TIPS for Effective Techniques for Consumer Input at task force meetings
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Overview

You are the Expert. 

You are the expert on your own experiences. You know what works well for you and your peers. You also know what the problems are and what needs to be improved. This very important knowledge that the “experts” don’t have makes you an expert; an expert on living with a disability or long term illness and using services and supports. As “consumer experts”, it is not our job to offer medical advice or therapy.  It is not the purpose of the Real Choice Systems Change grants to treat or cure health conditions – to fix what’s “wrong” with people. The purpose is to “fix” the systems to meet people’s needs.

Share your Expertise.

Your job is to share your expertise with the rest of the Task Force so that state programs and services can be improved to better meet everyone’s needs and to promote independence of people, and the openness, usefulness and accessibility of the communities we live in and belong in.

Before the Meetings
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Come prepared. Read the minutes and other materials before the meeting and jot down any questions or issues about the materials. Stay in touch with other taskforce members to see what they are thinking, share ideas, problems and strategies in between meetings. 
· Contact the meeting facilitator / coordinator in between, or before, meetings to ask complicated questions or to get more in depth explanations. Ask for issues and problems to be put onto the agenda before the meeting starts

· Don’t worry so much if you’re not a “policy wonk” and if you don’t know all of the rules and regulations. Your expertise is your experience. Know and be assertive about what needs to be improved and what you want. The policy expert’s job is to figure out the way to make the system meet your needs.

· Think of your role on the task force as that of a representative of a group – IL, Aging, DD, Mental Health, etc. Ask others from your group to give ideas and buy-in to guide your advocacy.

Now that you are ready for the meeting, here are some ideas to keep in mind -
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At the Meeting
· Show up on time. Be ready to work.  

· Be brief and clear in your remarks. Consider writing up notes and practicing what you need to say. If you ramble on and on, you may lose other people’s interest in your important issues. 

· Ask that jargon and acronyms not be used. Insist on “people first” language that avoids complicated sentences and big, unusual words.

· Be respectful of other people and opinions. Let others speak. Take turns. Don’t let any one person (s) “filibuster” the meeting by talking all time and “hogging” the show.

· Insist on everyone having a chance to voice an opinion.

· Don’t be rushed. If an issue or problem needs more time to get resolved, ask for more time.  Consider writing down important issues or information and sharing them with the group in writing.

· Don’t take “no” for the first answer. If there is a will, there is a way! Most state and federal systems are more flexible now than ever in the past. The problem is almost always political will and enough money in the state budget.

· Never agree to something that doesn’t feel or sound right. Don’t be pressured to go along.

You have prepared for the meeting and just finished participating in it.  What next –
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After or in between meetings:

· If you have volunteered to do something, make sure and finish your assignment. Others are counting on you. Ask for help from other task force members and the coordinator if needed.

· Stay in touch with the “advocacy group” you represent. Share the minutes, notes, etc. with others in the community so they are included. Many times this is an excellent way to get good ideas and issues or problems you may not have thought of yourself.

· Read all materials that you can and think about your issues and ideas. Jot down notes so you don’t forget your great ideas. Sometimes it is hard to be thorough and careful when under pressure at a meeting when people are watching, waiting, and time is short. Use the time in between meetings for creative thinking when you are not under pressure.

General tips for sharing ideas or presenting to a group

· Don’t attack people with name calling that is off target.

· Stick to one issue at a time. Solving all the problems of the world in one speech will be too confusing and lose people.

· Avoid arguing. Take turns. Don’t interrupt others or let them interrupt you.
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Don’t bluff. If you don’t know something, say so.

· If you bring written materials to share, don’t overload people with tons of paper. Too much paper sometimes makes people not want to read any of it.

· Remember to represent others. It is much more powerful when you can share many people’s or an organization’s ideas and issues than just your own personal opinion.

· Never give up. The purpose of the project is to give real people a real voice and real choices and real control over real lives. This is your project. Make the needed changes happen! 
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