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SELECTIVE USE OF PROFESSIONAL SERVICES BY FAMILY SURVIVORS OF
SUICIDE’S SELF-HELP GROUPS IN JAPAN

Wri�en by Tomofumi Oka, PhD, Sophia University, Japan

This paper is an excerpt from, and expansion of a presenta�on made at the Third Interna�onal Social
Development Conference in Malaysia (Oka, 2018). The purpose of the paper was to consider how
self-help groups (SHGs) play a unique role in the field of human and social development. The
presenta�on considered two case studies of the various knowledge bases of SHGs in Japan. This
paper extracts one case study, the family survivors of suicide and their “libera�ng meaning
perspec�ve” based on their collec�ve experien�al knowledge which is related to the rejec�on of
mental health bereavement professionals but welcomes and accepts legal professionals. This paper’s
contribu�on to the SHG literature is to highlight the group’s differing rela�onships with professionals,
a dis�nc�on rarely made in the literature.

The rela�onship between professionals and SHGs is a ma�er of much discussion and conten�on (see
Shepherd et al., 1999): “Professional” implicitly means the professional legi�mately trained to handle
an issue, not all professionals; thus, a heart disease professional is a physician or health care
professional, not an accountant, lawyer, or journalist.

The importance of “lived experience” or “experien�al knowledge” as the source of authority and
knowledge in SHGs is widely understood today. However, some professionals s�ll lack understanding
of the collec�ve experien�al knowledge of developed SHGs and some “professionals tend to trivialize
the ‘experien�al knowledge’… of self-help groups by iden�fying it as knowledge that individuals get
from their idiosyncra�c experience” (Oka, 2013a, p. 224).  However, as Munn-Giddings and her
associates (2016) state:

“A cri�cal feature of the way in which SH/MAGs [self-help groups] work is that members are learning
together and building a collec�ve knowledge base that remains in the group even a�er they leave it. The
difference between an individual’s experience of a health or social condi�on and this collec�ve knowledge
tends to be much underes�mated by professionals and policy-makers.” (p. 398)

Our interest is in this collec�ve experien�al knowledge which in mature SHGs results in a “libera�ng
meaning perspec�ve.’  Libera�ng meaning perspec�ve (Borkman, 1999) is similar in meaning but an
alterna�ve term to Antze’s (1976) “ideology” which implies cult-like or poli�cally mo�vated.  I like
libera�ng meaning perspec�ve because it considers social phenomena such as s�gma. Borkman
(1999) says:

  “People with s�gma�zed condi�ons need a libera�ng meaning perspec�ve that can free them of self-hate,
a nega�ve self-iden�ty and assump�ons that they are inadequate. They need to redefine their humanity.
Moreover, they need a construc�ve way of dealing with their problem.” (p.115)

CASE STUDY OF FAMILY SURVIVORS OF SUICIDE

The social context in which the SHG developed is important to note. Japan is es�mated to have about
three million family survivors of suicide. The government adopted na�onal suicide preven�on
measures through pos�nterven�on, support and treatment of family survivors of suicide. Therea�er,
many professionally led support groups for family survivors of suicide were started throughout Japan
(Oka & Borkman, 2011). They work within mental health agencies, so clients iden�fy with the groups
as a mental health interven�on. Bereavement professionals who lead the groups use a mental health
framework that focuses on stages of grief which the bereaved go through and then complete.
According to that framework, clients can get stuck in various stages instead of finding closure and a
state of resolu�on. Detachment from the deceased is the goal; clients who fail to detach are regarded
as having a mental health problem. Chronic grief is viewed as a form of mental illness.

This supposedly scien�fic perspec�ve on grieving however fails to take account of cultural
differences. In Japan, part of the culture is belief in maintaining connec�on with the dead and the
Japanese believe that the “spirits of the dead interact with the living” (Klass & Goss, 1999, p.550).
Many family survivors of suicide tried the professionally led support groups but found their
perspec�ves objec�onable and felt more s�gma�zed; some worked to develop an alterna�ve that
they ran themselves.

Family survivors of suicide started their na�onal organiza�on, Zenkoku Jishi Izoku Renrakukai (usually
abbreviated to Zenjiren), in 2008, and their membership is over 3,000. Their groups are en�rely
independent of mental health professionals and are cri�cal of psychological interven�on for family
survivors. In this paper, family survivors of suicide means members of this na�onal organiza�on.

The Libera�ng Meaning Perspec�ve (herea�er Perspec�ve) of family survivors of suicide a�racts
many bereaved people who are not sa�sfied with professional medical or mental health service, which
they sense are encouraging them to recover from grief. The SHG’s Perspec�ve tells them they do not
need to recover from grief but to live with it. “Grief is love” is their favorite mo�o, and this posi�ve
view of grief differen�ates the group from professional opinion (Oka, 2013b). Because the
Perspec�ve contradicts that of many psychologists and psychiatrists, they do not use their
professional knowledge. In fact, they loathe professional mental health terms such as “grief care.”  

 According to Oka’s interviews, the groups accept any stories that members tell of extreme reac�ons
to overwhelming grief as normal. For example, a mother who was extremely angry at her deceased
son’s wife made a straw doll to curse her. A pair of parents confessed that they were so sad that they
had eaten their daughter’s ashes li�le by li�le (Oka & Borkman, 2011, English version, p. 9).  The
group also counteracts the s�gma families face from the community by providing round-the-clock
support and friendship.

However, the groups have a network of suppor�ve professionals, many of whom are legal
professionals who are a�rac�ve for their advice on protec�ng the group’s legal rights. Suppor�ve
professionals are named “external reviewers”, not “advisors” which indicates the groups’ ethos of
working independently of professionals. I am one of the external reviewers. I have been working with
them since 2008, shortly a�er the establishment of the na�onal organiza�on; in Japan, a social
scien�st who is allowed to do research with a group incurs an obliga�on to work with the group,
publicizing their research, assis�ng them with group issues, or other help (Oka & Chenhall, 2011).

Many family survivors need to seek legal help and thus find lawyers and other legal professionals
helpful.  For example, an owner of an apartment house in which a woman killed herself demanded
compensa�on from her family for the damage caused to the reputa�on of the house. Other families
have sued schools for bullying their children and causing their suicide. A wife sued her husband’s
company for having overworked him which had driven him to suicide. (Oka & Borkman, 2011, English
version, pp. 15-16).

This brief case study shows that SHGs o�en react differen�ally to various kinds of professionals.
Further research is needed on how the experien�al knowledge and Libera�ng Meaning Perspec�ve of
a SHG is related to the professional tasked with dealing with that focal issue, but how SHGs might be
recep�ve and welcoming to professionals outside their immediate sphere of experien�al knowledge.

Tomofumi.oka@gmail.com
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