the members of a self help group is to help themselves in this group of persons who are equally affected by the same problem.

 ‘Only you can do it, but you cannot do it alone!’ (M.L. Moeller)

The concrete objectives of a self help group are established by its members and can always be redefined.

Self help groups can pursue a variety of different objectives.

For example, members of addiction self help groups want most of all to stay ‘dry’ or ‘clean’, whereas members of self help groups in the area of chronic illnesses undertake to cope with the illness better and to obtain more knowledge  about it. Other groups want to overcome loneliness and isolation through joint activities during their spare time.

Not all self help groups pursue explicitly established group objectives. Moreover, the objectives can also change during the course of group work.

3. Effects of Self Help Groups
Working together in a self help group can make it easier for its members to cope with burdens which are social, psychological and/or caused by illness. The members of self help groups work to improve their personal situation and strengthen their social abilities. 

In a self help group, the members socialize with other persons with the same or similar problem, they exchange experience and information about it and work out better ways to deal with it.

Members of self help groups can ...

... support each other with overcoming their difficulties,

... acquire new knowledge and insight into the personal problem situation,

... develop other ways of getting along with or solving the problem,

... break down social isolation and fears, 

... evolve joint activities,

... develop self confidence in dealings with professionals (e.g. physicians),

... develop new contents and perspectives for life and 
... encourage each other to stand on their rights.
Many members of self help groups have found out that they are better able to cope with psychological, social and physical burdens. Many of them are more independent and self confident with their problems than other people in comparable situations.

4. Differences to Other Forms of Help
Self help groups arise from the commitment of persons who are affected by a problem or that of their relatives in a way that these persons themselves determine and for which they alone are responsible. The motivation for this stems from the desire to change something in their own situation and to compare their experience with that of people who have similar problems.

Members of self help groups communicate at the level of being equally affected and thus make it possible for each of them to understand the other authentically. It is not possible for professional helpers to understand authentically, let alone communicate this understanding, because these persons generally are 
Help from third parties (e.g. professional counselling, therapy) means accepting help. Self help always entails mutual give and take.

Self help initiatives constitute a substantial extension of professional aid in the supply of health and social services. They are especially useful as a counterbalance to psychosocial deficiencies.

5. What Self Help Groups are NOT able to do 

Self help groups are not suitable for people in acute crises. Positive effects of group work do not take effect in the short term of just a few days. Rather, it takes time for active work in a self help group to result in noticeable  positive changes in one’s self. A person in an acute crisis does not have this time. Moreover, dramatic crisis symptoms of individuals could overtax the group.

Self help groups are no substitute for medical or psychotherapeutic treatment; however, they can serve as a good supplement or support of such treatment.

It is important for the members to work in the group process actively and continually. The social exchange of give and take should stand in a healthy balance. Self help groups cannot function where people are not willing to do this.

6. Is there a Self Help Group for my Topic?
To find out whether there is a self help group for your topic in Berlin, you can get in touch with a self help contact office in your district or ask SEKIS.

If there is not yet any self help group for your topic or special concern, you always have the option of forming a group yourself. The people at the self help contact offices will be glad to support you with advice and assistance.

7. How can I form a Self Help Group?
If you have the opportunity, it is certainly helpful for you to turn to a self help contact office when you wish to form a self help group. They will tell you in full detail about the steps required and also give you practical support.

Before forming a self help group, it is important to specify (precisely) the topic of the self help group and to be clear on your intentions in forming this group.

To form a self help group you need further interested persons who are also affected by your topic. Hence the first step is to look for these interested persons.

7.1 Leaflets
Experience has shown that to draw the attention of interested persons to your call to form a self help group, it is helpful to display or distribute a leaflet or flier. The places especially suitable for doing this are places to which it can be assumed that people personally interested in your topic are likely to come, e.g. self help contact offices, information centres, neighbourhood facilities, doctor’s offices, women’s centres, health centres, city centres, pharmacies, welfare stations, churches and other religious centres, clinics and hospitals.

The leaflet should probably be in colour and have DIN A4 or DIN A5 format; it  should definitely contain the following information:

· the topic of the group (in the title or text)
· the name of the group 

The name generally indicates the topic, e.g. ‘self help group depression’ or ‘self help group neurodermitis’, but many groups give themselves a special, picturesque name, e.g. ‘silver thistles’ for a group of seniors, or ‘rainbow’ for a group of people afflicted with cancer.
· expectations placed on the group, the subject matter to be worked on
· that this is a call for persons who are personally affected and would like to form a self help group

· target group (including relevant restrictions on age, gender, etc.)
· contact telephone number or contact address 

Experience has shown that it is best to give the telephone number or address of a ‘neutral’ facility, e.g. of a self help contact office. Giving your own personal telephone number could lead to difficulties because there is no control on whom the leaflet is distributed or made known to. Also, it just might happen that you are called up at all hours of day and night.

Example:

NEW BEGINNING AFTER SEPARATION AND DIVORCE 
In order to form a self help group we invite all interested men and women who are approximately 40 years old.

(or: we cordially invite all interested women in order to form a self help group on the subject of separation.)

Possible topics: all emotional problems, detachment, feelings of loneliness, fears, psychosomatic complaints, getting through the day without the partner, finding new goals in life.

We want to support each other, giving hope and strength. The group should start in September 2005.

Information and registration via SEKIS (Self Help Contact and Information Location), Albrecht-Achilles-Str. 65, 10709 Berlin, Telephone: 892 66 02, eMail: sekis@sekis-berlin.de 

7.2 Advertisements 

Of course, you can also look for other interested persons by advertising in daily newspapers, city district magazines or other print media. The self help contact offices also publish appropriate self help newspapers and brochures in which self help groups can describe their work or look for new members.

7.3 Support by the Self help contact office in your vicinity with your call to form a new group.
You and the employees of the self help contact office can discuss all important steps for forming a group. Beyond that, the self help contact offices provide you with their address or telephone number as a contact address or number for all persons interested in joining your group.

These persons then register directly with the self help contact office, which keeps a list with their names and contact information.

SEKIS also has a central database with all existent self help groups and all calls to form a new group in Berlin. The list of calls to form a new group can be viewed in the SEKIS web site too.

As soon as enough persons have registered, invitations are sent out for the group’s initial meeting.

To say it plainly in advance: you will need a lot of patience! A call to form a self help group is not always successful within just 4 or 5 weeks. Sometimes it takes several months for enough interested persons to register so that the first meeting can be held.

Not all calls to form a new group lead to the desired success. Sometimes there are only isolated contacts and it become necessary to drop the call. Then there are simply not enough interested people to ensure a continual group process.

7.4 Search for a suitable room
Self help groups do best to meet in ‘neutral’ rooms outside the personal sphere of individual group members. These rooms should be easy to reach by public transportation, inexpensive and accessible by persons with physical disabilities, including those on wheelchairs.

The self help contact offices generally have suitable rooms and provide these to self help groups at a low charge. There are also rooms at churches, counselling locations, health centres, doctor's offices, neighbourhood centres, etc.

7.5 Group size / invitation to the initial meeting
Experience shows that it is better to start out with more rather than fewer members because there will always be a certain amount of fluctuation in the group, especially at the beginning.

Before invitations are sent for the initial meeting, normally at least 6 to 10 persons should have registered their interest.

Of course, this also always depends on the group’s topic. With a very narrow  topic or one that only affects people with a fairly rare illness it can also be worthwhile to start out with fewer participants.

Depending on what is agreed, the names, addresses, telephone numbers and possibly email addresses of the interested persons are collected by the contact person or the self help contact office. It should go without saying that this data is all treated as confidential for reasons of data privacy.

The invitation to the initial meeting (written, phone call or email) is given about 3 weeks in advance through or in coordination with the self help contact office.

It is usually best if the initial meeting takes place on a weekday in the early evening hours and lasts at most 2 hours (e.g. from 18 to 20 hours).

7.6 Expenses
In connection with the search for persons interested in a new self help group there are generally expenses for paper, postage, newspaper ads and the like. When these expenses cannot be assumed by the self help contact office, they have to be paid by the person starting up the group.

But, as a matter of principle, all necessary expenses of the group should be shared by the members of the group.

7.7 Supporting for the formation of a new group
Many people do not have confidence that they could build up a self help group. The look for counselling and support both for questions of organisation an for  preparation and conduct of the group meetings. The self help contact offices offer direct help here. As needed, an employee of the self help contact office can be present at the initial meeting and is available for questions about organisation and contents.

Important experience and information can also be conveyed by members of existent self help groups. A conference with persons from groups for the same or similar topics is recommended for the preparatory phase, when this is possible.

8. Initial Meeting
The initial meeting gives all participants the opportunity to relate their problems and concerns, to became acquainted with the difficulties of the others and to say what they expect of the self help group.

Frequently, the members of a self help group will find out for the first time that are faced with very similar burdens because they share the same problem. 

Besides presenting their own problem situations, the participants also discuss questions about the group and its organisation.

8.1 Group purpose, membership and size
There are three questions about the group to which some answers should be found during the initial meeting. 

The first of these is: 
- What do we wish to achieve in the group? 

Some of the possible answers are: exchange of experience, mutual help, concerted advice and counselling on specific questions, receive and/or produce informational materials, moral support and stabilisation in a difficult life situation.

This should be followed by the question of 

- Who can become a member of the group?

Among the conceivable answers would be: only persons affected themselves in a similar way; only those affected plus family members; or only those affected, family members and professionals should participate in the group sessions.

Then there is the question of

- How large or small may the group become and what should happen if too many or too few people want to participate?

If the group becomes too small (3 or fewer persons) there are the options of advertising for more members from the public and of discontinuing the group.

If the group becomes too large (20 and more participants) there are the options of splitting into two groups, not accepting further members until there is room again (closed group), or even of looking for a sufficiently large room or hall so that everyone can be accommodated after all.
The answers to these questions depends very much on the group’s topic and the expectations of the participants. It is recommended that the decisions made at the beginning of the group process not be excessively narrow.

8.2 Questions of organisation 
The organisational questions to be clarified are: 
- On which days, at which times of day, with which frequency and in which place does the group wish to meet in future? 
- Should there be a membership list, and if so, which information should it contain and for which purposes may this information be used? (e.g.  mailing invitations, informational material, car pools, contacts outside the group meetings).

- Who should keep the membership list?

- Who takes care of the preparations for the group meetings? (coffee, beverages, etc.)

- Who should serve as treasurer for the group (collect money, pay for the room, etc.).

- Who should serve as contact person or group speaker in reference to the outside world (e.g. for the self help contact office, questions by the news media and other interested persons).

- Who should be available as contact persons for new members? Many people who are interested in the group’s topic would like more exact information about the group before attending any of its meetings. They might want to know how large the group is, or the age structure, etc. The self help contact offices do not generally have all this information and can therefore only give limited answers to these and other questions. Then it is good if they can refer the interested party to a contact person.

8.3 Becoming acquainted
Many self help groups start their initial meeting with a round of self introductions. Each person states his or her name (first and/or last names) and explains the personal situation, the current difficulties, and expectations and wishes placed on the self help group.

Motivation for working in a self help group is frequently related to the following general expectations and beliefs:

· Finding appreciation of his or her own problems
· Experiencing recognition
· Sensing emotional support 
· Overcoming isolation
· Obtaining concrete suggestions 

· Undertaking joint activities, or

· Joint representation of interests and concerns in respect to and demands to be placed on health and social services (lobbying). 

When the introductions are over, a conversation often develops on the current life situations and personal burdens of the individuals present. Similarities and differences are discovered and one sees oneself in the others.

Everyone should have a chance to speak and be able to express his or her own wishes and expectations. Only in this way can disappointments be avoided. But it is also important to be able to listen to the other participants. What have they got to say? How can I learn from them? The notion of tolerance for those who think differently is of fundamental importance for the group process.

The last 15 minutes or so should be reserved for a snapshot. Each person should have the opportunity to state briefly what pleased him or her, what was good about the meeting, and also what he or she felt was missing. At the first meeting one might also say whether one will be attending the next meeting.

This is a good method to make the group happenings transparent and to compare one’s own impressions with those of the others present.

During the first meeting it is helpful to communicate about the fundamentals of the work in self help groups. The basic laws selected by the group should then be deemed as binding for the work in the group.

8.4 Group currently open or closed?

The group decides for itself whether it is currently open or closed; i.e. whether or not new members can be accepted at the present time. 

In many cases, large fluctuations in membership can impact the development of an otherwise stable group. Then the persons who have been there since the beginning might easily get the impression that they are not progressing or are not able to work on certain subjects with the concentration that these deserve. In such situations it has been most helpful to declare that the group is closed and not to admit any more new members for a certain period of time.

There is also the situation in which a group has reached an optimum size and resolves to work together in this constellation without admitting new members.

But sometimes a self help group, especially if it is young, has to struggle with the problem that people have been staying away. At the first meeting it was 15 people but at the third meeting it was only 5. In this situation there is an obvious interest in keeping the group open to new members.

9. Five Principles for work in self help groups
Self help groups have developed some principles of work on the basis of many years of experience. Applying these principles is a good way to support the work of the self help group.

First Principle
All members participate in the self help group voluntarily and because they themselves are affected by the group’s topic 
A prerequisite for membership in a self help group is that the member is affected by the same illness, disability, dependence or psychosocial conflict situation for which the group exists. It is not possible to be represented through a another person. Relatives of affected persons generally have their own group. Participation in a self help group is strictly voluntary. That also means that every person may leave the group whenever he or she thinks that would be best.

Second Principle
All members are equal and determine the group work together.

How the group works, whether it is open to new members or closed, which subjects are discussed, which activities are undertaken -- these are all decided by the group together in accordance with democratic principles. There is no group leader with special rights. All members have the same rights and obligations.
Third Principle
Everything which is discussed in the group remains in the group and nothing is ever passed to third parties (obligation to maintain secrecy).

Mutual trust is a prerequisite for good work together in the group. To be able to speak openly and honestly about one's own situation, each member must be certain that everything which is said will be treated as confidential. Therefore, the members should all agree to each other, that nothing will be passed on to outside parties. 

Fourth Principle
Every member is in the group primarily in order to do something for himself rather than for the others.

Difficulties frequently arise when someone wants to help the others without doing something for himself or herself, say because he or she is speaking out of personal conviction or has experienced and overcome something similar in the past. Even the best intended advice with which such a member overwhelms the others can be problematic.

Fifth Principle
Every member is responsible both for himself and for what happens in the group. 

Everyone decides for himself, or herself, whether or to what extent situations, group happenings and conversations address his or her own concerns. In this way, each member contributes actively and responsibly to what happens in the group and how its work is structured. Each member should tell the others when in his or her opinion something is going wrong within the group. Then possibilities for changing things can be considered together.

10. Rules and methods for group work 

Rules and methods serve to structure the conversation and course of events in the group. They make it easier for everyone to concentrate on a definite subject and his or her own concerns. Application of the rules and methods differs from group to group and also depends on the subject matter of the self help group.

Thus, for example, many self help groups in the area of addiction work with rules different from those used by groups dedicated to experiencing oneself or to dealing with a certain chronic illness.

Some self help groups work without established rules or only use certain techniques and methods which appear to them to be necessary for group work. 

It is always the group which decides on the rules and methods, if any, which are used by the group in doing its work. Every self help group develops its own method of work which is suitable for its concerns and needs. This work style can change over time and make the use of rules superfluous or necessary.

Here, now, are some rules and methods which have proven to be helpful.
10.1 The beginning and end of each session are determined in advance.
The members know when the group work begins and can prepare themselves for presenting their concerns during this time. Punctual beginning and end of the sessions are important for this reason.

10.2 Everyone speaks about himself and not about others.
As a matter of principle, every member speaks about himself – about his or her  thoughts, feelings, experience, hopes and expectations. Of course, one cannot  avoid speaking about relatives, friends and others who play an important part in one’s life; nevertheless, the group’s attention should be directed to oneself.

Also, nothing should be said about group members when they are not present!

10.3 Group communication problems have priority
Interrupt the conversation if for any reason you are not really able to participate in it. For example, you might be bored, annoyed or for some other reason not be able to concentrate on the conversation. Such an “absent” member loses the chance to develop himself in the group and the group also loses the benefit of this member’s presence. When the problem has been set aside, the interrupted conversation is resumed, or it may be that first another subject is discussed because it is currently more important for the group and was possibly raised by the interruption itself.

It takes courage to apply this rule, but this rule is very important and promotes the feeling of togetherness within the group.
10.4 How am I doing today?
At the beginning of their meetings, many groups ask about the current problems and moods of the members (e.g. including fears which are brought to the session). The group first goes over these, even though another subject was actually planned. This approach gives the individual a feeling of togetherness and being understood.

10.5 Snapshot
Every person receives the opportunity to say something short (at most 2 minutes) about a certain subject, situation or current mood. These statements are not discussed; indeed, nobody makes any comments about them at all!

The snapshot can be applied at the beginning, during or at the end of a group meeting, as well as in group situations in which a lack of clarity prevails.

A snapshot can serve to:
· clarify diffuse situations between the members,

· depict the current personal situation of the members
· to express one’s own feelings and moods
· to present expectations, needs and wishes,
· to identify subjects which arouse interest,
· to ease everyone into the group conversation, 

· to draw a picture of opinions which concludes the group session.
The snapshot is not evaluated until all the participants have expressed themselves. At that point certain conclusions might be drawn (e.g. to change the subject or to apply a certain rule). 

10.6 Feedback

With feedback we find out how our conduct has affected others. The positive effect of feedback lies in the fact that conduct which disturbs group work can be corrected and conduct which is helpful can be reinforced.

When I am not sure how my conduct affects the other members of the group or when I want to know what others think of me, I can ask for feedback.

Also, when, for example, the conduct of a particular member of the group pleases me or releases unpleasant feelings in me, I can announce that I am going to give a feedback.

It is not easy to give feedback, nor is it easy to get feedback from others. We are not accustomed to speaking of our feelings openly. That is why it is helpful to go by the following rules for feedback:

When you give feedback:


Speak to the other person directly and show that this is who you mean.


Speak of the feelings which the conduct of the other has released in you. Say specifically how you experienced the situation so that the other person can understand which conduct of his you mean. Assessments, complaints and speculations about the conduct of the other are not helpful.

When you receive feedback:

Do not try to refute something right away or to defend yourself or to explain the matter. First listen and notice which feelings the feedback releases in you. You can also ask the other members of the group for feedback. Not until then can you go into the substance of the matter.
Feedback is helpful for: 
· comparing your own perceptions with those of others,

· recognizing background, decisive moments and motivations of individual modes of behaviour and statements,
· avoiding interpretations and speculations,
· receiving information about effects and effectiveness of one’s own conduct and behaviour.

Feedback helps one to learn, to give criticism and to take criticism or rethink and possibly change one’s modes of behaviour.

10.7 Moderators
The discussion in a large group can be structured by a moderator. This makes it possible for everyone who wishes to to have his say, for the subject not to be lost sight of and for its main thread to be kept in view. The moderator can be a different person for each session. Designating a moderator is only a means for structuring group work, and not one for determining what is said or not said.

11. Examples of rules for group interactions 

The psychoanalyst Ruth Cohn has developed the concept of interactions focused on a specific subject. During the past few years the elements of this concept have been becoming increasingly popular in group work with adults.

In this section we give some examples of subject focused interactions. These are suggestions which should assist you in your group work. Each self help group should apply those methods and rules which best help it to structure its goal oriented group conversations. Some groups only apply a couple rules or none at all. Others apply a fairly large number of rules. You decide which rules and methods, if any, to apply on the basis of what helps you to structure your group work in a pleasant and effective way.

 ‘Be your own leader’

Be your own leader and act in accordance with your own needs in regard to the subject and to what is otherwise important for you. You are responsible for what you do for yourself through this group. You do not need to ask whether that which you want pleases or displeases the other members of the group. Just say what you want. Each of the other members is his or her own leader too, so they will tell you when they want something else.

 ‘Be authentic and selective in your communications. Be clear on what you think and feel and decide what to say and do.’
If I just say or do something because I am supposed to, then what I say or do has not been evaluated by me in my own proven way and I am not acting authentically, not acting in accordance with me. When, however, I am authentic, I contribute to trust and understanding.

 ‘Be careful with generalizations’
Generalizations interrupt the group process. It is also easy for them to distract from specific persons. Generalizations are appropriate when a subordinate subject has been discussed sufficiently and it is time to go on to something else.

 ‘When speaking about yourself, use the first person; that is, do not say ‘one’, ‘we’, ‘us’, etc. when you actually mean ‘I’ or ‘me’. 
Some statements are a personal confession or confidence which also encourages other participants to make similar statements of their own. In these cases, do not hide behind words such as ‘one’ and ‘we’, thus avoiding responsibility for what you say; rather, present yourself as your own person and use ‘I’ and ‘me’. 

 ‘When asking a question, say why you are asking it and what it means for you.’
Following this rule promotes real dialogues which meet the need of the questioner for answers. While questions by themselves are another means with which you can avoid revealing yourself and your opinion, when you express your opinion in addition to your question, you make it easier for the persons to whom you put your question to contradict you or agree.
 ‘Only one person at a time, please!’

Nobody can listen to more than one statement at the same time. You, as well as everybody else, can only concentrate on verbal interactions when they follow one another in time. Group cohesion results from concentrated interest of its members in each other and for each other’s statements and actions.

Side conversations should not be allowed. When side conversations are conducted, they should be made public and included in the group conversation.

12. Traditions and steps of the anonymous groups. 
The so called anonymous groups have developed as a special form of group work.

Alcoholics Anonymous, the first of these, started in the USA in the 1930’s. Since then, numerous anonymous groups have been formed. They build their work on twelve traditions and twelve steps. Anonymous groups have been especially popular in the area of addition, e.g. Overeaters Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous (medications and drugs), Gamblers Anonymous and even Emotions Anonymous.

Anonymous groups are always open to new members and, as a matter of principle, work without professionals. The meetings are moderated by experienced members of the group.

The first anonymous alcoholics were religious people. Thus their steps and traditions refer to God or a ‘higher power’. However, the group lets everyone interpret this concept in his or her own way.
The traditions describe the self image and working principles of the anonymous groups, whereas the twelve steps constitute a ‘program for personal growth’.

The twelve steps include, for example, acceptance that one is no longer able to solve one’s own problems alone, an inner inventory, and ‘making amends’, e.g. to persons who have been harmed by one’s own habit. The steps end with the wish to pass on one’s experience to others.
The traditions include, for example, that the common good is in first place and the recovery of the individual is based on the unity of the group.

The only prerequisite for membership is that desire, to ‘stay dry’ or, for example, to become emotionally healthy.
Anonymous groups do not participate in actions or undertake other projects. They pay strict attention to their independence.

Anonymousness has a spiritual basis which group members wish to continue to sustain.

13.
Difficulties in the work of self help groups
Group work is always subject to a certain set of dynamics. Difficulties can arise in every phase.

While people with similar problems and concerns meet each other in self help groups, they can be very different in their personalities. Differing opinions, interests and needs come together in every group of people. That is quite normal and not problematic, when taken by itself. It is not the differing opinions and points of view which are a problem, but rather the way people deal with these.

13.1 Difficulties in the initial phase
The following difficulties can arise:

· Members do not know how they can play a part in the group or tell others something about themselves.

· The help anticipated outweighs the individual’s willingness to become active; that is, the people affected by the common problem generally take it for granted that they will primarily be helped by the others (consumer mentality) 
· Responsibility for what happens in the group is delegated to the ‘group leader’ or contact person.
· It is always the same people who do all the work which arises.
· The group is too large or too small.

· Expectations and the state of being affected are very different.

· It is not possible to reach any agreement on objectives and approach.

· Minimal organisational prerequisites cannot be fulfilled (e.g. room, times).

· Integration of new members is difficult because there is already a core group. The opposite is likewise possible: it is hard to take on new members because the existent does not yet have sufficient inner stability. The resulting fluctuation can endanger the group.
13.2 Difficulties during development
Every self help group develops its own styles and structures. These constitute the strength of the group and determine its inner life. This has its difficulties:

· There are few active members but many passive members. The passive members expect the active members to keep the group alive, but they feel this is asking too much of them.

· Special tasks and duties are taken on in a self help group by dominating and especially active persons. The group becomes oriented to certain individual members who are thus regarded (in)officially as leaders.
· Members react to conflicts in the group by staying away. This can endanger the existence of a small group.
· In difficult situations the group might also grow together. The decision on whether to admit new members can be of great importance. Large fluctuation (market character) endangers continual group development and stabilization.
· Mutual affection can be an important factor for cohesion in a self help group. This is made possible by an open, honest and pleasing group atmosphere. When antipathies between members are not addressed, they have a significant negative effect on the atmosphere of the group.
· Excessively large differences between expectations of a self help group and the possibilities for realizing these lead to resignation and/or dissolution of the group.

· Referrals of persons (e.g. by physicians or therapists) to a self help group can be very problematic. Quite frequently, these persons have not been properly informed of the self help character of the group and expect immediate help for their problem without having to be become active themselves (consumer mentality).

13.3 Difficulties in orientation and effects on the outside world
The members of a self help group which has been in existence for quite some time can, due to their intensive dealings with the group topic, become experts in their own matter. They have accepted their problem, are able to cope with it better or have even overcome it. This frequently leads to their desire to use their acquired abilities (e.g. in the form of counselling) for the benefit of others who are struggling to overcome the same problem.

In this way the focus and objectives of their work, which was at first directed to themselves, becomes redirected to the outside world. Frequently this leads to a core group of members who inform and counsel persons not in the group on a volunteer basis. The boundaries between self help and outside help vanish.
In this phase, strains and conflicts can arise which affect the self help group and, most especially, can lead to roll conflicts for the persons giving counselling (overload and dominance of individuals, extension of the volunteer activity for others, etc.). At this time of change, or upheaval, openness among the group members and mutual reassurance of joint objectives and methods are a prerequisite for the self help group to continue. Advice from experienced project workers or timely help through supervision can ward off disappointment.

14. Support of the work in self help groups
14.1 Group consultation with professionals
An especially important characteristic of self help groups is that they work without professional assistance. But they can still arrange for consultation with and support by professionals.

Group dynamics and group problems can be so closely intertwined that the members are not able to recognize the actual causes of conflicts and are therefore not able to set them aside. In such situations, many self help groups would like specific support from outside. They turn to other self help groups or professionals such as employees of the self help contact offices or social workers or psychologists experienced in group work. Of course, it is the self help group which decides on which form of support is required.
When a self help group needs support, the subjects and problems should be formulated exactly, the scope of the support requested should be defined and the wish for consultation with the outside should come from all or almost all the members of the group. 
Experience has shown that the group should invite the consultant to a group session at which all the members of the self help group will be present. There should be no consultations outside of group sessions.
It is especially important that consultants not deal with the topic of the group; rather, their advice should only concentrate on the structure and work mode of the group and on the ways in which the members interact with one another.

14.2 Direction of the group by professionals
When serious conflicts endanger the work of a self help group or it is about to break apart, the group is faced with the following alternatives: either the group dissolves itself or it tries to get the problems under control by enlisting the help of a professional who directs the group for a limited period of time.

This professional is asked to help the members of the group to see the actual difficulties and conflicts and the group dynamic processes. The professional should give suggestions and assistance with which conflicts in the group can be overcome together, thus improving or reviving the abilities of the individual members and of the group considered as a whole to do the work at hand.
In many cases self help groups are directed by a professional during their initial phase, say for 3 to 10 sessions. Here, the professional helper reinforces the initiatives and abilities of the members in respect to the work in a self help group and makes them able to determine for themselves what happens in the group. Thus the professional helper who assists a self help group with getting started properly pursues the objective of making himself or herself superfluous.

However, sometimes difficulties arise. Experience shows that after direction by a professional has come to an end that the group does not last must longer. This is frequently due to the development of a group dynamic which fixes on this professional as the leader of the group. In this case, when he or she is no longer there, the group falls apart.

Paying for such direction by a professional is usually problematic except as these costs are borne by a self help contact office. This assistance from outside is expensive and not every member can afford such costs.

If a group decides on continual assistance by a professional, it is no longer a self help group as this term is properly understood. It could be better described as a directed or therapeutic self experience group or conversational group. 

14.3 Support through other self help groups
An exchange of experience with other self help groups can also contribute to resolutions of the conflicts in one’s own group.

Joint meetings are a special form of exchange of experience and information between self help groups. A joint meeting is attended by all interested groups which either

- work on the same topic (e.g. fear, breast cancer, unemployed, etc.), or

- come from the same region. 

In Berlin, regular thematic joint meetings are currently held for cancer and depression.

Objective of the joint meeting
With joint meetings, the top priority goes to exchanging experience on the course and results of the work in self help groups. Thus difficulties and changes which pertain to the entire group are discussed but personal problems of individuals are not discussed. 

A joint meeting can also be very informative for a person who is looking for a self help group. Here, he or she can get an impression of the various groups and their mode of work and can join an existent group.

Professionals from the health and social sectors can be invited to joint meetings to exchange information and knowledge together with the self help groups.

During a joint meeting, interests and (political) demands of the self help groups in a certain general topical area can be discussed. Perspectives for a joint strategy can be developed for bringing about realization of these demands.

New ideas can be developed jointly or ideas and aids for individual groups such as consultation and support in special situations can be agreed. Joint meetings are also useful for planning joint events.

Organisation of the joint meeting
Each self help group can invite other groups to a joint meeting. In many cases it is organised by self help contact offices because they are generally informed of the groups which exist for the given topical area or in a given region.

Joint meetings should take place regularly but not too frequently (at most every three months).

Experience shows that moderation through professionals or experienced group members helps to structure the meeting and address the diversity of concerns.

14.4 Self help panels for subjects of global interest
There are also panels which meet regularly, such as the ‘Berlin Self Help Panel for the Chronically Ill and Disabled’. This panel is concerned with internal exchange of information (pinpointing of deficiencies) and formulation of joint concerns to be presented to the public (more understanding for the chronically ill, improvement of their social position, more transparency in health services, for independent, specialized appraisers, etc.).

This panel includes representatives of all relevant groups, projects and initiatives from the health services sector. In meets regularly every two months at SEKIS and is always open for new initiatives.

The results of the panel discussions have an immediate effect on the activities of the relevant self help groups and vice versa.

Panels of this type also exist for other topical areas, e.g. in the area of initiatives for aliens and immigrants.

14.5 Organisational aids
Professional helpers (e.g. in self help contact offices or health and social facilities) can also support self help groups in organisational areas through:

· Provision or mediation of suitable rooms,

· Mediation of competent experts for lectures and discussion rounds, 

· Public relations (self help newsletter, database, internet, etc.)
· Joint organisation and execution of information events (self help market and others).
15.
Self help contact offices in Berlin / Address list
The self help contact offices are the first place to look in the search for a self help group or organisation. They know about the possibilities for self help in their region and have the task of informing the public about access to and working methods of the self help groups. 

The persons who work at the contact offices are professional advisors who provide their knowledge about self help initiatives to all interested parties (persons affected, experts such as physicians, therapists, social workers, the news media, etc.). Today, there are self help contact offices in all parts of Germany. 

Here is the office for all of Germany followed by the offices in Berlin.
Germany overall :

NAKOS, Nationale Kontakt- und Informationsstelle zur Anregung und Unterstützung von Selbsthilfegruppen

Wilmersdorfer Str.39, D-10627 Berlin 

Tel: 030.31 01 89 60 / Fax 030.31 01 89 70

http://www.nakos.de; selbsthilfe@nakos.de
Berlin headquarters 

SEKIS, Selbsthilfe Kontakt- und Informationsstelle

Albrecht-Achilles-Str.65, 10709 Berlin (Wilmersdorf)

Tel: 030.892 66 02; Fax 030.89 02 85 40

http://www.sekis-berlin.de; sekis@sekis-berlin.de
Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf

Selbsthilfetreffpunkt im Nachbarschaftshaus am Lietzensee e.V.

Herbartstr.25, 14057 Berlin (Charlottenburg)

Tel: 30 30 65 12; Fax 30 30 65 13

http://www.nachbarschaftshaus-am-lietzensee.de; 

selbsthilfe@nachbarschaftshaus-am-lietzensee.de
Friedrichshain - Kreuzberg 

Selbsthilfe-Treffpunkt Friedrichshain 

Boxhagener Str.89, 10245 Berlin  (Friedrichshain)

Tel: 291 83 48; Fax 29 04 96 62

http://www.selbsthilfe-treffpunkt.de; info@selbsthilfe-treffpunkt.de
Köpenick - Treptow 

Eigeninitiative Selbsthilfe-Zentrum Köpenick & Treptow

Fennstr.31, 12439 Berlin (Treptow) 

Tel/Fax: 631 09 85

www.eigeninitiative-berlin.de; eigeninitiative@ajb-berlin.de
Lichtenberg 

Selbsthilfe- und Nachbarschaftstreff Lichtenberg 

Ahrenshooper Str.5, 13051 Berlin (Hohenschönhausen)

Tel / Fax: 962 10 33 

http://www.selbsthilfe-hohenschoenhausen.de; 

selbsthilfe-hohenschoenhausen@freenet.de
Synapse Selbsthilfe / first location
Schulze-Boysen-Str.38, 10365 Berlin (Lichtenberg)

Tel: 513 88 88; Fax 51 06 60 05

Synapse Selbsthilfe / second location
Harnackstr.25, 10365 Berlin 

Tel: 55 49 18 92; Fax 55 48 96 34

selbsthilfe.synapse@kiezspinne.de
Marzahn - Hellersdorf

Selbsthilfe Kontakt- und Beratungsstelle Marzahn - Hellersdorf

Alt-Marzahn 59A, 12685 Berlin (Marzahn)

Tel: 542 51 03 / Fax 540 68 85

http://www.wuhletal.de; selbsthilfe@wuhletal.de
Selbsthilfeunterstützung im Stadtteilzentrum Pestalozzi-Treff 

Pestalozzistr.19, 12623 Berlin (Hellersdorf)

Tel: 567 78 38  

http://www.mut-gesundheit.de; pestalozzi@mut-gesundheit.de
Mitte 

Selbsthilfe - Kontakt- und Beratungsstelle StadtRand gGmbH

Perleberger Str.44, 10559 Berlin (Tiergarten)

Tel: 394 63 64 / Fax 394 64 85 

http://www.stadtrand-berlin.de; kontakt@stadtrand-berlin.de
Neukölln

Selbsthilfezentrum Neukölln-Süd  


Lipschitzallee 80, 12353 Berlin (Gropiusstadt)

 Tel: 605 66 00 / Fax 605 68 99 

http://www.selbsthilfe-neukoelln-sued.de
info@selbsthilfe-neukoelln-sued.de
Selbsthilfe-Zentrum Neukölln-Nord
Hertzbergstr.22, 12055 Berlin (Rixdorf)

Tel: 681 60 64 / Fax 681 60 68

http://www.selbsthilfe-neukoelln.de; selbsthilfe.zentrum@berlin.de
Pankow 

KIS Kontakt- und Informationsstelle für Selbsthilfe Pankow-Prenzlauer Berg 

Fehrbelliner Str.92, 10119 Berlin (Prenzlauer Berg)

Tel: 443 43 17 / Fax 44 34 04 78

http://www.kis.hvd-berlin.de; kisberlin@aol.com
second location in Pankow:

Gesindehaus - Selbsthilfe und Kommunikationszentrum Buch/Pankow 

Alt-Buch 51, 13125 Berlin (Buch) 

Tel: 443 43 17 oder 941 54 26 / 27
Reinickendorf

Selbsthilfe- und Stadtteilzentrum Reinickendorf

Eichhorster Weg 32, 13435 Berlin (Märkisches Viertel)

Tel: 416 48 42 / Fax 41 74 57 53

http://www.uhw-berlin.de; selbsthilfezentrum@uhw-berlin.de
Spandau 

Selbsthilfetreffpunkt  Mauerritze im Kulturhaus Spandau 

Mauerstr.6, 13597 Berlin (Spandau)

Tel: 333 50 26 / Fax 333 60 43

http://www.spandauer-selbsthilfetreffpunkte.de; 
shtmauerritze@aol.com
Selbsthilfetreffpunkt Siemensstadt 

Hefnersteig 1, 13629 Berlin (Siemensstadt)

Tel / Fax: 382 40 30 

http://www.spandauer-selbsthilfetreffpunkte.de; 
shtsiemensstadt@arcor.de
Steglitz - Zehlendorf: 

Selbsthilfetreffpunkt im Nachbarschaftsheim Mittelhof

Königstr. 42 - 43, 14163 Berlin (Zehlendorf)

Tel: 802 32 53 / Fax 802 63 99 

http://www.nachbarschaftsheim-mittelhof.de; 
selbsthilfe@nachbarschaftsheim-mittelhof.de
Villa Folke Bernadotte 

Jungfernstieg 19, 12207 Berlin (Lichterfelde)
Tel: 77 05 99 75
Tempelhof - Schöneberg: 

Selbsthilfetreffpunkt im Nachbarschaftsheim Schöneberg

Holsteinische Str.30 12161 Berlin (Friedenau)

Tel: 85 99 51 30 / Fax 85 99 51 11

http://www.nachbarschaftsheim-schoeneberg.de;  

selbsthilfe@nachbarschaftsheim-schoeneberg.de
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Guides
just for Berlin: 

SEKIS, self help newsletter 

for Germany: 

National contact and information office for ideas support of self help groups (NAKOS). 

'Red Addresses': local and regional self help group support offices in Germany 
'Green Addresses': self help associations at the national level in Germany
‘Blue Addresses’: search by people with rare diseases and problems for relevant self help groups and for other people with the same disease or problem.
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