BRIDGE
FOR MENTAL HEALTH
An exchange of good practices

An exchange of good practices

TABLE OF CONTENTS
1. STORY OF THE BRIDGE ........................................................................................ 3
2. WORKING CONCEPTS: EMPOWERMENT ........................................................... 7
2.1. WORKING CONCEPTS: NON-FORMAL EDUCATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH ........ 11

3.1. EMPOWERMENT PRACTICES ......................................................................... 15
- Interviews about empowerment in Hugarafl .................................................. 18
- Concrete empowerment actions ...................................................................... 20
3.2. MENTAL HEALTH EDUCATION PRACTICES IN MINTE FORTE ..................... 23
- Interviews about mental health education ..................................................... 29
4. NEW IN HUGARAFL: MENTAL HEALTH EDUCATION EVENTS ........................ 33
5. NEW IN MINTE FORTE: EMPOWERMENT GROUPS ......................................... 37

1.
STORY
OF THE
BRIDGE

A BRIDGE FOR MENTAL HEALTH
This is a story about two organizations, one from Iceland, called Hugarafl (eng. Mind Power) and
one from Romania, called Minte Forte (eng. Strong Mind).
Hugarafl focuses on the recovery of people with lived experience of mental health challenges, using
equality, peer work and a very consistent and coherent working model that is the result of years of
refining the empowerment philosophy and fine-tuning it to the needs of the users. The key of Hugarafl’s success is creating a space for recovery that offers enough freedom for expression and making
one’s own choices and enough structure to support the development of skills, taking initiative and
risks, growing strong through being vulnerable. It is an example of how a community can be built
to function both as a safety net as well as a trampoline for placing people back at the steering
wheel of their lives.
Minte Forte has focused mainly on prevention and mental health promotion, by extensively educating the general population on mental health topics and building skills, attitudes and cultivating
knowledge that could prevent developing mental health issues. The organization has been a
pioneer in addressing the sensible topics of mental health publicly, stressing their importance and
providing support for building resilience.
The two organizations met in 2015 and found a common ground in trusting the human beings and
their right and capacity to enjoy mental wellbeing. And besides this, they could see complementarity in the working methods each organization used, Hugarafl having empowerment at the core of
their activity and Minte Forte relying mainly on education as an important tool for supporting
mental health.

WHY DO WE NEED A BRIDGE?
Just as humans, organizations need to continuously learn, in order to grow and to improve the
ways in which they serve their communities. One good way to do this is to look at how other organizations activate, especially if they share your values and goals and also have extensive experience
in a part of your workfield that you haven’t yet explored deeply.
The two very different health systems and social, economic and cultural environments in Romania
and Iceland have enhanced the development of specific activities and services in each organization, while the main societal needs that the organizations try to address are similar.
So this project provided opportunities to explore the implementation of some practices that are
not to be found at a local or national level, to study in-depth their contextual factors and mechanisms and to pilot them in each organization.

HOW IT HAPPENED
The project took place between 1st June 2018 and 31st May 2019 with funding from the Erasmus+
program, under the Key Action 2 - Strategic Partnerships.
It was designed as an experiential research with the main purpose to exchange and to pilot the
good practices of empowering young people with mental problems for recovery (from Hugarafl to
Minte Forte) and of prevention through public mental health education events (from Minte Forte to
Hugarafl). The project had interconnected phases, built around a series of mobilites for youth
workers, online cooperation and local activities:
Exploratory field analysis and data collection - was conducted by the participants in the first first
two mobilities, happening simultaneously in Romania and Iceland between 15 June and 15 July
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2018. Participants collected data about the areas of expertise of the hosting organization, cases of
success, efficient methodologies used in the partner organizations. The needs of development of
the hosting organization and the extent to which the environment supports the practice planned to
be initiated was also analysed. They attended planning meetings for the organization's ongoinglocal projects, as well as recovery and empowerment groups. They held interviews with key
persons in the hosting organization, about their personal experiences with empowerment and
mental health education. They met with local partners, community members, stakeholders and
held educational activities for the host organizations’ staff and members of the local community.
The participants in this stage of the project gained knowledge about how the hosting organization
functions in its specific cultural, social and economic context, how empowerment, peer support
and mental health education are implemented in an organizational culture different from their
own, learned new tools and strategies for their mental health youth work.
Data was analysed after the first two mobilities, through local team meetings and transnational
Skype meetings. Resulting from this was a tailored action plan to be implemented by participants
in the next two mobilities, containing clear directions of study, activities to be carried in order to
test the good practices in the hosting organizations and the expected outcomes. In this phase,
participants developed an integrated understanding of both organizations' features, strengths,
development needs, key working concepts.
Trying out the good practice was the focus of the one-month mobilities that took place in September 2018 in Iceland and October 2018 in Romania. Participants in these visits conducted personal
projects in the hosting organizations, integrating the concepts and directions from the previous
phases. More specifically, Romanians hosted by Hugarafl organized empowerment related activities, while Icelandic participants hosted by Minte Forte conducted mental health education events.
A final seminar took place in Romania in May 2019 with the purpose of sharing the learning
outcomes from the previous visits, with more people from both organizations and enriching them
with additional topics: Emotional CPR (from Hugarafl) and therapeutic activities (from Minte
Forte). Hugarafl members are certified in the method of Emotional CPR, that complements the
future work of Minte Forte for empowerment and Minte Forte shared therapeutic methods that are
accessible to non-psychologists, which can enrich the work Hugarafl will pursue with the general
population.
Piloting the good practices in the local communities was the last step in the project. This gave the
opportunity to test the feasibility of the empowerment group and of the public events for mental
health education, in the new environments.

2.
WORKING

CONCEPTS:
EMPOWERMENT

“Empowerment” has become a popular term in mental health programs, but the concept can be
understood in a wider sense, that applies to the everyday life just as well. In a research project
designed to measure empowerment in programs funded by and for people with mental health
challenges, Judi Chamberlain and her team came up with a working definition, including fifteen
key elements of empowerment:

1. HAVING DECISION-MAKING POWER.
Individuals that have experienced mental health challenges are often assumed by professionals,
family and friends to lack the ability to make decisions, or to make "correct" decisions. People with
lived experience should be given the opportunity to find their own way in there recovery and courage to make decisions about their lives, both big and small. Without practice in making decisions,
users are maintained in long term dependency relationships. No one can become independent
unless he or she is given the opportunity to make important decisions about his or her life.

2. HAVING ACCESS TO INFORMATION AND RESOURCES.
Decision making shouldn't happen in a vacuum. Decisions are best made when the individual has
sufficient information to weigh the possible consequences of various choices.

3. HAVING A RANGE OF OPTIONS FROM WHICH TO MAKE CHOICES (NOT
JUST YES/NO, EITHER/OR.)
4. ASSERTIVENESS
Assertiveness is about being able to clearly state one's wishes and to stand up for oneself helps an
individual to get what he or she wants. It is expressing your opinions, needs, and feelings, without
ignoring or hurting the opinions, needs, and feelings of others. This affirms the person's rights or
point of view without either aggressively threatening the rights of another (assuming a position of
dominance) or submissively permitting another to ignore or deny one's rights or point of view.

5. A FEELING THAT THE INDIVIDUAL CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE (BEING
HOPEFUL).
A person who is hopeful believes in the possibility of future change and improvement; without
hope, it can seem pointless to make an effort. Yet mental health professionals who label their
clients "incurable" or "chronic" seem at the same time to expect them to be motivated to take
action and make changes in their lives, despite the overall hopelessness such labels convey.

6. LEARNING TO THINK CRITICALLY; LEARNING THE CONDITIONING;
SEEING THINGS DIFFERENTLY; E.G.
Learning to redefine who we are (speaking in our own voice).
Learning to redefine what we can do.
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Learning to redefine our relationships to institutionalized power.
As part of the process of psychiatric diagnosis and treatment, people with lived experience have
had their lives, their personal stories, transformed into "case histories." Therefore, part of the
empowerment process is a reclaiming process for these life stories. Similarly, the empowerment
process includes a reclaiming of one's sense of competence, and a recognition of the often hidden
power relationships inherent in the treatment situation.

7. LEARNING ABOUT AND EXPRESSING ANGER
Because the expression of anger has often been so restricted, it is common for people, especially
with lived experience, to fear their own anger and overestimate its destructive power. Everyone
needs opportunities to learn about anger, to express it safely and to recognize its limits.

8. NOT FEELING ALONE; FEELING PART OF A GROUP.
Empowerment does not occur to the individual alone, but has to do with experiencing a sense of
connectedness with other people. Truly belonging to a group or a community or having a few
significant relationships is a source of informational, emotional and practical resources, that are
needed in the process of a person’s empowerment.
For a person with lived experience on their way to recovery, a community can be called truly
supportive when it doesn’t just provide opportunities for socialization and emotional ventilation,
but it also enables the person to find and use the resources to empower themselves.

9. UNDERSTANDING THAT PEOPLE HAVE RIGHTS.
Not only understanding that people have rights, but also knowing what these rights are and being
able to recognise when one’s rights are being violated by others, are key points in being empowered. Understanding our rights increases our sense of strength and self confidence and is dependent on assertivity (point 4) to enable our reaction to a violation of rights and standing up to
protect them.
Especially when being faced with mental health challenges, people may become more vulnerable
to the violation of their own rights, because much of the mental health system is still based on
unequal power relations between the ‘’user’’ and the ‘’specialists’’ and as a consequence, the
person can find her/himself depleted of his/her rights, such as having access to information or
making decisions for their lives.

10. EFFECTING CHANGE IN ONE’S LIFE AND ONE’S COMMUNITY.
Empowerment is about more than a "feeling" or a "sense," but rather a precursor to action. When
a person brings about actual change, he or she experiences increased feelings of mastery and
control. Also, the sense of being an agent of change in one’s life and in one’s community relies a lot
on knowing your personal strengths and resources and having the confidence to manifest them.
Again, we emphasize that this is not merely personal change, but is interconnected with the community in which the person is immersed, that can be impacted by the change and can, in turn,
enhance it or block it.
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11. LEARNING SKILLS (E.G., COMMUNICATION) THAT THE INDIVIDUAL
DEFINES AS IMPORTANT.
Being in charge of one’s own life involves having the capacity to decide what is important for you to
learn and to be able to learn it. As an effect, you gain more power by manifesting those skills into
the world.

12. CHANGING OTHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF ONE’S COMPETENCY AND CAPACITY TO ACT.
This point reflects mostly the experience of people with lived experience. When having psychiatric
diagnoses, people are widely assumed to be unable to know their own needs or to act on them. As
one becomes better able to take control of one's life, demonstrating one's essential similarity to so
called "normal" people, this perception should begin to change. And the person who recognizes
that he or she is earning the respect of others increases in self confidence, thus further changing
outsiders' perceptions.

13. COMING OUT OF THE CLOSET.
The expression is generally used to describe people with devalued social statuses who choose to
reveal what they have been (righteously) hiding, out of fear of rejection and discrimination. A wider
sense of it can encompass the rather universal tendency of humans to hide the sides of themselves
that are labelled by society as weak or shameful. In this understanding, having power over one’s
own life may mean to be able to choose when it is wise and when is it not to show your vulnerable
side to others, and not to make this choice from a position of fear.
For a person with lived experience, coming out of the closet may involve communicating your
mental health challenges or different extents of their struggle and recovery story. Such a step can
happen in different stages of their empowerment process, because it can be both an effect and a
cause of feeling empowered.

14. GROWTH AND CHANGE THAT IS NEVER ENDING AND SELF-INITIATED.
Empowerment cannot ever come to a full and fixed end, but is rather an ever-changing process,
that can be marked by temporary gains or losses in power, or shifts of power from one domain of
life to another. So the personal growth that is needed to support empowerment should be never
ending as well. A lifelong openness to learning and developing one’s own resources is vital for minimizing the possible losses and ensuring the steadiness of empowerment throughout the fluctuating life experiences.

15. INCREASING ONE’S POSITIVE SELF-IMAGE AND OVERCOMING STIGMA
As a person becomes more empowered, he or she begins to feel more confident and capable. This,
in turn, leads to increased ability to manage one's life, resulting in a still more improved self-image.
Source:
http://power2u.org/articles/empower/working_def.html 2/5
9/29/2016 A Working Definition of Empowerment NEC Article
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2.2.
WORKING

CONCEPTS:
NON-FORMAL

EDUCATION FOR
MENTAL HEALTH

NON-FORMAL METHODOLOGY
Non-formal education refers to a learning framework that is typically provided outside of an education or training institution. Unlike a structured education institution, non-formal education does
not end with an attestation.
However, non-formal education has a common element with formal education in that it is structured. That is, it has clear learning objectives, provides a time and learning framework and also
provides learning support.
The characteristics of non formal methodology are: relevance to the needs of disadvantaged
groups, a focus on clearly defined purposes, flexibility in organization and method. The non formal
education is a lifetime long process meaning that after the reflective step is planned the next objective.
The purpose of non formal methodology in order to fulfill the needs is to make competencies
through knowledge (to understand, to analyze, to know ), skills (to make, to conclude, to do) and
attitude (to be motivated, to fear, to believe).
The learning objectives are centered on the acquisition of various such competences. We can take
as an example the competence to cook pizza:
- Knowledge - It is necessary for the person to know the list of ingredients, the quantities, the utensils he needs and how to use the oven, the cooking time, etc.
- Practical Ability - The person must be able to practice kneading the dough, adding the ingredients
in the right quantities, placing the pizza in the oven and recognizing when it is ready
- Attitude - Motivation to make pizza. If someone has the practical knowledge and skills to make
pizza but is not interested in doing so, then no action will be taken.
As seen in this example that in order to have a fully-formed competence it is necessary for its three
elements to be fully present. These three elements (attitude, skill, knowledge) can be developed in
any order and can help each other to be fully acquired.
From the perspective of participants in this process, non-formal methodology is active and experiential.
It is active in the sense that the participant engages in the discussions, activities or exercises
offered. The facilitators merely create the space and context from which the participants will take
as much as they need or want.
It is experiential by the fact that, being actively involved, the participant will have a personal experience to extract the lessons. This method is conceptualized by the theory of experiential learning,
developed by David A. Kolb, 1984.

MENTAL HEALTH
Mental health is defined as the wellbeing of cognition, behavior and emotion. In other words, it is
about the good state of our thoughts, feelings, and behaviours.
In our daily life, mental health is often represented as the ability to enjoy life, cultivate healthy relationships, maintain a healthy balance in our life and it’s also associated with good physical health.
The World Health Organisation stresses in its definition of mental health that
“It is not just the absence of mental disorder”. It is also a state in which the individual “realizes his
own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, is able to work productively and fruitfully
and is able to make a contribution to his or her community.”
More on, we would say that good mental health is also associated with good learning abilities, a
healthy way of expressing and managing positive and negative emotions, an ability to form and
maintain good relationships with others and the ability to cope with and be able to manage uncertainty.
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MENTAL HEALTH THROUGH NON-FORMAL EDUCATION
When we talk about mental health through non-formal education, we might be talking about
acquiring specific skills in the topic presented to us, but also the process, in itself, us learning, keeping our minds open and connecting with others, it is in itself a way of practicing mental health.
The skills can be connected with communication, skills like giving and receiving feedback, non-violent communication, asserivity, active listening. Such skills create the building blocks of a good
qualitative communication which in turn facilitates the possibility of being more empowered to
express feelings and needs or unmet expectations. By having a good communication with the
others, the individual has a better chance to support or be supported in difficult moments or in
their development process.
Skills can also focus on self processes, like meditation, conscious breathing, emotional integration
methods, self motivation techniques. All of these can be used as tools either to grow or to go
through a difficult period.
By focusing on the process, through non-formal activities, it can be created a safe space to express
and let oneself to feel vulnerable and be comfortable with others. The vice-versa is also available,
the participants can learn how to be comfortable when others are vulnerable in front of them. Such
processes create the experience of trust and acceptance in a group which empowers people to
apply these attitudes in their own environment.
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3.1.
EMPOWERMENT

PRACTICES
IN HUGARAFL

INDIVIDUAL PATH TO RECOVERY
When a person decides to come to Hugarafl there are no thresholds in that process, like waiting list
or referrals. In the first interview or/and introduction the newcomers are informed about how
Hugarafl works in general, which approaches we use in our work, what it means that they are here
on their own terms and how Hugarafl differs from other traditional mental health services. People
of Hugarafl introduce a variety of activities and services to the newcomers and they choose the
ones in which they want to participate. Of course, they can always change their selection, because
people may have different needs in different moments in time. Hugarafl provides varied activities,
tasks and projects, for example self help groups, yoga, arts, project groups (also international)
youth group, a group for families and a group that is dedicated to education about empowerment.

FOCUS ON STRENGTH
Newcomers are informed that they can have a conversation and support from a person with lived
experience, called “peer to peer support” or/and with a person with professional background.
Their collaboration with the person with professional or lived experience is always based on trust,
equality and respect. In these counselling sessions the focus is on the strengths of the person,
rather than their illness and we emphasize that everyone has a life story that affects them in different ways. Individuals have an opportunity to discover their strength and resources and how they
can manifest them. People are given space to talk about their life stories and to reflect on them,
talk about hope/future dreams and lack of hope/future dreams and discuss their needs and how
they can be met both in Hugarafl and outside of it. This can happen in a conversation between two
people (as mentioned above) or in a group work, like the empowerment group, emotional group,
self confidence group and others.

DECISION MAKING
Everything that Hugarafl does is decided upon and done by people with lived experiences of emotional distress and/or professional background working as equals.
There are different platforms in the organization for common decision-making, but the main ones
are the weekly empowerment meetings and grassroot meetings. Every member of Hugarafl can
attend and vote: people with lived experience, employees and board members. In empowerment
meetings everyone can come with ideas for the organization, like for example to run a new group
or project in Hugarafl or in the society and the group votes for it in a liberal way, everyone having
one vote. Some ideas chosen in the empowerment group need to be developed further in the
grassroots group. Also, in the empowerment meetings, decisions are made about practical things
regarding the household, like cleaning, organizing rooms and schedule, review various requests.

SPEAKING YOUR MIND
Hugarafl is sometimes invited to express written opinions about changes in laws and policies related to mental health,disability,stigma etc. These are often a matter of mental health topics (f.exs
changes in law and regulations) we have also been asked for opinion for other minority groups.
Projects like these represent one of the ways in which Hugarafl members get empowered to have
an impact in the society. We encourage each other to use our vote and speak up because everyone's opinions are valued. In these meetings people have an opportunity to practice their empower, by expressing their opinions and ideas, practicing assertivity, communicate and express their
15

emotions and feelings efficiently in an authentic way, using their experience.

MAKING WAVES
With increased empowerment people take more responsibilities in Hugarafl, gradually and on their
own terms. And they usually choose to take responsibility for simple tasks at first, like cleaning or
organising and later taking on more complex challenges, such as being in charge of a group or a
project. We emphasize that all tasks and projects are equally important. Very often, more experienced members support the newer ones who want to take responsibility as they need. For example, if you want to lead a group and you have no experience in that, you can have someone more
experienced by your side to assist you.
When Hugarafl was fighting the government to prevent the cut of funds that ensures its existence,
most Hugarafl members took action in that fight in some way, like writing articles, giving radio and
TV interviews, making signs and protesting outside of the building of the welfare ministry. They
truly made an impact beyond themselves, even though they were struggling with their recovery at
the same time.
The Empowerment and Grassroot meetings are also a good practice tool for people to have an
impact not only for themselves, but also for others.

CULTIVATING POWER
What we experienced is that when people feel their power, it doesn't matter where the empowerment starts to grow in their lives, because it usually has a positive effect on the other areas eventually. It can start from friendship relationships and extend to lifestyle, career, good habits and
household. It is always important to recognize where you feel empowered and where you are not,
so that you can be in charge of this process as well.

SUPPORT IN DAILY LIFE
Hugarafl members, both with lived experience and employees, can offer support in many ways, not
just in groups and counseling in Hugarafl, but also outside the organization, in situations like
having to deal with the bank or other institution that they feel insecure about or having to talk to a
friend or a family member in relation with whom they feel disempowered. Being in charge of your
life and being empowered does not mean not needing support anymore, because everyone needs
support sometimes and in certain situations. It is actually about recognizing what kind of support
you need and having built relationships with people that you trust, feel equal with and who don’t
have an urge to fix your problems, but rather help you know and use your own power.

MAGIC IN THE AIR
Hugarafl strives to create an inside environment in which everyone can find their path to empowerment, on their own terms and time limit. Many people who experienced Hugarafl services over the
years have mentioned that there is a special atmosphere here that is difficult to describe and
explain but they assigned it words as feeling welcomed, motivated, acceptance, joy and kindness.
They described that finally they found a place where they can be themselves and people who
understand them and can show them empathy. They feel that they can truly belong in the group
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and that it's quite easy to make significant relationships in the organization, that often last
throughout the lifetime.
Although all this may seem like magic due to its ineffability, we believe it’s just a matter of being
human and being oblivious of status and labels when relating to a person. And role-modelling for
each other what it means to simply be human.

INTERVIEWS ABOUT EMPOWERMENT
IN HUGARAFL
During the first mobility of Minte Forte members in Hugarafl, they made interviews about empowerment with several members of the hosting organization, including regular members, beginners,
group leaders, members of the board, founders of the organization. This inquiry resulted in a very
rich collection of perspectives on the topic, each stemming from the personal experience as with
being empowered and contributing to the empowerment of others.

1. WHAT IS YOUR ROLE IN THE ORGANIZATION?
Respondents‘ role in Hugarafl varied but most mentioned roles that involved some kind of responsibility. That could be taking part in the running of the organization (by being a board member or
leading/participating in meetings), leading groups, teaching, manage or participate in projects,
doing youth work or handling finances. But respondents also mentioned working with people,
supporting others, giving back and being a part of a team as an important part of their role in Hugarafl.

2. WHAT IS YOUR UNDERSTANDING OF EMPOWERMENT?
Empowerment is a human right. It entails being in control of your life and being able to choose
what you want for yourself. It is a tool, foundation and ideology for recovery. It is an individual
process but is in dialogue with the environment and society at large. It takes time to build it up and
strengthen it. It involves the feeling of being connected to and valued in society, that you are part
of something bigger. It is the feeling that you matter and that you make a difference. It also means
being able to influence the system/society. You can‘t empower people, you can only create an
atmosphere for this to happen.

3. WHAT WAS YOUR EXPERIENCE WITH EMPOWERMENT?
People described being in a place where they felt they had limited power and competency, a lack
of control over their lives. Then the magic happened. Slowly but surely they discovered the ideology of empowerment and began to feel it from within. Like two of the respondents phrase it: It is an
experience of „starting from nothing and being in the position I am right now“ and „learning step
by step: Wow, I can do that!“ They felt more capable in doing the things that mattered to them.
They discovered their strengths, interests and opinions and started stating them. They organized
groups, took part in discussions and projects, told their stories and educated others. One person
mentioned that empowerment was an ongoing process as the person keeps empowering oneself
all the time.

4. HOW DO YOU CONTRIBUTE TO OTHERS‘ EMPOWERMENT IN HUGARAFL?
By creating an empowering environment: giving people space to make their own choices, respecting that they know best for themselves, not to push them, try to help them out when needed without stepping on their toes or taking over, support them and encourage. They also contribute to
others‘ empowerment by sharing their experience, connect with one another, teaching, leading
empowerment groups and being a role model.

5. WHAT KIND OF SUPPORT HAVE YOU RECEIVED THAT EMPOWERED YOU?
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A supportive community where you can connect with people that believe in you and where you are
allowed to be yourself. A community where you are trusted with responsibility and get opportunities but support is also available if you need help. There is space for experimenting and doing,
within reason, whatever one likes to do. And people believe in you when you don‘t believe in yourself.

6. WHAT ELEMENTS IN HUGARAFL FACILITATE YOUR EMPOWERMENT?
WHAT IN THIS SETTING SUSTAINS YOUR EMPOWERMENT?
The people (sense of community) and the atmosphere of Hugarafl are important. Knowing that
Hugarafl is always open and that you are welcome there matters a lot. Whether you are feeling well
or not you can come and talk to people over a cup of coffee, there is room for every feeling and it‘s
okay to express them. The people in Hugarafl encourage and support you and give you hope when
you don‘t have any, there is empathy and love and everyone takes care of each other. People are
checked on if they don‘t show up for a while. You are encouraged to try new things and contribute.
There is room for mistakes and you are still supported. There is opportunity for self-discovery, to
find your own voice, ideas and interests. You are always secure and your needs are respected. It‘s
important to send the message that you know best for yourself and also that support is on hand.
The empowerment meetings and going through the points of empowerment are another important element. In these meetings you have the choice to express yourself or to be silent and listen if
you want to. By getting to know the empowerment points, reading about empowerment and
discussing it, something starts to change in you. The idea that recovery is possible for everyone is
another empowering element. Other group work is also important and the fact that it is led by
people with lived experience of emotional distress. This is important because they become role
models for others that are working on their recovery. Working together as equals is also a huge
element for empowerment, it‘s important that both people with lived experience and people with
professional experience are equal, and that you don‘t see the difference between them. That they
make decisions together. It is good if people with professional experience go to individual sessions
without knowing anything about the other person in advance, and therefore haven‘t made any
assumptions about them beforehand.

7. WHAT ARE THE MAIN OBSTACLES IN YOU DAILY LIFE OUTSIDE HUGARAFL?
The two main obstacles for respondents in daily life outside of Hugarafl were financial problems
(results of low pension and high cost of living) and lack of family support and understanding.
Others were chronic pain, standing up for oneself, and dealing with anxiety and other uncomfortable emotions.

8. HOW DO YOU APPROACH THESE OBSTACLES?
Regarding the financial side, one had started working part time. Medication was helpful for chronic
pain and other tools previously acquired helped when dealing with anxiety and uncomfortable
emotions. Then support from family was also mentioned.

9. WHAT IN YOUR DAILY LIFE SUPPORTS YOUR EMPOWERMENT OUTSIDE HUGARAFL?
The four things that were mentioned most often were having opportunities, support and understanding from other people, getting recovery pension and some cultural aspects (not too pessimistic nation, more open minded than not, helping each other out, being a small nation). Other things
mentioned were nature, that the mental health system was good compared to other countries and
that there were many services to choose from.

10. WHAT ARE THE CORE ELEMENTS OF EMPOWERING OTHERS?
The core elements of empowering others are showing people that you believe in them and honestly believe that they can recover. This gives people hope.
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CONCRETE EMPOWERMENT
ACTIONS
Part of the seminar held in Romania in 17-24 May 2019 was a soulful coffee place in which participants discussed and learned about different ways to support empowerment of other persons or of
a community, both as an individual and as an organization. The following section summarizes the
concrete actions that were identified as fostering empowerment.

HOW CAN MY ORGANIZATION SUPPORT EMPOWERMENT?
Giving people the power to decide and acknowledge their result, by offering them a space in
which they can voice their opinions, be heard and feel supported.
Everybody s vote and opinion should be equal, regardless of their role in the organization.
Create a healthy atmosphere based on kindness, humility, openness, showing feelings, leaving space for mistakes and different points of view, giving positive feedback and lend hope
when needed.
It's important that people's needs are expressed and boundaries are respected.
Creating recovery and empowerment groups for people who need it, with weekly meetings
in which empowerment points are discussed.
Creating a code of rules and principles in the organization, make ads about when and what
decisions are being made; create newsletters & timelines of decisions.

HOW CAN I AND MY ORGANIZATION SUPPORT EMPOWERMENT IN MY
COMMUNITY/SOCIETY?
Awareness campaigns about what is empowerment is what it is not, where experts by experience share their personal experiences, stories and beliefs, in mass-media or social media.
Invite politicians and people from stakeholder institutions to the organization to see how
empowerment works.
Run awareness and education events in hospitals or mental institutions, both with sharing
lived experiences and also with workshops for both staff and users.
Have a regular non-formal educational event about empowerment for the general public.
Promote guidelines about empowerment.
Plant small seeds with family and friends and spread the message.
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Work with other NGOs, spread the message and make sure the organization is visible to all
NGOs working in the same/similar field as yours.
Meet vulnerable groups directly, especially in villages, where people don’t have easy access
to the city or organizations that work in this field. This can be done with moving around the
country with small workshops, knock on door to door to introduce yourself and the organization/event that is hosted at that time.
Collaborate with policy making people in our community, help them gain a good understanding of the purpose of the organization and the message you want to reach. Take part in
and influence the policy making. Here is important to be able to show in action how empowerment helps (with data and provide service based on empowerment), have facts, proof and
numbers.

HOW CAN I SUPPORT EMPOWERMENT OF OTHERS?
Keep it authentic while being vulnerable, sharing your emotions and story and be true to
yourself.
Keep it equal, horizontal interactions,not setting yourself above the other person or like you
know more than they do.
Let others validate their emotions and allow them to take space and focus and appreciate
their response/reactions.
Acknowledge their milestones in their empowerment journey while believing in their power
and accept that they make mistakes.
Respect boundaries, emotion thresholds, opinions and choices.
Be there for people and even give them a light nudge like a facilitator and not a pusher, present options but leave the choice to them.
Lead by example: bring hope, share yourself, be open and express yourself in empowering
way.

3.2.
MENTAL
HEALTH
EDUCATION
PRACTICES
IN MINTE FORTE

Mental health promotion in Minte Forte has at its core the vision of a society in which each person
take daily care of their mental wellbeing and in which those who face challenges are supported, not
discriminated. In this sense, activity in Minte Forte is aimed towards three main directions: mental
health education, support for maintaining or improving mental health, and psychological development.
We see education in mental health as the most basic foundation for mental health care, with the
purpose of creating awareness about the importance of mental health care, breaking stigma, and
promoting in the community the minimal actions anybody can take in order to stay healthy or
become healthier.
We believe that each person is capable to positively impact their mental health state, as long as
they have the knowledge and are provided with the proper context to develop resources in this
direction. We place emphasis on becoming aware of the factors which influence mental health and
provide support for developing healthy attitudes and behaviors.
Education activities in Minte Forte address all people who wish to maintain or improve their mental
health, therefore most of the time we work with the general community. However, we sometimes
take more focused approaches towards groups with particular characteristics and needs, such as
teenagers, parents, teachers, students, employees, elders, caregivers, and so on.

NON-FORMAL EDUCATION
The way in which we approach mental health education is based on non-formal principles, as we
believe these are the most effective in meeting the needs of the people, engaging them in the learning process, and leading to the development of practical skills which can be easily transferred to
everyday life contexts.
Using non-formal education to promote mental health means designing learning spaces in which
the participants directly experience various methods, behaviors, and ideas, they have the chance
to reflect on their experience, pinpoint their insights and learning results, and finally adjust the
methods to fit their own needs and life contexts. Non-formal education also involves a holistic
approach, in which attitudes and knowledge are developed together with practical skills. Different
formats and channels are used to convey the same information for different types of learners.

ORGANIZING AN EVENT
More concretely, Minte Forte volunteers have the opportunity to take part in the events organizing
team, within which the above mentioned non formal education turns into practice. At the end of
each year, a general gathering of Minte Forte members takes place, where we first brainstorm
possible topics and then decide on an adjustable schedule for the following year. We try to take
into consideration aspects as needs and interests of our target groups and our own resources,
meaning time, knowledge, skills and budget. Besides setting the topics, we also decide on a date
or, if not possible, on a month when the events should take place, usually they happen twice a
month, the type of the event, a short description or a title for it, trainers that would like to facilitate,
location, a date for a rehearsal, if necessary and the type of promotion that should be done. Of
course, we might not have all the information, but the purpose of this planning activity is to give an
overview of what will happen in the near future. All these are put in the shape of an online table and
are available to all members at all times. The shared document that contains this has other sheets
as well and is the main form of keeping information and a clear structure.
For a better understanding of the process of organizing a non-formal educational event, we can
take each step at a time. We start with a working meeting where we clarify all the details of the
following event and share responsibilities for it. Each volunteer can take one or more tasks. The
steps for the events team are, not necessarily in this exact order: creating the facebook event, as it
is one of our main methods of promoting our activity, by using the information given by the trainers; creating of the registration form - we use Google Forms, we consider it very practical; promot23

ing the event on facebook groups and pages, sticking posters, if the case; after people sign up,
confirming the registrations by sending an email to each person, always trying to keep a back up
list; posting articles, videos, images on the event related to the topic; sending reminder messages
two days before the event; being present at the activity to prepare snacks, check the sign up lists,
take pictures, take written or mental notes for a future blog post, help the trainers in other ways
they need and hand out feedback forms at the end of the event.

METHODS
HUMAN LIBRARY
The Human Libraryis a method used as a non-formal activity to challenge stereotypes and stigma
and it is meant to create a safe space that calls for dialogue. In Minte Forte, we tackle topics such as
mental health issues, going to therapy etc. with the purpose in mind of normalizing these experiences.
How does it work?
As the name suggests, the method works as an ordinary library, where the reader chooses a book
to lend, in this case for a couple of minutes, and ‘reads’ it, meaning the reader and the human book
have a discussion on a personal topic. This leads to learning opportunities and widening views, by
inviting the reader to open the cover instead of judging the book by it.
First of all, the human books need to be chosen and invited to share part of their personal stories
on a specific theme. For a well-planned activity, it is recommended to have a librarian, a person
that directs readers to certain books and keeps track of time. He or she can be helped by a number
of volunteers, depending on the size of the event, that lead participants to their seats and
announce when there is little time left before they need to change the conversation partner, as the
discussions take place one-to-one. We recommend that each pair spend fifteen minutes together
followed by a five minute break. Also, it is important that the books have a break, because talking
for a long time can be exhausting. This means no reader assigned at one point during the activity.
The number of changes can be decided with the books, but from our experience, we noticed it best
works with four rounds. Each book can have a cover to shortly describe their story, which can be
read before choosing to lend a specific book.

WORLD CAFÉ
The second method that we propose is the World Café that is a simple and effective format for hosting large group dialogue. It is mostly useful when more complex topics are approached that can be
divided into sub-topics and debated for a deeper view and understanding of them. For example, in
Minte Forte, we have approached subjects as addiction, jealousy, relationships, depression and
more.
How does it work?
The first step is setting the environment: three to five tables of a minimum of four seats set in a
café-like atmosphere, with an empty flipchart paper and colored markers on them. One person
welcomes the participants and explains the process that will follow. Each table has a table host
that knows the table’s topic and has prepared for it beforehand. This person is the only one that
will permanently stay at this specific table. His or her role is to hold the group, make sure they stay
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on the topic and offer space to everyone to contribute to the discussion. As in the human library,
here also it is recommended that each host has a round of break. All the others present at this café
are participants that are formed in groups of three to six people or more and, after a discussion of
about twenty minutes at the first table, will go to the next one and by the end, everyone will have
visited all the subjects. To conclude, each flipchart paper that was used to take notes during the
conversations can be presented to everyone.

BLIND TALKS
Blind Talks is a method Minte Forte has developed in the shape it will be presented here. It might
be that some other formats exist as well. It is meant to bring meaningful conversations and a deep
connection for the participants, while bringing awareness about how we perceive others when we
can’t see them and how we behave when we are not seen.
How does it work?
This activity takes place in a space as dark as possible with chairs set in pairs, one in front of the
other. Before entering the room, participants are blindfolded and led to their place where they will
wait until everybody has taken their seats. The facilitator will explain what will happen next and
will suggest two questions or topics for discussion. Usually, these are topics that one might not
discuss at a first meeting with a stranger, such as ‘Is there anything you regret not doing due to
fear?’ or ‘Describe an important teacher in your life’. For this, we suggest fifteen minutes, than the
pairs will be changed and two different phrases will be offered to be discussed. After around four
dialogues, the participants will unfold their eyes, look around and following a short break, take
part in a debriefing session to reflect on the experience.

WORKSHOPS – MODULES
Workshops are the main form in which non formal education takes place in Minte Forte. Through
this method, a very wide range of topics can be approached, from psychological education to those
related to personal development, mainly any mental health subject. The difference between workshops and modules is that the first is a one-time event, while modules are regular meetings. In the
case of the later, the group has the opportunity to deepen the understanding, attitude, knowledge
and/or skills. They both offer a lot of freedom to the facilitator regarding the creativity that can be
used and in which form: talking, writing, dancing, drawing, meditation, group or individual, static
or dynamic activities, indoor or outdoor and many more. The general purpose is that learning happens through experience. The length of a workshop can vary from two to six or even more hours,
with a recommended break after one and a half hour given the attention span of people.
Planning is a very important aspect regarding this method. It is relevant to define the learning
objectives, create the design of the session, have in mind what each activity should look like,
consider the time and materials needed.

CLIMBING CAMP
‘Development through climbing’ is a project initiated by Minte Forte which started in 2016 as
outdoor climbing and non-formal education camps, meant to tackle aspects such as fear, frustration, confidence, responsibility, cooperation, body awareness, and respect for nature. It is an
opportunity to connect with your own senses, body, and nature, to build trust in a group and in
yourself through the practice of climbing. We also developed an indoor version with activities
adapted to the space available in the climbing gym. Having all this guided by professionals in
climbing and mental health and taking safety into consideration are essential aspects in ensuring
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a fertile learning ground.
Generally, there is 70% of the time climbing and 30% of non-formal activities which build the foundational attitudes and skills further practiced in climbing. The setting is one of shared space, sleeping in tents or shared rooms, cooking around a bonfire and spending free time in an active way.

THERAPY SESSION DEMO
For more awareness about therapy sessions and in order to reduce fear of going to therapy or other
misconceptions, we created a type of event in which psychotherapists, together with volunteers
playing the role of clients, perform a demo illustrating a relevant part of a therapy session. This
aims to show people how therapy works and what exactly can one expect from such a session. This
happens like a short play, with a crowd watching the interaction between the two people in front of
them. Everything is set to look authentic and the two perform the twenty minutes they have
prepared beforehand. Usually, there are three or four such performances. Each time a different
topic or aspect is chosen to be performed. At the end, a session of Q&A is opened, where all the
therapists who have participated can answer questions from the audience.

VIDEO PROJECTIONS AND DISCUSSIONS
This method refers to mainly what the name suggests, meaning the projection of videos, be it
movies, documentaries, Ted Talks, cartoons or anything else that contains a message relevant to
the mental health field in a certain way, followed by a discussion on the topic, led by a facilitator
that has looked into the subject in advance. For example, we have projected Ted Talks about
schizophrenia, movies like ‘Little Miss Sunshine’, where ideas such as dysfunctional methods of
communication and punishment to help development were discussed; ‘Fathers and Daughters’,
where destructive patterns in relationships were approached; the documentary ‘HOME’, focusing
on the benefits of nature of our mental health.

LECTURE
Lectures are presentations of information on a given subject held by specialists to an audience. It’s
main advantage is that a large amount of information can be transmitted to a larger group. On the
other hand, it is known that it is the least effective method regarding the amount of what is remembered
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INTERVIEWS ABOUT
MENTAL HEALTH EDUCATION
The following chapter summarizes the responses given by some of the Minte Forte trainers, in the
interviews taken by Icelandic participants during their first mobility in the organization.

WHAT IS YOUR DEFINITION OF NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
Learning through experience was mentioned first and foremost. It’s a type of education structured
enough for people to be able to follow a learning direction and have a space in which to experience
something and to reflect on it, but still flexible enough to have fun and enjoy it and adapt the experience to their needs. Facilitating non-formal education is a way of supporting people to experience
and find their own answers within themselves.

WHY WOULD YOU CHOOSE NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
The respondents described it as more useful and more pleasant than the standardized formal education, you have more information and experience at the end. It is about experiencing something,
reflecting on it and thinking about what they have learned. They felt it was the most natural way
we are learning, a way of bridging minds. Non-formal education takes into consideration people’s
different styles of learning. If a person likes to learn by moving or visualizing or even through music,
non-formal education can give them that. One respondent mentioned that formal education and
non-formal education were complementary to each other.

WHAT IS YOUR FIRST MEMORY OF NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
Participants’ answers were in harmony regarding their first memory with non-formal education.
Some had previous experience with non-formal methods from other organizations or schools, but
all have in common that they truly got to know and understand non-formal education when they
got in touch with Minte Forte. They either saw a poster advertising a workshop during the Mental
Health Week, got inspired with the organization’s work in the community and decided to join the
team or participated in a training hosted by Minte Forte.

WHAT IS YOUR EXPERIENCE WITH NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
Respondents had different experience with non-formal education, but all of them had in common
that they began as participants and then felt inspired to learn the non-formal methods and begin
using them.
One started with European Voluntary Service (EVS) for 10 months, learned and trained English
through games, participated in a training of trainers and currently organizes events for Minte Forte
and sometimes leading workshops. Another started as a participant in workshops and trainings
that were mostly about self-awareness, self-discovery and group dynamics. That led to her creating her own methods and trainings both in the community and internationally. This participants
nature area is psychotherapy and uses both the formal knowledge and non-formal methods
together in therapy sessions. Another participant had begun taking part in projects and workshops
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in high school, worked on a student council. She had an academic background and felt as if combining that with non-formal education provided her with a better method to teach others. Another
participant had delivered a lot of workshops in Minte Forte. This participant also began with participating in workshops where non-formal education methods were used. She began taking notes on
how non formal education was used, how the debriefing was executed, how methods were chosen
and adapted. She then delivered many workshops in a short time and also began working with EVS
volunteers in Minte Forte, In school with kids, teenagers and in the community with adults. This
participant also took part in bigger projects and trainings both locally and internationally.

TO WHAT PURPOSE DO YOU USE NON-FORMAL METHODS?
The participants were usually applying non-formal education on the topics of mental health. To
share with people what they learned from experience and put it into non-formal context and give it
forward. People often seem to be more receptive to the topic of mental health when it comes in
such a relaxed form, a game-like context. In this way people may also be more open to talk about
their own mental health.It is very important for people to get the chance and the environment
needed to discover for themselves instead of always just begin told what to feel, think or believe.

HOW DO YOU PREPARE BEFORE A TRAINING OR A WORKSHOP?
The most common idea of preparation was to know the topic and the material used in each workshop. If you feel prepared, usually confidence in yourself follows. To be mindful of yourself, know
what you are doing and the topic. Also mentioned was the use of meditation practices (which is
recommended to anyone), centering techniques, clearing the mind of distracting thoughts. As for
the time needed for preparation and research, it always depends on the topic of the workshop.

WHAT DO YOU DO FOR INSPIRATION?
The respondents mentioned that they often found inspiration in other people, by watching other
trainers or through interactions with people. Inspiration can be found in so many ways: YouTube
videos, lectures or TEDx talks, by surrounding yourself with people who inspire you, or even your
colleagues, with online searches, quotes, opinions of people, maybe images. One participant
expressed that she had notebooks that had quotes from books and sometimes she created a whole
activity just from one single quote.

WHAT ARE YOUR STRENGTHS AS A TRAINER?
Respondents named different strengths that they had developed through their experience. One
mentioned being logical, seeing the big picture and understanding it before going into details. This
strength helps to be more organized and go through every step.
Another told about the ability to listen and make space for participants, to adapt to specific personality types. This also leads to remembering more often exactly what participants said, it gives the
feeling of being listened to, it also reflects that the trainer is present.
The strength that one developed a way of communicating with people in trainings that brings the
participant close to the people, using ‘’we’’ instead of ‘’you’’, referring to all people, being quite
understanding and accepting of people’s opinions even when they go off topic. This person is also
observant on how people feel during workshops and adapts to them.
Other strengths mentioned waere determination and discipline, always trying to make things as
clear as possible, in simple words and good structure, as if to give yourself and other people a kind
of a blueprint on what is being done.
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WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO DEVELOP IN YOU AS A TRAINER?
Respondents had in common that they were constantly learning from their experiences and took
time for self-exploration. Also mentioned were self-efficiency and self-confidence, actively try to
put themselves into challenge zone as much as possible.
To be more conscientious about preparing for process. While sometimes improvising can be necessary and good, it’s important to have it balanced and be prepared, with an open space for participants to flavor the workshop as well.
Being clear when giving instructions and preparing the explanation of a topic, being able to ask
and give further instructions when asked. It might not always come in a logical form so it could be
misunderstood if not prepared. Also to develop a habit of thinking more critically about the topics
and concepts you are working with.
To practice not to answer right away or give input as soon as someone asks a question. To rather
return the question to the group and see who else has input before summing it up.

WHICH DIRECTION WOULD YOU LIKE TO TAKE WHEN IT COMES TO NON-FORMAL EDUCATION? WHAT KIND OF EVENTS OR TRAININGS WOULD YOU LIKE
TO ORGANIZE?
Respondents mentioned that their direction would always be through non-formal education.
Some would like to get more experience with facilitating themselves, others prefer to do both organizing and facilitating. Other directions mentioned were connection with nature, outdoor trainings, working more with teenagers, targeting people who don’t usually have access to mental
health education or services. To be more focused on target groups then topics. Also, to work on
topics or skills that would support a self-sustainable community, such as empathy, communication
and caring.

CAN YOU GIVE ANY ADVICE FOR NGOS TAKING THEIR FIRST STEPS IN THE
NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
In the first steps of getting to know non-formal education and finding your path as an NGO, the
trainers recommended to attend a lot of workshops, experience it yourself, learn by experience,
take notes, ask, think about the architecture behind it and how it is designed, attend trainings of
trainers. Find ways to learn new things and at one point find a topic that is really personal and relevant for you, that you would like to design a workshop on. Research on this topic, there are a lot of
materials online to learn from.
They also found it important to mention the importance of a team building (always, but especially
when forming new groups). Get to know each other more closely, do some activities to help breaking the ice, find the needs of the group, decide together how often you would have a team meeting,
take notes that are available for everyone involved, find a platform where you could all communicate outside of the office.
Another advice was to start by facilitating in pairs, to have support when people go out of their
comfort zones. When you are new to facilitation, it is very comforting to have someone more experienced with you. Often the pairs are very complementary together, also bringing different qualities
to the training.

DO YOU HAVE ANY TIPS AND TRICKS ABOUT NON-FORMAL EDUCATION?
Own the information that you give further, so you will be very secure on what you teach, because if
you understand it, the others will understand it easier too.
Plan it well. Have it as detailed as you want or think is necessary, the timing, write every detail
down, description of what you tell them, think about every little thing that you can.
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Always be ready to adapt, because things change. The plan goes as much as it goes, but sometimes
you need to be confident, go with the flow and adapt.
Even if you have your objectives, remember that people are very different and in whatever learning
experience that you offer them, they will put whatever they come with from home. So be open to
what comes up and help the people to take the learning that comes from that. Don’t get too
attached to your objectives.
Remember that you are not there on a higher position and people are learning from you as much
as you are learning from them. So, don’t treat them like you are their teacher and they are you
students.
If you introduce new tools or a new concept, remember that what you are giving is just your own
view on it. You are just offering a tool but not the truth and if participants find it useful, they will
take it, but don’t force it on them. They have the right to not take it so just give them the space.
You can learn and everyone is an expert in their own lives and experiences, open up to this idea,
think that you can learn like you were constantly a reader in a human library. You are also there to
grow, not just to help others.

4.
NEW IN

HUGARAFL:

MENTAL HEALTH
EDUCATION EVENTS

The level of mental health literacy in Iceland is quite high compared to many countries in Europe
and the general population has a fairly good understanding of the basic concepts related to emotions, healthy lifestyle, relationships and they can identify the main signs of mental health challenges.
Nonetheless, in Iceland too there is a need for more education about mental health, with a focus on
improving various skills, related with difficult emotions and experiences, interacting with other
people, communicating assertively, understanding and addressing recovery and empowerment
etc.
Along the years, Hugarafl has responded to this need by providing various weekly groups in which
members could exchange information and experiences on topics related to emotions, recovery,
empowerment, lifestyle etc. and members of the organization also went into the community, in
high schools or public institutions and companies, with speeches about empowerment and recovery. To complete these initiatives and to extend the knowledge to the general public as well, Hugarafl engaged in the learning experience provided by Bridge for Mental Health and took the example
of public mental health events provided by Minte Forte.
Due to this project, two mental health education events for the general population of Reykjavik
were organized by Hugarafl: one addressed emotional integration and vulnerability and the other
one tackled empowerment, meaning and applications to the everyday life of any person.
Some useful conclusions regarding the conditions for implementing mental health education
programs in Reykjavik could be drawn from interviews that were run with Icelandic people and
from the two public events:
1. The need and the interest for mental health education could be found in people of various
ages and backgrounds.
2. Non-formal education methods were received by participants with cautiousness at the
very beginning of the events, but they all got very quickly motivated to participate in the
active and experiential activities.
3. There is openness and great willingness to share experiences, feelings and opinions on the
sensitive topics of mental health and wellbeing, which contributes to very nurturing learning spaces in which people can give and receive a lot.
4. The non-formal methodology shed a new light and new depths on topics like empowerment, that previously were addressed by Hugarafl in a more formal way.
5. A practice of regular events for the mental health education of the general public is very
feasible in Reykjavik and Hugarafl has many tools and resources to implement it.
POSSIBLE OBSTACLES IN THE WAY OF THE NEW PRACTICE AND WAYS TO OVERCOME THEM

VOLUNTEER WORK
At Minte Forte volunteers are usually young psychologists on their way to professional development and organizing mental health education events is a means to gain experience and to grow
professionally. Hugarafl’s volunteers are sometimes engaged in their own recovery process, so in
addition to wanting to develop professional skills, their involvement in such projects can also be a
way to empower themselves or/and to give something back to the community that supports them.
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That is why it can happen that the volunteer will have to prioritize attending to his/ her emotional
wellbeing needs before the needs of the project.
A possible way to compensate for the interruptions in volunteer work that could result from this is
to have many volunteers involved in planning and organizing an event and for more than one
person to work on one task. This could lower the load of work for one person, and also create the
possibility of a task being carried further by another member of the team if a person becomes
unavailable for it.

EVENT ATTENDANCE
Despite the interest and need expressed clearly, many factors can intervene to keep people from
participating in mental health education events, like busy or mismatching schedules, not being
reached by the advertising message or not understanding it clearly.
In the two events organized by Hugarafl, the number of attendants from the general public was
quite good, but not high (6 in the first one and 11 in the second one). In the second event, empowerment dedicated to empowerment, registration was open to regular Hugarafl members as well, so
the resulting group was a mixed one and suitably sized to make a stronger learning experience.
The idea of mixing up the group appears to be a possible solution to address low attendance.
However, to reach a higher number of people from outside Hugarafl, special attention should be
given to the manner the events are advertised, from the way the event is presented in the ad, to
choosing the right advertising channels and time frames of the promotion actions. It is a goal for
the future to try out multiple advertising channels, beyond Facebook, which was the only tool in
these two cases and to decide on their efficiency among the Icelandic population.

5.
NEW IN

MINTE FORTE:
EMPOWERMENT

GROUPS

There are some aspects of the local context which can facilitate the implementation of the new
empowerment practices. These are mostly related to the individuals in the community, but we can
find some resources in other directions as well.
In the general community of Cluj-Napoca, we have noticed an increase in interest towards mental
health topics, availability of resources on personal growth, and proactivity regarding self-care. This
shows us that people are becoming more and more aware of the role of mental health practices in
their lives and place more importance on building resilience.
We carried out a discussion during an Open Space event in Cluj-Napoca and found out that people
in the community are very much willing to open up and reach out, provided they have the safe
space to do so. They repeatedly mentioned the need to feel accepted, supported, loved, listened to,
and to have people around them who are empathic, honest, and patient. They also mentioned
these aspects as the most relevant in their past positive experiences of finding help. The results of
this discussion clearly show us that there is a great deal of openness, curiosity and motivation on
the part of the community. For implementing the new empowerment practices, this receptiveness
constitutes the fertile soil we need.
Besides needing a safe environment to open up, people in the community expressed their need to
improve their knowledge and understanding regarding the difficulties they face and the process of
recovery. People stressed the importance of having an open approach to mental health at national
level and suggested more media exposure of mental health subjects and policies which support an
open discussion in formal contexts such as in school or at the workplace. All these relate to important principles of empowerment, which shows us that this approach fits better and better the needs
and views of our community.

A vision which overlaps with the one in the community has great chances of being not only accepted, but also supported and spread around. This comes at a time of great solidarity in the Romanian
society, in the current political and social context, in which people are willing to come together and
speak up or fight for their rights and for the causes they believe in. Bringing revolutionary practices
at this point has great chances of making ripples and receiving a broad reach in the community.
Important consequences of the increased awareness in the community are the developing interest
of new generations of medical practitioners towards more modern, humanistic approaches to
health care and the greater willingness of big companies to support projects in this direction. Medical practitioners are more interested in providing integrated care, therefore creating links between
them and other health care providers in order to get better results. Companies are interested in
bringing the topic of mental health closer to their employees and also in supporting the promotion
of mental health in the community through sponsorships or CSR programs. We have had several
positive experiences collaborating both with psychiatrists and key actors in big companies, therefore we are confident that we will obtain broad support with introducing the new practices in a
range of contexts.
Another aspect which greatly facilitates the implementation of the new practices is the visibility
and trust that Minte Forte Association has gained in the local community along time. People see us
as agents of important change and source of support in difficult times, which indicates that they
can find the safety they seek in the spaces we create. This kind of feedback makes us feel confident
about being effective and having an impact once we start to introduce the new approach.
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POSSIBLE OBSTACLES IN THE WAY OF THE NEW PRACTICE AND WAYS TO
OVERCOME THEM
Mental health is an issue addressed in Romania only in the recent decades, therefore the government and the infrastructure of the society as a whole are not properly supporting mental health
initiatives, these being the main sources for obstacles.
From an organizational angle, the lack of support comes as poor financial funding from the government. Given the fact that the empowerment practice we learned from the Icelandic organization is
based on a free community center available daily for people in recovery, with supporting groups,
workshops for development and so on, it will be challenging to do this without financial support.
Financial resources are needed in order to ensure the physical space, as well as the materials
necessary for the activities.
Another important aspect is the lack of infrastructure that can facilitate the implementation of the
new practices meant to empower mental health users. When we refer to infrastructure, one of the
issues regards the actual structure of the available jobs in the work field. We are facing the problem
of work overload, a lack of confidentiality with mental health issues in work places, lack of spaces
for employees to build resources and lack of employment for people with mental health issues.
Hence, there is a great probability that people with mental health issues are financially unstable. It
is challenging for them to reach out, commute to the organization, attend the empowerment
sessions and work on their recovery process if most of their resources are directed towards earning
a living and trying to survive financially. All the more so as the health service coverage is not clearly
defined in terms of policies, hence people do not have access to insurance regarding mental health
services. Therefore, the potential impact of our programs is hindered by the limitations imposed by
the society on people’s capacity to access them.
On a different level, difficulties come from the medical staff in the national health system. We found
in Romania that the attitudes of medical practitioners towards ideas related to empowerment are
quite diverse. Those with a lot of experience in the field are resistant to change their working practices and most of them still follow the medical model of care. Their negative attitude towards the
empowerment ideology can, on one hand, limit the person’s access to appropriate information
and services, and, on the other hand, prevent the person from developing the abilities they need to
empower themselves.
Last, but not least, we observed a lack of accessibility to education materials, mostly in rural and
small urban areas. These could increase awareness about mental health and hence, increase our
chances or creating opportunities to implement empowerment programs. The lack of mental
health education in schools, for example, prevents young people from developing the ability to
recognize that something is wrong, find and choose appropriate support. All these aspects regarding how well people are prepared to manage difficulties when they face them, decrease the potential effectiveness of empowerment programs, as the community may not actually understand how
such programs can help them.

The main goal would be to have a space where we can facilitate explicitly, as well as implicitly, the
development of each person’s empowerment, through the use of empowerment sessions, support
groups, and providing the opportunity for each person to guide group activities on different topics.
Although there are a few aspects of the current community circumstances which make this goal
difficult to attain, we can find ways to adapt the new practices to these circumstances so that we
can still implement what we have learned.
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Even though we don’t have the space and financial support to open such a space, we found in the
community a desire to change and learn about mental health. Hence, firstly, we are planning small
steps towards our goal.
1. Specifically, we are planning empowerment sessions that will be held in the space that we
have. Alternatively, we can collaborate with institutions for bigger spaces, if we need it.
2. We have collaborated in the past with different NGOs and organisations in order to develop
and hold different events, and we can use these collaborations to obtain a temporary
space to hold our empowerment sessions and activities, if the present space will not be
enough.
3. Moreover, another idea of overcoming the obstacles is trying to obtain financial support
from the government and companies, as well as donors. Even though mental health is not
yet a priority for public funding in Romania, specific topics in mental health can be linked
to the current priorities in order to obtain support for introducing the new empowerment
practices, targeted to particular needs. In addition, we have benefited from the support of
different companies and donors from Cluj-Napoca, and we intend to go forward with the
empowerment projects by incorporating them in the financial strategies presented to
these institutions and/or donors.
Given the lack of access to mental health services in suburban and rural areas and the difficulties in
reaching these communities, collaborations with key actors in the local community would be of
great help. Organisations, institutions and individual health practitioners who have regular contact
with people in suburban and rural areas could facilitate a link between them and us, either by
supporting a communication channel or by providing us with access to these groups so that we can
deliver the empowerment programs directly to people who need them.
In the same way, collaborating with psychiatrists and other medical practitioners could support a
wider reach of the empowerment programs. The new generations of medical practitioners show
more potential for and openness to collaborations with psychologists in order to move towards a
more integrative form of care.
On a longer term, there are some actions we can take in order to minimize the obstacles and facilitate the implementation of the empowerment practices in the community. Proposing some educational programs focused on rural communities are essential to raising awareness and opening
doors for the people living in areas which lack resources. Fostering openness and interest in rural
areas would increase the reach of empowerment practices to those people who are most vulnerable to facing difficulties with their mental health but least likely to receive help.
Another action we can take is initiate collaborations with companies in order to develop policies
which support the integration of people with mental health difficulties at the workplace, create an
appropriate environment for them and adjust the workload to their needs.
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For information, suggestions or ideas, you can contact the
participating organizations:

HUGARAFL
dumitrita@hugarafl.is
www.hugarafl.is

MINTE FORTE
contact@minteforte.ro
www.minteforte.ro
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