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Stigma Busters Projects in 2007

Over the course of three months, staff met with mixed groups of consumers, family members, and staff approximately every two weeks, for a total of five meetings and one final celebration, to learn about stigma and ways to alleviate it. Each meeting included viewing a documentary or hearing a Toastmasters speechcraft presentation, a practice discussion panel, a discussion about various aspects of stigma, a discussion on the risks and benefits of self-disclosure as well as what a consent form should include, a discussion about stigma in the media and participants’ personal experiences with stigma, planning discussions to move forward the five projects included in the anti-stigma block grant (1. speaker bureau, 2. documentary discussion panel series for public access TV, 3. art/photography shows, 4. faces of mental illness displays, and 5. media campaign), and a segment on creating a personal photobiography. Photobiographies are stories and photos which illustrate an individual’s recovery journey.

In the first meeting, the general groundwork on stigma was laid. Stigma was defined and types of stigma were discussed. Participants reviewed what we know about stigma in our communities, including results from Consumer Advocacy Council forums and a community telephone survey. The five projects included in the anti-stigma grant were described. Participants’ interest in each of the five projects was noted, and the groups began to discuss what role each participant might be interested in playing. 

In the second meeting, the photobiography project was introduced with explanation on how to tell your story through words and photographs. A structure was presented which included a pre-writing exercise to identify 2-3 of the most important events or experiences that influenced or helped the person on their journey to recovery, the person’s reactions to the events described, the overall effect on the person, and their influence on the person’s recovery journey.  People shared their initial thoughts about their most important events as thought starters for others. Examples of photographs were shown on a screen to illustrate how various aspects of photography could be used to make impacting visuals to symbolize a person’s journey; including composition, distance from a subject, point of view or angle, and how to photograph people or self. Participants were asked to plan about eight shots ahead of time that they wanted to capture to illustrate their story. Disposable cameras were labeled and distributed, and homework to write a rough draft of approximately 300 words and take photos with their disposable camera was assigned.

In the third meeting, cameras were collected and rough drafts of stories were reviewed. Individual guidance was given on how to strengthen the stories. Participants were able to share their draft ideas with the group. Homework to revise their drafts was assigned.

In the fourth meeting, the developed photographs were distributed to each participant for review. Each disposable camera was developed to include both prints and a CD, and the CDs were used during the meeting with a laptop and Photoshop to help each participant sort and select the photographs they liked best and decide whether they wanted images cropped, shown in black and white or color, etc.  Refined stories were collected. The participants who did not finish their writing and photography the previous meeting turned in their drafts and cameras at this time. 

In the fifth meeting, drafts were again reviewed and photos selected. (It should be noted that new participants joined the group each meeting, so cameras continued to be distributed and writing continued to be assigned, reviewed and refined.) Participants shared with the group why they chose to write about what they did and why they selected the photographs they did. People discussed the impact the exercise had for them personally. 

Participants invited friends and families to attend the final celebration, where finalized photobiographies, printed in color on 12x18 card stock and mounted on foam core boards, were unveiled. Participants each received a copy of their photobiography and those who wanted to share them with the group were able to present their boards, describing their stories and why they selected the events and photographs they did. A ceremony to present Stigma Buster certificates was held.

Since then, a photobiography book and a 20-minute documentary, called “To See What I See,” on the anti-stigma projects were created. The photobiographies have been posted on a new Virtual Recovery Center on the Northern Lakes CMH web site, at www.northernlakescmh.org. In addition, Northern Lakes sponsored a broad art show calling for entries from people in Northern Michigan who are recovering from anything. Over 70 submissions were received and about 350 community members attended a Friday evening reception. Another project involved high school students creating public service announcements which have run over 500 times on area TV stations this fall. These can be seen at www.northernlakescmh.org in the New Initiatives section.

