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Introduction

We are very proud to present the findings of the Menfulness
co-participatory Evaluation of Service project carried

out between October 2023 and July 2024. The research
team were drawn from York St John and the Menfulness
charity and were Dr Gary Shepherd (Research Lead), Holly
Murphy (Research Assistant & Postgraduate student), Jack
Woodhams (Menfulness founder and Trustee) and Sam
Watling (Menfulness Trustee).

Our project task was both simple and complex, in the first
instance we were to evaluate how Menfulness delivered
their services in relation to The Samaritans (2021) Engaging
men earlier: a guide to service design* recommendations.
Our second task was to attempt to take a look “under the
hood” of the charity in an attempt to capture some of the
ways in which Menfulness improved men’s mental health
and reduced suicidality.

As part of our evaluation, we gathered over 250 service
user responses to a Qualtrics survey. This helped create

a demographic picture of the men using the service in
terms of their age, occupation, geographic location and the
services they used. The survey asked members a number of
‘before’ and ‘after’ joining Menfulness questions exploring
how they connected with other men, their help seeking
behaviours, the likelihood of using counselling services and
their overall mental health.

We also carried out a number of face-to-face and focus
group interviews with member. For our face-to-face
interviews we spoke to men who listened to The Menfulness
Podcast series about what benefit they received from
listening to the podcast. We are delighted to report this
study has recently been published in the journal Mental
Health & Prevention**. Along with this work we also spoke
to three volunteers about their experiences and include

a Case Study detailing one man'’s journey from being an
ordinary Menfulness member to volunteering, organising
and running their own Menfulness group.

We interviewed a number of members in focus group
settings and spoke to a cross section of men from the
Knights talk group, the Breakfast club, the Retro Games
group and the Social Football group. These interviews
helped us understand how the Menfulness service mapped
onto the Samaritans best practice recommendations

and provided insight into how the Menfulness culture
permeates throughout the charity.

We have introduced short ‘insight’ paragraphs in a number
of sections of this report to help give the quantitative and
qualitative data context. These insights, when considered
as a whole have helped us reflect on how the Menfulness
charity encourages positive mental wellbeing whilst helping
reduce suicide impulses within the membership.

The research team would like to thank all the Menfulness
members, Trustees, volunteers and interviewees who
contributed their time and energy to this research project.
Thanks too must go to Professor Matthew Reason for his
support and belief in the project along with Vicki Pugh

who helped support and navigate us through the project
administration. Special thanks go to Holly, Sam and Jack for
your resilience, perseverance and collegiality in what has
been both an exciting and challenging project.

*Available at: https:/www.samaritans.org/about-samaritans/research-policy/middle-aged-men-suicide/engaging-men-earlier/

**“ Murphy, H., Watling, S., Woodhames, J. and Shepherd, G., (2024). What do men gain from listening to men’s mental health podcast

episodes?. Mental Health & Prevention, p.200347.



Executive Summary

Menfulness attracts members from nationally recognised ‘at
risk’ age groups. These age groups often contain men who
feel a stigma and shame around seeking help or who have
strong masculine character traits and hold beliefs that mental
ill health is a weakness and should be managed alone.

Participants actively engage with Menfulness through

a number of online platforms and offline events. This
diverse engagement underscores the organizations ability
to connect with members across multiple platforms and
activity types.

Postcode data suggests many members live on the
outskirts of the city of York in demographically
‘comfortable’ neighbourhoods

Substantial qualitative research focused on mapping
the effectiveness of Menfulness services against the
Samaritans ‘five principles’.

A strength of the charity is the range of communication
channels they utilise to both spread awareness of offline
activities and help members connect with one another pre
and post event.

A surprising finding of the Samaritans’ mapping exercise
was when we asked men their views on how Menfulness
helps fostering a sense of achievement and how the charity
helps them achieve their personal goals.

Men told us that goals and target setting reminded them
too much of the pressures they often experienced in their
work or home life, which they did not need reminding of in
group activities.

The podcasts are a great way for men to begin the process
of reflection on their own attitudes and behaviours and
question what it means to be a man.

Trustees see a great value in the process of reflecting on
experience and questioning men’s internal processes,
which is the key to new learning and to eventually
behavioural change.

Trustees encourage men to become proactive and take
their mental wellbeing seriously. This may take the form

of men speaking about their mental health to their peers,
discussing their issues with a family member or visiting the
GP or a counsellor to ask for help and advice.

This pragmatic approach to mental health management
helps members understand the normality of mental health
struggles and how anxiety and depressive symptoms can
be reduced.

There is a real honesty in the Talk group where men are free
to express some very deep feelings and disclose often very
private thoughts and ideas.

York St John University

The Breakfast club seems a much less intense experience
than the Talk group with men feeling much more relaxed,
with less of a structure to their conversations.

Men attending the Retro Games night seem to be more
attracted to being with like-minded people within a social
setting.

The Social Football group shatters the assumptions that
playing amateur football needs to be a highly competitive,
tremendously serious and unforgiving pastime.

The offline groups provide examples of the range of
activities on offer to Menfulness members and the differing
levels of emotional depth and social connections the
activities provide.

These activities seem to form a natural continuum of
support. On one hand talk-based groups offer a depth of
intensity and honesty which some men crave as they can
be highly transformative.

On the other hand, activity-based groups offer a different
level of connection and intimacy, depending on how
prepared and comfortable men are to engage with others.

It is plain that engagement with a range of social media
seems to be vitally important for the success of the charity.

Our research suggests the primary benefits for men in a
male-only group are feeling understood and accepted.

Statistics indicate that membership of the Menfulness
charity may actually improve male help seeking.

Since becoming involved with the Menfulness community,
the number of participants who would be extremely unlikely
to seek counselling or therapy decreased to 3% and the
number of participants who would be extremely likely to
seek counselling or therapy increased to 70%.

Since becoming involved with Menfulness there have been
notable changes in communication patterns, with the
number of participants who would not seek out other men
to discuss things that bothered them decreasing to 16%
and men who found it easy to speak to other men about
things that bothered them increasing to 47%.

Since becoming members of Menfulness, there seems

to have been significant improvements in men’s mental
health: the number of participants reporting poor mental
health decreased to 3%, only 5% continued to experience
low mood, reports of frequent anger dropped to 0.85% and
notably, no men reported they had attempted to take their
own life.
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Demographics
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Age

The survey data revealed a wide age range among Menfulness members, from 18 to 77 years old. Notably, the most
prevalent age group representing 19% of the dataset was the 43-47 years old group, closely followed by the 38-42
years old cohort making up 18% of the data. Equally represented in the survey were individuals aged between 33-37
and 48-52 years old representing 14% of the data.

Insight: Menfulness attracts members from nationally recognised ‘at risk’ age groups. These age groups often
contain men who feel a stigma and shame around seeking help or who have strong masculine character traits and
hold beliefs that mental ill health is a weakness and should be managed alone. According to the Office for National
Statistics* around three-quarters of suicides registered in 2022 were males (4,179 deaths; 74.1%), equivalent to 16.4
deaths per100,000. In 2022 men aged 45 to 49 years had the second highest suicide rate (23 deaths per 100,000).
Alongside this, men aged 45 to 64 years have the highest rates of suicide for this broad age group since 2010 (20.4
deaths per 100,000 in 2022).

*https:/www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/
suicidesintheunitedkingdom/2022registrations
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Employment

This data is based on responses
from 190 participants and shows

the majority of respondents have Nal T 1S
managerial type occupations AL ‘\'
indicating members may earn a unell ] p l O ]/( d

mid-level salaries and have ‘people d | { Q (— tO ! O ff.l C e r
management’ responsibilities. 44 WOTI E [ e n | n e e r

participants (23%) were managers, g e r

24 (13%) were employed by the

construction or engineering sectors

and 19 (10%) were self-employed. L \S ﬁé\t/ I Ceed F) O I |C e
Insight: The employment data CIVI r O Ct b UsS | Ness
suggests Menfulness members may p J -

be familiar with organising other COonsu | Ld N L

people or taking on responsibilities

within their working roles. This may

suggest members in York may be more

‘group minded’ and familiar with the
experience of structure in their lives.

Engagement

Participants demonstrated significant engagement across Menfulness’ online spaces. 148 respondents reported
participation in the Menfulness WhatsApp group and 127 respondents indicated engagement with Menfulness’
Facebook pages.

Offline activities also saw considerable participation among respondents. The most popular offline activity was 5/6
a-side football groups, used by 72 respondents and the Knights Talking Group, used by 68 respondents.

Insight: The data illustrates participants are actively engaging with Menfulness through a number of online platforms
and offline events. This diverse engagement underscores the organization’s ability to connect with members across
multiple platforms and activities.

How men engaged with Menfulness

Facebook group
Whatsapp group
Menfulness website
Menfulness podcast
group 6 |
Serendipity Counselling
Allotment group
Tennis group
group
5/6 a-side football group
club
Monday coffee Club 00 |
group 00|
group
Walk and talk group [ o0 |
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Geographic area

Postcode data shows most respondents reside in

the YO32 area, with 17.1% of members living there.

This area includes Haxby, Huntington (North),

Wigginton, New Earswick, Stockton-on-the-Forest

and Strensall. The second most popular area is y O 2 6

the YO24 postcode area, with 15% of Menfulness — -

members. This area includes Acomb, Dringhouses O 2 4 JA0

and Woodthorpe. The third most popular area for y O 4 2
respondents to reside is the YO31 postcode area O 3 2

with 13.5% of participants residing there. This area y O 3 Oy y O 2 3
includes Heworth, Huntington (South), The Groves O 3 1

and Layerthorpe. y O 1y O

Insight: The postcode data suggests many y O 1

members live on the outskirts of the city of York

in demographically ‘comfortable’ neighbourhoods.
Although there are members living in postcode areas
classified as financially struggling, this group do not
make up the largest proportion of the membership.

Length of membership

From 282 respondents 138 individuals (53%) have been members of Menfulness for over a year. 71 participants (27%)
have been involved with Menfulness for six months or less.

Insight: This suggests the service is experiencing ongoing growth and successfully attracting new members. The
results also indicate a strong ability to maintain member engagement over an extended period of time.

80
70
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40
30
20

10

6 months Over 6 Over1 Over 1year Over 2 Over 2 Over 3+
or less months up  year up to 6 months yearsup  years and 6 years
to 1year 1year6 upto 2 1o 2 years ‘months up
months years 6 months to 3 year

Length of time in Menfulness
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Services map
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Services map
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Samaritans service design evaluation

The Samaritans (2021) conducted research to understand
how to effectively engage less well-off men in wellbeing
initiatives before they reached crisis point. Researchers
interviewed men aged from 30-59 years old, earning below
the median income level and classified as ‘just getting by’

Each respondent had experienced some of the following
‘risk factors’ over the previous five years:

e Were not working/had experienced job loss

e Suffered a downward trajectory in their career
e Lost touch with friends and family

e Experienced relationship breakdown

e Undertook increasing substance misuse

e Stopped taking part in activities

e Suffered worsening physical health

Findings were compiled in the handbook Engaging Men
Earlier: A Guide to Service Design (2021). The research
involved co-design workshops with 27 less well-off men
from the UK and the Republic of Ireland, where they
explored activities and initiatives that could support
men'’s wellbeing pre-emptively. This process led to the
development of five key principles recommended for
services to help ensure initiatives were in line with their
respondent’s needs.

The Samaritan’s outline five key principles for
successful men’s wellbeing services:

e Use activities to facilitate conversation

e Be welcoming and accessible

e Communicate clearly

e Foster meaningful relationships over time
e Foster a sense of achievement

The research revealed a one-size-fits-all approach to

be ineffective, as men often do not gravitate towards
stereotypically 'male' activities. Instead, men’s preferences
are shaped by individual life experiences, with preference
for hobby-based activities that address general wellbeing
needs over formal mental health or crisis related activities.

Our research team carried out a number of projects to

map Menfulness activities against the five principles. We
analysed content from the Menfulness website, individual
Menfulness WhatsApp channels, electronic information on
the ‘Meetup’ platform, Menfulness LinkedIn content and
traditional paper based promotional materials. We also
interviewed Menfulness volunteers and podcast listeners.
We carried out a number of focus group interviews with
members of the Knights talk group, the Breakfast Club, the
Retro Games group and the Social Football group.

Samaritans (2021). Engaging men earlier: a guide to service design, Surrey, The Samaritans. Available at https:/media.
samaritans.org/documents/Samaritans_Handbook_for_mens_wellbeing_services 2021.pdf, [accessed 27/6/2024]
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Key principle 1: Use activities to facilitate conversation

The Samaritans service
recommendations suggest to engage
participants and keep them engaged,
wellbeing initiatives should:

e Consider framing promotional materials and early
engagement around activities.

A strength of the Menfulness service is that it offers a
diverse range of activities to its members. Many of these
are task oriented such as videogaming, football, gardening,
running and walking groups. Menfulness also provides a
number of talking based group specifically designed to give
men the opportunity to speak to one another.

e Make only subtle implications or references to
socialising in advertising materials.

References to socialising are minimal in advertising
materials with some suggestion that the opportunity to
further socialise is available if men would like to do so.

e Consider how activities and goals related to
activities can be used to encourage conversation.

Menfulness have a real talent for bringing men together
for activity-based events which naturally encourage
conversation and openness.

The Samaritans service
recommendations checklist asks:

How are activities being used to facilitate
conversation?

Menfulness run a number of talking groups dedicated
to providing a space for meaningful conversation.

In groups which are more task-focused such as

the football or running groups, there is a dedicated
WhatsApp channel to help men connect away from
the activity if they wish.

Are there opportunities for participants to talk
casually before, during or after the activity?

All activities Menfulness promote have a clear venue
where men meet prior and post the group event.
During most activities men are encouraged to chat
to one another if they wish. An example of this is

at the football group where players meet at a local
sports club before the game. During the game there
are always two non-players standing on the side-
lines. This provides opportunities for discussion if
players choose to substitute themselves to engage in
conversation.

Do promotional materials make the activity clear?

Promotional materials make activities clear in both
written and graphical forms.

Quotes from promotional materials:

“The squash club have kindly opened their bar to us too so you can go up and have a drink and a natter after your
game if you fancy. No pressure, no expectations, just come down, have fun talk, listen and feel better for it!”

“There’s an opportunity for a coffee, soft drink maybe even a beer post run too!”

“[Volunteer] is a qualified counsellor, but there’s no pressure or expectations, just come down, have fun talk, listen
and feel better for it! We can’t solve all your problems fellas but you don't have to face them alone.”

12
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Key principle 2: Be welcoming and accessible

The Samaritans service
recommendations state that to engage
participants, wellbeing initiatives should:

e Prioritise ensuring that the first contact with a
participant is a really positive one. This could be by
having someone to meet and greet participants and
introduce them to others.

Designated volunteers are responsible for greeting new
participants and introducing them to the rest of the group.

* Provide taster sessions and trial periods for
beginners and use language around ‘giving it a go’ to
lessen any possible pressure.

New participants can book on to try a session before
becoming more involved in the group if they wish. It is
not necessary for new participants to commit to a certain
number of sessions.

e Ensure posters and campaign ads come across as
fun, playful, irreverent and friendly.

Menfulness promote a culture of openness, inclusivity and
friendliness which runs through their promotional materials.

e Provide drop-in rates and the ability to ‘freeze’
membership.

Menfulness do not charge a membership fee and provides
either free activities or activities with a suggested donation
level.

¢ Allow a low financial and time commitment to start
with.

Menfulness does not charge for its services and does not
require any level of commitment from group members.
Sessions are very much based on a ‘drop-in’ model. This
approach reduces anxiety around committing time and
money to activities and events.

The Samaritans service
recommendations checklist asks:

Have you considered the necessary basic skills
participants will need to take part?

Participants of mixed abilities are welcomed in
groups. Where basic skills are required for safety
reasons, volunteers provide beginners groups.

How will participants be greeted and introduced to
other group members?

Menfulness believe this is a key element of their service
which links to their values of being open and inclusive
to all men attending their groups. A designated
volunteer at each activity greets new members and
introduces them to other participants.

How easy is it for participants to ‘give it a go’? Do
you have taster sessions or trial periods?

Participants are encouraged to book on to activities
and try them without obligation of further commitment.

Participant quotes:

into the group.”

to everyone else”

“You know, it’s like that. So, | was just kind of walking in thinking | don’t know what I’'m doing here. I'll just start, give it a
try. You know, | thought whatever really was people like [volunteer] just kind of welcomed me in and then | start to slowly
realize, ‘actually, ’'m OK to talk about this and not feel judged for it””

“We’re walking into a group of people and you kind of assume everyone knows each other from football or

something and those relationships are there. It can be quite hard to walk in, but everybody is brilliant and friendly

and accommodating. | think they recognize there’s like some people who are not that outgoing. | mean, as a lifelong
introvert, you get that. And a lot of extroverts don’t understand the fact that you're fighting all the time. You need
somebody who's quite switched on, like [trustee/volunteer], who recognizes that in people and then creates that bridge

“There’s not the same people every week, it’s like 50% the same people. When | first started coming down, | was worried
that | was going to turn up to 15 people that all played football with each other and all knew each other and then | was
just a random. | wasn’t very good, and | knew it, but | just sort of wanted a friendly that | could try and learn [at] and |
came down and straight away, you know, two people came up to me and introduced themselves and then introduced me

13
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Key principle 3: Communicate clearly

The Samaritans service
recommendations state that to engage
participants, wellbeing initiatives should:

¢ Where appropriate, provide a structure, agenda oridea
of what is to come ahead of the first interaction with
a participant. This will help to alleviate anxiety about
starting something new and meeting new people.

Menfulness provide detailed descriptions of what to expect
at the activities through their online ‘Meetup’ pages and
WhatsApp channels.

¢ Provide practical, itinerary style information in the
initial engagement of a participant including whether
there will be parking, the nearest train station/bus
stop, and an idea of what the room looks like.

Promotional materials include meeting places and activity
locations pinpointed via Google Maps. This helps new
members find parking spaces and nearby bus stops or train
stations.

¢ Provide clarity as to who the activity or initiative is
for. This includes clear language about the level of
proficiency that a person needs.

Levels of proficiency are made clear with messages in the
promotional materials such as ‘all abilities welcome’.

The Samaritans service
recommendations checklist asks:

Is practical information about the group easy to
access, ahead of time, and regularly updated?

The practical information about the group is updated
regularly on the online ‘Meetup’ page ahead of time.

Do promotional materials make clear expectations
of participants, such as their level of proficiency?

Yes, advertisements state clear guidance on
proficiency levels such as ‘ALL abilities welcome and
encouraged’, and ‘there’s no obligation to speak and
you won't be expected to do so unless you wish’.

Has a suitable level of communication with
participants been considered to keep them
engaged?

Various activity specific WhatsApp channels provide
opportunities for open communication between
participants, volunteers and trustees. Menfulness
augment this with communication through Facebook
and LinkedIn to keep members informed and
engaged.

Participant quotes about being welcoming and accessible:

“Chaps a social friendly game of Footy! ALL abilities welcome and encouraged. This isn’t a competitive match or team
but a chance to have a game in a relaxed and friendly atmosphere.”

“There’s no obligation to speak and you won’t be expected to do so unless you wish. But please do feel free to share
your story, especially if it's relevant and might help someone else with theirs, we're not looking for advice or anyone to
solve anyone’s problems, just talking and lending a supportive ear.”

“Please wear suitable clothing and sturdy footwear for the weather and for getting messy. Wear shorts and t-shirts at
your own risk — scratches and stings are common in the pursuit of nature! Bring along any snacks and water to keep
you hydrated for the session and work at your own pace and ability level”

14
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Key principle 4: Foster meaningful relationships over time

The Samaritans service recommendations
state that to keep participants engaged,
wellbeing initiatives should:

e Where resources allow, offer frequent sessions to give
participants the best chance of building relationships

Menfulness provide a range of volunteer led activities on a
weekly and monthly basis. This encourages members to attend
a number of different sessions and meet different people.

e Consider how social support within an activity, such
as being paired with a buddy, can be used to keep a
participant engaged

There is no specific buddy-up scheme employed within the
activities, however, designated volunteers are available to
introduce and integrate new members into groups. This aligns
again with the Menfulness values of openness and inclusivity.

e Aim to build rapport and communication among
participants as time goes on. This should start with
encouragement to talk but without pressure to do so

Menfulness strike a clear balance in their advertising
between the messages that there is no pressure for men to
talk and that talking is encouraged if men wish to do so.

e Consider group or team activities where possible to help
foster relationships

Menfulness provide a wide range of group and team activities
across the service.

e Facilitate ‘extensions’ of the activity — for example
having a coffee afterwards, setting up email or
WhatsApp groups

Menfulness make clear within their advertising the spaces
available after activities for a coffee or a catch-up. There is also
a main WhatsApp channel, along with activity-specific channels
providing the opportunity to extend post activity sessions.

The Samaritans service
recommendations checklist asks:

Does the frequency of sessions encourage the
fostering of relationships?

A number of Menfulness sessions are available for
members to attend each week if they wish. Some
sessions occur monthly and others by the nature
of the activity are seasonal. The regularity of these
activities helps encourage members to develop
relationships if they wish.

How are participants expected to engage with
others during activities? Are they in teams or
working with a buddy?

This may vary depending on the activity for instance
in the social football group participants will play in
teams. At other activities such as talk groups or the
running club, participants attend as individuals and
gain a sense of cohesion through the facilitation of
designated volunteers.

Is it possible to encourage relationships outside
the activity, perhaps by setting up optional
online groups or social events?

Menfulness run regular social events for members,
their friends and families. Relationships outside
traditional activities are encouraged through

the use of activity specific WhatsApp channels,
LinkedIn and Facebook groups.

month so that’s nice.”

a coffee sometime!”

Participant quotes about fostering meaningful relationships:

“Yeah, a couple in specific cause you do get a rapport with folk where you’re like minded and also you know I've got
some sort of connection to two people in particular. One, as | say we’ve now joined the golf club together. So, he’s
become a friend and we’ve met for a drink a few times as well, in the evening. So, that’s an absolute strong positive
because | can see us being friends. | think we’re even thinking about going out with [our] wives as well to do that next

“A genuinely nice man that | met at one of the activities - | think it was the walk and talk. Yeah, | said we should go for

“You know, occasionally you’ll talk to someone and find out that you've got things in common with them and | suppose
that kind of bridges the gap between social connection and building rapport and having a understanding of other
people. It is certainly comforting and it's nice to meet other people and find out you’ve got things in common with
them, you know, [you] might be in similar sort of situations, in your personal circumstances.”
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Key principle 5: Foster a sense of achievement

The Samaritans service
recommendations state that to engage
participants, wellbeing initiatives should:

¢ Make clear what may be achieved by partaking in an
activity

Menfulness make clear through their online promotions
what to expect at each activity and what members may gain
from skills-based activities.

¢ Highlight the development of new skills

Menfulness offer opportunities for the development of

new skills through activities such as football, running club,
tennis coaching, boxing, dad’s hair school and the allotment
group. They also offer activities which do not centre around
the development of new skills for men who prefer more
discussion-based activities in the form of talk groups.

e Encourage personal goal setting at the beginning of an
activity and take time to reflect on progress

Although personal achievements are celebrated amongst
members and Menfulness is open to individuals setting
their own personal goals they do not actively encourage or
measure personal progress.

e Provide introductory sessions

Menfulness provide introductory sessions to members
interested in joining a group.
¢ Ensure sessions are not described like there is an

expectation to be proficientimmediately

Menfulness are clear through their communications that
members of all skill levels are welcome at their activities.
There is no expectation that men will become proficient at
any of their activities.

16

e Empower participants to contribute to the service by
running parts of a session or deciding which activities
to undertake

Menfulness encourage its members to take an active role in
group formation and organisation. A key principle within the
charity is that the grassroots membership has the ability

to suggest new initiatives and members with popular ideas
can lead activities as volunteers. A recent example of this is
the establishment of a new Board Game group which was
set up by a volunteer member in May 2024.

* Encourage friendly competition

Menfulness offer activities which promote a non-
competitive, friendly environment.

e Appointing a coach to help improvementin a
supportive way or consider buddy-up scheme

Volunteers are appointed to run activities and are available
to actively support members if this is necessary.

e Reflect back to participants about skills learned and
goals achieved

Menfulness has cultivated a culture where personal goals
and skills are celebrated on an individual basis when
members wish to set themselves goals. Reflection on
specific skill related goals is not actively encouraged as
many members regard this as counterproductive.



The Samaritans service
recommendations checklist asks:

Are there skills or goals which can be highlighted
which men joining the group might want to
develop?

Menfulness provide a wide range of activities some of
which involve the development of skills. Menfulness
do not promote goal setting as many members

have expressed a dislike for goals as this is linked to
anxiety, expectation and unhelpful competitive traits.
Many members have stated the reason for joining
Menfulness was the lack of goal and target setting
which they felt often reminded them of the pressures
they experienced at work or home.

Is there an opportunity for participants to consider
their own goals and how to achieve them?

Menfulness are open to members developing their
own personal goals but do not see this as important
within the overall structure of the service.

How effective is the activity or service at
supporting men to reach their goals?

Personal goals and achievements are celebrated by
members within activity specific WhatsApp channels,
for instance. As previously stated Menfulness do not
consider supporting members to reach personal goals
is particularly helpful.

York St John University

Participant quotes about fostering
a sense of achievement:

“I think that goals would be...detrimental. Yeah,
absolutely.”

“I think you’d have a negative effect. We come here
voluntarily, just for ourselves, and the last thing we
need is pressure on our mental health. Honestly, [I]
think if something like that happened, well, | wouldn't
be coming down again. It’s not fair. No, this is us -
talking. You know, we want to talk.”

“Goals are not relevant. Yeah, that’s part of the point,
isn’t it, that there is no expectation. Yeah, that’s
needed really.”

“Yeah, | think counterproductive. Put some people
off. You get that in other in other areas. And it’s not
about being masculine and being, you know, having
an ego and being competitive and the kind of cliches
about being male, it’s extracting you from that really
and being able to open-up and not be judgmental.
And | think any kind of competition would be
counterproductive.”

“There’s like, there’s pressure if there’s goals and
things to that you have to achieve, there’s more
pressure that you put on yourself when you go

to an event. You might be putting yourself under
unnecessary stress to then achieve the goals that are
put on by that event. And yeah, you don’t really want
that”
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Insight:

Much of our research focused on mapping the
effectiveness of Menfulness services against the
Samaritans principles. The exercise was extremely
useful as it provided Menfulness with a benchmark
from the UK’s foremost suicide prevention charity.

It is clear through our research activities, individual
interviews and focus group discussions that Menfulness
exceed expectations across four of the five principles.
Menfulness activities are all specifically developed

to help provide opportunities for men to discuss any
issues they may be struggling with. As well as providing
dedicated talking groups Menfulness extend the
opportunity to talk into their activity-based events too.
This willingness to encourage conversation is based on
the trustee’s belief that talking is the key to reducing
anxiety and depression and ultimately suicidal acts. This
culture spreads to each activity through its volunteers
who ensure every person attending events are made

to feel welcome, with new members being given more
attention to help them feel part of the group.

A real strength of the charity is the range of
communication channels they utilise to both spread
awareness of offline activities and help members
connect with one another pre and post event.
Menfulness are expert in using online media such as
Meetup, podcasting and WhatsApp channels to increase
attendance at events and afterwards to provide men
with the opportunity to develop deeper connections
and peer support. This approach is extremely effective
in helping men develop a greater understanding of how
their mental health can improve through connection,
reflection and discussion with their peers. It is clear
many of the men we interviewed had developed deep
and meaningful connections with other men since
joining Menfulness and attending activities. The
variation and frequency of activities helps give men with
different interests the opportunity to come along and
experience being around others with similar interests.
This is important as Menfulness do not attempt to fit
‘square pegs’ into ‘round holes’, this may make some
men uncomfortable and deter them from engaging
further with the service.

The most surprising finding of our research was when
we asked men their views on how Menfulness helps
fostering a sense of achievement and how the charity
helps them achieve their personal goals. Each focus
group participant had quite strong views on how goal
setting and the development of skills was not the reason
they attended events. Men told us that goals and target
setting reminded them too much of the pressures they
often experienced in their work or home life which they
certainly did not need reminding of in group activities.

This finding initially surprised us, but on further
reflection made sense. Menfulness encourage a culture
of friendliness, camaraderie and honest communication
between men and rejects some of the more harmful
male centric traits based on competitiveness,

striving and single-minded goal seeking. The men

we interviewed seemed to have reflected on these
differences too and were very aware of the cultural
variation between Menfulness and expectations of
themselves at work and home. We find the rejection

of the fifth Samaritans principle - in this context - to

be helpful. We feel the response to be indicative of the
way in which men in our study seem to have changed
some of their unhelpful masculine attitudes. This is an
extremely interesting finding as it suggests to us that

- at a deeper level - the Menfulness culture may have
the ability to challenge both masculine socialised and
hegemonic masculine attitudes and behaviours.



Podcast reports

York St John University

The Menfulness podcast series is hosted by Sam Watling, a trustee of Menfulness and co-participant in this
research study. The podcast aims to foster stigma-breaking and life-affirming conversations. Many interviewees are
Menfulness group members and provide personal accounts of their own mental health challenges. The podcasts

are characterized by honest vulnerability, a shared objective of understanding the issues faced by men and critical
enquiry of the reasons behind men’s reluctance to communicate about their mental health. For this project we
interviewed a number of men who had listened to the podcast episodes and asked what they gained from being a
podcast listener. The quotations below come from our first academically published research paper which asks “What
do men gain from listening to men’s mental health podcast episodes?” (Murphy et.al., 2024).

Murphy, H., Watling, S., Woodhams, J. and Shepherd, G., (2024). What do men gain from listening to men’s mental
health podcast episodes? Mental Health & Prevention, p.200347.

Hearing other men’s lived experiences
through the podcast enables some
members to connect with each other
more meaningfully at Menfulness
activities

“I'm not very social. | have social anxiety and | don’t like
groups of people... | don't like groups of men. And it’s
bizarre that... | feel comfortable to just go in to the [in-
person supporting events], just turning on, chatting to
people who a few weeks ago, a few months ago | just didn’t
know at all and I'll have brilliant conversations with people
and for me six months ago | could never have done that.
And | think that is a lot to do with the podcasts, a lot to

do with understanding other people’s issues and sort of
crafting them around my own”.

“So people like [name] and [name], who | already knew
from [their podcast], it was a way of hearing their story and
hearing their human trials and tribulations and how they got
to where they were so that | could get to know them better”.

“..it's a strange one and | was talking to [man 1], who's just

in the last podcast, and the other night we were down at the
[group meetup] and | said ‘it’s a bit strange for me’, | said,
‘because obviously | just listened to your podcast last week, |

said ‘so for me, it’s like, yeah, it’s like, | feel like | know you™.

The podcast normalizes men’s mental
health struggles, and men feel less
stigmatized, and less alone

“I think for me it’s getting to understand exactly that other
people out there are going through the same thing. You
know, I’'m not isolated. I’'m not... I'm not the freak of the
house, pardon the expression”.

“They’re approaching subjects that you and | would go ‘I
really want to talk about that’ and people are actually sitting
there and they’re going through the subjects, they’re going
through the topics, they’re going through their own personal
experiences. And you’re sitting and you're going ****! |'ve
gone through that”.

“l do struggle with my mental health at times, and | think
that listening to the show, like | said, it helps me feel that I'm

not alone in facing that and that you know I'm with part of a
broader group of people who are trying to speak about it”.
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Help-seeking is encouraged through
podcast listening

“You describe it [on the podcast] and they think ‘You know
what, I've got to go to one of these talking sessions! I've got
to go somewhere! | want to know more about Menfulness’..
and that helps them in their journey”

“And then let’s talk about these audio-books and | think
well, if | can listen to a podcast, then perhaps the way
for[ward for me] is to read these books, that are kind of self-
help books [this] is another way forward”

Men reflected on their masculinity
and masculine socialization through
podcast listening, which benefitted
their wider relationships

“There [is such a] generosity of spirit and emotion and
kindness that all the men at [the service] display. ... the
version of masculinity that I've been following is not helpful
and | need to give more time to being kind, generous and
more accepting of others”.
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Research in Progress

For our second academic paper (which is still

in development) we explored the way in which
Menfulness trustees communicate their values
through Menfulness podcast episodes. Throughout
this research project we were very interested in
understanding the values and cultural messages held
by the board of trustees, which we felt were at the
heart of the Menfulness charity. In order to explore
these values we analysed podcasts featuring each of
the five trustees and developed a number of ‘working
themes which we outline below.

3

A culture of inclusivity was cultivated
through a zero-tolerance policy towards
harmful or offensive attitudes and
strong boundaries. This enabled an
encouraging and connected group
dynamic:

“I've had a couple of times where I've had to kind of go ‘you
know that's not what we're about’. So, there's obviously...
there's a few divisive topics that people could get into,
certainly politics, Brexit, whatever it could be - quite
divisive. But that's not what we're about. We're about
bringing people together and you know what? What brings
us together? What connects us?”

“We're very aware that we support men or people who
identify as male. And that can be a barrier and we've been
very fortunate, haven't we, that we haven't really had
misogynistic stuff and things like that. And every time we've
had any even glimmer of it, we've absolutely shut it down. If
you don't have someone who's got the wherewithal or the
abilities to do that, it could go in a very different direction.”



The experience of hearing men
discussing vulnerable material can
encourage other men to engage with
sharing in the group, this is described
as a ‘domino effect’:

“It's like a domino effect. It's like sometimes you're at these
talk groups. Yeah, you know, | didn't want to really talk, but
then they [other group members] really open up and it's this
domino effect of wow, yeah. And looking around, | mean
each person that talks opens up a little bit more because
they feel really safe, and it is a safe environment and that
nine times out of 10 that is enough.”

“I call it permission. It's slightly different, but what | find in
this group is that if you're prepared to disclose a little bit
about what you've got going on yeah, [a] little bit, people
feel comfortable about saying what they've got going on a
bit and then once you've got past that point in that both of
you go, ‘ah, we might not have the same situation, we might
be going through different things, but the depths we can
get to [and] the darkness we might feel, but want to escape
from is not dissimilar.”

An environment which fosters reflective
practices, including reflection on the
meaning of masculinity:

“Those labels that we give ourselves like ‘I'm supposed

to be the strong one’, or ‘I'm supposed to be the one that
people rely on’. Especially as a teammate in a sport like
that, it must be really hard to say, ‘l can't be what you need
right now’ and | know in like construction, in the army and
the police | can imagine that there's a lot of ‘people are
relying on me to be that guy’. And so, to be able to step out
and say, ‘I'm not that guy right now’ takes courage. It isn't a
weakness, because actually it's harder to do that than it is
to just internalize it all and try and pretend everything's OK.”

York St John University

Self-awareness is promoted in terms of
self-care practices and for emotional
regulation:

“We’ve become a lot better at recognising when we're not
in the right space... You know the empty bucket sort of
description. And | think we've got a lot better realising if our
bucket hasn't got anything in it, we can't just keep going
and going and going because we're just going to fall over,
aren't we?”

“I'm aware of some things that | can and can't take at
that particular time, so sometimes the talk group will be
amazing. | might have to bow out because of it being a
particularly troubling week.”

A proactive approach to mental
wellness is embraced and encouraged:

“I would never say I've had a breakdown. I've never had any
massive bouts of depression or anything like that. | wouldn't
say | suffer from anxiety. However, | know there is massive
merit in proactively managing my mental health by various
different means. Yeah, and being part of this group has
made me realise that more than ever.”

“I've had counselling and feel | have needed it. Certainly,
over the last year, I'm speaking to my counsellor about

it and it's a protective factor. Because what's the other
choice? The other choice for me would be to go down a very
dark hole where I'm very, very sad and very, very angry.”
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Insight

It is interesting to compare and contrast the values and cultural messages communicated through trustee podcast
episodes against the messages Menfulness members take from listening to the podcasts. Menfulness trustees
encourage inclusivity and do not tolerate harmful hegemonic attitudes and behaviours in online or offline groups.
This gives members an assurance their online and offline activities are safe enough to help them question their
attitudes and behaviours in new ways (when the time is right of course). This is important when men begin to discuss
their vulnerabilities or challenges and are looking for a deeper level of understanding and support from their peers.

The podcasts are a very effective way for men to begin the process of reflection on their own attitudes and
behaviours in terms of what it means to be a man. Trustees see great value in the process of reflecting on experience
and questioning men’s internal processes, which is the key to new learning and eventually to behavioural change.
Trustees encourage men to become proactive and take their mental wellbeing seriously. This may take the form

of men speaking about their mental health to their peers, discussing their issues with a family member or visiting

the GP or a counsellor to ask for help and advice. Along with this, trustees recognise the value of self-care and
emotional regulation practices which help give men the tools to alter their behaviour. This pragmatic approach to
mental health management helps members normalise their mental health struggles and how to reduce symptoms of
anxiety and depression.



Focus group reports

York St John University

Throughout the research project we attended a number of Menfulness activities and held focus groups with the
members in attendance. This helped us gain a perspective on how members experiences mapped onto the five
principles within the Samaritans handbook. The following section provides insight into some of the discussions we
had in the Knights talk group, Breakfast club, Retro Games Night and Social Football group.

Knights talk group

The Knights talk group provides a monthly opportunity for men to get together and discuss at some depth, a range
of issues which may be on their mind. The group is set in a relaxed, friendly environment and there is no compulsion
for men to speak if they do not wish. Participants describes this talk group as a circle group session that fosters a

safe environment to share vulnerabilities.

“The societal expectations and the weight that’s been
placed upon us as men is harmful. Is damaging individually
and it’'s damaging to society, but the first time | walked

in the door | was expecting a bunch of men and instead |
saw a bunch of vulnerable human beings who [were] really
talking.”

“Coming into this environment where, like, it was all right to
feel rubbish and have a cry and talk about your feelings and
be really honest... It was just so critically important for me
not feeling like | was going insane.”

“Before | started coming here, | was at the lowest of the
low. To the point where | was like, ‘I'm going to try this and

if it doesn’t work, I’'m done’. And yeah, I've tried to commit
suicide in the past. And so, the fact I'm still alive, it’s kind of
testament to the value of this group. Having that support
network there has been vital for me over the last few years
and having people don’t judge me for it because most of my
friends | can find, most of my friends - they just don’t talk
about this stuff and if they do, they’re judging the crap out
of you or maybe you feel like they are. Here, | can say it and |
don’t feel judged.”

“When | started coming to Menfulness, my life was falling
apart a bit and | was down to two or three people | actually
trusted and what I've found here is people that don’t judge
me. They take me for who [ am.”

“There isn't those instant questions of social and class
structure of what do you do for a living? How much do you
earn? Like | don’t care whether people have a lot in common
with me. It's the thing that matters is we trust each other,
and we don’t judge each other.”

“Kind of quite a few meaningful friendships that aren’t just
surface level. A lot of previous friendships for me, bar sort
of my close friendship group, [were] based around like you
meet someone at a pub or you meet someone at a gig and
the only thing you’ve kind of got in common is either music
or beer? And then | stopped drinking about five years ago
so | wasn’t really making as many new friends. Which was
OK by me, but since I've come here [I] have met people who
have common interests in terms of like men’s mental health
and being the best version of you.”

“It's really opened me out, socially. Like we’ve all been
through our own stuff and we’ve arrived at a similar place
from completely different angles, exteriors and angles. But
we’re all here for one reason and we can connect at a real
sort of core level”
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Breakfast club

The breakfast club is a place to share breakfast and a chat with like-minded men. It provides an atmosphere characterized
by encouragement and positivity. The venue offers a chilled ambiance without structured activities, allowing for relaxed

conversations.

“l think being someone that struggles with depression and
has done, you know, for a number of years. It’s just when
you wake up and that motivation factor for me is a real
struggle, but I know no matter what version of me turns up,
| always come out feeling lifted, and the conversations and
a nice breakfast and that’s it. It then powers me for that day
and it gives me that motivation to keep going really. It’s that
everyone’s so positive and such a good sounding board to
bounce ideas off, it just really helps me in that respect. And
the fact that there is no ‘activity’ as such, just having a chat
is perfect for me. Just to be able to talk to people”

“It's kind of the exact opposite, but the same thing as the
Knights talking group. Whereas they have a very structured
talking group, this is very, very relaxed talking group. But it
isn’t labelled as that, it’s just coming for coffee — but it’s the
same thing.”

“There was a few sat on one table, and | was a bit unsure,
so | went to the other side and just them calling across and
saying, ‘look, come sit over here. You've done it now! You're
through the door, you’re herel Come on, come and join us
over here’. Yeah, that was like reassuring. One of them, he
pulled up the chair and said ‘come over here and can | get
you anything?’ And | was like, yeah, I'll have a coffee, please.
But he was just amazing and just so reassuring. Like, you've
done it now, you’ve made that big leap — let me look after

you.
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“When | came, | was loitering about outside. And one of the
gentlemen was outside and he immediately started talking
to me and [asked me to] go in with him. And another chappy
stood there who was very welcoming as well and you know,
you immediately feel at ease.”

“l came here to hopefully get more connections but where
we could do stuff. And low and behold, soon after | joined
during the summer, [name] came along who was doing the
same thing. He knew he was retiring soon and as a result
we've now joined a golf club together and we’ll be playing
some golf and socialise. So that’s, you know, real”

“I've met people, especially others with children and
whatnot, through it. I've made other friends who like, we've
been on play dates and things like that, which is nice with
other males to be able to do that [with]. It's not something
that that people do, and it’s been nice to meet people

with children of a similar age and go out for coffees and

to soft play and just get that socialisation and someone to
talk to. Just unload on each other. | think we all need that
sometimes as well.”



Retro games night

York St John University

The Retro Games night offers a retro gaming-themed evening in a pub setting, showcasing multiplayer classics such as
GoldenEye and Mario Kart. It serves as a casual space for forging social connections without expectations. The atmosphere
is characterized by a lack of competitiveness, fostering a relaxed environment within a familiar social context.

“I have made social connections, deep friendships with
everyone, but just nice social connections like these guys
in the pub. ‘Well, how are you doing? Yeah. Nice to see

you again’ you know, similar sort of thing to that. And you
know you can sort of dip in and out of any of the activities
that the group organizes and it's quite easy to do, so it’s no
pressure, it's sort of put out there for anyone wants to get
involved. So if you're looking for friendship groups or extra
activities, | think the charity does facilitate that very well,
yeah.”

“Men generally don’t want to do that competitive stuff.
It’s like you get that in other in other areas... | mean you
compete at work, and you compete in dating and every
other [aspect]. It's quite nice to have a realm where you
don’t have to compete. There’s no pressure to come. You
don’t get points for coming to more events. ”

“l would say it's it exceeded my expectations. | just came
down to meet a friend that | normally meet in the pub and
then when we heard about this night, we said yeah, we’ll

try and get to that and you know, | just thought we’d come
for a drink and maybe have a game of whatever, but I've
made other social connections just from being here. You
know, | think the culture of the charity is to facilitate new
friendships and actively going and seeing the guy in the
corner and saying ‘how are you doing, mate? What’s your
name? Do you fancy a game of this?’. And, actually, | didn’t
expect any of that but I've tried to get involved with that sort
of mentality as much as possible from coming down and I've
found it really rewarding and I've enjoyed it.”
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Social Football

This alternative version of football is characterized by a non-competitive ethos. It serves as a platform for individuals to
engage in physical activity and if they wish, to forge meaningful connections. Participants note the remarkable inclusivity of
the group and emphasise its welcoming atmosphere. The pay-to-play structure has been commended for accommodating

individuals unable to make significant levels of commitment.

“A lot of football you have to sign up for a season or so and
for me that just doesn’t work for me. And so being able to
pay-and-play has been great and actually | probably play
more because | don’t have to commit that. | think there’s
the right level of competitiveness, it’s people who want to
play well but not in a toxic way, not in an overly aggressive
tackling way. So, | think for me, it’s a great level. It’s exactly
what I'm looking for.”

“The football was the first thing | came down to and what
struck me first about it was how welcoming everybody
was. | think football has a thing of being a bit toxic at

times and I've never found that down at the [Menfulness]
football group and I think that just promotes such a good
environment for people to chat and speak afterwards, after
the footy is finished.”

“l didn’t need to come down to football to try and get that, ‘let's
talk about your feelings’ but it helped to be in an environment
where it was competitive, but there was no scores, which I've
never played a football environment where you played and

no scores and you could just shoot from one end of the pitch
to the other and not get shouted at like obviously because |
think because Menfulness is a group where you can sign up on
Meetup and you can you can come down, you will get the odd
person who won't understand what Menfulness is about and
might like not understand the attitude of what we’re trying to
get, but 99% of people who are [there] will actually cheer you
on for taking that long shot or whatever, which | think is great
because I've fallen back in love with football again through
coming down to the football events, whereas there has been
five years of not playing at all, right? But that’s all down to the
people that are there.”
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“l didn’t actually know what Menfulness was when | came
down for the first time. It was my friend who recommended
that we go down and try this football group out, and I've
been to football groups in the past and I’'ve been there all
night, and nobody’s asked me my name kind of thing. But
that’s what struck me - as soon as we got there, people
coming up and introducing themselves to me.”

“While | was playing, I'm fully aware | was terrible and I'm
still not very good. But it was just the thing of they pass

to me still and | really expected to like, playing football in
high school and stuff you just wouldn’t get passed to if you
weren’t. So like when | came here like immediately, like | got
the ball first. | think on my first game and | was like, | don’t
even know what to do with it. Like, | don’t know anyone like,
so | just sort of... | think | made so many mistakes but every
time someone was giving [me] like positive reinforcement of
like ‘yeah, you could try but maybe try this’. That was really
good and for me, | mean, | was like pretty anxious and | just
wasn’t like, the best version of myself. So it really reinforced,
like, this is a good environment to be in. It's probably good
for me to be here.”



York St John University

Insight

There is a real honesty in the Talk group where men are free to express some very deep feelings and disclose often
very private thoughts and ideas. Men recognised other men as human beings who are free to cry and express
themselves in new ways. Discussions around suicide are also a striking example of the candid nature of the talk
group, which coupled with a culture of trust and ‘realness’ helps members connect with themselves and each other
at personality changing levels.

The Breakfast club seems a much less intense experience than the Talk group with men feeling much more relaxed
with less of a structure to their conversations. This group offers the opportunity for men to develop friendships
with people who may have the same interests or who are at the same stage of life. Conversations within this group
revolve around a friendly breakfast and a relaxed start to Sunday morning and the chance for men to talk to their
peers around general mental health and wellbeing issues if they so wish.

Men attending the Retro Games night seem to be more attracted to being with like-minded men within a social
setting. There are less opportunities to speak about mental health subjects than in talk-based groups but this is
off