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Lights! Camera! Advocacy!
CIAD Takes Media to Heart
Media is no sideshow for the Coalition of Institutionalized Aged and Disabled (CIAD), a consumer-led advocacy organization of adult home and nursing home residents.   Unlike some groups where media projects and video productions seem somehow disconnected from their day-to-day work, CIAD has incorporated its Media Team into each of its core activities.  Advocacy! Organizing! Empowerment!  CIAD now uses media to strategically enhance and extend its efforts in each of these areas.  

In some cases, the payoff is easy to see. Dying for Air, a nine-minute video in which adult home residents spoke about their suffering without air conditioning during that summer’s heat wave was a component in CIAD’s advocacy campaign – a campaign which would ultimately win back-to-back State budget allocations of $2 million each in FY 2007 and FY 2008. 
In other instances, the value of media can be found in new and improved ways of reaching out to adult home residents themselves and in the empowerment which resident organizers find through the production of advocacy and training videos. 

The Media Team 

The CIAD Media Team was launched back in 2004 when Jennifer Stearns, a former video editor with NBC began working with the organization as part of her Masters’ Thesis in Health Policy.  Its first production – Adult Home Residents Speak Out – was a ten minute video filmed at that year’s “Speak Out”, CIAD’s annual rally and lobby day in Albany.  The video captured the excitement and passion of adult home residents at the Speak Out and is now used by CIAD organizers to encourage residents to attend the annual events.
In the years since, the Media Team has evolved into an integral part of CIAD’s Policy Committee, a dozen-or-so adult home resident leaders who work alongside CIAD staff organizers to determine policy priorities and organizing strategies.  The Policy Committee guides the Media Team project by deciding what to videotape, participates in production and handles all on-camera roles, including on-site or in-studio reporting, narrating and conducing of interviews. 

“Using media has tremendous value for all groups doing advocacy and organizing,” says Stearns, who joined CIAD’s staff on a part time basis in 2005 and is now Director of the Media Team.  Technological changes have now made this advocacy tool accessible and affordable for groups of almost any size.  “This is so exciting,” she says. “When I was young I did a lot of work organizing against the war.  But, we couldn’t use media.  You couldn’t touch it. You needed a trust fund to do a documentary.”

CIAD has received support for its media activities from two primary sources. Manhattan Neighborhood Network’s Community Media Department provided an initial $10,250 Training Grant in 2007 and a Community Media Grant in 2008.  New York Community Trust awarded a $55,000 grant for the Media Team in 2007. 

Advocacy 

Advocacy is probably the first thing people think of when contemplating the role of media for nonprofits.  And, at CIAD, the Media Team’s productions have been a valuable component of the organization’s overall, multi-faceted advocacy strategy.  

Shoes Blues, the team’s second production was a short two-minute video about residents’ need for a clothing allowance.  Media Team members Alex Kulakis and Robin Stigliano filmed the feet of residents at three adult homes as they described problems with their shoes – the only shoes they could afford given the lack of a clothing allowance.  “My shoes are used shoes,” says one resident. “A girl sold them to me for one dollar. The bottom is ripped.”  “I have a big hole in my shoe,” says another. “They are all turned over, I can hardly walk.”
“It is a brilliant and beautiful piece,” says CIAD Executive Director Geoff Lieberman.

Dying for Air was filmed at a community meeting held by CIAD in August of 2005.  “It was just a series of people standing at a podium talking about how they were suffering, how they couldn’t sleep, how it was 100 degrees in their room and they were afraid their friends were going to die during the night,” says Stearns.  “Then it showed an adult home where there was only one window air conditioner in the whole building and that was the administrator’s office.  It was pretty powerful.”  In addition to conveying the pain of adult home residents, it also captured the reactions of several State legislators who were at the community meeting to hear them speak.  
In September 2005, CIAD staff organizer Noor Alam showed Dying for Air video at an Albany meeting that included Kelly Hansen, Director of the Adult Home Quality Initiative, David Wolner of the Governor’s office, and other state government officials.  “Alam reported that the video clearly made an impression on those present,” says Stearns. 
Who Was That Guy?

CIAD also used video in its efforts to collaborate with the NYS Department of Health which sends inspectors into individual adult homes.  “Using residents to help train DOH inspectors was something we had done with our nursing home constituency years ago,” says Lieberman.  In 2006, when DOH invited CIAD to lead a sensitivity training workshop at its annual statewide conference, CIAD produced Who Was That Guy?, a 15-minute video capturing adult home residents’ misconceptions about the DOH adult home inspection process.  Residents rarely knew who the inspectors were or why they were there.  Some even thought the DOH officials were there to inspect them, rather than the safety and quality of the adult home itself.  “Typically, we would have just gone to the conference with some residents and given a traditional panel discussion,” says Lieberman.  “Instead, we were able to show this ten-minute video.”
“It sparked a lively give and take between inspectors and residents,” says Stearns.

“It was a little bit provocative and it lead to some good things,” agrees Lieberman. In 2007, DOH responded to the concerns expressed in the video by collaborating with CIAD on an informational pamphlet, When Your Home is Inspected, which all adult homes are now required to hand out to residents.
Residents’ Rights 

However, CIAD has looked beyond the obvious power of media as an advocacy tool and tapped into its significant value for organizing and educating adult home residents themselves. 

“One of our jobs as organizers is to go into the homes and educate people about their rights,” says Stearns. “We are doing a series of residents’ rights videos.”  One covers the pressures which resident’s feel when they first move into an adult home and sign an admission agreement. 

“When you move into an adult home you have to sign a lot of papers,” says Gary Levin, a former adult home resident and now an organizer with CIAD. “They don’t go into a lot of detail. The one thing they drum into your head over and over again is that you need to give us control over your check.”

The video uses a variety of techniques to tell its story and make its points. 

There are brief interviews with adult home residents.  “When I moved in it was really a rush, rush job,” Dorothea Harle tells the interviewer on camera.  Harle is a resident of Madison York Adult Home in Queens and a current member of the CIAD Media Team.

There is a recreation of an admissions interview played out using puppets. “Welcome to Paradise Manor,” one puppet resident tells another.  “It doesn’t look like paradise to me,” responds the new puppet on the block before sitting down to meet the adult home administrator. 

And, there is advice from a staff attorney with MFY Legal Services which provides legal representation for adult home residents throughout New York City.  “Before you sign an admission agreement you have a right to look it over,” she advises the viewer.  “You have a lot of rights when you first move in.”  

In addition to admissions agreements, the Residents’ Rights series of videos cover such topics as the personal needs allowance, how to get control of your own money, and the rights of residents to make their own choices regarding treatment programs. 

CIAD uses the Residents’ Rights videos at Speak Outs and to get information out to residents at individual adult homes.  “We bring the tapes and show them at Residents’ Council meetings,” says Stearns, who uses a light weight carrier to transport a portable projector. 

“Some residents have taken the DVDs into the home and played them on the TV set in the lobby or a resident may have a TV with a DVD player and will invite people into their room to watch it,” says Levin.

The value of video as an organizing and education tool is further enhanced by the fact that many adult home residents, a significant portion of whom may have disabilities of various types, often are more attuned to learning visually rather than through written materials.   

For 2008/2009, the Media Team is planning three more videos for the series -- Your Resident Council, Your Right to Tenancy and Your Right to Privacy, Dignity and Respect.    
Empowerment

“For organizations like ours -- empowerment groups -- looking to give people voice, the Media Team does that in as concrete a fashion as you possibly can,” says Lieberman.  “The process is as important – in some ways more important –than the product.”

“It is all leadership development,” says Stearns. “We used the power of having a microphone to empower our resident council leaders.  By the time you have spoken on mike about air conditioning or some other issue three or four times, you have become very articulate.  And, you are much more likely to stand up at a meeting and say the same things.  Plus, you have been exposed to the ideas of 10 other residents talking about air conditioning in their home.  That is why it is a really good organizing tool.  Even if you never finish a video, just the process of doing it is very effective.”

“I get a heck of a lot of fun out of doing it -- as well as learning a lot,” says Harle. 

The production and sharing of videos has also been a way to build and strengthen CIAD’s network of resident council leaders.  “One of the problems of adult homes is that they are very isolated,” says Stearns. “They often are located in fringe neighborhoods and most residents don’t even have phones.  We wanted to get them talking, to share experiences and talk about their own ideas.   One way to do that is peer-to-peer interviews.”  The Media Team will create opportunities for one resident council leader to interview another on camera – How do you run your resident council?  What works for you?  Then, they switch roles.  

An Act of Courage 

For the adult home residents of CIAD, participating in the Media Team has been exciting and empowering.  It has also been dangerous. “We operate in a very hostile environment,” says Stearns. “These homes are privately owned.  For us to videotape on the premises is not only trespassing, it is invasion of privacy.  You have no idea how vulnerable they are and what kind of pressure they are under.”   Adult home operators typically control a resident’s living space, money and the programs they attend.  “Many adult home residents have mental health diagnoses,” says Stearns, “which means anyone can say they were acting out, being aggressive and need to be hospitalized.  Adult home operators can pick up the phone, call an ambulance or the police, and have them carted off.” 

The Team’s use of puppets was one way to capture the experience of life in adult homes without actually shooting there.  Similarly, the filming of resident’s feet alone – without faces – in Shoes Blues was a way to collect resident comments without placing them at risk.  Nevertheless, Media Team members voluntarily step up to conduct interviews, participate in panel discussions and tell the world about life in adult homes.   
“These videos are a tribute to the courage of the residents you see on camera,” says Stearns. 

