Casting a Wider Net Panel Discussion

Good Afternoon. 

I want to echo Kim in thanking you all for coming to Chicago and joining us in this effort to take our shared efforts to the next level.  

At the MODV we have been struggling to move the message and this work from the early efforts of making the connection of domestic violence as a workplace issue and concern to the hard work of actually implementing that vision of creating a supportive environment at the work place into a reality.  

Many of our corporate sponsors have helped us with financial and in-kind support for are general public awareness and education efforts.  They also provide vital support for those who are engaged in providing direct services to victims.  All these things are of great value and illustrate true responsible corporate citizenship and community partnership. 

However, I wanted to talk briefly about how we have been casting a wider net here in Chicago by illustrating a few examples as well as explaining the genesis for those efforts in our broader agenda of addressing DV in a coordinated and expanded fashion in Chicago. 

Our office has several goals.  One of which is to reach victims through their informal support systems.  

At the local level we have learned through significant research on victims help seeking behaviors that victims do not suffer in silence but rather they turn to those we call informal support–their co-workers, supervisors, bosses, faith leaders, teachers, family friends and neighbors.  These are the people with whom the victim comes into contact on a routine, everyday basis.

Loads of work has been done within the DV movement to improve the response of the formal systems –only now we are beginning to recognize that these informal support system folks have been struggling in silent distress because they do not know how to help or who to link with for formal support.  We need to get these potential helpers to a place where they are not in silent distress.  

We realized that our work with the big employers, the corporate sites where there were HR programs and on site security, was really some of the easiest work...we now recognize that to cast a wider net we must move those initial and vital efforts to small business and unions.  

Small businesses have been approached throughout the Chicago land area to post signs and or literature within their business environment.  The materials are supplied by our office and include the Help Line number.  Many businesses of all varieties agreed to take this step and found that it was not only well received by their customers it was also well received and used by their employees for themselves and on behalf of others in their own families or informal support systems.  These businesses include bars, restaurants, entertainment venues, movie theaters, Laundromats, schools, grocery stores and the list goes on.

Also within formal business environments we have been reaching into all levels of employee groups.  Northern Trust, a major financial institution, has taken leadership in reaching every level of their employee base with domestic violence information in order to enhance their own policy implementation on this issue.  

Reaching those businesses that have close working relationships with their customer base was also a key part of achieving this goal.  One of our new partnerships is with the National Cosmetology Association.  This effort includes building awareness of domestic violence by training local salon professionals to recognize warning signs and safely refer clients to local resources. 

Our local effort is a part of a national effort which includes other significant partners but locally we have already heard from all kinds of people that this is an incredibly smart strategy.  Across all ethnic, racial and economic levels people relate to their salon professional in very personal ways that make this partnerships and effort one that we know will reach many victims in need of support.  It will also reach many victims who are employed as salon professionals to understand that there is support for them within their own professional groups. 

It was also significant that we recognized that not all victims would get information from traditional sites like DV programs or from the police.  Kraft Foods knew this when we worked with them at developing an exchange of lessons learned between us involving similar projects.  They funded DV programs which placed DV advocates in the role of working with job training programs to screen for domestic violence as a barrier to work and provide services for those participants to ensure successful completion of the job training and placement programs.  MODV had a similar effort underway where we had placed DV advocates from our staff within city funded Job training and placement agencies.  Sharing the results of those two separate yet related efforts so that we could begin to get necessary support for those victims who needed DV assistance in order to be able to become employed and stay employed was a wider net action. 

The MODV also has a second goal of giving real tools and concrete technical assistance beyond the development of DV workplace policies to local businesses.  The city was actively engaged in the passage of legislation which provides for unpaid leave for victims who need to obtain support like and order of protection or counseling and need time off work to do that.  We also addressed their fear regarding repercussions for using this relief or disclosure of their abuse to the employer by addressing this legislatively through the creation of penalties for employers who might discriminate in this fashion. 

When the City enacted its own DV workplace policy we encountered some of the same issues that private employers faced in implementing these policies.  Supervisors awareness was raised but the particular nuance of each employees circumstances found supervisors feeling inadequate and in need of more practical information and support.  Our office routinely advises supervisors about practical support and realities so that they can really be supportive of their employee’s efforts to address the DV. 

Finally one of our other key casting a wider net goals has been to really illustrate to people that there is an impact on us all in many ways –we may not even be aware of–we want to make everyone aware that DV does affect them in ways they may not even know.

Toward that end the MODV has partnered with Verizon Wireless in the development of a new poster campaign which helps illustrate how DV affects us all by showing images of everyday places where the absences of a person who was a victim of DV has placed a hardship on us all.  One image illustrates a long bank line with a sign that has been posted by the bank apologizing for the delay while indicating that one of their tellers was beaten by her husband the night before causing her to miss work. The message within this campaign that DV affects us all making it everybody’s business and everyone should get involved furthers our shared goal of ending DV.

Another illustrates the impact on high school students when their teacher is hospitalized and missing school due to DV.  Yet another brings the message to the faith community that a key member of the choir couldn’t be at services because she was being stalked by her boyfriend and he knows she attends church regularly.  

Verizon Wireless provided creative services to take our initial concept and make it professional and visually right.  

All of these examples just illustrate the value of a broad range of support. No one should underestimate the value of casting these kinds of wider nets.  What these partnerships further illustrate is how the business community and employer groups can help us advance our efforts at addressing domestic violence in the broadest sense.  This benefits their employees, their customers and their partners.  
