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Clubhouses:  Communities Creating Opportunities for 

People with Mental Illness 

 
What is a Clubhouse? 
 

A clubhouse is first and foremost a community of people.  Much more than simply a 

program, or a social service, a clubhouse is most importantly a community of people who 

are working together toward a common goal. 

 

A clubhouse is a community intentionally organized to support individuals living with the 

effects of mental illness.  Through participation in a clubhouse people are given the 

opportunities to rejoin the worlds of friendships, family, important work, employment, 

education, and to access the services and supports they may individually need.  A 

clubhouse is a restorative environment for people who have had their lives drastically 

disrupted, and need the support of others who believe that recovery from mental illness is 

possible for all. 

 

“Clubhouse” 

 
The descriptive name of “clubhouse” was taken from the original language that was used 

to communicate the work and vision of the first clubhouse, Fountain House in New York 

City, started in 1948.  As the first community of its kind, Fountain House has served as 

the model for all subsequent clubhouses that have developed around the world.  Fountain 

House began when former patients of a New York psychiatric hospital began to meet 

together informally, as a kind of “club”.  It was organized to be a support system for 

people living with mental illness, rather than as a service or a treatment program.  

Communities around the world that have modeled themselves after Fountain House have 

embraced the term “clubhouse”, because it clearly communicates the message of 

membership and belonging.  This message is at the very heart of the clubhouse way of 

working. 

 

Membership 

 
A clubhouse is a membership organization, and therefore the people who come and 

participate are its members.  Membership in a clubhouse is open to anyone who has a 

history of mental illness.  This idea of membership is as fundamental to the clubhouse 

concept, as having membership in an organization means that an individual has both 

shared ownership and shared responsibility for the success of that organization. To have 

membership in an organization means to belong, to fit in somewhere, and to have a place 

where you are always welcome.  For a person living with the effects of mental illness, 

these simple things cannot be taken for granted.  In fact, the reality for most people with 

mental illness is that they have a constant sense of not fitting in, of isolation, and 



 
2 

rejection.  Mental illness has the devastating effect of separating people from others in 

society. 

 

“Mental patient”, “client”, “disabled”, “consumer”, and “user”— these are the terms with 

which people living with mental illness are accustomed to being defined.  The rest of 

society, then, segregates them according to these labels, and wholly defines them by these 

images.  The person with mental illness, then, is seen as someone who needs something, 

who is primarily a burden that needs to be managed. 

 

The clubhouse turns this all around.  Here, a person who has struggled with mental illness 

is seen first as a valued participant, a colleague, and someone who has something to 

contribute to the rest of the group.  Each person is a critical part of a community engaged 

in important work.  A clubhouse is designed to be a place where a person with mental 

health problems is not a patient and is not defined by a disability label. 

 

In a clubhouse program each member is given the message that he or she is welcome, 

wanted, needed and expected each day.  The message that each member’s involvement is 

an important contribution to the community is a message communicated throughout the 

clubhouse day.  Staff and other members greet each person at the door of the clubhouse 

each morning, with a smile and words of welcome. 

 

The daily work of the clubhouse community, too, is organized and carried out in a way 

that repeatedly delivers this message.  This is not difficult, because in fact the work of the 

clubhouse does require the participation of the members.  The design of a clubhouse 

engages members in every aspect of its operation, and there is always much more work 

than can be accomplished by the few employed staff.  The skills, talents, and creative 

ideas and efforts of each member are needed and encouraged each day.  Participation is 

voluntary but each member is always invited to participate in work which includes 

clerical duties, reception, food service, transportation management, outreach, 

maintenance, research, managing the employment and education programs, financial 

services, and much more. 

 

Membership in a clubhouse community gives a person living with mental illness the 

opportunity to share in creating successes for the community.  At the same time, he or she 

is getting the necessary help and support to achieve individual success and satisfaction. 

 

Values 

 
Clubhouse communities are built upon the belief that every member can sufficiently 

recover from the effects of mental illness to lead a personally satisfying life.  Clubhouses 

are communities of people who are dedicated to one another’s success – no matter how 

long it takes or how difficult it is.  The clubhouse concept is organized around a belief in 

the potential for productive contributions from everyone; even the member struggling 

with the most severe effects of mental illness.  Clubhouse communities hold the 

conviction that work, and work-mediated relationships, are restorative and provide a firm 

foundation for growth and important individual achievement (Beard, Propst, Malamud, 
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1982).  In the clubhouse world it is also a strongly held belief that normalized social and 

recreational opportunities are an important part of a person’s path to recovery. 

 

Meaningful Relationships (the core ingredient) 

 
The clubhouse environment and structures are developed in a way to ensure that there is 

ample opportunity for human interaction and that there is more than enough work to do.  

Clubhouse staffing levels are purposefully kept low to create a perpetual circumstance 

where the staff will genuinely need the members in order to accomplish their jobs.  

Members also need the staff and other members in order to complete the work, but even 

more importantly, the relationships that evolve through this work together are the key 

ingredient in clubhouse rehabilitation (Vorspan, 1986).  The clubhouse members and 

staff as a community are charged with prioritizing, organizing and accomplishing the 

tasks that are important to make the clubhouse a successful place for members to move 

forward in their lives. 

 

The Basic Components of a Clubhouse 

 
1. A Work Day 

The daily activity of a clubhouse is organized around a structured system 

known as the work-ordered day.  The work-ordered day is an eight-hour 

period, typically Monday through Friday, which parallels the business hours 

of the working community where the clubhouse is located.  Members and 

staff work side by side, as colleagues, to carry the work that is important to 

their community.  All of the work in the clubhouse is for the clubhouse and 

not for any outside agency or business.  There are no clinical therapies or 

treatment-oriented programs in the clubhouse.  Members volunteer to 

participate as they feel ready and according to their individual interests. 

 

2. The Employment Programs 

As a right of membership clubhouses provide members with opportunities to 

return to paid employment in integrated work settings through Transitional 

Employment and Supported and Independent Employment programs. 

 

Transitional Employment is a highly structured program for members 

returning to work in community-based business and industry.  Transitional 

Employment placements are at the employer’s place of business, are part time 

(15-20 hours per week), and include a lot of on the job and off site support 

from clubhouse staff and other members. 

 

Supported Employment is a program of the clubhouse through which 

members, when they say they are ready, are given help from the clubhouse to 

apply for and acquire a job of their own.  The clubhouse then provides on-

going support and encouragement for the members as long as they remain 

employed and request assistance.  As a regular part of the program on-site 
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support, at the place of business, is available if the member or employer 

requests it. 

 

Independent Employment is a program of the clubhouse through which 

members, when they say they are ready, are given help from the clubhouse to 

apply for and acquire a job of their own.  The clubhouse then provides on-

going support and encouragement for the members as long as they remain 

employed and request assistance.  There is no on-site support at the place of 

business for members in independent employment.  All of the support is at 

the clubhouse. 

 

3. The Evening, Weekend and Holiday Programs 

In addition to the work opportunities, clubhouses provide evening, weekend, 

and holiday social and recreational programming.  Members and staff 

together organize structured and non-structured social activities.  These 

activities are always scheduled outside of the work-ordered day.  Holidays 

are celebrated on the day on which they fall.  Activities are scheduled at the 

clubhouse and in the community. 

 

4. Community Support 

People living with mental illness often require a variety of social and medical 

services.  Through the work day at the clubhouse members are given help 

accessing the best quality services in their community.  Help is given to 

members in acquiring and keeping affordable and dignified housing, good 

mental health and general medical services, government disability benefits 

and any other services they may need.  Members and staff from the clubhouse 

provide all of this support and assistance. 

 

5. Reach-out 

Part of the daily work of the clubhouse involves keeping track of all the 

active members.  When a member does not attend the clubhouse or is in the 

hospital a “reach out” telephone call or visit is made to the absent member.  

Each member is reminded that he or she is missed, and welcome and needed 

at the clubhouse.  This process not only encourages members to participate 

but it is an early warning system for members who are experiencing 

difficulties and may need extra help. 

 

6. Education 

Many clubhouse members have had their education plans interrupted by 

mental illness.  Some have not finished secondary school and others had their 

university experience disrupted.  The clubhouse offers educational 

opportunities for members to complete or start certificate and degree 

programs at academic institutions and adult education programs.  The 

clubhouse also utilizes the talents and skills of members and staff to provide 

in-house educational opportunities. 
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7. Housing 

Safe, decent, dignified housing is a right of all members.  The clubhouse 

helps members to access quality housing.  If there is none available for 

members the clubhouse seeks funding and creates its own housing program. 

 

8. Decision-making and Governance 

Decision-making and governance are an important part of the clubhouse 

work.  Members and staff meet in open forums to discuss policy issues and 

future planning for the clubhouse. 

 

Clubhouses also have an independent board of directors or advisory board 

that is charged with oversight management, fundraising, public relations and 

helping to develop employment opportunities for members. 

 

Summary 

 

Although Fountain House started more than fifty years ago and has been replicated more 

than four hundred times around the world, the clubhouse concept is still a radically 

different way of working in the field of community mental health.  Most program models 

still focus on assessing a person’s level of disability and limiting the expectations based 

on that assessment.  Most use teaching or treatment as the vehicle for providing 

rehabilitation.  In a clubhouse the expectations are high and mutual work, mutual 

relationships, and meaningful opportunities in the community are the vehicles of choice. 
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