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Understanding and Managing Perceptions of Community Care
Challenging the Stereotypes – A Positive Images Campaign
Resthaven is a South Australian Uniting Church agency that provides a comprehensive range of community and residential aged care services. Chief Executive Officer, Richard Hearn, is passionate about making sure that older people are recognised for their inherent worth to society.


‘Older people have shaped this nation’, Richard explains. ‘They deserve to be treated with dignity and respect.’
‘Aged & Community Services Australia (ACSA) is to be congratulated for encouraging a focus on positive images, as reflected in the plenary session at the National Community Care Conference and recent national research. 
‘Resthaven aims to influence how older people are perceived and treated, how they engage life, and are offered opportunity. We feel strongly that when aged care is portrayed negatively in the media, it influences perceptions of older people and undermines the valuable work done by employees in this sector.
‘So often we see negative, stereotypical images of older people. It is up to us to influence the imagery depicted to the general public and through the media. Doing nothing only perpetuates the preconceived negativity that we complain about.

‘Positive examples include those portraying older people as:
· kind and wise, 
· passionate and aspiring 
· happy and active

· dependable and experienced

· having talent for community development and citizenship 1 

· fulfilling vital social roles, being the ‘glue’ of families 2
· caretakers and transmitters of cultural traditions. 3
‘One example is Jack Cullen, who, at 90+, continues to actively contribute by making pasties and coat hangers to raise funds for the children’s cancer charity, Camp Quality. To his credit, he has raised more than $10,000 so far.

‘Although there are many examples of positive images, sadly, “in western societies, there is a great deal of negative stereotyping, even ageism, surrounding older people”4, and it tends to be the negative headlines that ‘sell’ papers and make the news.
[image: image1.wmf]‘There is a danger that, unchallenged, negative attitudes become part of everyday thinking, accepted as true even in policy making arenas. The myths reinforce age discrimination and the widespread assumption that to age and retire is to opt out of life, overlooking the fact that older people add value to the community.
‘Recent key Federal Government studies, such as the Productivity Commission’s Economic Implications of an Ageing Australia5, reflect the dangers inherent in the assessment of potential issues of an ageing community‘. It is prudent and important to plan ahead; to develop and implement public policy for the long term.
‘A study in 2003 by de Vaus and colleagues demonstrated that older people make valuable economic contributions to Australia. They estimated that Australians aged over 65 years contribute almost 39 billion dollars per year in unpaid caring and voluntary work. 6
‘However, the manner in which “contribution” and “value” are measured with reference to paid work, effectively excludes the value of the important contributions that older people make every day in unpaid work activities, such as their roles as family carers, providing informal help to families and community groups, volunteering activities, and so on.7 
‘Even when the value of “activities” undertaken by older people is recognised, the value of an older person’s “being” as an individual is not easily measured. If this is not acknowledged, it further risks undervaluing and understating their on-going role and self worth. 
‘It is important to continue to affirm and recognise the essential worth of an older person as an individual. This is evident not only in their relationships as grandparents, parents, aunts, uncles, veterans, friends, clients, colleagues, volunteers and so on, but also in their mere “being” –recognition of which is a fundamental right of each individual. 

‘The intrinsic worth of an individual and their relationships cannot be underestimated – they are vital – equally for both the very fit and the most frail of individuals.

‘Service providers can commit to encouraging positive images of older people, and make this a priority.

‘Resthaven has a deliberate strategy, embedded in our Strategic Plan. The Resthaven Board committed itself to the objectives of:

· promoting positive images of older people and 

· promoting positive images of working with older people
‘Resthaven’s recent research8 indicates that 95% of the general population places a great deal of value on aged care work. It identified that there is a strong sense of good will, appreciation and support for the services provided to older people. It is important work that 63% of the population have had a personal experience with. This means that a significant proportion of the general population is affected in some way. Most of the time, their experience has been a positive one. This is the message that we need to hear more often.
‘One of the most powerful influences is through “word of mouth” sharing of experiences. At Resthaven, we emphasise to staff that the manner in which they provide services and relate to clients has a lasting impact on perceptions and image. We apply client centred principles focussing on the needs of individuals and outcomes. 
‘Over recent years, Resthaven has embarked on a social marketing campaign to challenge negative stereotypes through positive images. One aspect of this campaign explored the power of television, using a 30 second commercial. We had never used this medium before, but research identified it as being the most effective in influencing perceptions. 

‘The simple message of the commercial is to challenge negative stereotypes by affirming the importance of interactions, and the simple things in relationships. Our intent is particularly focused on the aspects of engagement with older people, of their “being”, and their relationships.

‘This commercial can be viewed on our website, www.resthaven.asn.au. Our statistics and feedback indicate that the campaign has generated significant interest, and we believe that we did achieve the desired outcome, at least in a modest way. 

‘However, for a social marketing campaign to have an ongoing influence on public perceptions, it requires a long term (for example – a five year) campaign, to ensure the greatest impact. This is where governments have a key responsibility. Success can be achieved over the longer term, as shown by the Life – Be in It, Quit and Healthy Eating campaigns. They also have a responsibility, which we share, to encourage positive images of working with older people in order to attract and sustain the workforce capacity required in aged and community care services.
‘The recent appointment of Noeline Brown as Ambassador for Ageing is a great opportunity to advance a positive image of older people and the work we do with older people.

‘Ultimately, we all need to make it a priority to build and sustain positive images – to make a commitment to be pro-active. I ask you to actively challenge negative stereotypes by promoting the valuable work we do in a positive way, with enthusiasm and passion.
‘A successful campaign involves both the reality and perception of how we provide our services, the quality of those services, and the language we use in communicating with and about our clients. These all influence the powerful “word of mouth” sharing of experiences by clients and family carers. 
‘We must also continue to challenge negative stereotypes and generalisations, countering with positive examples and objective data. A challenge for our sector is to research and gather information about the interests and “being and doing” roles and contributions of older people. 

’To effectively achieve these outcomes, we need to embrace the media and harness its power to influence public perceptions.

‘Magic is required to achieve this and that is the “magic” of a commitment and focus from us all.’
P.S. to view an example of older people actively voicing their opinion in the media, watch the Zimmer Band’s version of ‘MyGeneration’ at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jNV5bgsv984&feature=related
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