Andy wants to help. il

suffer here in Western New York
“and he’s doing it in a halistic and

purely humanistic way: He i
 reaching out as only a friend can.

__In the process, Andy’s goal to
. help heal others is helpin to heal =

himaswell.




PEER-TO-PEER

There are many ways to help those who
suffer from depression, including occa-
sionally intense medical intervention.

But at the root of most long-term
treatment options for the disease which
causes social anxiety, a lack of
self-confidence and even suicidal tenden-
cies, is the importance of community and
interpersonal relations.

Support groups are a big help, putting
those suffering in the midst of other
people, some with the same condition as
them and others without any. By getting
people together to talk and share, laugh
and cry, support and motivate, sufferers
start to feel their importance.

This mode of treatment is familiar to Andy.

It's what helped convince him to reach out.

“| can hopefully understand what they’re
going through,” he says. “That's what
motivated me to give back. Because I've
been suffering myself.”

He is the first to admit that the lows can
feel very low. “I've had the feeling, like, |
have no friend in the whole world. When
you're at that point, sometimes you just
need a little push.”

GETTING OUT THERE

There are many agencies in Western New
York that serve those looking for a friend or
confidant. Peer-support groups match
profiles of those looking for a friend with
those volunteering to be one. Personality
traits, interests and activities are matched,
qualified by research and a background
test. Once the agency has found a match,
a volunteer is asked to spend a certain
number of hours a week or month with a
friend. From there, the relationship is as it
would be with any other sort of friendship.

Andy chose Compeer, a local organization
which caters to those with mental health
issues like depression. Andy has gained
three friends in the two years he has been
a volunteer with Compeer, and says he
enjoys the time they spend together.
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“You call them on the phone, try to set up
times to go out with them. It might be just
going to a Bisons game, maybe a coffee,”
says Andy. If a friend’s interests are
shared — which, chances are they are,
given Compeer’s extensive profiling — they
they have even more chances to bond.

Andy says the relationship forged is hope-
fully as authentic and significant as any
other friendship. The circumstances for
the two parties meeting does not hinder
the person’s desire to meet and socialize
with people. It helps in many ways.

“| think at first it's kind of awkward
because they’re wondering, ‘Why are you
doing this?’ They’re kind of hesitant but
once you start sharing with them,” Andy
says things become more natural.

A TWO-WAY ROAD

In Andy’s case, his personal history has
impacted his Compeer relationships in
many ways, and vice-versa.

“| feel like I'm giving back. | suffer from
mental illness; | feel that’s something |
understand. | tell my friends, look, I'm not
perfect. I've got a family, a job. Look at
me, who suffers and who appreciates the
friendship just as much as they might
appreciate the friendship I'm giving them.”

Gaining a new friend may not sound like
such a big deal, but for someone for whom
any kind of social interaction spells terror,
this kind of work means a lot.

“| think it's like therapy for me. | think
getting healthy is a combination of things -
taking your meds, seeing your profes-
sional.” But it's about more than that.

“For me, (it's about) being able to sit and
talk with a friend who is suffering. There’s
not too many people who | can share with,
too. To gain the confidence to starting your
day. To feel good about how you, maybe,
wear an outfit. Like, I'm proud and ready
to face the world.”

For more about volunteering to be a friend
to someone in need, contact Compeer at
716.883.3331 or visit compeerbufialo.org.
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