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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

Please read Part I: Planning Your Group before moving on with this toolkit. This toolkit is the second 
in a series on planning and running men’s groups, in order to use this toolkit effectively, please read Part I 
first. Other toolkits in this series can be found at www.albertamen.com/toolkits-briefs.  

Activities and Topics for Your 
Group

Center meetings around an activity

Many men seem to like gathering and “doing something” rather than sitting around. Participating in an 
enjoyable, relaxed activity accomplishes several important goals. First, and perhaps most important, it 
gives men a reason for getting together that is free of stigma and is socially acceptable. 

Before Getting Started
Consider general goals and strategies. Here are a few questions to you might ask yourself: 
 
• Who is the group for? And how will you reach them?
• What are the intentions or goals of this group?
• Is the group family-focused or focused specifically on men? Who can  
  attend? Or who is targeted to attend?
•What content will you cover? How will this material be covered? How  
  deeply will the content be covered?
• Do we have staff qualified to facilitate this group? Do we have a male  
  representative to facilitate? Will the group be co-facilitated by a woman or  
  anyone on the gender spectrum (ex. transgender, two-spirited)?
• Where will the group be held? Is the space inviting to men?
• When will the group be held? (Remember community feedback suggests  
  evenings during the middle of the week, and weekends seem to work best).
• Will there be food? This can help to encourage participants especially since 
  evening sessions may otherwise interrupt dinner.
• How will the principles of gender equity, anticolonialism and antiracism (etc) be             
  incorporated into this group? (see Strategies I for more)
• Is this group LGBT2SQ+ welcoming and inclusive?
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Second, an activity provides something to focus on and decreases the pressure sometimes associated 
with social situations. Third, because they’re looking forward to it, it gives group members a good reason 
to prioritize the meeting in their schedule. Fourth, group activities allow men to teach and learn from 
each other and therefore increases group interaction. Fifth, competence with the activity, or even 
progress towards competence, fulfills group member’s need for significance. Significance (strength, 
esteem, confidence, competence) is still viewed as a societal expectation for men and many have 
internalized this. Feelings of insignificance or a lack of belonging can contribute to men’s sense of 
isolation and involvement with harmful behaviours to compensate. When this need is adequately met, 
however, the stigma of weakness and vulnerability is decreased and men are much more likely to ask for 
help or bring up concerns. 

Activities should be appropriate considering the culture, faith, values, age, and interests of the men 
you’re working with. Also, in maintaining the spirit of support and camaraderie, cooperation should be 
emphasized while competition between group members should be minimized. Activities could include 
things like:

• building projects, fix-it or renovation opportunities in the community 
• peer support or discussion groups, film or book clubs
• fishing, hiking or other outdoor activities 
• sports like soccer, bocce, softball etc. 
• websites, coding or tech-inspired projects 
• jam sessions, karaoke or other musical endeavours
• drumming circles or other culturally appropriate activities

It is possible that some men will not be comfortable attending events that may be seen as outside their 
domain or comfort zone. Thus, just as with exploring the “when” and “where” of planning you group, it 
is important not to make assumptions about the space in which meetings will be held and what sort of 
activities men will want to do. Falling into stereotypes or assumptions will leave many men out.

Community example: Next Gen Men Wolf-Pack

Next Gen Men holds space to engage men and boys in conversations around gender with the aim of 
improving men’s health and well-being, reducing all forms of violence, and promoting gender equity. Our 
monthly discussion group, Wolf Pack, holds space for conversations men don’t traditionally have including 
mental health and suicide prevention, empathy and vulnerability, sex, consent, and more.
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Information is secondary

Always allow group members the choice to participate, rather than making information the primary 
focus. Even if a formal topic is never presented, men’s well-being is markedly enhanced by simply 
gathering with other men in a supportive space. To this point, results of the Alberta Men’s Survey show 
that peer support, mentorship, and role-modelling are all approaches that men believe can positively 
impact their well-being and enhance positive, healthy relationships. Highly structured information-based 
meetings may be uncomfortable for some group members while others will prefer learning about the 
research or “science” behind a specific topic. Best practice, as mentioned previously in this toolkit, is to 
find out what your group members are looking for.

While it is important that the values of the group are made clear so all members know what to expect, 
an indirect approach to presenting information or resources seems to be most successful. For example, 
pamphlets or other written information can be mentioned before a meeting and then placed in one or 
more areas where it is accessible to group members. Links to online content like videos, music or blogs 
could be sent out in a group email after meeting (use BCC function to ensure the privacy of members). 
Social workers or volunteers who are there to provide support can be invited to take part in the group 
activities and introduced at the beginning of the meeting, as is shown in the following example: 

I usually really dislike when “experts” are invited to speak at meetings but it was really 
nice to have Steven at our last meeting. He didn’t really come off as an expert at all, just 
a normal guy. I like how he actually joined the meeting and participated right along with 
us. I had a nice chat with him about some child care challenges I’ve been having with my 
wife. Just to talk like normal people was really helpful and he also sent me a few videos 
that I watched with my wife later. I’d feel comfortable reaching out to him again in the 
future. 

Get topic ideas from group members

You may think you know what the men in your group are looking for, but you may be surprised. The only 
way to ensure the group is relevant and valuable to the men in your community is to ask them directly 
what topics they are interested in. Group members are much more likely to be receptive to and engaged 
with topics they themselves have selected. Moreover, some men in your group might be willing or even 
appreciative to lead one of the sessions, or use some of the meeting to share information with others. 

Method 1: Directly ask for input from group members. This direct approach is especially useful when your 
group is just starting out.
• In what areas could they use support?
• What topics are they interested in discussing?
• What would they like to learn more about? 
• In what areas could they use support?
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Method 2: Select topics based on what comes up in conversation. If you’re encouraging interaction 
between group members through group activities and a supportive environment, plenty of new topics 
will likely emerge through conversation. Take note of these topics so you can provide resources or bring 
in speakers on these topics at a later date. For example, if the topic of consent in the context of dating 
comes up in conversation, you may consider facilitating a discussion on this or bringing in a speaker with 
specific knowledge in this area.

Running Your Group
Create a friendly and welcoming space

Creating a positive, welcoming, supportive and accountable environment should always be the primary 
goal. Many of the men that will most benefit from your group are also the most socially isolated. 
Because of this, they may be especially concerned about rejection and averse to entering a critical or 
judgemental social situation. Listen to, welcome, and validate men who may be trying something out of 
their comfort zone.

With Men Edmonton, we try to invite people in to conversation. Event ideas are brought up and 
supported by the group and challenging topics are discussed thoroughly as a group. We don’t 
just shut people down if there is an idea that other group members take issue with, we discuss 
it and make space for learning. In the group, everyone is engaged, and if they aren’t, we are 
taking steps to make sure they are being included and invited in. We have regular meetings, 
social nights, and try to have members feel ownership over making a difference in the world or 
changing their own behaviour in healthy ways.

Adopt an asset based approach

Cultural influences have engrained in many men the belief that they must be self-sufficient and strong, 
and that asking for help is a sign of weakness. As such, it is common for men to want to come up with 
their own solutions to any challenges they face. Consider adopting an asset-based, solution-oriented 
approach to community development wherein you aim to promote resilience in group members by 
encouraging them to focus on the gifts, skills, strengths, and resources that they have personally 
developed, or are currently available within their community. We have observed that an asset-based 
approach works very well for all men of many different cultural backgrounds.

Avoid excessively offering advice or lecturing the men in your group as this may discourage their full 
participation in group conversations or activities. If one of your group members has a challenge, there 
is a good possibility that other members have a solution or can at least provide some support. One of 
the hallmarks of a skilled facilitator is being able to bring out the shared wisdom and experience of your 
group while encouraging supportive connections between group members.
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Share power and responsibility through consensus decision-making

Men’s groups tend to function best if decisions are made democratically and group members feel 
their opinions and perspectives are valued and respected. In addition to promoting the harmonious 
and equitable functioning of your group, consensus decision-making also tends to increase the level 
of engagement and contribution from all group members. Another important benefit is that it takes 
pressure off of you, the facilitator, because you don’t need to be the expert or have all the answers 
yourself. Consider the years of experience and the lessons learned by the men in your group and do your 
best to leverage this collective experience to the benefit of your group.

Keep your eyes open for men who are motivated to be role models and support their development. 
Their passion, time, and experience can bring valuable energy to your group and increase the group’s 
ability to grow and sustain itself. Also, remember that the men in your group come from many diverse 
backgrounds. By supporting and encouraging them in their desire to contribute to your group, you 
are also supporting them to be healthy relationship role-models in the various communities they are 
connected to. This is just one way in which your group can have an influence on the larger society.

For more information about Alberta Men’s Network Consensus Decision-Making Guide, please see www.
albertamen.com

 
Suggestions from those who have run men’s groups include:

• facilitating conversation and reflection between and among group members
• creating inclusive conversations rather than a one-sided communication 
• asking targeted solution-focused questions
• listening for personal and community resources that group members may not currently be    
   aware  of that could help them resolve their challenges (eg. peer supports, family, mentors,  
   strengths, skills)
• creating group exercises which lead to understanding through experience
• creating opportunities for group members to share personal stories or            
  insights
• building up group members and seeing the best in the members of your group
• embodying values like respect (for women, children, other men, yourself),  
  compassion, and accountability
• being a positive, healthy role model for other group members
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