
Methods
This research is collaborative between a social work researcher and three 
leaders of self-help groups. We conduct qualitative interviews with members of 
the National Association and other self-help groups related to it. The role of 
leaders as participative observers in group meetings is crucial because all their 
self-help group meetings are exclusive to family survivors. 

Findings

Self-help group leaders never treat family survivors as “mentally vulnerable 
patients.” Self-help groups trust all group members and respect their voluntary 
participation. They accept the group members as whole people, not as mere 
meeting attendees or as unilateral recipients of their help. All of the differences 
between peer-led self-help groups and professionally led support groups 
discussed above are linked to the difference between the existence and the lack 
of empowerment perspective. Peer-led self-help groups are extremely powerful 
in empowering family survivors of suicide. 

Conclusions

In contrast with professionally led support groups, self-help group meetings led 
by family survivors of suicide share common features. 

Voluntary participation
Self-help groups respect the fact that each person who participates in 
their meetings does so voluntarily. For example, the group leaders do 
not strongly encourage family survivors to attend any meetings. 
Therefore, even if the leaders notice somebody hovering near the door 
of the meeting room, they do not speak to them; they wait for that 
person to speak first of their own accord. People may also join 
self-help group meetings without revealing their real names and 
addresses. If given postal addresses by meeting attendees, the group 
leaders carefully avoid sending out “pushy” invitations to future 
meetings; they send only the necessary information regarding these 
meetings instead. They know from their own personal experience 
that, sometimes, family survivors want to be left alone and that it is 
crucial that the decision made to join a meeting is a voluntary one. 

Continuity with everyday life
Monthly self-help group meetings tend to last for several hours, for 
example, from around noon to late evening, and are divided into a 
series of varied subsections. Typically, they start with group members 
chatting very informally with each other on arrival in the meeting 
room. At the proper start time, the formal part of the meeting begins, 
and each person briefly introduces themselves to everyone else. The 
attendees are then divided into small groups, in each of which 
members share very deep experiences and feelings. After this sharing 
session, the small groups break up, the meeting reverts to a whole 
group situation once more, and the participants chat freely with each 
other again. During this period of chatting, tea and refreshments are 
served. The leaders refer to this relaxing period of informal talking as 
“cooling down,” and stress that it is important for attendees to have 
this time, because it helps them to “cool it” and to slip back into the 
routine thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of their everyday life. After 
the formal meeting has ended, available attendees are invited to 
another meeting in a public place, such as a coffee shop. This meeting 
structure maintains continuity between the group sessions and the 
everyday lives of the individual participants. This continuity not only 
allows members to gradually prepare to reveal and share their deepest 
feelings in the small-group session, but also to revert to the behavior 
of their usual lives during the large relaxing “cooling down” session 
and the subsequent, more public, talks.
                                                                                            
      

No medical (recovery) model 
Self-help groups do not treat their members as in any way ill, and 
stress that grieving is very natural. Any theories in which survivors 
have to recover from their grief are rejected; instead, it is suggested, 
through sayings like “Our recovery is impossible,” and “Grief is part of 
our body,” that survivors choose to lead a life with their grief.
                                                                                            

No outsiders and guiests
Japanese self-help groups for family survivors are strictly exclusive to 
those who have lost family members to suicide: no outsiders or 
“guests” are permitted to join their meetings. Any and all attendees 
are allowed, and are also expected to contribute to the meetings by 
undertaking various tasks, such as preparing and cleaning the 
meeting room, serving tea, and offering refreshments. 

Small subgroups
Participants are divided into small subgroups for the sharing of their 
deepest experiences. These divisions are primarily made according to 
the relationships of the individual participants to the deceased family 
member. Parents, children and spouses are usually kept apart, as, for 
example, a mother could hardly express her anger at, and grudge 
against, her deceased son’s wife, who was unable to save her 
husband, in the presence of this same woman whose husband had 
died. It is thought that the correct number of participants for these 
small subgroups should be less than from six to eight.  

                                                                                            
      

Permanent communities 
Leaders of self-help groups are frequently ready to listen to and give 
group members telephone advice whenever their members need help, 
indeed many leaders have described episodes in which they have 
spent hours late at night talking on the phone. Leaders and members 
exchange emails and messages through blogs and online bulletin 
boards around the clock. 
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Introduction
In Japan, the number of suicide victims has exceeded 30,000 in each 
consecutive year since 1998. In 2006, “The Basic Act on Suicide Prevention” 
came into effect, and public subsidies were provided to numerous professionally 
led support group meetings for the family survivors of suicide. However, some 
survivors expressed dissatisfaction with these meetings, and subsequently 
began to organize their own group meetings instead. In 2008, they went on to 
establish the National Association of Family Survivors of Suicide, to which 24 
self-help groups currently belong. Each group holds a meeting on a monthly or 
bimonthly basis, and, about 12 people participate in each meeting. 
 These family survivors have developed their peer-led meetings in a different 
manner from those operated by professionals, and this has led to a problem 
with receiving societal sanctions. Our article aims to both describe the careful 
processes used in these survivor-led self-help group meetings and to discuss 
the advantages of these meetings, so that related professionals and the wider 
public understand the extent to which family survivors of suicide depend on 
them. 
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