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Facilitator Site Description:  Indianapolis
As part of their PTSD program, Indianapolis had support groups run by staff for 13 years.  Over time, some groups grew to 45 people in attendance.  Because of the limited staff and facilities, groups could not be made smaller, and they were looking for ways to make them more useful.  There was some initial resistance to change.  Through time and education, people started to see the potential in peer groups held inside and outside the hospital.  Moe came out to meet with the veterans and staff to explain how things would work, and several conference calls were set up.  The first peer support group was held in the hospital.  The second was held in The Freedom House, which is a half-way house for homeless vets.  From there they branched out.  There are now seven groups around the state.  Outside of the hospital, any veteran can attend the groups.  Inside the hospital only those enrolled in VA may attend.  They have had many veterans come in for VA care through the outside peer groups.

Topic Discussion:  Setting up a group in the community

Two facilitators from Indianapolis shared their experiences of finding a place to have meetings.  Contacts were made with agencies, churches, and libraries in the communities.  One church had an opening in the church from 10 to 11 in the morning, and did not charge.  They started out with 1 to 3 people attending on a weekly basis.  Now they are getting more OIF/OEF veterans.  Another group was established in a library that also did not charge for nonprofit group meetings.  Every time Indianapolis opens a new group, they advertise through the paper, radio, TV, clinics, etc., anything that will get the word out.  Many times the newspaper will run the ad free of charge.
One site asked about the best way to get a peer program started.  Indianapolis suggested one option is with an established group, explain how they will benefit by the change from a regular group to a peer group.  Then see if there is anyone who would like to be a facilitator.  From there, a site could ask Moe to come out and talk to the veterans and staff.  He sent several videos which we showed the veterans.  Then they started the group, first by reading the preamble, then about confidentiality and then they go into the topic for the day. (To request the Vet-to-Vet DVD or the Mutual Learning: VA Peer Support and Education Conference DVD, please email Patricia Crann at Patricia.Crann@va.gov).
One of the things that helped the Indianapolis peer program to grow were the various books and pamphlets used in the group.

· The Hip Pocket Recovery Workbook by Moe Armstrong
· The 60 Second Shrink by Lazarus and Lazarus  (discounts to nonprofit organizations)

· PTSD Source Book by Schiraldi
· Courage After Fire by Armstrong, Best, & Domenici
· Purple Heart: The Veterans and Family Guide to Recovering from PTSD.

These books help to keep the groups on track and on topic.  Moe shared that some veterans at a recent consumer board meeting noted that it felt like some traditional groups were too unstructured, but the peer support groups are structured and they liked that.

The determination as to where to set up a group was based on where the veterans were coming from.  The site had to be convenient and easily accessible.  Other sites shared their thoughts about places to expand their peer groups to provide support and education for veterans in those areas.  The most important aspect when starting a group is to get the word out.  Word of mouth does a lot of good.  For some veterans, there still might be some concern about coming to the VA to receive services.  So it is very positive when they find out the groups are run by veterans.
Topic Discussion: Options and Strategies for Facilitator Supervision

One site inquired about keeping facilitators connected when running off-site peer groups.  Indianapolis schedules on the on-site peer group from 10:30-12pm, followed by supervision from 12-1, and then veterans stay for the bimonthly national peer conference call.  During the meetings each Monday, facilitators talk about questions or problems that have arisen.  Dr. Herman attends the on-site peer group and is able to comment on what is presented to him from the facilitators.  He also uses email a lot to help answer some of the questions and concerns.  The facilitators have completed training through Moe or on-site with a number of texts.  If the facilitators that can’t make it to Indianapolis, they use the phone extensively.  New facilitators are paired with more experienced ones before going off on their own. 
Another site asked about who could be contacted in the event of an emergency in an off-site peer group.  Indianapolis noted that facilitators encourage the veteran to call the hospital, come in to the hospital, or if needed, call the police.  Vermont suggested that developing contacts with local crisis centers provides additional places that veterans could go for support and assistance.
Other questions or topics for discussion today
One site asked about translating what Indianapolis was doing off-site as extended to the returning guard and reserve units.  Moe noted that there seems to be a need, but many new veterans have not found their way to the VA yet.  Indianapolis stated that they had initiated communication with counselors, psychologists, and chaplains from a local demobilization site, but they hadn’t received many referrals, perhaps because returning veterans were there from many different states and stayed at the site only a short period of time.

It was brought up that some veterans may hesitate to come to a group because they feel others have had it rougher then they did.  Many of the other veterans can help the OIF/OEF vets by talking to them.  Some in the reserves may also be afraid that they may get penalized by their Commanders or Reserve Group if they come to a peer support group and get help.  This is a reason that having off-site groups can be quite useful.
Next Call

The next call will be April 23, 2007 at 1pm (EST).  Please let Lisa know if you have any topic, idea, or questions for the upcoming conference call.  Her email address is:  Lisa.Mueller@va.gov.
