MEN’S RESOURCE CENTRE (EHCC)
5-YR PLAN (2003-2008)

The Men’s Resource Centre (MRC) had begun providing services to men in June, 2001. Initially conceived as a service that would “fill in the gap” of services available to men living in Manitoba, the MRC launched three different service area: (1) Counselling Services that would provide drop-in, individual, and group counselling to men on a variety of pertinent topics; (2) Community Outreach to deliver informational and preventative services to men prior to point of crisis; and (3) Peer Assistance, which involves men in the communities providing peer support to other men living in our communities.


The initial response by most people in the community was recognition that a resource centre for men was long overdue, and a willingness to support the growth of the MRC. As a result, the first six months of the MRC consisted of responding to service requests both by men in our communities, and by service providers working with men. The MRC provided services that were both unique (examples of these services included a group for men who wished to stop their use of pornography) as well as in large demand (an example of this group services is for men who have experienced childhood sexual abuse).


Since then, the demand for our services has grown tremendously throughout 2002. For the first time in it’s short history, the MRC has more potential group participants than spaces that are available. The waitlist for individual counselling services has grown to the point that men are having to wait a period of 3-6 months to access short-term counselling. In some months, two dozen men have accessed counselling through our drop-in counselling program. At the end of  2002, hundreds of men have accessed services at the MRC already.


It is clear, then, the MRC is a success, and has quickly outgrown it’s resources. As a result, the MRC is at the end of it’s “survival phase” (in that we no longer have to worry about whether or not the services at the MRC are applicable and will be utilised by men), and are now moving into a “consolidation and growth phase”, in which the MRC considers where it is at today, and where it will go to tomorrow. These 5-year plan, then, will serve as a guide for the coming years as the MRC begins to expand it’s services to men in Manitoba.

VALUES


From it’s inceptions, the MRC has clearly outlined values which it recognises as both  necessary and invaluable in the delivery of service at the MRC, and in the ways that the MRC conducts itself within the community of services within Manitoba. These values stand in contrast to traditional practices of masculinity, and include:


A relationship orientation. It has been common for men to make effort to achieve “independence” and “self-reliance”, often at the expense of important relationships with friends, family, and other community members. The MRC acknowledges that we live in a  world in which we mutually depend on others for care and nurturing, and it is within relationships in which we put into action important aspects of who we are, and it is within relationships in which we receive validation for who we are.


Fairness.  The MRC has strived to acknowledge, bring attention to, and challenge injustices, whether they occur in a personal or social context. The MRC recognises that, in  systems based on hierarchy, some people’s worth are under-valued, and that all people suffer from this injustice as a result. The MRC acknowledges that men both perpetuate, as well as bear consequences from, these injustices, and makes efforts to make this a more fair world for everybody to live in.


Reciprocity. The MRC recognises that relationships based on one person dominating another is damaging for the person who is dominated, and limiting for the person who attempts to dominate. Relationships are most satisfying when there is “give-and-take” between the people involved in the relationships. The MRC believes that all people require relationships in which there is both benefits that come from interrelatedness as well as opportunities for people to make contributions to other people’s well-being. As such, men need to assist in the development of relationships that promote trust and mutuality, rather than suspicion and competitiveness.


Responsiveness. We at the MRC believe that notions of “individual responsibility” have the potential to be limiting, in that they downplay the vast influence of social forces, and replicate economic rhetoric of ownership and personal property. A more helpful alternative we have found is a relational term, that of “responsiveness”. Responsiveness encapsulates notions that how one person acts towards another person’s needs will influence that other person’s sense of worth and value. Encouraging a sense of responsiveness in men means assisting men in developing an approach that values another person’s needs, and finding a way to meet those needs for the purpose of developing closer relationships.
Gender as an Oppressive Ideology. The MRC recognises that how men and women have been traditionally raised to think about what it means to be a man or a woman is very limiting. When these limited gender ideologies are enforced upon people, or when people are led to believe that this ideology is “natural”, then these limited roles quickly become oppressive. The MRC promotes alternative enactments about what it means to be a man or a woman, enactments that better fit with the individual person who is performing the gender role. 

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE


With these values firmly in place, consideration has been given to where the MRC might continue to move towards in promoting the values previously mentioned. Although we anticipate on-going refinements in our vision, we are hoping to see the following program areas move in these directions:


Peer Assistance Program

We see that the MRC will continue to rely upon, and expand, the Peer Assistance Program. This program area will serve as the foundation for the introduction of new, and continuation of existing, services to men at the centre. Furthermore, the Peer Assistance Program will work towards developing a “community of concern” that will take action towards a more equitable society. Peer Mentors will be involved in all facets of the program, and will provide leadership and feedback in all these areas.

More specifically, the MRC will offer no less than two Level One peer mentor training workshops a year (consisting of a maximum of 20 participants), to involve more men in the delivery of services, and to replenish peer mentors who are wishing to move on from their roles as mentors. Level One consists of five full days of training (30 hrs) to prepare mentors for work in supporting other men.

Monthly full-day workshops will be offered to mentors throughout the year to provide mentors with the opportunity to further their learning in the capacity of helping other men, to provide opportunity for reflection on the ways that they are currently helping men, and to provide mentors with the occasion to meet other mentors and to mutually support each other’s work as a peer mentor.

Peer mentors will assist the MRC in many ways, for example, as a referral source, as a source of the generation of ideas for new services, and as a consultative body for the improvement of services. Most importantly, however, is that the MRC is looking for a full integration of the Peer Mentor in the delivery of services. 

The training model that we are using involves first inviting interested peer mentors to a training workshop specific to a certain type of intervention (i.e., “drop-in” counselling, group-counselling, etc.). Upon completion of this training, peer mentors will be invited into a participant/observer role with another staff member, with the goal of working towards equal contribution in the invention. At this point, “veteran” peer mentors can train “new” peer mentors in the intervention, so that peer mentor training is self-sustaining.

The benefits to this model of service-delivery is two-fold: on one hand, the MRC is able to offer a wider variety of groups and services without requiring substantial funding increases. On the other hand, the peer mentors are meaningfully involved in helping other men, which fits with the MRC goals of assisting in the development of nurturing relationships between men. This also has personal benefits to both of the men involved, as peer mentors can the satisfaction of being directly involved in another man’s changes, while the man who has received peer assistance gets to benefit from another man’s own personal experience with the same difficulty that he himself is facing.

Therefore, the MRC 5-year Plan views the peer mentors as the basis for which the MRC is to grow and remain pertinent to the issues that men are facing in Manitoba.


 Counselling Program
The MRC continues to view therapy practices as potentially problematic, if they continue to replicate power imbalances between groups of people (i.e., the “expert” therapist over the “unenlightened” client), and if they continue to provide individualized solutions to systemic contradictions. Therefore, to break from the history of oppressive therapy practices, the MRC must offer services that: (1) challenge traditional hierarchies that have existed between service-providers and service-users, and (2) account for social conditions that exist outside of, and act upon, the men who use the services at the MRC.

The MRC will continue to advance our work in providing ethical counselling services with greater inclusion of men/peer mentors who have formerly used our counselling services. This demonstrates a partnership between knowledge that comes from formal training with the knowledge that comes from personal experience. This recognises that all people, regardless of their social position in life, have valuable wisdom to share with others, and that it is in the sharing of this knowledge that we grow with each other.

Counselling must remain critical of the social conditions that shape our lives, and cannot simply serve as a “backdrop” to a person’s life. Counselling practices that encourage conformity to systems that de-value people’s lives and relationships collude with ideologies of exploitation. At the MRC, we are looking to continue to work towards counselling practices that place a premium on a person’s quality of life, and the enrichment of his relationships with his family and community.


We have emphasized the importance of group counselling at the MRC so as to counteract the individualizing pressures of counselling. However, we are aware that even group counselling has the potential to be individualizing, if it does not open dialogues between the experience that the men are addressing, and those who are outside of the experience. To counteract these pressures, we will implement formal opportunities to create increased understanding of the issues that men have faced, and to share their experiences of what they have and have not found helpful in the counselling process. These experiences will be open to both staff and peer mentors, so that many can benefit from one man’s experience of change. This will also work to undermine the social pressures to categorize men who have used our services as “in need of help”, and the therapist as those who are in the best position to offer that help.

This is not enough, however. It is imperative at the MRC that counselling practices not only includes legitimate recognition of the social context in which we live our lives, but also could serve as an instrument that also challenges bigger systems to change. In this way, the MRC will not be involved in replicating social dynamics that are resistant to change. It is envisioned that the initiatives will come from each individual group, but will be a formal part of every group’s termination phase. Some of the initiatives that have occurred so far has involved inviting family and friends to a group session to learn of the work that a group is doing. Other initiatives might also include a letter writing campaign, open forum nights at community centres, and other public awareness efforts.

At the MRC, we do not feel that it is enough that individual men make personal changes in their lives, if it leaves larger systems unscrutinised. Therefore, counselling practices at the MRC in the next five years will involve more and more efforts directed at challenging the traditional practices, and the expected outcomes, of counselling interventions.


Community Outreach
Remedial services that are offered at the MRC are useful to men who have already experienced some source of difficulty in their lives. However, we also value contributions that are preventative in nature, that is, providing to resources to men prior to the culmination of a difficulty. Thus, the community outreach program should continue to offer services to men living in Manitoba that assist in the reduction of the likelihood of an interpersonal crisis. In particular, outreach services to men living in rural Manitoba remain a priority.

As with our other services, we at the MRC are reluctant to approach communities of men as the “expert” bestowing knowledge to local men; instead, our hope is that our outreach services will: (1) promote a mutually beneficial experience for both the community members and the MRC, as well as (2) promote an increased sense of awareness and competency for the men in the community to continue the dialogue once we are no longer involved with that community.

In all our efforts in the Community Outreach Program, we will strive to collaborate in the creation and maintenance of individual, interpersonal, and social resources for the community to work towards active and just participation in family and community activities.

2003-2008: THE PLAN FOR SERVICE DIRECTION

-the MRC will begin to involve Peer Mentors in all the groups that we are offering in the role as co-facilitators, as well as involve Peer Mentors in our Drop-in support program; 

-the MRC will begin an annual walk against violence, and assume responsibility for the organization of the White Ribbon campaign in Winnipeg; 

-the MRC will continue to make efforts towards raising awareness regarding issues related to male childhood sexual abuse and domestic violence;

-the MRC will develop a conference on male childhood sexual abuse that will be open to both service providers, and to men who have experienced childhood sexual abuse;


-the MRC will begin pairing up “veteran” Peer Mentors with “rookie” Peer Mentors in the provision of group services, with MRC staff serving in a consultative role. Peer Mentors will also be trained and begin to provide more formalized one-to-one support;


-the MRC will begin consistently offering a wider range of support services to men living in rural Manitoba, which will include individual and group support on a variety of issues that men are facing. These will be “satellite” services that are provided locally but are centrally supported by the MRC; 

-the MRC will begin to consider issues related to men’s health as central to the overall range of services that are offered at the MRC;


-the MRC will begin to offer a critical literacy program, that will both increase men’s literacy skills and awareness of the issues that men face from traditional versions of masculinity.

CONCLUSION


All plans require flexibility rather than rigidity. Without a doubt, the 5-Year Plan will need to be fine-tuned, reworked, and revised in the coming years. However, the Plan does point the direction to where we see the Men’s Resource Centre heading to. Certainly, it captures the spirit in which we would like to proceed further. It is this remaining close to the spirit of the Plan that is of the utmost concern for the Centre, and that will allow us to move responsively into tomorrow with consideration and concern for men, men’s families, and men’s communities. 


The coming years will, no doubt, bring both joy and disappointment to the Men’s Resource Centre, and to the men involved with the Centre. This is to be expected. However, we will work hard to encourage men to be there for each other in a manner that is not hurtful to others, and in a manner that remembers that painful times will pass, and better days are waiting for all of us here in Manitoba.

Duane Lesperance, MSW

MRC Program Manager 

June 18th, 2003

