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Introduction 
Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) patients are traditionally perceived as a group that requires 
intensive healthcare professionals’ support with low motivation for self-care. A patient self-help group 
provides a platform where patients offer peer support and share tips on chronic disease coping. 
 
Objectives 
1) Empower COPD patients as volunteers 2) Train COPD patients to become peer leaders 
 
Methodology 
Pulmonary rehabilitation programme graduates were invited to join a patient self-help group. Training 
sessions were organized by physiotherapists, respiratory nurses and chaplaincy to equip patients with 
mutual help skills. Graduates then registered as hospital volunteers. During monthly meetings, 
self-management skills were reinforced. Visits to inpatients were arranged. Patients were also invited to set 
up booths on World COPD Day to share COPD management strategies with outpatients. 
 
Result 
Seventeen patients attended the first training course in May 2012. By 2014, self-help group membership 
increased to 32. Eight peer leaders were nurtured. Twenty-three patients registered as hospital volunteers 
and paid monthly ward visits to COPD inpatients. On World COPD Day in 2013 and 2014, booths were set up 
at Specialist Outpatient Department. One booth advocated smoking cessation and explained the use of 
COPD Assessment Test (CAT) for symptom monitoring. Volunteers manning another booth shared 
disease-coping strategies that included exacerbation management. Volunteers’ sharing was well received by 
both smokers and respiratory patients waiting for doctors’ consultation. With improved self-image, patients 
became comfortable with sharing their experience openly. During a home visit training program for Institute 
of Vocational Education students, patients played their role in simulation scenario. Their feedback from the 
chronically ill’s perspective was particularly appreciated by the students. Two core members who received 
Hong Kong Lung Foundation Pneumonia Fighter awards in 2013 openly shared their COPD stories with the 
media. The greatest test of patients’ acceptance of their disease identity was to appear in public using 
oxygen. Twenty-eight COPD patients participated in a hospital charity walk in March 2014 to raise funds for 
purchasing portable oxygen concentrators. Seven completed the walk with the use of oxygen supplement. 
One appeared on television using oxygen. Patients’ renewed sense of self-worth was shared by relatives of 
a recently deceased elderly member. At the funeral, they thanked peer leaders for their support, resulting in 
positive lifestyle changes. Conclusion With concerted efforts, COPD patients can be empowered to help 
themselves and others. This chain of effects has inspired relatives in return.


