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The Creative Strokes Network of “Room Makeover Awards”   

 —By and For Peers with Mental Health Challenges                           
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1. Introduction
The Creative Strokes Network in Bridgeport, CT addresses mental health recovery through “Room Makeover Awards” in which members help each other de-clutter, clean, paint and revitalize a room in their home. This peer-driven initiative was founded by Lois Saboe, MSW, a facilitator, and her brother, Jim Saboe, a certified peer support specialist and recovery advocate.  The National Alliance on Mental Illness of CT (NAMI-CT) is the nonprofit sponsor of the Creative Strokes Network.  

Peers receiving a room makeover select the members of their own Home Energy Action Team (HEAT) to work with, celebrate their success together, and help others in turn.  The resident chooses their favorite colors of paint and the team uses donated supplies.
Community-building began in 2008 and today involves peers in recovery and peer support specialists active in the local psycho-social clubhouse, consumer council, and residential programs of the Mental Health Association of CT (MHAC), among others.  Members range in age from young adults to senior citizens and represent many cultures.  Many have been hospitalized or have experienced homelessness.   
2. The Legacy

The inspiration for this work comes from observing individuals with mental health challenges on fixed incomes living in dingy and often cluttered environments and recognizing their low self-esteem and poor quality of life.  In and out of healthcare programs, many continue to feel a sense of homelessness, despite having housing.  

Facilitating community-building among these peers transforms mental health from the inside-out. Those who get peer support to de-clutter, clean and paint a room a favorite color begin to sense their self-worth.  Friends invest their energy and learn while having fun.  As they work, they see the difference they make and feel appreciated. They reach out to others in recovery. These peers have a tremendous impact by transforming each other’s lives… beginning at home.  
3. Initial Challenges

Here are two examples that characterize the kinds of challenges peers help each other face, in addition to preventing evictions, etc.  In 2008, the first Creative Strokes Network recipient of a “Room Makeover Award” was a recovery support specialist.  Despite getting other parts of her life in order after three years of homelessness, Kim B. still lived in a cluttered boarding room she described as “the color of cardboard,” with broken walls, sullied old drapes and far worse for a bed.  

Kim expressed that she hid this part of her life out of embarrassment.  
After getting help with the room makeover, she proudly invited family and friends over to visit her “home”.  The walls were a refreshing color with curtains she bought on sale to complement them.  Kim said she felt like a “princess” on the new bed with new sheets; waking up with a newfound sense of “dignity.”  


[image: image2]Figure 1:  Katie P. was delighted to realize: “I feel so grounded now.”  
In 2009, when Katie P. got help with her room makeovers she had been transient for 20 years.  For the first time she feels like she is living in her very own home.  She said her recovery coach, Kim, had taught her to recognize she was feeling “grounded” from her own experience. Katie is coping with breast cancer and chemo, so she loves being able to get some control of her life and mental health. After nine months of living out of suitcases, she revitalized her living room and bedroom with nice, used furniture. 
4. Current Focus
To sustain the Creative Strokes Network there is a need to have certain resources committed to the initiative, some of which are more accessible when there is funding.  Donations from Global Giving will be used to help ensure that these resources are available to members: 

· Committed Meeting Time 

· Staff

· Volunteers

· Advisors
· Workstations

· Phones

· Laptop 

· Internet Access

· Skype 

· Webcam

· Clerical Support

· Camera
· Printing

· Handouts

· Business Cards

· Press Releases

· Mass Mailings
· Painting Supplies
· Transportation

· For Peers to HEATs

· For Peers to Events

· Refreshments

· For HEATs

· For Events

· Furnishings

· Furniture

· Home Goods

· Part Time Support

· Recovery Community Organizers

· HEAT Coordinators

· HEAT Manager
5. Measurable Successes

5.1. Quantitative Outcomes

5.1.1. “CT Mental Health Transformation” Mini-Grant
The Creative Strokes Network earned a “CT Mental Health Transformation” mini-grant in July 2008 for partnership development and Participatory Strategic Planning (PSP).  Peers and partner representatives created a shared vision and a joint action plan with timeline, roles and responsibilities.  Self-Stigma-Busting Home Energy Action Team (HEAT) members review progress and adapt the action plan with Outreach and Education Task Force members during monthly meetings.  

5.1.2. Monthly HEATs and Community Room Makeover
Peers began forming roughly one HEAT per month to help each other improve the quality of their home life.  By November 2009, there were 14 home-based room makeovers and one Community Room Makeover for the Young Adults Program of Bridge House, a clubhouse in Bridgeport, CT. 

5.1.3. Donations and In-Kind Support from Partner Organizations
Home Depot of Bridgeport, CT donates the paint and supplies and partners provide in-kind support; valued at approximately $200 each month.

MHAC was most active in providing direct support to Network members and hosted Network and HEAT meetings. BridgeHouse staff typically brought six (6) participants to each HEAT meeting from their clubhouse to join others from MHAC, the Consumer Council, etc.  Peers receiving “Room Makeover Awards” came primarily from three (3) partner organizations, MHAC, BridgeHouse, and the Regional Network of Programs.  
5.1.4. Finalist in Global Competition “Designing for Better Health”
Ashoka Changemakers chose the Creative Strokes Network “Room Makeover Awards” as one of 10 finalists in “Designing for Better Health” global competition funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF).  As a result, Creative Strokes was connected with donors through GlobalGiving via its fiduciary, NAMI-CT. 
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Figure 2:  Global Finalists Became Eligible For Donations via GlobalGiving.com 

5.1.5. Participation in Community Building
Peers conducted three (3) public “Show & Tell” workshops, including those hosted by the Yale Program for Recovery and Community Health (PRCH) and the Greater Bridgeport Community Mental Health Center (GBCMHC).   

Peers shared their accomplishments through:

· Awards Ceremonies (2)

· Celebrations (including picnics (2) and “Thanks 4 Giving” dinners (2) in the homes of partners and peers)

· Ongoing communications (including photos, e-newsletter, videos on YouTube)

· Creative Strokes Network website (http://saboe.shutterfly.com)

Peer outreach and participation in community-building was reflected in the participation of roughly 8-40 peers in each of the “Show & Tell” workshops, awards ceremonies, and other celebrations (picnics, Thanks4Giving dinners, etc.). There were 4-8 peers active in each home-based room makeover and 18 participating in the Community Room Makeover; with the Network totaling more than 40 members, with 10 members being the most routinely active.   
5.2. Qualitative Outcomes
Key indicators of the impact of involvement in the Creative Strokes Network on the each participant’s quality of life are represented by the:  

5.2.1. Impact of the Room Makeover Award on Recipient
· Ability to enjoy the home environment after the room makeover vs. before
· Ability to sustain home improvements (e.g., de-cluttered spaces) with peer support 

· Recovery skills or wellness tools that were either learned or put into practice
· Re-socialization after cluttered isolation (e.g., visitors, outside participation, etc.)
5.2.2. Participation in Home Energy Action Teams (HEATs)
· Ongoing involvement of HEAT participants

· Level of pride/shared sense of ownership 
· Strengthened self-esteem; self-stigma-busting, etc.
· Level of satisfaction, concerns and suggestions of participants

5.2.3. Vocational and Life Skills Developed
· Painting and other marketable skills developed 

· Volunteer-on-the-Job-Training (VOJT) experiences and references re Network and HEAT contributions to add to resume 

· Life skills/interests developed as a result of involvement 

5.2.4. Peer-Driven Program Development
· Peer contributions to multi-media storytelling 

· Documentation of Lessons Learned 

· Documentation of Best Practices

· Advocacy and Letters of Support

· Interest of participants in incorporating peer support and community service at clubhouse as part of the work-ordered day

6. Emerging Challenges

The Participatory Strategic Plan addressed four priorities:  Outreach and Education, Home Energy Action Teams (HEATs), Public/Private Partnership, as well as Funding and In-Kind Support. The key challenges of each Task Force are identified in Table 1 below:

Table 1:  Creative Strokes Network Partnership Participatory Strategic Plan (PSP) Priorities

	Outreach & Education
	Home Energy Action Teams (HEATs)
	Public/Private Partnerships
	Funding & In-kind Support

	Document Model for Replication
	County-Wide Networks
	Network Advisors
	Prime Sponsors in Key Domains

	Facilitate Transfer
	Community- based HEATs
	Community Partners
	National Foundations

	Provide Training & Technical Assistance
	Community Room Makeovers
	Peer Mentors & Coaches
	Local Matching Funders

	Publicize Effectively
	Home-based Room Makeovers
	Administrative Support
	Local Sponsors of In-Kind Support


7. Future Directions
The Creative Strokes Network seeks to sustain its pilot program in Bridgeport, CT and obtain funds from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and other prime sponsors to build public awareness and facilitate replication.  

Ideally, Creative Strokes “Room Makeover Awards” would be televised, demonstrating what a meaningful and life-changing impact can be achieved with minimal resources.  Peers in recovery would lead this “self-stigma-busting” mental health campaign.  They would show how to give “Room Makeover Awards” to people representing key target audiences coping with mental and physical disabilities on a fixed income.  

The intent is to have this series sponsored by national paint and home improvement companies in partnership with key national mental health associations and foundations. The series sponsors would promote the campaign and its partnerships through their respective infrastructures nationwide.  Viewers would then be able to access resources locally to apply what they learned. 

The Creative Strokes series would challenge peer viewers to form their own Home Energy Action Team (HEAT) to demonstrate how they were able to implement a “Room Makeover Award” with minimal resources.  Winning participants would show what they can do with some initiative, teamwork, and mentoring—stimulating pride and hopefulness among peer viewers and those who care about them.

Rather than relying on material extravagance to impress viewers, the target audience would be impressed with the power of “hands-on” peer support to facilitate mental health recovery.  They would see how to build a team that can leverage locally accessible resources for those in real need and help them transform their lives…beginning at home. 
Exciting with real possibilities, such a highly visible and credible television series is likely to have mushroom effect among those with both active and latent potential.
Appendix

A.   About the Author
Lois Saboe, MSW co-founded the Creative Strokes Network in 2008 and is a community social worker. She specializes in network-building to identify and facilitate the transfer of effective practices and trains facilitators for the Institute of Cultural Affairs.  Her direct service experience is with institutionalized, homeless, and other vulnerable populations. She attended the Johns Hopkins University’s Fellows Program for organizational and community systems.  Her MSW in Community Intervention is from LSU and her BA in Psychology is from Stonehill College.
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Lois R. Saboe, MSW, Executive Director

Education & Community Resource Associates

2001 Coles Blvd., Norristown, PA 19401-1911

Website:  http://saboe.shutterfly.com 
Tel:  610-277-LOIS (5647)

Mob:  610-804-7470

Email:  lois_saboe@msn.com
Skype:  Lois.Saboe
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The Creative Strokes Network in Bridgeport, CT stimulates mental health recovery through “Room Makeover Awards” in which members give each other “hands on” peers support to de-clutter, clean, paint and revitalize a room in their home.
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