
I

A Proposal for a New MPA Structure: Ideas on the formation of Support Groups

For the October MPA Conference

Submitted by Larrny Beckman

fn the good old early days of MPA, when we were too small to be an

institution, or even a para-institution, there were greater feelings of

closexness and contect among the members. Then, we could all meet in one

roont there were fewer business items, more time for people to express them-

selves.

In the intervening years, things have slowly changed. As the mem-,

bership grew too large to congregate in one small room, we have not taken

steps to replace the old structure. Henee, feelings of alienation and

demoralization within the group. I feel them strongly.

One thing MPA has never systematically done is to develop a program

of "therapy" (except for the few "encounter" groups which, though impor-

tant, involve only a tiny percentage of the members). In the early days

the closeness of the MPA community constituted a therapeutic setting.

Since then we have allowed ever-widening gaps to grow between us. It has

seemed to me as if the machine has set off on an irreversible course.

The purpose of this proposal is to contribute to discussion about the

possibility of changing direction.

To change direction I donrt believe it is enough merely to try to

change attitudes of members. That is a possible solution in a very small

corununity, but not in one as large as MPA. We need a structural change to

serve as the soil in which newl attitudes can grow.

At present MPA's structure is defined almost entirbly in terms of

work areas, not in terms of people. Responsibility is felt to d.o such and

such a chore (order coffee, write a report, do house shopping, d.rive people

to an activity) but not to provide ongoing suppoft for those who most need it.
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It is easy for everyone to say, "That is not my job."

Although not formally defined as their job, it is the best intentioned

people who try to help very freaked-out members. These "helpers" are few
necessary

in number and quickly burn themselves out because they do not have thTback-un

support. They also tend to leave the group when they feel the futility of

trying to help so many people. (I should note here that the points I have

been raising apply mainly to the drop-in center rabher than the residences.

They may apply to the residences too, but I am less familiar with then.)

r keep coming back to this irrefutable fact: we are spending more of

our energy doing secondary than primary tasks. This is the situation with

most bureaucracies. They expend more time perpetuating themselves than per-

forming the function they were established to do.

As long as people gravitate to the few "amateur" therapists, the gen-

eral feeling will remain that you can't really get the help you need at MPA.

The amateur therapists (amateur, by the way, comes from the Latin, amor,

meaning love) cannot handle the demand.s aLone. And who do they turn to

when they freak-out?

In case we have forgotten, MPA is a self-help group, meaning that we are

all supposed to help each other. But we need a structure within which that

goal is possible. The meat of this;:proposal is to suggest a structure in

which we can put the primary goal first, j..e., of supporting each other.

There is a certain amount of necessary paperwork that must be done to

keep MPA going. But we can cut it down to a minimum, and, as an e*perinentt

rrre can set up smal1 support groups which any member can join voluntarily.

Much of the work energy that is now put into ar€as like transportation,

activities and political action would be put into sustaining the support groups.

Here are a few guidelines I suggest for the support groups:

I) They be made up of 5 to 7 people, including members and coordinators.
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Thelrmembersnmake a commitment to meet at least once a week for

at least one hour. (several other activities can be scrapped to

make room for these support group m"eetings')

The members make a commitment to try to get to know each other and

to open up to one another. But this shoufid not be used as a demand

to pressure others into speaking when they don't want to. People

can choose at any time to remain silent'

The members make a commitment to try to support one another in all

areas of their lives, i.e., that they try to learn to turn to each

$tr
other first when a problem.E crisis arises. This means that every-

one will try to learn to support others and to learn how to accept

support.

one purpose of this proposal is to ensure that People don't get lost

in the shuffle at MPA; that the less outgoing and more freaked-out members

will have an,rp.pportunity to share their lives with, and receive support from'

others.

I thinl< j-f we adopt this structure, which is really a very simple idea

based upon the "buddy system'r (a terrible name) used by other groups, we

should start out with t very simple set of d,emands on the groups' the

structuse should be seen as an experiment with each group given maximum

freedom to explore its own needs and functions'

There will probably be some cesistance to this proposal because these

groups may cut across certain natural groupings at MPA' €.9. r friendship

groups and residence grouPs. I think, however, that there should be some

randomness in the composition of groups. This is to avoid the situation

where the stronger, more popular peopile end up in the same group, which

would eonly reinforce the cliqueishness and exclusion which already exists

2)

3)

4)

to some extent.. There should be some self-selection in the support groups'
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but we should guard against the possibility of shy or fseaked-out people

being excluded or being all lumped togebher'

To begin, I suggest that 10 to 15 people be chosen to serve as the

nuclei of support groups. It will be the responsibility of each of these

core people to find 4 to 6 others to join their groups' i'e" people who

agree to the commitments listed above'

I donrt want to get too far ahead of myself, but I think some thought

should be given to regular reviews of the structure to see whether it's work-

ing. Perhaps there could be biweekly meetings of support group representa-

tives to review the structure.

This paper is just a skeleton of a proposal to begin overcoming the

alienation and distance that exists in MPA. r really think this is the sort

of idea we have to have the courage to try if we are to break through the

inertii and conservatism that has bogged the group down.

I strongly believe that the conference should €ndorse the key ideas in

this proposal and try the new structure experimentally for six weeks, at

which time a full review should be help'

We have little to lose by trying it; and it may provide the first steip

in the solution of many of the prob*&ns that have been plaguing MPA for a

long time now.



the men

t
I

I

.flsso ciation r bylon yck ,

, Th" Mental Pa0ents' Assoclation was folmed $r€ year
,o,:, ago m these sta0stics.i. Emotimal illness ls the naflon,s numbor one hegl& .,

, problein.
r t. .One out of trree'nuclear &mllles will heve at legse,.
1,.1, me urernber hospihlized in a mental tnsdtuHtn , .':"'. 5090 of 

'suicldes 
are commltted withln Srree mmrtrle

, of a release !'rom an instihrUon ,i . Since ib"lormadon one year agq M.P.n ias pro-*: gr€ssgd.'to tln point qhere we noff'have twocenFes
n,. in Yancower and a farm in Matsqul ,The west end ....,

{; 
'center is equipped as a home forrelease"sfrom hospitals i

. F fg a period of one montb" At the end of tils period, em-
_ i ployment and suitable housing arrangemenb are'made .

l^ I for them in tbe community. It ls also a (drop-ln have ,,'' , , coffee center) during tlre day. Crisls trelephure lines
. f aren day add night for lonely and dishrbed people.
: i . The East end centpr irs desiped for sllghily morel. ;. re$Uve activities. Sensitlvity and therapy sessioos
I aT.g- conducted and tle one mooth sby for ex-Datients -,i c still applies.
, , wooded land ls utilized for rremonthstaysin the coutry
,-. i,' as_wellas week-end excursions. ,".,t' .; ,,r . . l

' t'0. In other parts of Bre vorld, halfuay progiams havel
u, [":proven advantageous from bott Fychiatric and financial
i tu points ol yiew. It has been demonsbated that fewer peo-
, i ple return to hospital r mors are alile to secure empioy-

.' ment - and lhat {he savings on"publlc..ftrndsareeon-' * siderable. In coneluskhr, frcre ls a pressing peed ln ii f sgclety ior an association such as. ours. The'lssws., ,: , around wilch se are organiaing are litglsllt thse ol I

..S'lt&anddeath. ."- |

P Il L9u fq{ you'd like b be invo}ved wttl M"P.A, 
i'u yut wlll enable us to:- r . ..

*. Frevemt needless hosplblizafron ofttre embdmailf
i S.dtstufbed, Helpplaceer-padenbbackintosociety.Br- .'

tfqdq 0or leowledg9'lq the fleld ol menbl healtt Crlt :
!' ,.. tum the colcsal tsll of .human suf8rlng.
t .* W€ need voluteersl -

I l A Voluteer Trelnlng Course wtll bs sbrH Agrtl U&
I " Tbe course cmsisb of crlsls hainhg. Other acL
' r lvlnas needed gre'DQele '.f Sive emo{onal gppnort-lq .-' tr: resldences.
* i ;; ;i*rna0m phme Tdrrv at ?lt&3325 Aprll i,6,?,

f -- tetore 6 ----- after 6 pione O"t t1 738:23?5 
. . .'r,

i I :. ".'. ! . ,- i:'l"';ll: ': "r' ,

r
*

;.

1

r
$,.1

THE MSNTAL NATTPNTS'
ASO(rclATtoN -;
Tho'"Mrntll Prtlcnt*' Asiociatibn

qmr. formcd onc ycat ego on these
rtsiliil6l

l. Bmotional iltneg is the
nrtlon! numbcr one health problem

,, 2. Ono ul, of three nuclear
familics will have at least one mem-
ber hospitalized in a'mentdl in-
stitution.

3. SOVI of suicides are committed
within three months of .a releasc

Broaden our howl@h,la"tp
' field of mcntal ircalth f +to,

":tt''. Cut down the colossal toni:,rif Ihuman.suffering I

of crisia'

.f.olt,tl 
'il''!i:i1'f' 

!,,. 1,i.+ ;

If you feel you'd like tobc involvcd
' *.itb M3*{.,.you.wilt cmbla_xr toi

Prcvent needlecs hospitalizati,on
of tbc enotionetly di*urbcd 

_

A P?l I I 2, t\ 1'L


