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The Alberta Men’s Network
The Alberta Men’s Network, supported by Men’s Action Network Calgary and Men Edmonton, is a 
community committed to nonviolence and working across the gender spectrum to create healthy families 
and communities. We support healthy masculinities by identifying and working within a human rights 
and anticolonial framework. The Network is made up of dedicated members who belong to community, 
non-profit, academic, social service, government, business, and other sectors across Alberta. Our human 
rights and anticolonial lens is a firm foundation from which to build community supports and programs 
to transform our structures and the social norms that perpetuate violence and inequality. Working with 
diversity as our strength, AMN believes that cultural humility, respect, and solidarity through love are 
cornerstones of men’s violence prevention work.

Through the development of an online and in-person resource network, men will be able to access 
supports to improve their ability to maintain healthy relationships, learn about various aspects of their 
own mental health, and develop positive peer groups for richer community supports. Using a human 
rights and anti-colonialist approach, we engage men from diverse backgrounds, foster peer-support, 
and share knowledge of community-supports and services.

What is human rights and anti-colonialist work with men?

AMN works to promote healthy and positive masculinities by recognizing  and working to end all forms 
of oppression, including, patriarchy and gender inequity, colonization, racism, white privilege, economic 
inequality, gender and sexual stigma, ableism and other dehumanization. These historical relationships 
of power and oppression create various levels of marginalization and social exclusion, which together, 
promote enduring systemic inequality over generations. In the Canadian context, historical and 
intergenerational trauma through European colonization and ongoing colonial relations maintain white, 
male privilege. This resonates with histories around the world.

Human rights organizations worldwide recognize the need to involve men in gender equality work, with a 
focus on capacity-building and peer mentorship roles as primary strategies for the prevention of gender 
based inequality and violence. Building on this momentum, organizations and communities in Alberta 
have important roles to play in shifting social norms and advocating for progressive policy changes.
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Introduction
Important points to consider

Ensuring Program Safety
AMN supports the creation of safe, invitational, accountable, and creative program spaces. This includes 
respecting the policies, procedures, and scope of your respective programs. Please maintain the safety 
of your program, your staff, and those you support by working transparently within these boundaries as 
you explore the information in these documents. 

Demonstrating Respect and Inclusivity
When extending invitations, advocates for “Healthy Relationships” are encouraged to practice 
empathy, patience, and understanding. Our diverse cultures and life experiences create equally varied 
conceptions concerning these topics. This offers us an opportunity to deepen our cultural learning, and 
build trusting relationships.

Respecting the Privacy of Program Participants
Depending on the nature of the conversation, it may become important to consider privacy and 
confidentiality concerns. Standards of privacy and confidentiality may be suggested by group members 
at an appropriate time, or you may need to initiate this particular dialogue on behalf of group members. 
If you would like more information on how to facilitate these conversations, please visit albertamen.com.

A community-based approach to preventing domestic violence and 
enhancing well-being

The work of promoting healthy and harmonious relationships must begin in the places
where people spend their time. Our communities are the places where daily life is practiced
and key environments to learn and role-model the work of self-care, healthy relationships and violence 
prevention (Wells, L., Lorenzetti, L., Carolo, H., Dinner, T., Jones, C., Minerson, T., & Esina, E., (2013).

There are many ways to define community. Neighbourhoods, faith, 
culture, social, and educational groups are examples of communities. 
Many of us belong to multiple communities. By coming together, 
communities can build healthier people, caring families, stronger 
community relationships, safer and welcoming neighborhoods 
(Sebastian & Lorenzetti, 2014, p.5). 
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How was this toolkit developed?

In the late months of 2015, the Alberta Men’s Network, supported by a Leadership Team of eighteen 
organizations and dozens of citizens, developed and distributed a survey for men regarding barriers 
and enablers to well-being, healthy relationships and violence prevention. Responses by over 2200 
men underscored that issues such as discrimination, the absence of financial security, and violence are 
significant barriers to well-being, healthy relationships and harmonious communities (Lorenzetti, Lantion, 
Murwisi, Hoyt, Oliphant, Sadhwani, & Este, 2016). Key identified barriers included financial insecurity, 
housing, discrimination, family conflict and trauma. For certain communities of respondents (Latino, 
South Asian, Indigenous and GBT2SQ) men, challenges related to social or structural inequality were 
more frequently reported.

 Building on the results and recommendations provided by men through this survey, AMN, supported by 
Alberta Human Rights, initiated Men as Agents of Change.  

AMN has participated in an ongoing dialogue with various organizations and groups providing healthy 
relationships support to men throughout Alberta. The information contained in this toolkit is based 
on what we have learned from these groups along with insights from the Alberta Men’s Survey. The 
“Strategies for Planning and Running Men’s Groups Toolkit” was created by healthy relationships 
advocates in Alberta as a user-friendly guide for agency stakeholders and community leaders. This 
toolkit is intended to provide specific information related to the planning and implementation of men’s 
groups; to empower you in your efforts to assist men and ‘walk alongside’ them in their efforts to build 
and maintain positive and healthy relationships. More specifically, these strategies will help you increase 
attendance while enhancing the positive benefits that men derive from your program. 

This toolkit is part of a multi-part series on working with men and boys. Other toolkits and research briefs 
in this series can be found at www.albertamen.com/toolkits-briefs

Emphasis on group work

AMN has observed that, because many men have a tendency to isolate themselves when encountering 
hardship or personal challenges, group interaction is particularly useful and relevant. Furthermore, a 
majority of men who responded to the Alberta Men’s Survey stated that peer support and healthy male 
role models were their preferred conduits for seeking assistance. There are a number of benefits that are 
more readily gained by working with men in a group context.

Benefits of group work include
• role modelling
• peer support
• spontaneous conversation
• development of close connections and friendships between members
• group celebrations of important events (birthdays, marriages, birth of a child, 
accomplishments, etc)
• increase in self-worth that arises from group membership
• productive and collaborative projects and activities (Camrose Men’s Shed)
• contact with people from a diversity of backgrounds and experiences 
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It takes a great deal of courage to join a new group, especially if one is a new member entering a pre-
existing group. It is also difficult for some men to self-disclose in a group. As such, we acknowledge 
that some men may not be comfortable joining a group. This is part of the reason we recommend 
making a shared activity or project the focus of group interaction, rather than a one-way lecture or 
more conventional therapeutic interventions. While there are certain benefits that may only be realized 
through becoming integrated into a supportive group, some men may benefit more from individual 
counselling or peer support at first. After some time, they may feel comfortable enough to enter into the 
type of men’s group we are highlighting in this document and experience for themselves the benefits 
that this type of interaction can provide.

Barriers to Getting Help
In the Alberta Men’s Survey, male respondents named barriers that they encountered when attempting 
to get the help they wanted or needed. These barriers were often overlapped with social categories, like 
age, ethnocultural or educational background, income, sexual identity, past trauma, and discrimination. 
Strategies for overcoming these barriers are presented throughout this toolkit.

Most men don’t know where to get support
Results from the Alberta Men’s Survey showed that, although 96% of men said men needed supports and 
services for well-being and relationships, a large majority of them (76%) did not know where to go and 
whom to approach for such support.

A stigma seems to persist that it is not “manly” to access services or seek help. In conversations with 
service providers and groups throughout Alberta, we found that reaching out for help or support was 
perceived by some men as weakness or an indication of mental illness. The idea of “mental health” was 
identified as carrying a specifically negative stigma and creating a double-edged barrier for men in 
accessing services. First, men are often hesitant to (publicly) admit they might benefit from supports, and 
second, if a service or outreach event is about “mental health” they will be less likely to participate due 
to how their attendance could be perceived. With all this said, it is important to keep in mind that results 
from the Alberta Men’s Survey did show that over 20% of men identified a mental health concern and 
96% recognized their need for support in relation to well-being and relationships.

Stigma associated with accessing services

• Approximately 1 out of 3 men who responded to the Alberta Men’s Survey would not seek  
  supports due to pressures related to expectations about masculinity. 
• Some men see asking for help as an act of losing or giving up control of themselves.
• Men often prefer to pursue a rational or logical problem-solving approach to
 interpersonal and personal problems and to avoid the exploration of feelings as a factor.
• Many men are, at times, uncomfortable accepting that troubles and imperfection are part of the 
human experience, and that they themselves are human. This lack of acceptance makes it difficult for 
them to seek support when they need it.
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Considering the feedback from community groups along with the survey results, it seems that, although 
men recognize their need for support, some are hesitant to access services out of concern for how 
it may reflect on them. While a great deal of work is currently being done to reduce the stigma 
associated with seeking supports and services, it is also important to meet men where they are. This 
can be accomplished by selecting activities and topics that men will feel comfortable with and hat will 
encourage their participation. More information on this can be found throughout this document. 

My name is Jeff and I have worked in a helping profession for fifteen years. I know how helpful 
it can be and the consequences of not seeking help.  Still, it took me ten years to pick up the 
phone and make an appointment with a counsellor. After I called, I was proud of myself for 
having the courage to take care of my mental health and challenge the stereotypes I had 
internalized about what it means to be a strong man. Even knowing this was the best thing for 
me, I still struggled with thinking I was being weak as I opened the door to the counselling office. 
I didn’t believe these thoughts and I knew they were not true, but they were still there and I still 
had to overcome them. 

Apathy and/or lack of emotional awareness

Some men are not concerned with seeking help or do not realize when they need help. Due to 
inexperience reflecting upon their own inner states, they may not be aware of the signs or symptoms 
that would trigger someone else to seek help. Furthermore, if they habitually resort to unhealthy coping 
mechanisms like drugs or alcohol in times of stress they may not give themselves the opportunity to 
experience the inner states which would guide them towards the supports they need.

Feelings of inadequacy in comparison to other men

Many men find it difficult to live up to the exceptionally rigid stereotypes of masculinity which are 
propagated by the messages they receive on a daily basis. Men can have a fear that they will be 
judged or belittled by other men if they do not conform to these stereotypes. Often times, they have had 
experiences in the past where this was the case. 

Past trauma

One of the most significant barriers for well-being and healthy relationships is childhood or early trauma. 
In fact, men who responded to the Alberta Men’s Survey most frequently stated that it was past trauma 
that impacted their present well-being. Research has also confirmed that children who experienced 
trauma are more likely to be involved in unhealthy or abusive relationships later in life. Supporting men to 
resolve past trauma through peer support or counselling is an important step in overcoming this barrier.



8

I started working in oilfield construction in my late 20s after working with mostly women for 
several years. I had faith that I could do the work, but my biggest concern was how I’d deal with 
working in what I expected to be a very threatening male-dominated environment. Was I “man” 
enough? Would they respect me? How would I stand up for myself if they didn’t? Would I fit in or 
become an outcast? It was very difficult at first, but eventually I started to realize that a lot of 
the guys I worked with had the same kinds of concerns as I did. They were human, just like me! 
It sounds funny now, but that realization made it seem a lot more manageable. I started to see 
how respectful everyone was and how they all looked out for one another. As we were working, 
we talked about all kinds of things. You really get to know someone in that kind of environment. 
Looking back, I can honestly say that some of the most down to earth guys I’ve ever met have 
been in this industry. It took a lot of courage to overcome my fears, but I’m sure glad I did.

Discrimination

It is common for men to have encountered discrimination based on their ethnicity, race, religion, 
cultural background, socioeconomic status, gender or sexual identity, citizenship, among many 
other things. Even if they have a strong desire to access supports and services, or to join in a group 
with other men, they may be hesitant due to the discrimination they may encounter. It is important 
to understand that not all men experience masculinity the same way and that colonialism, racism, 
and other forms of discrimination may be present in your groups. While it is understandable that 
your group may serve men of a specific background, maintaining inclusion and acceptance as 
core values and addressing any forms of discrimination that arise will go a long way to making your 
space safer and more welcoming.

Perception of other men as aggressive or dangerous

There is a common misconception that all men’s spaces are rife with aggression, that there is no 
space for self-expression, everyone has a short temper, and conflicts are resolved with fists instead 
of words. As such, it makes sense that any man who is the least bit thoughtful or emotionally 
connected would avoid such spaces.

Breaking down these stereotypes is important. One way this is accomplished is by talking about 
“strength” diverse ways. Examples include, the strength required to be a caring father or partner, 
the strength to seek help when needed, the strength to sit with uncomfortable or unwanted 
feelings, or the courage to take responsibility for words or actions that have caused harm to others. 
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When I first attended an AMN event all the men were very welcoming and  gave me big smiles 
and even came up and gave me a hug. I knew this was a place where I was welcome. When 
I’ve attended men’s events in the past, I’m used to guys not really making eye contact and kind 
of milling about and it usually isn’t very comfortable. The welcoming atmosphere made a big 
difference and just set me at ease and I felt like my participation was welcomed and valued.

Imbalances in power and privilege

Because those with the most power in any society are the least affected by discrimination, they also tend 
to be least aware of the effect their actions have on others. The result is that many men believe it’s okay 
to use anger to resolve problems, misuse their power, say things ‘they don’t really mean”, avoid taking 
responsibility for their emotions, and fail to be accountable in their relationships with others. Many boys 
and men are still socialized to be competitive and win at all costs. Instead of embracing true equality, 
many men and boys still expect to be treated better than women and girls. This is part of the reason why 
some men can continue to act out in damagingoutrageousdamaging ways in their homes, workplaces, 
or communities and people just ‘work around them’. The greater the power imbalance is, and the less 
awareness men and boys have of power and privilege, the more extreme these behaviors tend to be. 
While it is important to be aware of the many intersecting factors that play into power and privilege, 
it is also important for men to be aware of how their behavior, and their perception of themselves and 
others, is affected by their power and privilege.

Shame can lead to social isolation

In a world where men are the perpetrators of the majority of violence and sexual assault, it is not 
uncommon for men to feel shame simply for being men. This type of shame, like any other, can have 
a significant effect even on those men who spend their lives advocating for non-violence and equity, 
or who have been impacted by violence or sexual assault themselves. Men may isolate themselves out 
of fear of judgement from others, or out of a desire not to cause women discomfort. This is especially 
relevant if men have few people in their lives who show them that they are accepted and valued. In this 
case, social isolation itself may lead to shame, which in turn leads to further social isolation or mental 
health concerns.

Planning Your Group
Look for a healthy role model to be a facilitator

Many men are on the lookout for a positive, healthy male-role model. As previously mentioned, when 
over 2000 respondents to the Alberta Men’s Survey were asked what types of support they would use, 
most stated that they preferred peer supports and talking with healthy male role models (Lorenzetti et 
al. 2016). As one man put it, “A place where I can feel comfortable talking with others. As if it was 
among friends”.                                                                                                                                                

9
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When a group facilitator demonstrates values like openness, acceptance, compassion, and flexibility, 
men can feel inspired to join a group to develop healthy relationship skills and learn to care for 
themselves and others. For example, the Alberta Father Involvement Initiative looks for “Dadvocates” or 
invested community members to provide and advocate for father-friendly spaces and to exemplify these 
ideas.

What about agencies without male workers/facilitators? A good facilitator can be someone from any 
gender, provided they embody characteristics of healthy living and advocacy for healthy masculinities, 
healthy relationships, gender equity, anti-racism, and anti-colonization.

Exploring the “when” and “where” of group planning

Spend some time connecting with the men and families in your community to find out when they are 
available; involve them as partners in the creation of their own supports. They will likely share with you 
“what will” and what “will not” work depending on the type of group you are creating, and who you are 
creating the group for. 

Determining the length and/or frequency of these groups and their meetings could be part of the 
framework on which the group is built, and offer a platform from which future topics and activities 
could be planned. There is no one-size fits all for any given community, so it is important to not ‘default’ 
to what we think we know from our own culture, faith, or community and think that it will work with 
everyone. 

Host meetings in a welcoming, male-friendly space

Host meetings in either male-friendly or gender neutral environments (such as a library or community 
meeting room). Consider directly surveying the men in your community and including them in the creation 
of these safe and welcoming spaces. What colours, textures, smells, and themes resonate with the men 
you wish to support?

It is also important to keep in mind that the men who you are trying to engage may have a number of 
different responsibilities including paid work, caring for children and extended families, volunteer work, 
and self-care. Incorporating children’s activities, child-minding and healthy activities into your group 
might make it more appealing. For example, a group that clearly states “Children Are Welcome” will send 
a strong message to men that you don’t want them to have to choose between attending the group or 
spending time with their kids. As another example, the sharing of a meal builds community and will also 
be a pull for men and families who have busy lives and find it hard to sit down and take a break.

We met in a local Somalian restaurant. The owners and staff were very welcoming and 
supportive. It was a place where men from the community would gather regularly for various 
types of events so hosting the meeting here made it comfortable and easy for men to attend or 
to drop in or learn about what we were doing.



11

Rad Dads is a grassroots organization made up of fathers that have a goal of promoting and 
modelling positive parenting, empowering dads and encouraging them to be involved in the lives 
of their children. In order to reach these goals, we set out to host quarterly “dads-only” (anyone 
that identifies as a father) meetings and “Kool kid” events centred around some sort of theme 
with the collaboration of various community organizations and businesses.  The meetings are a 
place where dads can share experiences and learn something from each other in an informal 
and welcoming environment and the kid events are an opportunity for families to come together 
and bond.

 The dad meetings are modelled with simplicity in mind. We reach out to a local craft brewery 
and ask them to provide a cask or samples for the night, procure some form of entertainment, 
identify and collect donations for a local charity and then end the night with a guest speaker 
centered around the chosen theme. In the months between the “dads-only” meetings we have 
organized the Kool Kid events by tying back to the prior dad meeting theme.

Clearly and directly invite men to participate

It may not be clear to the men that you want to support that they are welcome in the programs and 
spaces you have created. For example, if not formally invited, some men may leave matters related 
to children and family to their partners. The result is that these men are unable to benefit from these 
services and many may not be aware that specific men’s services exist. When inviting men to take part in 
services or groups, be direct and genuine, and supportive if they decline. They may not participate this 
time, but if they know they are welcome, they may well engage in the future. Open the door for them, 
and hold it open for next time. 

It is important to note that although some generalities exist in working with men, effective engagement 
occurs first and foremost through interacting with and listening to the men in your community. The 
success of this relationship will be heightened if the unique aspects of culture, language, faith, 
and community are carefully considered and integrated. Men and their families hail from diverse 
backgrounds and experiences that may not be consistent with norms and expectations associated with 
mainstream western culture.  

How do we find the men who are not presently involved?

The partners, friends, family members, and co-workers of the men you would like to include in your 
programs are important resources to consider. The men who responded to the Alberta Men’s Survey 
stated that both family and friends are key supports. For example, you may decide to work with partners, 
spouses, and other family members of the men you wish to serve as a way of providing indirect support. 
In addition, provided you have contact with friends, acquaintances, and partners of the men you’d like 
to work with, you can give them information about your program or ask them to make an invitation on 
your behalf. These important people may also provide significant insight regarding changes you could 
make to your program to increase participation. Likewise, the men who are already in your group are 
likely to know other men who could benefit; make sure they understand that their friends, relatives, and 
acquaintances are always welcome. 

11
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If you have properly planned your group and group members are receiving value from it, it makes sense 
that they would want to share it with other men they care about. In summary, it is helpful to remember 
that men can be part of extensive personal or professional networks and that successfully engaging with 
one man can result in having a significant influence on many men.

We have learned through our community partners that one successful strategy to engage men is to hold 
events and post invitations in the places where men naturally gather in any given community. Share what 
your group is about and when they meet with a simple website, social media groups, local newspapers, 
bulletin boards in community centres and businesses. When advertising your group, ensure to be 
responsive by following up with every lead and tapping into the personal and professional networks of 
those who respond.

It can also be useful to partner with local community leagues, spiritual/religious institutions, schools, 
and businesses, and other organizations in your community. Use your relationships with these community 
organizations to identify, connect with, and provide supports to the men they serve who could benefit 
from the supports your program provides. Identify leaders who you can connect with, or work with 
organizations and in spaces where men are already meeting. Remember that your group is part of a 
larger movement. Support others who have connections with leaders and communities (faith, ethno-
cultural etc) that may not know about your program - reach out far and wide to promote inclusion. 

Finally, when new members do join, it can be helpful to have a short, casual conversation with them 
either at their first meeting, or even in advance over a coffee, to ensure they feel welcome. Tell them a 
bit more about the group and the resources available.

Ensuring your space/program is LGBT2SQ+ welcoming and friendly  

Research underscores that people from LGBT2SQ+ communities will often experience discrimination, 
rejection, and an absence of appropriate services and supports. 

Development of initiatives should be led by community members. Think about ways you can support 
leaders in your local community or partner with a LGBT2SQ+ serving agency to connect men with your 
resources.

Find out if there are any gaps that you can fill in the services you provide. For example, provide 
appropriate training for staff and volunteers so they can work with and understand common challenges 
faced by LGBT2SQ+ communities. Such training will also help to create an inclusive, accepting 
environment for members of the LGBT2SQ+ community to raise any concerns they have.

A key to working with men is understanding that there is not just one way, but many ways, to support 
them. As mentioned earlier, you can increase your understanding of men’s diverse experiences by getting 
them involved in the planning and implementation of your group. The men you are working with will be 
be much more likely to gain value and support from a group they have had an active role in creating. For 
an example of a culturally-relevant toolkit, see AMN’s “Strategies for Working with Indigenous Men”. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE SEE 
STRATEGIES FOR PLANNING  AND RUNNING MEN’S GROUPS PART II
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