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Our assignment was to work with the Limerick Samaritans to “explore the use of the venue to raise 

awareness of the organization and offer an entertaining venue for people to meet”.  What John Downey, 

the director of the Limerick/Tipperary branch of the Samaritans, wanted from us was to try and utilize the 

room they had to change the public perception and stigma that surrounds the organization. To do this, we 

scheduled four events at the Samaritans during the month of March: a movie night, a paint party, a cookie 

exchange, and a speaker night. Not only were these events that could draw people into the space, they did 

not focus on the negative stereotypes that the community associates with the group; this allowed members 

of the Limerick community to come into the space with an open mind. 
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This model represents how our group planned to accomplish the tasks set out for us in the Spring 

Practicum. By partnering with John Downey of the Samaritans of Limerick and Tipperary, we aimed to help 

him make better use of their facility’s unused space, to increase the public’s familiarity with the location of 

the organization, as well as to increase their knowledge and understanding of the services offered. To 

accomplish these goals we would engage in community outreach through various outlets. These included 

social media, informational posters, hosting events and partnering with UL clubs and societies. We aimed 

to engage not only with members of the Limerick community but also with other Limerick based mental 

health organizations and UL clubs and societies.  

Looking in to the future, we believed that accomplishing the aforementioned short term goals would lead 

to greater awareness and understanding of the Samaritans’ purpose and thus to an  

increased use of the their services. Moreover, we believed that it could lead to increased coordination with 

other mental health organizations in the community that would generally improve mental health supports 

in Limerick. Eventually, we intended for our efforts to decrease the stigma surrounding mental health 

problems, as well as to improve the community’s perception of the Samaritans. 
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COMMUNITY PARTNERS 

The Samaritans is a non-profit organization that was started in 1953 in order to prevent suicide in 

Ireland. Today, the organization has over 200 branches in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Over 20,000 

volunteers help the people of Ireland overcome mental illness by being available to talk over the phone 

24 hours per day or in person during the day. Our team was assigned to the Limerick City Samaritans 

project to research public perception of the Samaritans and mental health. Most of the public views the 

Samaritans as a last resort resource only for people that are clinically suicidal, when actually only 

approximately one in six calls taken by a Samaritans volunteer is related to suicide. There are 150 

volunteers at the Limerick center helping those with mental health issues every day. Two new 

programs that have started in Limerick are the Prison Outreach and Peer Outreach programs at the 

University of Limerick. 

John Downey is the Director of the Limerick & Tipperary branch of the 
Samaritans organization. Although he began working for the Samaritans in 
Limerick in 2010, he has not always been the director: “While initially 
starting as a listening volunteer, I later became involved in larger tasks such 
as the training and mentoring of new volunteers and fundraising for the 
organization. Then in May of 2015, I became the branch Director.” His day-
to-day role as Director involves: overseeing all aspects of volunteer and 
caller support in order to “enable its work with suicidal people, or those in 
crisis, to be carried out effectively”. What John is focusing on now, is how 
the organization can change its public perception, which is where the UL 
Engage project came in handy. John is happy to be working with the 
Samaritans, especially in Limerick city, as that is where he is originally from. 

John on UL Engage:  

“Samaritans were delighted to become engaged with UL Engage because it 
offers the chance to put into practice projects that we would love to do, but 
because of the logistics involved and voluntary nature of the organization 
can be difficult or too time consuming to achieve. It has also granted us the 
opportunity to work with a highly educated, diverse and motivated group of 
students.” 
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Gabriella Haire-University of Minnesota 

Gaby is a sophomore honors student at the University of Minnesota studying 

computer science with an emphasis in computational biology. She has experience 

starting a non-profit from scratch and expanding its programming as it found 

success. In addition, she has a passion for studying public health and innovating 

ways to give all populations a broader access to healthcare. In her free time, she 

enjoys baking, running, and Nordic skiing. 

 

Jaxon Sommers – University of Minnesota 

My name is Jaxon Sommers and I am from the Minneapolis area and am a second 

year student from the University of Minnesota. I am pre-dental and my major is 

Biomedical Engineering. I chose to study at the University of Limerick this 

semester because it fit well with my major, it is a relatively affordable option, and 

it is an incredible opportunity to study and travel in Europe. In Ireland I have 

enjoyed the beautiful scenery, the welcoming people, and the opportunity to 

grow. Mental health is an important issue to me so I was excited to be paired 

with the Samaritans project in Limerick city. 

 

Grace Bocking– McMaster University 

Grace is an exchange student from Toronto, Canada. She is currently in her fourth 

year at McMaster University where she is completing her Honors B.A. in 

Sociology. After graduation, she hopes to continue her education by pursuing a 

Masters degree. 

 

Matt Moran– Southern Connecticut State University 

Matt is from the small town of Seymour, Connecticut. He is currently enrolled at 

Southern Connecticut State University where he is working on his Bachelor’s 

degree in English. After college (and graduate school), his plan is to teach English 

at the high school level. He has wanted to be a teacher for most of his life, other 

than the six months in sixth grade that he thought he should be a chef, and he is 

ecstatic to be so close to that goal. Eventually he wants to oversee a school 

district as superintendent, but wants to work his way up to that title. In the 

meantime, he spends weekends at his part time job as a receptionist for a 

nursing home/ rehabilitation center, which allows him to save money for the 

future (and study abroad of course). In whatever free time he has left, he likes to 

bake, write, and spend time with his friends. He is so happy to have had the 

chance to study abroad in Limerick this semester, he has made some lifelong 

friends, and learned a lot about himself. 
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PROJECT OUTCOMES 

Our project was a great starting point for what John Downey wants the Samaritans to do going 

forward, which means that it is difficult to truly see an outcome of our work. What our events did do 

was prove to John that their space can be used for a wide variety of events if they are willing to 

organize them. Not only did the events prove that events can work in the space, they demonstrated the 

types of events that will do well in their space. We are calling all our events successful because each 

event brought people into the space and allowed us to have the conversation about the Samaritans 

that John feels is missing from the public: that the Samaritans is open for everyone, not just people 

who are feeling suicidal. At the same time, our work showed that some events (such as a paint party or 

movie night) have the potential to draw more people in, while other events (such as the cookie 

exchange) will produce a smaller crowd. Going forward, John now has the tools and information to host 

successful events in their space. 
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