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We have applied learnings from this process to our grief circle by implementing a talking stick
protocol and collectively setting expectations around safe responses to others’ sharings.   

The guidebook has been shared with over 50 organizations/communities throughout North
America. This guidebook’s implementation for community grief circles aims to centre
community needs amidst the current toxic drug crisis. Empowering communities who are
experiencing inordinate amounts of loss and grief to provide community care supports
sustainable and long-term grief support.      5,6,7

Grief circle members represent a diverse group of DTES community members, including
people from Indigenous and Black communities, single parents, people who use drugs and/or
identify as being in recovery, and former or current frontline workers. 

The grief circle has evolved in response to community interest and capacity, and now includes
Acupoint Ear Seeds following the NADA protocol, art and cultural sharings, and shared food.3,4

As awareness for Zero Block Society’s grief circles has spread, many organizations have
reached out to Zero Block Society to ask for support in organizing a grief circle in their
community. 
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The Downtown Eastside (DTES) community in Vancouver,
Canada is at the forefront of the toxic drug crisis with a
death rate of more than 10 times the provincial average
and 23 times the national average.1,2

In 2019, Ronnie Grigg, a long-time DTES frontline worker
and founder of Zero Block Society, began offering
community care through grief circles in response to the
community’s grief caused by the toxic drug crisis.

Zero Block Society hosts weekly grief circles at a quiet
community space in the heart of the DTES. Grounded in
RG’s longstanding relationships in the community, this
space was offered to Zero Block Society to support
community care. 
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Between December 2023 - June 2024, we held five group knowledge gathering and sharing
sessions with 17 people who participated in the grief circles. 

Rachel Cassie facilitated these sessions and compiled the knowledge translation. She is a
member of the grief circle, a former frontline worker in the DTES, and currently working in
health research.

Grounded in community-based participatory research principles and a trauma-informed
approach, we co-developed our knowledge gathering goals and methods with participants.

Many participants were initially hesitant to engage in the knowledge gathering given previous
harmful experiences with research and/or health and social services.  To build trust with all
participants, we:

5,6,7

Did not record identifiable information.5,6,7

Used a transparent community conversation technique employed by a local drug user
group in which all notes were handwritten on large paper flip charts visible to the group,
and no audio recording.

Meaningfully acknowledged the participants’ experiences and voices while respecting their
privacy and security concerns. This included a group description written by the participants
and a strategy where people can choose to have their initials or name included with a
short description of themselves and a graphic with which they identify. 

Figure 1. Knowledge gathering meeting topics.

Knowledge Gathering Sessions

Guiding Questions:
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Guiding Question:
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How would you like
to be
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Guiding Question:

What does the
grief circle
provide you?
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Collectively-Determined Goals

Findings

Understand Zero Block Society’s grief circle’s strengths and opportunities for improvement to
better meet our community’s needs.

Share Zero Block Society’s grief circle’s approach and benefits to empower other communities
interested in community grief care. 

Strengths of our grief circle included offering a safe and quiet space for people to build
relationships, talk about grief, and receive support. The circle’s benefits were emphasized
by mothers navigating child welfare services involvement. 

While the feedback received was overwhelmingly positive, one person who identified as being
in recovery said the location was challenging as it was too close to ‘the block’ (open-air drug
market in the DTES). 

Throughout the knowledge gathering sessions, we heard three key themes: 

“Grief can be
such an isolating
feeling so it’s
beautiful to come
together.”

“Go by the group you’ve got and their experiences.”

Groups must tailor their circle to their community’s needs.2

Community care is urgently needed to support experiences of
grief related to the toxic drug crisis.

Innovative and flexible methods are needed to engage people
who experience marginalization and represent their voices in
knowledge translation materials.

“Coming to the
circle allows me
to revisit people
I’ve lost.”

“It’s not about
coming and
having it all
figured it out, it
changes and you
learn something.”
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Learnings in Action

“What professionals miss is the community
coming together and healing”: A community care

initiative for those impacted by the toxic drug
crisis in Vancouver, Canada

Rachel Cassie , Ronnie Grigg , Jenna van Draanen , Camille Cioffi1 1 1,2 3

Zero Block Society1.
Department of Health Systems and Population
Health, University of Washington School of
Public Health 

2.

Prevention Science Institute, University of
Oregon

3.


