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Summary

Greece has been experiencing a long-lasting socioeconomic crisis with

substantial consequences for the mental health of the population. The

main purpose of the Citizens against Depression project (2014-2016) was

to train mental health service users in organising self-help groups for

depression. The overall aim of the project was to set the basis for reducing

depression through mutual support and empowerment of service users.

This article describes the multiple aspects of the programme and the eva-

luation of the training actions.
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Introduction

Since 2008, Greece has been facing rises in unemploy-
ment and poverty rates, substantial income loss and
social instability. The percentage of people who claim
that their medical needs are not being met has reached
11% among those with lower incomes [1]. In 2015,
the rate of unemployment reached 25.7%; the rates
among people aged between 15 and 24 years old was
52%. The mental health system in Greece, according
to the latest ex-post evaluation for the Ministry of
Health, can be described as fragmented, inefficient
and uncoordinated [2]. As for the use of services, only
32% among those who presented a common mental
disorder during the preceding year turned to a spe-
cialist [3].

The crisis has had a major impact on the prevalence
of affective disorders: one-month prevalence of major
depression rose from 3.3% in 2008 to 12.3% in 2013 [4].
EPAPSY, the Hellenic Association for Mood Disorders —
“Mazi” and the Salten Psychiatric Center (Norway)
implemented a project in the context of the EEA
Grants NGO Programme “We are all Citizens”. The
project aimed to create a low-cost, community inter-
vention based on psychoeducation groups and on
self-help groups for coping with depression. The spe-
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cific psychoeducation group protocol was selected on
the basis of its documented low-cost efficacy in mild
and moderate depression [5,6]. The emphasis on self-
help on the other hand was based on the increasing
evidence for the efficacy of self-help groups on mental
health [7, 8, 9].

Intervention

The project was implemented in five selected areas in
Attica, as well as in six Cycladic islands. It involved a
series of different steps and actions:

1. Mental health experts created two original training
manuals for self-help group facilitators (profes-
sionals and mental healthcare users). The manuals
cover the following issues: the concepts of empow-
erment and recovery; definitions, basic characteris-
tics, and effectiveness of self-help groups; the role,
skills and attributes of a self-help group facilitator;
depression; suicide and suicidality; coping with
stigma [10, 11].

2. Mental health professionals as well as mental health
service users trained mental health professionals in
how to teach others to run self-help groups for de-
pression. The mental health professionals selected
to be trained were all psychologists, and already
collaborators to EPAPSY structures in Athens and
the Cyclades. Therefore they were already familiar
with the needs and specific characteristics of the
local population, increasing the possible impact of
the project.

3. Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) specialists
trained mental health professionals on implement-
ing psychoeducation groups for depression, using
Lewinsohn’s “Coping with depression course —
CWDC”, translated and adapted to the Greek con-
text. [12,13].

4. The trained mental health professionals trained
people with personal experience of depression to
be self-help group facilitators (18 hours training).
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Specifically, people who had been diagnosed with
or experienced (without a formal diagnosis)
depression and related problems, and who re-
sponded to an open invitation through the organ-
ised public informative events, were selected
through a telephone conversation, on the basis
of their motivation and availability to organise
self-help groups.

5. The professionals also ran psychoeducation groups
(12 sessions). The evaluation of the groups was part
of the structured protocol of the intervention.

6. Training material and general mental health infor-
mation was also provided online, with free access to
the public.

7. Evaluation of the training actions 2 and 4. The
evaluation strategies were developed by experts
from Maison Blanche Hospital (Paris, France).

Results
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and the participants understood the final aim of
the project: i.e,, not just acquisition of mental health
knowledge and skills but, more importantly, a reduc-
tion in depression.

Feedback from open questions throughout the eva-
luation process underlined the following issues for
improving future training sessions. Some participants
answered certain questions too much from their
professional point of view. Responding to questions
that required pedagogical or group management
skills, they tended to remain in their role of mental
health clinicians. Too few participants mentioned
community empowerment in their answers: i.e., self-
help groups as a means for empowering communities
and positive networking. Based on the evaluation
feedback, changes were made to the training material
and process, before the implementation of action 4.

It was generally considered to have been

a positive experience, mainly through

Thirty-eight mental health professionals were
trained as psychoeducation group facilitators and

as self-help group facilitator trainers. Overall, 140
mental health users were trained as self-help group
facilitators. Ten psychoeducation groups took place
with 120 participants in total. Five new self-help groups
had already started meetings before the end of the
programme. Apart from these results, it is important
to notice that there was an impressive networking of
35 local stakeholders. Furthermore, 13 public infor-
mative events concerning depression and self-help
groups took place (estimated overall attendance:
1450 persons).

Evaluation

Concerning action 2, the 38 professionals each com-
pleted an evaluation form at the end of their train-
ing session [14]. In addition, participants were as-
sessed as to whether they felt prepared to go out
and train self-help group facilitators. Working in
small groups, they were asked to design a facilitator-
training program addressing key questions. Satis-
faction levels with the overall experience and the
training material, measured on a five-point Likert
Scale, were high: general impression 4.9/5; training
material 4.6/5; duration and schedule 3.8/5. Knowledge
acquisition was also rated highly: only 8 participants
scored under 45/55 on the questionnaire and only
2 groups (out of 15) scored under 35/50 on the group
exercise. Qualitative feedback concerning the training
and the evaluation was generally positive. The parti-
cipation of users as trainers was much appreciated
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the opportunity it provided for meeting other
people with similar problems

In the implementation of action 4, a total of 105 future
facilitators participated in the training evaluation
sessions. Respondents’ age ranged from 31 to 69 years,
with a median age of 50; 77% were women. Almost
one in two (47%) were currently employed, 39% were
unemployed and 14% retired. The results indicated
high levels of overall satisfaction with the training
sessions and the materials used. As with the mental
health professionals in action 2, the duration and
schedule of the training sessions were difficult to
adapt to all participants’ needs, particularly of those
currently employed: overall impression 4.7/5; training
material 4.6/5; duration and schedule 4.1/5. Qualitative
feedback on the training process revealed that it was
generally considered to have been a positive experi-
ence, mainly through the opportunity it provided
for meeting other people with similar problems,
acquiring new and immediately useful skills, being
part of a group and making new friends. In terms of
areas for improvement, many participants insisted
that the whole training process needs more time,
more practical exercises and greater participation of
people with personal experience of depression and
experience as self-help group facilitators and trainers.
Participants underlined how much the training had
actually influenced their personal lives. The objective
of promoting the notion of recovery from depression
was highly appreciated and many participants ex-
pressed their enthusiasm for going out to set up self-
help groups [14].
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Discussion

The Citizens against Depression project put into prac-
tice several actions that were truly innovative for
Greece. Experienced experts were part of the pro-
gramme at every stage (planning, training sessions,
evaluation, dissemination, public conferences) on a
paid basis. Self-help groups for mental health problems
such as depression are rare in Greece. And finally,
structured group interventions are not yet incor-
porated into first-line mental health care, although
they have proved to be both effective and low-cost.
These three innovations were welcomed by the users.
The role of social capital, the availability of social
resources and the concept of personal recovery are
key elements in supporting people with mental
health problems and understanding the effective-
ness of self-help groups and self-help interventions
in general [15,16]. The next step will be to organise a
strategic plan integrated into Greek national mental
healthcare policy for supporting the setting-up of
self-help groups across the country in a persisting
period of socioeconomic crisis.
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