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CALGARY | Years ago, when John Stephure was battling cancer, he longed for help he couldn’t find. The Calgarian wished there was some way to share with other local cancer patients experiences and thoughts on how to improve their healing and wellness.
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In 2000, Stephure took the first step toward establishing a community-based support centre for individuals and families living with cancer in Calgary. Today, he is president of Wellspring Calgary, a one-year-old support centre modelled after the Toronto-based non-profit network of the same name.
Wellspring Calgary provides a wide range of non-medical programs and services (“for body, mind and spirit”) provided at no cost and without referral. 
When people are diagnosed with cancer, explained Dr. Glenn Gould, a Wellspring Calgary board member (and Stephure’s family physician), they are overwhelmed: They wonder “what their treatment timeline is going to look like, and whether there’s a good chance of them recovering fully.”
They are inevitably also concerned about their family finances, Dr. Gould continued, and so “having programs that are free (like Wellspring) and easily accessible is really important.” 
About five years ago, Dr. Gould learned about the anxiety that can bombard cancer patients following a diagnosis when he was told he had head and neck cancer. 
“I could have used . . . some help such as is available here (today) at Wellspring,” he said. 
Peer support
At Wellspring, Dr. Gould provides peer support to head and neck cancers patients, to help them with their cancer journey. Although they sometimes ask him for specific medical information, given that he is a physician, his first goal is to provide a different, non-clincal kind of support. He tries to help individuals understand what to expect with the therapy, how long it will likely take to recover and how to deal with the good and bad in their prognosis. 
“The programs here are to help people deal with the reality of their situation,” he explained. “Sometimes, when a person has a bad diagnosis, they will respond in a way that is kind of pathological to them and their family. They get caught up in the mentality of ‘Why me?’ and ‘I’m never going to beat this!’ Others will use a bad diagnosis as a forum for growth.”
Wellspring Calgary offers a venue for such a forum. Dr. Gould said he believes the facility, near the Foothills Medical Centre and the Tom Baker Cancer Centre, meets a palpable need in the community. Patients stricken with cancer inevitably become introspective, evaluate their personal life choices and need to “come up with their own personal mix of what they feel is going to work for them.” 
The Wellspring Calgary centre is a registered charity that is self-financed through endowment funding and community support, explained executive director Patti Morris. It has already raised approximately half of its $6-million endowment target.
Wellspring’s Toronto parent not only agreed to share the Wellspring model with Stephure and his Alberta colleagues, but extended support in a myriad of practical ways to ensure Wellspring Calgary received the best start possible, reported Morris. 
The model is somewhat unique in that programs and services are provided by instructors and volunteers (about 80 currently, serving more than 250 Wellspring “members”) with minimal administrative staff support. Wellspring Calgary has only 2.5 full-time equivalent staff. 
“It’s very important to us to not duplicate what exists (in the local health-care and social-service community) and certainly not try to step into areas where we don’t have the expertise,” said Morris. “For instance, when people need clinical or psychological support, we make sure people are aware of and accessing other resources that might make sense for them. . . . People are largely very appreciative of the support Wellspring offers. We’ve had a very positive response.” 
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