Study Trip to North America
incl participation on CAPE team - North Quabbin Citizen Advocacy; 13–18 March 2016
by Ewan Filmer; Coordinator Capricorn Citizen Advocacy – 10 May 2016

I have pleasure in submitting a report regarding my recent work trip to the USA in March 2016. First I
participated as a team member on a CAPE at North Quabbin Citizen Advocacy (Massachusetts) from
13– 18 March. The Citizen Advocacy Trust of Australia part funded this component of the trip with a
grant of $1,600 AUD to Capricorn Citizen Advocacy.
During the following two weeks; I visited several other programs in the USA with the financial support
of Capricorn Citizen Advocacy;
•
•
•
•
•

Chester County Citizen Advocacy (Phoenixville, Pennsylvania),
Chatham-Savannah Citizen Advocacy (Savannah, Georgia),
Macon-Bibb Citizen Advocacy (Macon, Georgia),
Atlanta-Dekalb Citizen Advocacy (Atlanta Georgia)
Disability Rights Nebraska (State Citizen Advocacy Coordinator; John Murphy)
o Heartland Citizen Advocacy (Omaha, Nebraska)
o North Platte Citizen Advocacy (North Platte, Nebraska)
o Buffalo County Citizen Advocacy (Kearney, Nebraska)
o Grand Island Citizen Advocacy (Grand Island, Nebraska)

I was away for a total of 22 days and met with Coordinators (via the CAPE team and meetings at
programs I later visited) from 11 of the 14 programs in the USA. I was always made very to feel very
welcome at each place I visited. I am particularly grateful for the warm hospitality of the staff and
board members of the Citizen Advocacy programs who gave me accommodation.
The programs I visited are without exception committed to the Citizen Advocacy model and I am sure
that my own program will benefit from the knowledge and wisdom which was freely shared with me.
After discussions with Jenny Smith; President of Capricorn Citizen Advocacy’s Management Committee
and Heather Hindle; Secretary of the Citizen Advocacy Trust of Australia; I have written one report
submitted to both organisations which I hope fulfils the acquittal requirements for each body. I have
tried to write the report in such a way that it may also be of interest to other Australian Citizen
Advocacy programs.
Citizen Advocacy Trust of Australia (CATA) Questions
When the CATA approved the grant to Capricorn Citizen Advocacy on 17 January 2016 for a “Study trip
to North America including participation on a CAPE team”, it provided a list of questions to guide me in
writing my report after my return. I have responded to these as set out below. I did not exhaustively
gather data from all programs in the USA, so I cannot make generalised observations; the scope is
limited to my direct learning from my discussions and from the documents I received.
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1.

In what way did the study trip achieve its goals and objectives?
•

•

•
•

•

•
•

2.

What did you learn about the purpose and effectiveness of CAPE?
•

•
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Participating in the CAPE and my following study trip to other programs was for me
overwhelming a wonderful exposure to the principles and practice of Citizen Advocacy.
People at each program were generous with their time, answered my questions and freely
discussed key issues regarding their own programs, including on-going differences between
programs.
I was interested in the matching process and follow along process at each program,
including the number of matches and continuing matches, the staffing of programs and
their financial profile.
I also wanted to gain an understanding of the current status of the Citizen Advocacy
movement in the USA. I have a better appreciation of all these issues than I had earlier.
Practical tips and approaches to doing things were shared with me which I was fascinated
to learn; from writing match letters, creating and maintaining files, preparing protégé
profiles (including creating an ‘image’ of the protégé), keeping a “Name Givers List”, and a
“Keeping Warm List”, how to structure regular follow along of matches, reports to Boards
on key office activities, annual planning for matches, regular advocate training and
development sessions, fundraising and community activities and ongoing training and
mentoring of Coordinators and Boards.
Two primary differences between Australian programs and those in the USA are apparent;
firstly we are subjected to more regulatory oversight; quality system compliance. Secondly,
the USA programs are much more reliant on funding from philanthropic sources, however
the programs in Georgia and particularly Nebraska have strong support from their State
governments. In Nebraska a long and fruitful partnership is fostered with public servants
who ensure Nebraskan Citizen Advocacy programs continue to be supported in their annual
budget process. This is a key role of the State Co-ordinator John Murphy.
Fundraising also have a positive effect; embedding the program within the community.
I now have some good contacts in the US programs which I will try to maintain. I am very
encouraged that this aspect of the trip was a success.

A CAPE allows the program to be reviewed comprehensively to ensure that its practices are
true to the Citizen Advocacy model. There are 36 CAPE evaluation criteria and ratings are
allotted by the team by a process of discussion. Dimity felt that reaching a consensus was
important, however she explained that the individual ratings were not being included in her
report, rather they informed her observations.
The purpose of CAPEs is to provide feedback, encouragement and guidance to help develop
each program and improve their practice. Whilst shortcomings are not avoided, the
intention of a CAPE is always positive rather than just pouncing on issues which can be
counted against the program. Although it is simple, Citizen Advocacy is not so easy for any
program to implement consistently. Hence it is crucial for the CAPE team to first and
foremost recognise what the CA program is doing well and secondly, to make its
observations with the express intention of not discouraging the management committee
and staff but rather to help align their practices with the principles of Citizen Advocacy.

•

•

•

•

•

•

3.

Like Australia, CAPEs are now less common in the USA than in the past and yet NQCA has
continued to regularly open its doors to CAPE teams for many years, this was its 7th CAPE.
There is a significant commitment in time and effort for a program to both prepare for the
CAPE and then assist in its running. This includes staff and board being interviewed and
attending the end presentation and also billeting team members. NQCA’s record is an
inspirational example to CA programs in Australia, but it is not alone. Moira Mumma noted
Chester County Citizen Advocacy has had 14 CAPEs since starting in 1987.
NQCA is faced with a key challenge in 2017 being a decision on the successor for its long
time Coordinator/Executive Director; Tom Doody (see Question 4). This was not a subject
about which the CAPE team could make any specific recommendation to the board,
however, the CAPE report written by Dimity Peter did pose some questions for the board to
consider in making an informed decision in due course.
A couple of vigorous debates popped up during the course of the CAPE, because of people
bringing different and legitimate perspectives to the rating being discussed, one discussion
was regarding the definition of ‘human rights’ and another focussed on the imagery used
on an NQCA advertising brochure for an upcoming fundraiser.
Very positive feedback from Tom Doody and other staff at the NQCA was provided to the
CAPE team members after the CAPE and permission was given for me to refer to their CAPE
report document as I saw fit.
The CAPE document itself is very valuable as a review tool for programs, however I should
note that it is becoming dated. It was published in 1980 in the heyday of Citizen Advocacy
and before the development of the internet, social media and current public policy and
funding of human services and Citizen Advocacy programs. It is also very “USA Centric”,
being developed before programs were started in other countries.
Ideally an editorial committee will take responsibility for revising the CAPE manual, consult
with the wider Citizen Advocacy movement and adopt an updated edition. My limited
enquiries indicate that another key document written by John O’Brien in 1987 called
“Learning from Citizen Advocacy” is not a widely used tool but could also be very useful.

What did you learn about the team composition and the conduct of CAPE, including feedback
that has added to your understanding and that will be of benefit to Capricorn Citizen
Advocacy?
Membership of NQCA CAPE Team;
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
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Dimity Peter; Team Leader; Professor at University of Massachusetts, Boston
Jack Yates; Coordinator of Creating Our Common Wealth, Massachusetts
Katina Clay; State Coordinator – Citizen Advocacy; Georgia Advocacy Office
Nicole Cashin; Coordinator – Athens-Clarke Citizen Advocacy
Laura Lloyd; Coordinator – Syracuse One to One Citizen Advocacy
George Seaborough; Coordinator – Savannah Chatham Citizen Advocacy
Ewan Filmer; Coordinator- Capricorn Citizen Advocacy

•

•

•

•

4.

What citizen advocacy practice/s did you learn about which you intend to apply in your own
coordinator role?
•

•
•
•

•

•
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The involvement of program Coordinators was invaluable from my perspective. Five of the
team were current Coordinators and three of them were from Georgia. It was clear that
the intention behind the team composition was to foster learning for Coordinators. Of the
Coordinators, only Katina Clay had ever been on a CAPE team. (Dimity and Jack have not
been Coordinators but they have both served on many CAPE teams in the past).
Tom Doody and Dimity were particularly keen to include Laura Lloyd, the new Coordinator
at Syracuse One to One Citizen Advocacy, as they felt she would benefit from the CAPE in
the absence of other similar learning opportunities for her program. I too was very
fortunate to be provided with the opportunity given that Capricorn Citizen Advocacy is
planning its first CAPE since 2010 in November 2016.
Balancing a mix of experienced and new CAPE team members meant the team was quite
large; seven members. The team had four females and three males, it encompassed a
diversity of ages, personalities and experience in Citizen Advocacy and four of us were
strangers at the start. Nevertheless, due in no small part to Dimity’s leadership style, our
discussions were typified by respect for each other’s contributions and plenty of good
humour, including amusement at an Aussie who had never seen snow falling before.
After the verbal presentation to the NQCA board and staff, Dimity conducted a useful
debrief for the team regarding things we would like to do at our own programs and
highlights of the CAPE process. I noted I had learned a lot about the intentional nature of
recruiting protégés and advocates and of how to improve my follow along and support to
matches. (See also Question 4.) We reflected again at this point on a non-reciprocal
person on my working list whom I was finding a challenge to match. Our discussions about
this person were moving and very enlightening. For me this was a highlight of the CAPE as
a learning experience.

There are so many things that I can start working on at Capricorn Citizen Advocacy as noted
in Question 1 but I would like to mention some here. The first is the ‘imaging method’ used
when generating an profile or portrait of the protégé which illustrates their current
situation so it is easily relatable to a possible advocate. This initiative has been taken up by
all the programs I spoke with and is taught by Cecile (Cec) Lyons and Andy Baxter.
I am a little bit more relaxed about trying to maintain perfect match files
I need to focus more on simple newsletters, use of social media and fundraising events.
I particularly liked the practice of a number of programs which regularly involved board
members in the matching process. The board member does some work with the
Coordinator on developing a particular Protégé profile and Advocate profile.
I will start a “keeping warm list” which is a group of people who may, or may not become
advocates but the Coordinator intentionally keeps them informed about the program. They
are all sympathisers / supporters of the program and are able to provide links to other
people who could become directly involved in some way.
I will also start a “Name Givers List” which is a group of people who can provide names of
others from their own network who the Coordinator can approach when looking to match a
protégé.

5.

Were there any citizen advocacy practices that you would not apply to your own practice and
why?
•

•

•

•

6.

What did you learn in relation to protégé and advocate recruitment which would lead to
making a good ‘fit’ in a match and any other aspects that tend to lengthen advocate
involvement?
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Capricorn Citizen Advocacy has a policy which requires a process of analysis and reporting
by the Coordinator about the factors which contributed to a match concluding or
discontinuing. This process hopefully helps the Coordinator to learn from the review. I
don’t believe that all the programs in the USA have a similar process.
A Coordinator explained that coordinators needing to be able to ‘live comfortably with
ambiguity’ referring to the uncertain status of some matches which are hard for the
Coordinator to verify are still current. This is so true, but, it is also difficult to apply in my
program due to the policy requirement that bring some such matches to a conclusion.
The official start of a match at one program is not until the Advocate has met with the
Protégé at least twice under their own steam; without the Coordinator present. Whilst I
understand this practice I am not sure it is essential.
Active fostering of the role of Advocate Associates is probably not such a high priority CAPE
rating for the programs which I talked with in the USA.

Amanda Smith; Coordinator at Macon-Bibb Citizen Advocacy explained the critical time for
all new matches is the first twelve months. Matches all need some form of support but
Coordinators should understand that matches most often failed in the first year.
Moira Mumma; Coordinator at Chester County Citizen Advocacy always uses a structured
program when holding Advocate Network nights to ensure the discussions are positively
focused. Otherwise advocates can compare notes about how difficult it is to be an effective
Citizen Advocate rather than being encouraged and informed.
The programs in Georgia are very active and intentional in getting out and about to find
new protégés at homeless shelters, hospitals, aged care homes and community gathering
places where people with disabilities meet.
Citizen Advocacy Coordinators and boards clearly have better chances of success if the
program is deeply embedded into their community and people directly associated with the
program are themselves richly connected to networks of people and associations.
I had some enlightening discussions about how the Coordinator’s ‘tool box’ for approaching
potential advocates needs to include storytelling, use of images, linking the program to
respected community members, providing the business case for the program and speaking
to people about Citizen Advocacy without any potential match being in the mix.
I believe long term matches are partly a product of stable circumstances in the lives of both
the advocate and the protege. Retired people typically live settled lives and if their health
is good, they can become long term advocates, providing their protégés continue to be
accessible. Younger people are more mobile, more likely to be busy with careers and
families and generally time poor. However, successful matches can still be made carefully
in which younger people agree to intentionally extend their networks by including in them
a marginalised and vulnerable person who lacks valued social roles.

7.

Which of the other key office activities learnings did you find the most valuable, the most
challenging and how will you implement them?
•

•

•

•

•

•
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I was fortunate to be invited to attend a meeting of the Chatham-Savannah Citizen
Advocacy board and saw how the matching staff presented the regular ‘Heart of the
Matter’. See Appendix “C”. This was the first item of their agenda and highlights a
particular match with the Coordinator who made the match showing a picture of the
advocate and protégé and discussing the vulnerabilities of the protégé and how the
advocate was helping the protégé by standing up for their rights and interests. This item
generated some interested questions and observations from the board.
Regarding board engagement, this meeting also illustrated board members personally
thanking and reaching out to donors to the program, through a phone call and / or
handwritten note, as well as providing a tax deductable receipt. Executive Director of the
program Tom Kohler has developed good relationships with local corporate and
philanthropic funders over many years and the program has a large board that includes
people from the ‘big end’ of town.
Recruitment of long term advocates is the goal of all Coordinators. When appointed as a
Coordinator I felt an immediate need to start making my ‘quota’ of eight matches per
annum after I was appointed. John Murphy; Nebraska State Coordinator who recruits,
trains and mentors Coordinators for the five Nebraska Citizen Advocacy programs explained
however, that he certainly did not expect a new Coordinator to make more than three
matches in their first year.
As per my program, eight matches per annum is the target for Nebraska Coordinators, but
only after three years and with ongoing support and training from the State Office. I
believe that pressure to make “many” good matches too early after a Coordinator’s
appointment may result in matches being done with the essence on speed not quality.
There does not seem to be any magic formula underpinning what is the target number of
current matches for each program, however each program was still very open with me
about their current number of matches, the number of new matches made each year and
the number of matches that drop off their list each year. In fact I found that this
information was more readily shared than it is in Australia.
There is an ongoing priority given to an intentional process of fostering, mentoring and
developing Citizen Advocacy Coordinators and this is especially evident in Georgia and
Nebraska. This investment of time and effort is clearly a key success factor in how
programs in these states have stayed the course and prospered.

8.

Are there any other comments you would like to make about the Grant, the Grant process, or
the Project?
•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
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It seemed to me that there is a positive future for the Citizen Advocacy movement in the
USA; there are currently 14 programs including a start-up program in New York City. There
is also some talk within the Georgia Advocacy Office of starting new programs in three new
cities over the next five years; Augusta, Gainesville and Columbus. This initiative to grow is
very much subject to funding and the planning is in its early stages.
John Murphy noted that all five Nebraska programs are now staffed with Coordinators, the
funding from the Nebraska State Government has steadily increased over the years and the
programs are also stable and they solely focus on Citizen Advocacy. North Platte is perhaps
a marginal sized community.
John has very interesting thoughts about the minimum size of a community needed for a
Citizen Program to be viable; ie large enough to be able to source Proteges and Advocates.
John has also developed an impressive database (Microsoft Access) that can be
interrogated to produce relevant information needed by funders concerning the number,
type and length of matches for all five programs in Nebraska. This directly relates to point 3
of the discussion paper (Improving the advocacy evidence base and coordination on
systemic issues) for the current consultation process to review the NDAP.
Tom Doody noted that he lacked faith that the Human Services sector in the USA would
ever improve to the point where it did not also marginalise and devalue people with
disabilities. Therefore he believes that Citizen Advocacy will always be needed. He did not
feel optimistic in the long term about funding of programs as he believes philanthropic
funders in the USA are becoming more bureaucracy driven in their processes.
Tom Kohler made a telling point by asking me as a Coordinator whether I believed in the
Citizen Advocacy model; am I personally convinced it really helps? Faith in the model and
the clear sighted analysis of the service system is the reason all programs do what we do.
On a related point, in a discussion I had with John Murphy he noted that the one to one
‘small scale’ work of Coordinators does not suit everybody and some people find a niche
working effectively in other advocacy models such as systemic advocacy for example. This
is quite OK, however, Citizen Advocacy’s focus on making good matches, can and does
make a real difference in the lives of individuals.
Despite some differences between programs in the USA (which are not discussed in this
report), a strong common theme that emerged is the ongoing efforts to strengthen
Coordinator’s skills and resilience. This is continuing even though the CAPE process is not
as regular at many programs as it was in the past.
I am happy to discuss this report with any interested Australian programs. Whilst my visit
to the USA was short and there is much I did not get to see or talk about, I was lucky to be
given a chance to see some of their programs and learn more about Citizen Advocacy. If
CATA is able to assist others in the future to do this, it would be very worthwhile.

Appendix “A” - North Quabbin Citizen Advocacy (NQCA)
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
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Commenced in 1986 with its own budget and separate board; previously auspiced by
another organisation for around 10 years
Covers an economically declining area of rural Massachusetts - nine small towns; a total
population of approximately 27,000, human services is the dominant sector
NQCA is responsible for matching people with disabilities in three groups;
o developmental disabilities,
o aged related dementia and
o mental health conditions
Three part time Coordinators;
o Tom Doody - Executive Director paid 25 hours per week (due to retire in July 2017
after 30 years)
o Beth Arseneau - Coordinator paid 25 hours per week
o Nate Johnson - Coordinator paid 12 hours per week
o Maryann Sullivan - Office Manager paid 12 hours per week
12-15 matches per annum and 82 current matches
Since its inception the program has supported 327 relationships
15 board members, with quarterly meetings and four board committees,
o Executive Committee
o Supervision Committee
o Fundraising/Public Education Committee
o Nominating Committee (succession of board members)
o Major Donor Campaign Committee
Eleven separate funding streams per annum from government and philanthropic bodies,
total budget of around $100,000; plus fundraising events.
Tom Doody spends 30-40% of his time in applying and acquitting grants and ‘smooching’
funders; attending their events and keeping them updated.

Appendix “B” - CAPE Process at NQCA
•
•

•

•

•

•

•
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The team divided into 3 sub teams of 2 and 3 members; I was with Dimity and Nicole.
We interviewed the 3 matching staff, 25 advocates, 6 protégés, 5 board members, 6
funders. We also viewed board and committee reports and minutes, current and former
match files, timesheets, information regarding fundraising events and policies. Tom made
everything in the program available to the team.
Each day the team started about 8:30am at the CAPE team meeting place (a local church
hall), and we finished around 10:00 pm each night – around 46 hours of interviews and
discussions were held over the four days focussing on the 45 CAPE ratings.
Interviews were all prearranged with some being held the NQCA office (including a
reception area and an attached hall), some in local cafes and also a small number of
telephone interviews (mainly of funding bodies). Scheduling of this element of the CAPE
involved considerable effort by NQCA. Staff wrote to all the interview participants, finalised
the venues, prepared travel directions for the CAPE Team and liaised with the interviewees,
including dealing with last minute changes caused by a large funeral and people who were
either became ill, or had unexpected commitments.
The team met early each day at the church and then travelled to interviews (each of the
three sub teams had one member who had their own vehicle) and then reconvened after
lunch to debrief their interviews and for the discussions regarding the CAPE ratings.
Dimity conducted the staff interviews which lasted around 5 hours over two days with the
process being very structured. A lot of time in the staff interviews was spent seeking
detailed information about how the key office activities were performed.
In the debrief following the CAPE, the other Coordinators all expressed a desire for CAPEs
to be held in their own programs. This indicates agreement amongst the team that whilst
embarking on the CAPE process is not a perfectly comfortable activity, it is certainly worth
the risk.

Appendix “C”
“The Heart of the Matter”; is at the start of the agenda for Chatham-Savannah Citizen
Advocacy Board Meetings and this document was tabled at the board’s meeting held
on Monday 21 March 2016.
It encapsulated a recent Coordinator’s workshop for the Georgia Citizen Advocacy
Programs.
(Thank you to Ashley O'Brien, Director of Administration, Chatham-Savannah Citizen
Advocacy)

“We are at our best when…”
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•

We are awake and aware, seeing what is in front of us, being present to the
moment.

•

We are looking for the good in people, looking for the can do, looking for ways to
amplify strength.

•

We are sharing people’s stories, asking people to enter into one another’s
stories, and create a shared story.

•

We are being in touch with one another to problem solve, to deepen, to think, to
console…

•

We are learning how to do something new.

•

We are managing our time with intention.

•

We are mixing hard truth with insight and humor.

•

We are trying to make meaning of our daily work, trying to see the big picture as
we paint in the small spaces.

•

We are remembering that the person who is devalued is the gift, and is gifted.

•

We are remembering who we are here for.

•

We are willing to put down the sacred cows and look at things with curiosity and
innocence.

•

We are willing to accept our frailty as well as our strength.

•

We are willing to be humble and confident.
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•

We are able to create patterns and processes that help get work done.

•

We are being interested in people, and interesting to people.

•

We are trying to put first things first, doing the important things first.

•

We are finding fresh ponds of people, ideas to fish in.

•

We are letting other people help us.

•

We remember that seeing and acting on one another’s gifts brings us closer to
one another and to the beloved community.
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1. Appendix “C” – Various Photos

CAPE Team meeting place – Mission Covenant Church at Orange, Maasachusetts
(There is some snow falling!)

Team Members; Front Row; George Seaborough, Dimity Peter and Jack Yates,
Back Row; Ewan Filmer, Nicole Cashin, Laura Lloyd and Katina Clay.
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Wolf and Nancy Wolfensburger’s old house in Omaha Nebraska

Nebraska Citizen Advocacy Coordinators (Left to Right)
Don Kurre; North Platte Citizen Advocacy, John Murphy at rear (State Coordinator), Buffalo County Citizen
Advocacy, Grand Island Citizen Advocacy and Theresa White; Heartland Citizen Advocacy (Omaha)
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Front Entrance – Atlanta & DeKalb Citizen Advocacy

Derona King; Coordinator at Atlanta &DeKalb Citizen Advocacy
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Katina Clay, State Coordinator Georgia Advocacy Office, Ewan Filmer and Amanda Smith; Coordinator - MaconBibb Citizen Advocacy

Ewan Filmer, Tom Doody; Coordinator (Executive Director) at North Quabbin Citizen Advocacy and Polly Bixby;
Board Member; North Quabbin Citizen Advocacy
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Tom Kohler; Coordinator (Executive Director), Ashley O’Brien; Coordinator and George Seaborough;
Coordinator at Chatham-Savannah Citizen Advocacy

Heaps of excellent resources here – Chatham-Savannah Citizen Advocacy office
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