
                    Is spirituality necessary for altruistic self-help groups?

The English word “spirituality” is translated as “supirichuaritȋ” in Japanese and the 
recent spread of this concept in Japan is referred to “the new spirituality culture” 
(Shimazono & Graf, 2012). However, because it has been given various meanings 
including occultism, it seems that many self-help groups are reluctant to be considered 
spirituality-oriented. Does this mean that the hypothesis that spirituality as a third area 
of focus in relation to Japanese self-help groups should be rejected?
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* Since the 1970s self-help 
groups have been studied by 
numerous researchers around 
the world, who have mainly 
explored the phenomena as (1) 
social movements of the socially 
disadvantaged or stigmatised 
people empowering themselves 
and promoting self-advocacy or 
(2) an alternative or 
non-professional method of 
helping people that offers 
mutual support among peers in 
similar situations. 
* My research aimed to explore 
spirituality as a third area of 
focus in relation to Japanese 
self-help groups and self-help 
group movements. The methods 
applied included a literature 
review and fieldwork carried out 
over two decades with self-help 
groups for parents of children 
with intractable diseases, for 
alcoholics, and for family 
survivors of suicide. 
* My contention is that 
spirituality should be seen as a 
third essential characteristic of 
self-help groups in Japan. 
Although spirituality has been 
discussed as a central element of 
12-step groups such as 
Alcoholics Anonymous, it is 
seldom considered important in 
relation to other types of 
self-help groups in Japan. 
Because Japan has fewer 12-step 
groups than in Western 
countries, it has generally been 
assumed that few Japanese 
self-help groups have 
spirituality as part of their group 
ethos. 
* However, my two decades’ 
worth of fieldwork suggest this 
hypothesis is incorrect. For 
example, I have observed many 
parents of sick children devoting 
themselves to the development 
of their self-help groups while 
considering their actions as a 
memorial service that comforts 
the spirits of their dead children 
and/or as service for those who 
are not yet born. The group 
members’ relationship with 
their children is spiritual rather 
than secular. In addition, some 
non-12-step alcoholics’ groups 
involve Buddhist spiritual 
training that is very different 
from the practice of 12-step 
groups. Family survivors of 
suicide believe they have 
ongoing spiritual relationships 
with the dead.
* In light of my findings, I pose 
two questions: First, do Japanese 
self-help groups accept 
spirituality as an important part 
of their ethos in a society where 
“spirituality” is often considered 
as something dubious, like 
occultism? Second, does 
spirituality actually help 
self-help groups achieve 
influence beyond their 
boundaries of their mutual help 
activities? I observe a lessening 
of the element of spirituality in 
some waning self-help groups. 
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Methods                    Literature Review My Fieldwork

                 Japan       The West 
          (mainly the US)Areas

Social 
Movements

Spirituality

Alternative 
Methods

       Yes        Yes

       Yes        Yes

“may be experienced 
as relationship 

with that which is 
intimately ‘inner’, 

immanent and 
personal, within the 

self and others, and/or
as relationship with 
that which is wholly
‘other’, transcendent
and beyond the self ”

(Cook, 2004).

       Yes        Yes       Yes

        No

        No        No

12-step groups such as
Alcoholics Anonymous

have spirituality as 
an important element 

of their programs.

Self-help groups such as 
Moderation Management 

reject spirituality 
in their programs.

12-step groups 
adopt spiritual

approaches. The 
number of 12-Step 
Groups is limited.

(Few Japanese 
self-help groups 

other than
12-step groups 
have spiritual
approaches.)  

Alcoholics’ groups have Zen-
Buddhist spiritual approaches 
(Oka & Chanhall, 2015). 

Family survivors of suicide keep 
spiritual relationships with the 
deceased in groups (Oka, 2013).
Parent organisations for sick 
children work for those who are 
not yet born as well as deceased 
children (Oka, 2003).  
 

Self-help groups work for 
social change and promote

their self-help activities, 
without spirituality.

  

                    Do Japanese self-help groups accept the concept of “spirituality”?
                     

                    Further Questions

From my observations, energetic and developing self-help groups display strong 
altruism in helping those who are experiencing the same dif�iculties, even if they are 
total strangers. On the other hand, the groups who do not have such altruistic 
characteristics have seen decreases in their membership. Because spirituality and 
altruism, or prosociality, are related (Saroglou, 2013), do self-help groups need 
spirituality at the core of their ethos to extend their in�luence among non-members?


