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Introduction
Before developing this tool kit, CIAD and
the NYS Long Term Care Ombudsman Program
conducted a survey of residents, ombudsmen and
facility staff. The results show that most NYS adult
homes we surveyed have resident councils, that
resident council leaders are generally elected, and
that many councils are nominally resident-run.

“These coalitions bring
together resident activists
from different facilities to
share information”

Our follow-up interviews and visits to resident
councils showed us the wide range of forms they
take. In some well-organized and impressively led
councils, the leaders pressed us for copies of sample bylaws and other resources even as
we were drafting them. We have tried to accommodate them by providing comprehensive
versions of these documents. For the many less formally structured councils, we have
provided simpler, more basic versions of the documents.
A common problem for councils in homes large and small is the scarcity of committed
leadership, due in part to residents’ mental and physical disabilities. Even when two or three
activist residents team up to run a good council, they are isolated within the home — hard
put to find others with enough energy or interest to help.
An antidote to such isolation is the creation of regional coalitions of resident leaders, such
as CIAD’s Policy Committee in New York City, and the Adult Home Leadership Council
on Long Island. These coalitions bring together resident activists from different facilities to
share information, offer each other moral support, and work together for policy reforms
that benefit everybody. It is our hope that this project will inspire the formation of more
regional coalitions of resident council leaders.
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Using The Resident Council Tool Kit
This resource is designed for use by ombudsmen, staff advisors, and residents of adult
care facilities. It is written with the understanding that every resident council is different;
there is no “right” way to do things.
We encourage you to pick and choose from these pages what you want to use.
• Work sheets and tip sheets can be taken out, copied, and distributed.
• Information on local resources can be added, as well as other materials you’ve
developed or identified. It is a collection that we encourage you to add to.
• Examples are included of bylaws, minutes and other documents used by existing
resident councils and food committees.
• Fact sheets are provided on laws and regulations relevant to council work, and on
other matters of interest, such as EQUAL grants.
• Leadership development materials are also included for council members who want
to improve their skills.
This tool kit is based on the firsthand experience of ombudsmen and advocates working
in adult care facilities, and reflects extensive interviews with resident council officers. Our
hope is that members and advisors of all kinds of councils will find something of value here.
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Importance of Resident Councils
Resident councils may be large or small, formal or
informal, completely self-governing or largely dependent
on staff—whatever form they take, they offer a unique
space for residents to come together and discuss their
own concerns.

“Resident councils
are meant to give
people a voice in
their facilities”

For residents, council meetings can be a forum for
debate, an opportunity for fellowship, an interesting and challenging activity, and a source
of information and resources.
Under law, resident councils are meant to give people a voice in their facilities, and
management an established channel to hear what residents have to say. State law supports
this function, saying councils must be allowed to “report all problems, issues and suggestions
discussed by residents” to management, and management must respond. For this reason,
council meetings are sometimes seen by management as a “license to complain.”
In practice, active resident councils prove to be an asset to management, rather than
a liability. Residents and staff generally want the same thing—a well-functioning facility
where people get along. Independent resident councils can help achieve this goal.
Such councils attract leaders who are often among the most connected and respected
residents in the home. They can help resolve problems between residents, and between
residents and staff. In many homes, council leaders have joined management in urging
fellow residents to refrain from littering, damaging furniture or smoking in their rooms.
Over time, administrators and council officers can develop an ongoing dialogue and a
constructive working relationship.
The opposite holds true as well. Homes that bypass democratic procedures and set up
co-opted councils exacerbate conflict and discontent among the residents. Without an
independent council, residents lose their voice in the facility. And without an independent
council, management loses a valuable “early warning system” about problems in the home—
as well as a valuable partner in solving them.
For residents, the benefits of council membership go far beyond problem solving. In
an institutional setting, running a resident council is often the only officially sanctioned
activity residents can organize and manage themselves, to the extent of their ability. This
opportunity to exercise autonomy delivers a huge dividend in mental health and well-being.
Residents can take on different roles within the council and within the home, and continue
to learn and grow.
In delivering quality of care, it is in every facility’s interest to fully support a resident
council that functions as democratically, and as independently, as possible.
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Quote from Adult Home Administrator, Maxine Cardwell:
From an interview recorded by the CIAD Media Team in July, 2007

“I believe if we have a strong resident council, it helps the whole facility
—because not only do we have cooperation from the staff, we have
cooperation from the residents as well. They want to make things work,
and they help me because they are here 24 hours a day, and they see what
goes on.”

Quote from former Staff Advisor, Mary Twohill:
From an interview recorded by the CIAD Media Team in July, 2007

“The resident council lets people have an open forum where they can voice
their opinions, their problems and their wants, and not be intimidated—
but be listened to and heard. There’s a formal process to it. It’s not just one
person at a time having a problem and going to the administrator. It’s a
definite, formal process. Your problem is presented at the meeting, it is
discussed by the board, and the board members bring it to the administrator.
The administrator must respond in one way or another, and that response
is carried back through the board to the council, and everyone hears the
answer. It helps staff in a hundred different ways because when staff can
hear about a problem, and be made aware of a problem, then they can deal
with the problem and it makes their job easier.”

Quote from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson:

“Sooner or later management figures out that it’s to their advantage to have
a good resident council. They can go to the council and explain why they
can’t do something because it’s against the regulations, or they don’t have
the money. And even if you don’t get the problem resolved, at least you have
a way to talk about it. Some of the things that worry residents — they can
be changed. If the administrator knows that these things are unpleasant
or irritating to residents, and they can be changed without costing any
money or breaking any state regulations, then often the administrator will
change them. But it has to be brought to somebody’s attention first.”
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Resident Council Rights and Regulations
New York State law requires all licensed adult care facilities to have a resident council
“chaired and directed by the residents.” Each facility must assist in the formation of a council
and facilitate its meetings.
These responsibilities are laid out in Title 18 of the New York Compilation of Rules and
Regulations (NYCRR).
According to NYCRR Title 18: Section 487.5:
(b) Resident organizations.
(1) The operator shall encourage and assist residents to organize and maintain
committees, councils, or such other self-governing body as the residents
may choose.
(2) The operator shall:
(i) assure that the residents’ organization:
(a) meets as often as the membership deems necessary;
(b) is chaired and directed by the residents; and
(c) may meet with any member of the supervisory staff, provided that
reasonable notice of the request is given to such staff;
(ii) appoint a staff person to act as an advisor to the residents’ organization,
who shall serve as a liaison between the organization and administration
to report all problems, issues and suggestions discussed by the residents
which require administrative action; and
(iii) assure that any complaints, problems or issues reported by the residents’
organization to the designated staff person or administration be
addressed, and that a written report addressing the problems, issues
or suggestions be sent to the organization.
In practice, these NYCRR regulations have been interpreted by the NYS Department of
Health to require that facilities:
• provide a space for the council to meet;
• allow the council to meet regularly at a time convenient to most residents;
allow special council meetings when requested by residents;
• allow residents to meet without staff present, if they so desire;
• make staff available when requested;
• provide written responses to questions submitted in the minutes.
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According to Mary Hart,
formerly of the
NYS Department of Health
(Mary Hart, former Director, Bureau of Adult
Care Facility Quality and Surveillance, from a
2008 interview with the CIAD Media Team):

“We expect that the operator,
administrator, allows the
resident council to function
on its own, and allows it to
invite staff people to take part
when they are wanted. We
normally at DOH don’t run
up against any issue unless
there are complaints — that
there’s interference with an
election, or council meetings
are cancelled with no notice.
Then we will come in and say
— ‘You have to encourage the
resident council to function
and to respond to their issues.’
We have cited facilities for
actively either discouraging
council functioning or not
assisting residents in getting
one started.”

The NYS Department of Health is charged
with providing oversight and enforcement of
the above regulations. Therefore when a facility
repeatedly undermines residents’ attempts
to form an independent council, residents
may file a complaint through the Complaint
Hot Line of the NYS Department of Health.
Residents may also contact the Ombudsman
Program County Coordinator in their area,
or their own facility ombudsman, if they have
one. (See How to File a Complaint)
As with all complaints, those regarding
resident councils must be clear violations of
the law as written. DOH is able to take action
when residents can show that their requests
to hold council meetings and elections have
been denied or cancelled; that a meeting
space has been requested, but not provided;
or that residents have asked to direct their
own meetings, but have been forced to accept
direction by staff. These are concrete violations
that, if substantiated with documentation,
can be investigated by DOH, and addressed.
More often, resident councils are
undermined in ways that are subtle, hard to
document, and difficult for DOH to address.
For example, management may accept, or
actively support, a clique of council officers
that rejects democratic procedures, does not
represent or acts against residents’ interests.
In this case, it may be impossible for DOH
to choose between one group of residents and
another. The above regulation simply states
that resident councils must be “chaired and
directed by residents;” it does not stipulate
how these leaders are to be chosen.
Even if DOH cannot take action, however,
resident leaders in facilities with co-opted
councils can still act in their own behalf. In
a number of cases, residents have succeeded
in taking back compromised councils, and
restoring their independence. (See Strategies
for Improving a Dysfunctional Council)
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Role of the Ombudsman in the Resident Council
Resource/Advisor/Trainer/Organizer
Building a good working relationship with
the resident council can be an important, and
satisfying, part of an ombudsman’s role. No federal
or New York State law defines this particular
function. The only law pertaining to ombudsmen
attending council meetings states simply “visitors
shall be allowed to attend meetings at the group’s
invitation.”
The Ombudsman Program Training and
Resource Manual stresses the importance of
supporting resident councils, and suggests that an
ombudsman might:
• “strengthen the functioning of the council,
if appropriate;
• provide information and education on a
variety of topics;
• meet with the council regarding problems
within the facility.”

• Attend council meetings
regularly, upon invitation
• Establish and reinforce
the principles of good
government
• Act as mediator
• Provide information and
guidance
• Mediate between the council
and the administrator
• Offer leadership development

An ombudsman’s relationship to a council will
be shaped both by the residents who make it up, and by the staff advisor, if there is one. In
councils with active staff advisors, ombudsmen may find ways to assist the advisor, as well
as the residents. In councils with no staff advisor present, ombudsmen may play a more
active role, helping at times to structure and guide the council, and mediate between it and
the administrator.
Here are tips and examples from ombudsmen who assist resident councils in
New York State adult homes:
• Attend council meetings regularly, upon invitation
Regular attendance helps you build a relationship with council members, and develop
appropriate ways to provide support. Over time, your consistent participation will
show members that you can be trusted to remain neutral, both between residents,
and between residents and management. Residents need your support, and will begin
to seek it when they trust that your primary goal is to strengthen the council. It is
important to:
–

Ask for an invitation before attending;

–

Avoid taking a seat in front of the group, and acting as if you are a council officer;

–

Observe the rules of conduct, along with everybody else.
Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014 • 11

• Establish and reinforce the principles of good government
When one resident seems right, and another wrong, it is tempting to take sides.
Instead of doing so, emphasize principles that help everyone—fair procedures,
orderly meetings, and respectful conduct.
Example: “The council in my facility has no staff advisor present. When I first started
attending council meetings as an ombudsman, every meeting would degenerate into
shouting matches between the president and several residents who opposed him.
After a few such meetings, I asked the president for permission to try an intervention.
At the next meeting, he gave me the floor and I went to the front of the room with
a poster board. I suggested that residents come up with a code of behavior for their
meetings. They agreed on a set of rules, which we wrote down. After several meetings,
the reminder wasn’t necessary—members themselves kept order.”

• Act as mediator
During council meetings, an ombudsman can sometimes serve as a safety valve—a
neutral referee who can, when necessary, nudge a meeting back on track, deflect a
personal attack, or suggest a more balanced approach. These instances should be rare,
however. Only when a meeting seems at an impasse, should you offer a temporary
dose of leadership—and only with residents’ explicit or implicit permission.
Example: “On the day after the EQUAL Grant Application was issued, the
administrator cornered the resident council president and pressured him into signing
the grant application then and there. (See The EQUAL Grant). Feeling intimidated,
the president signed the application, thereby bypassing the council, and depriving
the other residents of a chance to vote on what they wanted to spend the money on.
At the next council meeting, several residents vented their anger at the president in a
way that became hurtful. I raised my hand to calm the waters, suggesting that people
put themselves in the president’s shoes. The administrator had confronted him first
thing in the morning, when he was alone and unprepared, and had pressed him to
sign the document immediately. Rather than attacking the president, I suggested
that residents discuss how to deal with the grant the next time it came around. My
intervention stopped the blame game, and got folks to adopt a more constructive
tone.”

• Provide information and guidance
As an ombudsman with links to adult home and long term care advocacy groups,
you can serve as a valuable source of information for council members, who can then
pass on the information to other residents.
Example: “When I look over my notes for a year’s worth of council meetings, I see
that I provided information about all kinds of residents’ rights issues, as well as about
12 • Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014

the home’s obligations—what it has to provide in the way of heat and air conditioning,
case management, transportation, laundry. And I constantly provided updates on the
status of a supported housing settlement that may greatly affect residents’ lives.”

• Handle complaints
Council meetings are a good way for an ombudsman to keep an ear to the ground.
When problems develop in the home, you often hear about them first at a council
meeting. If there is a credible complaint, you can take this opportunity to ask residents
what they want to do about it. At times, they may just want to write a question into
the minutes and see how the administrator responds. At other times, they may want
to file a formal complaint. As an ombudsman, it is easier to originate a complaint in
the resident council as a group, than persuade an individual resident to take a stand.
Example: “At one point, the home lost control of the laundry situation. Something
broke down, and laundry started piling up. After several weeks of having their
clothes disappear into the laundry room and not come back, residents were fed
up. At the council meeting, a dozen residents signed my ombudsman complaint
form, and a resident and I both called the Complaint Hot Line. Then I spoke to the
administrator about the problem. The next day, the laundry was taken care of at an
outside laundromat.”

• Mediate between the council and the administrator
Ombudsmen can function as go-betweens in both directions — between the council
and the administrator, and between the administrator and the council.
Example: “Usually I convey complaints from the resident council to the administrator,
but one day the situation was reversed. The administrator said there was an exaggerated
claim in the minutes for the last meeting—that hot water in the facility had been
off for several days. She was upset, but didn’t want to approach the council directly
because she knew staff was not welcome. I presented the administrator’s complaint
to council members, and they agreed to discuss the issue with her. She joined the
meeting and laid out her version of events. Residents compared notes and concluded
she was right—the hot water had only been turned off for half a day. The administrator
requested that the previous minutes be changed. The council president said he was
uncomfortable changing the official minutes of a past meeting. I suggested adding a
correction to the minutes in the form of a footnote, initialed by the president. This
compromise was accepted.”

Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014 • 13

• Offer leadership development
Resident leaders can benefit greatly from leadership development exercises, such as
those included in this tool kit. These tried-and-true exercises have been used by CIAD
organizers to help council leaders assess their own leadership styles, learn active
listening skills, and practice conflict resolution and problem solving techniques.
Example: “When I attend council meetings, I occasionally give the president feedback
about how he conducts the meetings. He used to curse a lot during meetings, and I
spoke to him about it afterwards. I said that behavior is inappropriate, and there are
people there who might be offended. He also has a tendency to belabor a point from
time to time—just goes on and on. If I can, I try to catch his eye, and motion him on
to the next topic—but unobtrusively. He has thanked me after the meeting. I pointed
out that once you lose people’s attention, it’s hard to get it back.”
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Different Kinds of Resident Councils
Resident councils vary greatly from one home to another, depending on the size of the
facility, and the number of actively interested residents. The right kind of council for any
particular home is the one that empowers the most residents to participate and have a voice
in the governance of the facility.
• In small homes, or homes with low resident participation:
– Informal family-type meetings may work best.
– Agendas may consist of topics called out by those present.
– Chairperson and secretary roles may be filled by volunteers, or on a rotating basis.
– Time can be taken to canvas everyone’s opinions one by one.
– Most decisions may be arrived at by consensus.
– Minutes and by-laws may be simplified.
– A recognized monitor or referee may help guide the discussion.
• In homes where residents are physically frail:
– The staff advisor plays a more active role.
– Meetings work better in smaller groups—such as meetings on each floor.
– More one-on-one communication is required.
– Agendas, minutes and by-laws are short and simple.
– Discussion focuses on expanding personal choices, rather than improving the
general welfare.
– Discussion is guided by concrete questions.
• In larger homes, with more active members:
– The general meeting is the centerpiece of council activity.
– To run well, the general meeting needs an agenda, strong leadership, and clear
rules.
– Discussion focuses on matters of general welfare, not personal problems.
– Agendas, minutes and by-laws are more comprehensive.
– A full slate of officers may be chosen in regularly-held elections.
– Additional committees, advisory boards, and task forces may be formed.
– Council can conduct most of its own business and run its own activities.
– Council meetings and activities need to be publicized beyond word-of-mouth.
Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014 • 15
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Quote from Bob Larkin, Resident Council President in a home with less than 50 residents:

“This home is so small that you get to know just about everybody. As the
council president, I run the meetings, but I also keep in touch with people
outside of the meetings. When someone brings something up, or I see a
problem that needs to be addressed, I go to the people I call my ‘trusted
advisors’ — four or five of the residents here who are very sensible. I just
talk to them informally, more like a sounding board. What do you think
about this, what do you think about that — just getting peoples’ opinions.
Then I’ll either put the issue on the agenda for the next meeting, or I
will just go ahead myself and discuss it with the case manager and the
administrator. Either way we raise the issue, they will consider it and come
up with a response — ‘Yes, we will, or no we can’t.’ This seems to work out
pretty well. This home is small enough so that everyone talks these things
out, whether there is a meeting or not.”

Quote from Woody Wilson, Resident Council President in a home with
about 100 residents:

“We have three council officers — a president, vice president and secretary
— and we have four committee leaders who work with the department
heads. We have committees for food service, maintenance, administration
and housekeeping. The leaders of those committees are people who
get along well with the staff in those departments. They resolve a lot of
problems by speaking directly to the department heads on behalf of the
council. Our executive board meets twice a month to set up the agenda
for the council meeting. And then, after the council meeting—to debrief,
to talk over what happened at the meeting, and how we want to follow up
on it. We have bylaws, and we hold elections every two years.”

Quote from Calvin Parsons Taylor, Resident Council executive
board member in a home with over 300 residents:

“Our executive board includes the three council officers—the president,
vice president and secretary—and then we have three floor managers who
are appointed to the executive board, and they report to the board the
problems on each floor. The executive board meets at least once a month to
assess our progress in resolving problems that came up in the last meeting,
and to prepare for the next council meeting.”
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How to Start, or Rebuild, a Resident Council
If your facility does not have a resident council, or if your existing council is dysfunctional,
it is possible to build, or rebuild, a council from the ground up. This takes time — be patient,
but persistent.
1. Seek information and support
• Contact CIAD and your local Ombudsman Program for resources, advice, and
support. If your facility does not have an ombudsman assigned to it, call or email
your local ombudsman county contact to see if someone is available to work with
you. (See the local Ombudsman Program phone number posted in your facility or
listed in the Resources section at the back of the Toolkit, or go to the NYS Long Term
Care Ombudsman website for a current list of county ombudsman contacts — www.
ltcombudsman.ny.gov)
• Try contacting council officers at other adult care facilities. You may be able to attend
a council meeting at one of these homes and meet the council officers. Most will be
glad to share their experiences with you. They know best what problems you are
likely to encounter.
2. Find people to work with
In recruiting partners, the most important quality to look for is not personal charisma,
but the ability to work effectively in a group. The last thing you want is a council that revolves
around one person. The opposite is best — a council that welcomes diverse personalities,
and inspires many people to participate.
• Look for people who already play a leadership role in various activities.
• Look for people who show that they care about other residents.
• Look for people who speak up about problems in the facility.
• Look for people with prior experience in school or church groups, unions, or tenants
associations.
• Ask the activity director and other staff members to recommend people.
• Don’t overlook the quiet types — they may have a lot to offer.
3. Ask other residents what they think is important
For your council to succeed, it must address residents’ true concerns in a meaningful
way. It makes sense to find out from other residents what issues they care most about. These
conversations will give you a better picture of how to proceed.
• Talk to folks sitting in the lobby or other common areas.
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• Talk to members of different activity groups.
• If possible, circulate among residents before or after meals.
• Go from room to room.
4. Form a group and meet with the administrator
Once you have put together a team, your next step will be to meet with the administrator
to announce your plans to form a resident council. It is best to go as a group. Before you go
to the meeting, make sure all of you are prepared.
• Learn your rights beforehand.
• Find out how resident councils work in other homes.
• Have a general idea how you want your own council to work.
• Rehearse what you want to say.
• Consider delegating points and questions to different members of your group.
• Ask CIAD and your local Ombudsman Program for help.
5. Build a good relationship with the administrator and other staff
From the start, try your best to cultivate good relations with management. The
administrator, and other members of the staff, can either support your efforts, or undermine
them, in countless ways. Try hard to build trust from the beginning.
• Make sure to keep the administrator informed about what you are doing.
• When your complaints or activities involve staff, try to keep them in the loop and
deal directly with them, when possible.
• Verbally acknowledge the concerns of management and staff, and take them seriously.
• Maintain a moderate tone at your meetings, and avoid badmouthing the staff and the
facility.
6. Organize an open meeting
Take time to prepare well for your introductory general meeting. You want to do a good
job of persuading your fellow residents to support the council you are proposing.
Here are some ideas for the meeting agenda:
• Explain why members of your team want a resident council.
• Refer back to the concerns stated by residents and explain how a council can help
address those concerns.
• Show the CIAD resident council video.
20 • Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014

• Invite your administrator to pledge his or her support for the council—but avoid
letting him or her take control of the meeting.
• Take a vote to establish a council.
• Set up a planning committee. Think about how you will do this ahead of time. You
may want to take nominations from the audience. It is best to limit the committee to
3 to 5 people.
• Set the time and date of the next general meeting.
• Take questions and comments from the audience, but set a time limit so the meeting
doesn’t drag on.
• If possible, offer refreshments at the end of the meeting. This wraps up the meeting
nicely and rewards people for sitting through it.
7. The next step: a planning committee
The planning committee takes on the important task of drafting by-laws to determine
how the council will be organized and run—that is, how council officers will be elected, how
minutes will be handled, how order will be maintained, etc. Sample bylaws and forms are
provided in this tool kit.
8. If management is uncooperative, don’t give up
If you encounter resistance from the administrator, despite your best efforts, keep calm
and keep trying. Remember to turn to the supports that give you strength. CIAD has long
experience in organizing resident councils. The NYS Long Term Care Ombudsman Program
offers help in every county, statewide. In New York City and Long Island, CIAD and the
Adult Home Leadership Council host coalition meetings where you can meet other council
leaders who have experienced similar problems. (See Advocacy and Coalition Building)
Throughout New York State, the right to organize a resident council is well established. If
your facility repeatedly blocks your efforts to hold meetings directed by residents, you have
grounds to complain to DOH. (See How to Make a Complaint)
Example from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson: “I’ve lived in my
adult home for over thirty years. During that time, the resident council has
gone through long periods when it was thriving and we had a great executive
board — but twice it almost died out and we had to bring it back to life.
The first time it just about disappeared was around the time the adult home changed
hands. I had been president for twelve years and I decided to take a break, and many of
the other executive board members left at the same time. The council limped along for
four years with four different presidents, and by the fourth one it was almost finished.
The staff advisor came to me and asked me to help build the council back up. We
got some good people to form an executive board and started the council, and after
we got it going, we held elections. We had another strong council for seven years.
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We had a board of seven people, and we had four committees going. We did our
EQUAL grants; we ran a council canteen for a while; we supported a gardening project.
Then a new guy came into the building around the time we were scheduled to have
elections again. He was a real hustler, and he was giving out cigarettes on credit to a
bunch of guys who sit out front and smoke. On election day, he got all these guys to troop
in and vote for him for president. We were taken by surprise, and we lost the council.
He moved the meetings upstairs to a little room and he would meet up there with
his henchmen, and close the door to everybody else. He told the staff advisor
she was no longer invited. He ran the whole thing secretly and started using
the council to collect so-called “dues” from people. He and his sidekicks went
around the building with a clipboard trying to collect a dollar from each resident.
The administrator didn’t know what to do because he had been elected by secret
ballot, according to the bylaws. In the end, the home evicted him for nonpayment
of rent before the next elections came up. So now I am president again, and we are
trying to get the council up and running once more, but it is hard work because the
population has changed. A lot of the old people are gone, and the new people have no
experience with having a council.”
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Resident Council Bylaws and Council Structure
Bylaw is another word for rule. Council bylaws
are the ground rules for your council, as approved
by a vote of its members. The bylaws describe how
elections are to be conducted, how meetings are
to be run, how minutes are to be handled — in
short, how the council is to function. The bylaws
should be written in easy-to-understand language
and posted so everyone can read them.

“Bylaws shoud be
tailored to the
needs of each council”

Bylaws should be tailored to the needs of each
council. A small home with an informal council may get along with just a few basic rules; a
large home with many council members will need more comprehensive bylaws.
We have provided guides and work sheets for both basic bylaws and comprehensive
bylaws so you can pick and choose the elements that make sense for your council.
Whether long or short, all council bylaws should be based on these basic democratic
principles:
1. Every resident should be able to fully participate in the council by coming to
meetings, voting, and voicing his or her opinion.
2. Every resident should have the right to run for office during regularly scheduled
free and fair elections.
3. Every resident should have equal access to information about how the council is
run, and where and when meetings, elections, and activities take place.
These ground rules ensure that all residents can participate fairly and equally in their
own resident council.
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BASIC Resident Council Bylaws – GUIDE
1. Name—the name of the Resident Council shall be:
Resident Council of (name of your home)
2. Purpose—the purpose of the Resident Council shall be:
* To empower residents to conduct council meetings and activities for the benefit of
all residents
* To empower residents to voice their concerns and requests to management
3. Membership:
All residents of (your home) may participate fully in the council by attending meetings,
voicing their opinions, holding office, and voting.
4. Meetings:
Meetings shall be held on the first Tuesday of every month from 3:00 to 4:00 in the dining
room, and at other times when necessary.
5. Officers:
Council officers shall include a president, vice-president, and secretary.
6. Officers’ duties:
The officers shall preside at meetings and record the minutes. Officers may share their
duties or substitute for each other, if they wish to.
7. Order of business at meetings:
1. Opening of meeting and greetings to new or returning residents
2. Reading of administrators’ response to the last meeting’s minutes
3. Follow-ups to old business
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4. Discussion of new business
5. Announcements and thank-you’s to members and staff
6. Conclusion of the meeting
8. Code of conduct at meetings:
* Members shall raise their hand to speak & wait to be called on in order.
* No one is permitted to use disrespectful language or personal insults.
9. Elections:
Elections shall take place every year. Nominations shall be made at the January meeting.
Additional nominations may be made until the February meeting. The election will be
held at the February meeting. If more than one candidate is running for an office, voting
for that office will be by secret ballot. Election results will be decided by a simple
majority.
10. Committees:
Committees may be established for any purpose and shall include members who wish
to serve.
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BASIC Resident Council Bylaws – WORKSHEET
1. Name—the name of the Resident Council shall be:

2. Purpose—the purpose of the Resident Council shall be:

3. Membership:

4. Meetings:

5. Officers:
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6. Officers’ duties:

7. Order of business at meetings:

8. Code of conduct at meetings:

9. Elections:

10. Committees:
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COMPREHENSIVE Resident Council Bylaws - GUIDE
1. Name—the name of the Resident Council shall be:
Resident Council of (your home)
2. Purpose—the purpose of the Resident Council shall be:
* To voice residents’ questions and concerns to management
* To bring back answers and information from management to residents
* To provide information of benefit to residents from other sources
* To support activities that involve, empower, and benefit residents
* To promote and protect residents’ rights
3. Membership—who shall be a voting member of the Resident Council: (State regulations
grant all residents the right to participate in resident councils — so this bylaw must be
written to allow all residents to participate fully)
All residents of (your home) shall automatically be voting members of the resident council.
Every resident may attend all general meetings, run for every elected office, and vote in all
elections.
4. General meetings—who shall be permitted to attend: (Yes or No Answers)
General meetings shall be open to residents only: YES
Facility staff may attend only when invited: YES
Facility staff may attend without being invited: NO
• If staff is invited only on occasion, how shall this decision be made:
The decision to invite a staff member shall be made by majority vote of those
present at the general meeting. The invitation shall be valid only for that time
and shall not be a blanket invitation for staff to attend other general meetings.
• If a staff member is invited to every meeting, who shall it be:
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• Place and time of general meetings:
General meetings shall be held on the second Tuesday of every month from 3:00 to 4:00
in the dining room, and at other times when necessary.
• How general meetings shall be publicized:
Meeting announcements shall be posted next to each elevator and on the activity
bulletin board one week ahead of time. Meetings will be announced over the public
address system during lunch on the day of the meeting, and when the meeting is due
to start.
5. Order-of-business (agenda) for general meetings:
1. President calls the meeting to order
2. Secretary reads the minutes from the last meeting
3. Secretary reads management’s response to questions raised at the previous meeting
4. Follow-ups to old business
5. Reports from officers, committee members and others
6. Discussion of new business
7. President concludes the meeting
6. Code of conduct for general meetings:
1. Residents must not disrupt the orderly conduct of meeting business.
2. Residents must raise their hand to speak, wait their turn to be recognized, and speak
on topic.
3. Residents must speak respectfully to others and about others, including both
residents and staff.
7. Officers and their duties: (State regulations require resident councils to be “directed by
residents and chaired by a resident or another person elected by membership”)
• President’s duties:
The president shall preside over general meetings, approve and sign the minutes
afterwards, make sure council meetings occur regularly and on schedule, and that
meetings are publicized so all can attend. He or she shall also preside over executive
board meetings and notify other all other board members when board meetings will
be held.
30 • Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014

• Vice President’s duties:
The vice president shall perform the duties of the president in his or her absence, help
the president publicize & prepare for the general meeting, attend board meetings and
contribute to the agenda, and help keep order during general meetings.
• Secretary’s duties:
The secretary shall record the minutes at each general meeting; make sure that the
minutes are signed by the president; a copy submitted to the administrator; the
residents’ copy stored permanently for the use of residents, and the administrator’s
response read at the next meeting.
8. Officers’ term of office shall be:
One year
9. Handling of the minutes: (State regulations require the facility to respond in writing
to concerns raised by the council — so this bylaw should support the council’s right to
submit the minutes to the administrator, and receive back a written response to be read
at the next meeting)
1. The minutes shall be recorded by the secretary.
2. The final copy shall be prepared by the secretary, then typed up by the staff receptionist.
She will make a copy for the administrator & an extra copy.
3. A copy shall be approved & submitted to the administrator by the secretary or president.
4. The minutes shall be received back by the secretary or president.
5. And read at the next meeting by the secretary.
6. The minutes shall be stored for future reference by the president in the folder in
the president’s closet and also in the folder in the recreation room.
10. Election of council officers:
• When elections shall be held:
Elections will be held once a year at the February general meeting
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• How elections shall be announced:
The announcement will be made at the January general meeting, and posted in all
public areas of the facility.
• How candidates shall be nominated:
Nominations shall be made at the meeting prior to the election. Residents may
nominate other residents or themselves.
• How voting shall be conducted:
All council officers shall be elected by majority vote conducted by secret ballot.
• How elections shall be monitored to make sure they are fair:
At the meeting prior to the election, residents will choose an impartial person, such
as the Activity Director or ombudsman, or both, to prepare ballots, oversee the
voting, and count the votes.
• How election monitors shall be chosen:
Election monitors shall be chosen by majority vote of those present at the January
general meeting before the February election.
• How vacant offices shall be filled:
If an officer can no longer serve, a special election will be held to fill that vacancy
at the next council meeting.
11. How and why a council officer may be removed for cause: (Generally, a council officer
may be removed for conduct that violates council bylaws or causes harm to residents—
such as paying for votes or verbally abusing other residents at council meetings)
Removal of an officer may be initiated for these reasons: Officers may be removed
for behavior that causes harm to other residents; for neglect of their duties of the office,
such as not attending meetings; for actions that violate the democratic functioning of
the council, such as holding secret meetings; and for actions that compromise free
and fair elections.
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Procedure for removal of an officer: Removal shall be initiated by a petition
stating the reasons for removal signed by ten percent of all the residents. The petition
for removal shall be discussed & voted on at a council meeting. If a majority of
those present vote in support of removal, the office shall be declared vacant. If a
majority votes no, those in favor of removal must undertake a new petition
based on new evidence or wait until the next election.
12. Amendments: (A way to amend the bylaws is needed so the resident council can adapt
to change. For example, the council may need to shrink or expand the number of officers
and create or disband committees.)
When and how amendments may be adopted: Amendments may be proposed at any
general meeting or any advisory board meeting. Such amendments shall be
discussed by the whole membership before being voted on. Amendments shall
require a 2/3 vote of those attending a general meeting in order to pass.
13. Advisory Board (sometimes called Executive Board): (Many councils have advisory
boards which meet monthly to contribute items to the meeting agenda and assist with
council business)
Members of the advisory board shall serve terms of one year
How advisory board members shall be chosen: The advisory board shall include all
council officers plus three floor representatives elected by residents living on each
floor — at the same time the general council election is held.
14. Standing Committees: (Standing committees support activities of benefit to residents —
such as Food Committees, Recreation Committees, & Welcome Committees)
• Our standing committees shall include:
1. FOOD COMMITTEE purpose: The purpose of the Food Committee is to voice
residents’ questions and complaints about food, meet with food service staff, and
report back regularly to the general meeting.
Food Committee meetings: The Food Committee will meet monthly on the third
Thursday of every month at 2:30 in the dining room.
2. WELCOME COMMITTEE purpose: The Welcome Committee will greet
and assist new residents and visit residents in the hospital.
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Welcome Committee meetings: The Welcome Committee will meet monthly on
the first Monday of every month at 3:00 in the recreation room.
• How committee chairpersons are chosen:
Each standing committee will elect its own chair person, vice chair person and secretary.
Elections will be held and publicized once a year at a meeting of the committee
and decided by majority vote of those attending.
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COMPREHENSIVE Resident Council Bylaws - WORKSHEET
1. Name—the name of the Resident Council shall be:

2. Purpose—the purpose of the Resident Council shall be:

3. Membership—who shall be a voting member of the Resident Council: (State regulations
grant all residents the right to participate in resident councils — so this bylaw must be
written to allow all residents to participate fully.)
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4. General meetings—who shall be permitted to attend:
General meetings shall be open to residents only: YES or NO:
Facility staff may attend only when invited: YES or NO:
Facility staff may attend without being invited:YES or NO:
If staff is invited only on occasion, how shall this decision be made:

If a staff member is invited to attend every meeting, who shall it be:

Place and time of general meetings:

How general meetings shall be publicized:
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5. Order-of-business (agenda) for general meetings:

6. Code of conduct for general meetings:

7. Officers and their duties: (State regulations require resident councils to be “directed by
residents and chaired by a resident or another person elected by membership”)

President’s duties:
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Vice President’s duties:

Secretary’s duties:

8. Officers’ term of office shall be:_____________________________________________
9. Handling of the minutes: (State regulations require the facility to respond in writing
to concerns raised by the council — so this bylaw should support the council’s right to
submit the minutes to the administrator, and receive back a written response to be read
at the next meeting)
1. The minutes shall be recorded by
2. The final copy shall be prepared by
3. A copy shall be approved & submitted to the administrator by
4. The minutes shall be received back by
5. And read at the next meeting by
6. The minutes shall be stored for future reference by
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10. Election of council officers:
When elections shall be held:

How elections shall be announced:

How candidates shall be nominated:

How voting shall be conducted:

How elections shall be monitored to make sure they are fair:

How election monitors shall be chosen:

How vacant offices shall be filled:
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11. How and why a council officer may be removed for cause: (Generally, a council officer
may be removed for conduct that violates council bylaws or causes harm to residents—
such as paying for votes or verbally abusing other residents at council meetings)
Removal of an officer may be initiated for these reasons:

Procedure for removal of an officer:

12. Amendments: (A way to amend the bylaws is needed so the resident council can adapt
to change. For example, the council may need to shrink or expand the number of officers
and create or disband committees.)
When and how amendments may be adopted:
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13. Advisory Board (sometimes called Executive Board): (Many councils have advisory
boards which meet monthly to contribute items to the meeting agenda and assist with
council business)
Members of the advisory board shall serve terms of:

How advisory board members shall be chosen:

14. Standing Committees: (Standing committees support activities of benefit to residents—
such as Food Committees, Recreation Committees, and Welcome Committees)
Our standing committees shall include:
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How committee chairpersons are chosen:
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How to Run a Free and Fair Election
A free and fair election is one in which:
• Nominations of Candidates

• Every resident can vote
• Every resident can run for office

• Campaigns of Candidates

• Every resident knows the rules
• Every resident knows what is happening
and when it is happening

• Holding the Election
• Announcing the Results

For free and fair elections, follow these timehonored procedures:
• Establish the rules governing elections
BEFORE the elections take place. Obviously elections cannot be fair if the rules
change halfway through in favor of one of the candidates.
• Announce the election well ahead of time. This can be done at a resident council
meeting one or two months before the election takes place.
• Copies of election procedures should be explained, posted and/or passed out to
members. Let everyone know when and how candidates will be nominated, and
when and how voting will take place.
1. Nominations of candidates
Nominations usually take place at a council meeting the month before the election. It
helps to read the duties of each office before calling for nominations for that office, This
reminds people that the election is not a popularity contest—it’s more like hiring someone
to do a specific job.
• All members have the right to place names in nomination, including their own name.
• The resident council should publicize the list of candidates so that every resident
knows who is running for each office.
2. Campaigns of candidates
• Candidates may campaign by reaching out to other residents and asking for their
votes. (If a candidate offers to compensate anyone for his or her vote, that candidate
should be disqualified.)
• Before voting occurs, all candidates should have a chance to say why they want to be
elected, and how they intend to fulfill the duties of the office.
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3. Holding the Election
• Decide how elections will be held. Secret balloting is a time-honored tradition in
democratic elections, so you may want to consider using it for your council election.
• Consider using an election monitor to ensure the voting process is fair. The task of
election monitor—preparing ballots and counting votes—should be given to a neutral
person whom residents trust to be impartial, such as a staff advisor or ombudsman.
• If a resident cannot see, write, or physically be present in the room, the election
monitor should offer whatever assistance is required for that person to vote.
4. Announcing the results
• When announcing the election results, it helps to downplay use of the words “won”
or “lost.” All of the candidates have strengthened the council by participating in the
election. Be sure to thank everyone who ran for office.
• Make sure the newly elected officers have copies of the by-laws, and anything else
they may need to do their jobs.
• Acknowledge and applaud the outgoing officers.

Example: Transcript of an election presided over by Resident Council executive
board member, Calvin Parsons Taylor: “Today we are going to elect people who
will represent us during the coming year. We have had two months to prepare for this
election, and today we vote. We are going to select officers for the resident council,
and to do that we have a balloting slip. You write on it who you want to represent you,
and put it in the ballot box. The offices are president, vice president, and secretary.
The way we decided to do this is to have prospective candidates stand up and identify
themselves. You are invited today to nominate yourself and participate in this election.
Each person who decides to run for an office will be required to tell us what you
want to do, how you can do things better for us, and each candidate will have three
minutes. Once we have done that, we will put your name on the board. Everyone will
have heard the candidates’ statements, and you can decide in your mind who to vote
for. Okay, we will now ask for nominees for these offices. Anyone sitting in this room
can nominate themselves or someone else—anyone you want, including yourself.”
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The Role of the Council President
The council leader may be called “president,”
“chairperson,” or no official title at all. Whatever
he or she is called, the job is the same — to lead the
council for the benefit of all residents. The leader’s
most visible role is presiding over the general
meeting. A conscientious leader will work outside
of meetings as well — listening to residents’
concerns, conferring with fellow officers, and
building good relations with staff.

• Build a Team
• Welcome Input
• Cultivate Relationships
• Positive Attitude

1. Build a team of officers and active
members
The strength of a council depends on its unity. A skilled leader supports cooperation
by sharing information with other officers and members, welcoming everyone’s ideas and
opinions, and making room for others to contribute to council work. Roles for each officer
can be built into the general meeting agenda, as well as into other council activities. All
officers should be encouraged to share responsibility for running the council well, and their
efforts to do so should be acknowledged.
2. Welcome input from members
A good council reflects and responds to residents’ true concerns. Skilled leaders create
opportunities to interact frequently with residents outside of meetings—to hear their ideas
and concerns, get their feedback on council activities, and test their reactions to proposed
ideas or courses of action.
As time goes by, old members often become less active, and new residents join the
community. By reaching out to new people, leaders can take note of others’ skills and
interests and find ways for them to contribute.
3. Cultivate courteous relationships with staff
Relating well to management and staff is a key part of the leader’s role, since these
relationships affect every aspect of council work. Skilled leaders keep management informed
about council activities, and actively seek opportunities for dialogue and cooperation.
4. Maintain a positive attitude
Resident councils succeed when members feel good about participating. Skilled leaders
find as many ways as possible for people to contribute, and as many ways as possible to
acknowledge and thank them for their contributions. People have a natural desire to do
useful work, help others, stretch themselves and grow. A good leader will capture this
positive energy for the benefit of the whole community.
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The Role of the Vice President
The primary duty of the vice president is to
perform the duties of the president when he or she
is absent. This includes presiding over the general
meeting, and making sure the minutes are handled
properly. If there is an executive or advisory board,
the vice president takes the president’s role there
as well, in his or her absence. When necessary, the
vice president also generally steps in to substitute
for the secretary.

“The primary duty
of the vice president is to
perform the duties of the
president when he or she
is absent.”

Some councils assign the vice president certain
tasks during the general meeting—such as making announcements and/or committee
reports, keeping track of those who wish to speak, and helping to keep order. When special
projects arise, the vice president can be tapped to lead those.
It makes sense for a vice president to take on significant council roles so he or she can
develop good leadership skills. In adult care facilities, where residents experience frequent
absences related to health, it’s important for all council officers to be able to substitute for
one another.
Ideally, the vice president and president will work together to build a strong partnership
based on sharing information and supporting each other.
Quote from Resident Council Vice President, Derek White:

“On our council, I have ended up taking a big responsibility for the minutes
because I can use the computer. I go to our executive board meetings and
help put together the agenda. I work closely with the president, and I go
with him to speak to the administrator sometimes. I also chair the food
committee and make the food committee reports at the meetings. That’s a
lot of work because food issues are really big here.”

Quote from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson:

“A vice president can share some of the responsibility. The president and
the vice president can put their heads together, and back each other up.
And, if needs be, the vice president can replace the president at a meeting,
because the meetings must go on as scheduled. So the continuation will
still be there — it will be run the same way as long as the vice president is
there.”
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The Role of the Secretary
The primary duty of the secretary is to produce
the minutes — a written record of council meetings.
The secretary doesn’t have to write down every
word. However, he or she must take care to write
down the questions to be put to the administrator,
and to state clearly the decisions and votes taken
by the council.

“Every council
should support the
secretary’s efforts to
keep good minutes.”

Every council should support the secretary’s
efforts to keep good minutes, and to handle them
well. The minutes constitute the only record of the
issues raised by residents and the responses offered by management. When Department
of Health surveyors do their annual inspections, they review resident council minutes to
see what residents have complained about and how their complaints have been answered.
Legally, a council is entitled to ask an administrator to provide a written response to the
minutes.
The minutes also provide a valuable record for the council itself. They contain details
about all the work done by the council — how projects were organized, what activities were
done by committees, how problems were resolved. The minutes can offer guidance in the
future when questions arise about what happened when or how things were done in the
past.
As with everything else, secretaries vary greatly in how they handle their minutes. Some
secretaries write long, detailed minutes; others just note down key points and questions.
Some minutes are handwritten; others are typed. Looks don’t matter as long as the minutes
do their most important job — bring residents’ concerns to management and prompt
management to respond.
Remember three important things:
1) Minutes should clearly state the concerns and complaints raised by residents during
council meetings.
2) The administrator should respond to these concerns and complaints, preferably in
writing.
3) The administrator’s response should be read back to council members at the next
meeting, so they know how their complaints were answered.
Resident councils in large homes may handle the minutes in a formal by-the-book
manner — making several copies of the minutes, submitting one copy to the administrator
and keeping one copy, receiving back a written response and adding it to the minutes, and
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reading both the minutes and the response at the next meeting. Councils in small homes
may get by with a more informal version of the three basic steps.
Again — the important thing is to maintain a written record of residents’ complaints and
management’s responses to the complaints. The final step is to store a copy of the minutes,
with the administrator’s response attached to it, in a safe place for future reference by the
council.
The secretary’s job is a big one so councils often find ways to divide up the work. Several
people may decide to share the job by alternating being secretary from month to month,
or having one person record the minutes, and another do the follow-up tasks. Often the
president takes responsibility for submitting the minutes to the administrator, and getting
his or her response.

Quote from former Resident Council Secretary (now President), Marguerite Cogan:

“I write the minutes by hand in a spiral notebook during the meeting.
Then, after the meeting, I go over what I wrote and transcribe it to the
minutes form. We use a form given to us by the office. So I rewrite the
minutes on the form, and I number each item that needs to be addressed.
Then the administrator writes a response, item by item. After that, the
resident council president sits down with the administrator and they go
over the issues one-by-one and discuss how the administration is going to
deal with them. Then when they are finished, they both sign the minutes
form. The president keeps a copy and the administrator keeps a copy.”

Quote from Resident Council President, Steven Yaari:

“We don’t have a regular secretary right now, so I ask for a volunteer to
do the minutes. Our volunteer secretary writes the minutes during the
meeting. Then I take the minutes and give it to the receptionist. I read it
off to her and edit it a little while I do that. She types up the minutes and
gives it to our administrator, and the administrator writes her response.
Then the administrator calls me down and asks me to sign off on it. She
signs it and I sign it, and she keeps a copy, and I keep a copy. Then, at the
next resident council, I read her response to the council.”
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Role of the Staff Advisor in the Resident Council
The role of staff advisor varies from council
to council, depending on facility policy and
residents’ level of functioning. In some facilities,
staff advisors attend every meeting and provide
constant support; in others, residents run their
meetings independently, and do not invite anyone
from staff to attend. In councils without a staff
advisor present, ombudsmen may play a similar
advisory role.

“Walk a fine line
between supporting
and taking charge.”

The mission of the staff advisor (and the
ombudsman) is to empower residents to run their own councils, or participate in running
their own councils, with as much autonomy as possible. This means that residents themselves
choose their leaders, and decide which questions and concerns they want to convey to
management. Ideally, residents will also be able to lead their own meetings and record their
own minutes.
In practice, some residents need and appreciate help in conducting many aspects of
council business. The challenge for the advisor is to provide the kind of assistance that
continually supports, rather than undermines, residents’ ownership of council activities.
In general — walk a fine line between supporting and taking charge:
• Avoid presiding over meetings and taking on other leadership roles. Instead, keep
an eye out for talent, and encourage residents to handle as many roles and tasks as
possible.
• Avoid initiating and directing council activities and projects. Instead, involve residents
in choosing, planning and implementing all or part of council activities.
• Avoid speaking or negotiating on behalf of the council yourself. Instead, support
council members’ efforts to speak and negotiate for themselves.
• Avoid taking on the role of the “authority with answers.” Instead, provide information,
handouts, and links to resources — so that what you know is passed on to residents.

The Law Regarding Staff Advisors (NYS Social Services Law, § 487.5)
Adult care facilities are required by law to appoint a staff advisor to resident councils.
Under New York State law, the staff advisor is expected to serve as a “liaison” between the
council and the administration. He or she must “assure that any complaints, problems, or
issues” reported by residents to management are addressed. Management must respond
back to the council with a “written report addressing the problems, issues or suggestions”.
(See Resident Council Rights and Regulations)
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Quote from former Staff Advisor, Mary Twohill:
From an interview recorded by the CIAD Media Team in July, 2007

“One of my responsibilities as the Recreation Director is to ensure that
the residents are represented by a functioning resident council. That
role includes scheduling meetings, making meeting announcements,
and making sure the meetings run on time. I also check that the room is
available, seating is available, and the microphones are there. I am invited
to attend the meetings, and I do attend most meetings. I sit up front, but to
the side. I don’t play a part in running the meeting, but I’m there to answer
questions and help with whatever the council decides to do. I don’t take
the minutes, but I help type them up, if necessary, and I copy the minutes,
and file them in my office.”
Quote from an Ombudsman in upstate New York:

“The resident council meeting is run by the Activities Director, who
sets the agenda, but invites residents to add topics. She solicits input
from each attendee. She reviews past minutes and determines if issues
have been resolved. Residents have held offices in the past, but currently
no resident serves as an officer, as no one wants the responsibility. My
assessment is that the Activities Director does a very good job of running
the meetings, and that current residents would not be able to run the
meetings on their own.”
Quote from an Ombudsman in upstate New York:

“Sometimes it feels like the activity leader just “goes through the motions,”
and is not really committed to process. I would like to see the resident council
officers more involved. They report they are not consulted about scheduling
the meetings or making the agenda. They don’t feel involved or relevant. The
resident council doesn’t seem to have any influence with the administration.”
Quote from an Ombudsman in upstate New York:

“These meetings remind me of school. The Department Heads sit in a row,
facing the residents. The Activities Director asks residents for concerns
for each department. The resident council president is just a figurehead
who calls the meeting to order and adjourns the meeting. Otherwise she is
silent, does not participate at all—no concerns, no suggestions, nothing!”
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Ways to Provide Support Without Taking Charge
1. If a council role is too hard for any one resident to handle alone, break it up into
bite-size pieces
For example, if no one can manage the job of president alone, suggest dividing it up
into several parts. One resident might open and close the meeting; another might make the
announcements, and a third might lead the discussion.
2. Simplify the job
If writing detailed minutes is too difficult for a secretary, suggest reducing the minutes
to a simple list of questions and complaints. If a secretary has trouble spelling words, other
residents can help. Alternatively, you might take your own minutes during the meeting, and
sit down with the secretary later to combine your two efforts. Whether the minutes are long
or short, they will serve their purpose if they elicit a response from management.
3. Function as a liaison with staff—but not in place of residents
Often council leaders will turn to you for help in presenting a problem to the administrator
or to a department head. Again—try to come up with ways residents can handle all or part
of these encounters themselves.
Suggest inviting the administrator or department head to a council meeting, or to an
executive board meeting, to talk to the whole group. If necessary, suggest residents write out
and rehearse their statements and questions before the meeting.
Alternatively, residents might choose to bypass a face-to-face meeting altogether by
stating their request or complaint in writing, and asking for a written response.
If, despite your best efforts, residents insist that you speak for them at a meeting with
staff, encourage them at least to accompany you in a listening capacity. Often, during actual
interactions, residents will begin to participate.
4. Help residents access information and resources
At every meeting, issues are likely to come up that residents need more information
about. Whenever possible, help residents take whatever action is needed—making the
phone call, or performing all or part of the internet search. If you supply the information
yourself in printed form, you might suggest that residents read it out loud to the group,
rather than relating it yourself or simply passing it out.
5. Set a positive tone
Encourage council officers to highlight council successes, acknowledge members’
contributions, and include in their agendas welcoming remarks and thank-you’s to members
and staff for special services and jobs well done.
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If a discussion veers into negative ranting or criticisms of others, try offering a positive
comment to move the discussion in a more constructive direction. Guide discussion by
asking questions instead of making statements.
Avoid aligning yourself with negative depictions of the council among the staff. Instead,
endorse the council’s legitimacy and promote its importance in the facility.
6. Build officers’ skills with leadership coaching and practice
Keep in touch with officers between meetings to see if you can help them follow up on
problems raised at the last meeting, or prepare for problems on the agenda for the next
meeting.
Offer to run a workshop to help residents improve their leadership skills.
If possible, link up council officers with advocacy groups where they can take on new
leadership roles, and network with their counterparts from other homes.
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The Role of the Council Leader During Meetings
Running a meeting is primarily the role of the chairperson — but it is not solely his
or her responsibility. Every council officer, and every participating member, shares the
responsibility of maintaining order and courtesy, and keeping the meeting on track.
The chairperson can encourage a sense of ownership of the meeting by making it easy for
others to contribute. Officers’ roles can be built into the agenda. The secretary can read the
minutes; the vice president might handle the announcements or make a committee report.
There should be ample room for members to contribute as well — by suggesting agenda
items, making additional announcements, discussing the issues, and voting.
1. Encourage participation in the discussion
Membership participation in discussions is the heart of a resident council. A skilled
leader tries every which way to get others to speak, rather than settle for silence or the
sound of his or her own voice.
To encourage participation:
• Actively seek out members’ opinions. (“What do you think about this, Mary?”)
• Acknowledge people’s feelings. (“I see this idea doesn’t sit well with you, Frank. How
come?”)
• Ask open-ended questions that encourage people to respond fully, rather than with
just a yes or no.
• If a person has trouble putting a thought into words, find ways to help without causing
embarrassment. For example, if a person wanders off topic, provide reminders in the
form of questions. If a person is shy to speak up, make a space for him or her by
quieting the group to hear from those who haven’t commented yet.
2. Maintain order
Sometimes the problem is not lack of debate, but too many people talking at once. With
this kind of group, the leader must establish rules of order at the outset and stick to them.
Another officer can help out by taking down people’s names so everyone gets their turn to talk.
3. Clarify and summarize
As one speaker follows another, the leader must knit together everyone’s comments to
move the discussion forward. With good listening, he or she can draw out different ideas,
show how they are related, and find areas of agreement.
If a person’s comment is unclear, the leader can interpret or elaborate on the point to put
it in context.
By quickly summarizing what people have said, the leader can keep the whole group on
track as he or she guides the discussion to a conclusion.
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4. Dispose of the issues one by one
Throughout the meeting, the president must keep both an ear on the room and an eye on
the clock. When time has run out on an agenda item, the president must be ready to bring
discussion to a close. He or she can quickly summarize the pros and cons of the decision at
hand so members can vote on what to do—whether to choose a course of action, or table
the matter until the next meeting. Once this is done, the president can move on to the next
agenda item.
5. Don’t take sides
It is important for the president to remain neutral while guiding discussion of an issue,
especially if there are strong feelings for and against a proposal. Since the president is in
charge of the agenda, and has the most important position in the room, he or she can have a
big impact on any discussion. By personally taking a strong stand on an issue, the president
may discourage others from talking altogether. Most people are hesitant to openly challenge
a leader. A skilled president steps back to make room for others to express their ideas.

Quote from Resident Council Vice President, Alex Woods:

“You have to be patient. These folks don’t move quickly. They are not used
to speaking up. You have to be patient and keep talking to them, give
them a little push here and there during the meeting. Last time I said,
‘It’s disconcerting when you tell me stuff in private and don’t say it at the
meetings.’ I said, ‘We can’t do anything unless we do it together.’ We talk
to people between meetings too. We talk to a lot of people on our own, to
see what’s on their minds. We encourage them to come to the meetings.
Some people are harder to approach; others are easier. When they shut
down on me, I just leave them alone for awhile, and they usually come
back sooner or later.”
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Addressing Complaints and Arriving at a Decision
Actively guide discussion of a problem through the steps of solving it:
1. First, clearly state the problem.
For example: two residents have reported that
a housekeeper has repeatedly entered their rooms
without knocking. What action should the council
take?
2. Gather information.

“Actively guide
discussion of a problem
through the steps of
solving it.”

• Ask members for further information: “Has
this happened to anyone else?”
• Provide members with information you have gathered: residents’ rights regarding
violations of privacy; how management has handled this problem in the past, etc.
3. Discuss the pros and cons of different courses of action.
• Keep the discussion focused on this one problem, and keep members working
towards a decision on what to do. If members disagree, listen for areas of agreement,
and find ways to reach a compromise.
• As the group arrives at a decision point, clarify the decision that is to be made, and boil
it down to a small number of alternatives for residents to choose between, explaining
the pros and cons for each choice.
For example:
–

Appoint someone to speak to the housekeeper informally.

–

Write a request into the minutes that the administrator speak to the
housekeeper.

–

Have council officers speak to the administrator in person about the problem.

–

File a formal complaint with the Adult Home Complaint Hotline and
ombudsman.

4. Arrive at a decision, if possible.
• Reach a consensus that everyone accepts.
• Agree to make the decision by taking a vote.
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5. Recognize when no decision can be reached.
For example:
• More facts are needed, or the facts given must be confirmed.
• Members want to let the situation develop before taking action.
• Members need more time to discuss the problem and what to do about it.
6. If no decision can be reached, dispose of the matter and move on.
• Table the issue until the next meeting.
• Refer the issue to a committee.
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Meeting Agenda Guide
This meeting agenda is presented as a guide only. Some councils include all or most of these
tasks in their meetings. Other councils do only a few. Feel free to adapt this agenda to your
needs.
1. Open the meeting
• Welcome everyone, especially residents returning after an absence
• Introduce new residents, staff members and visitors
• Briefly review the council’s mission
• Briefly review the rules for keeping order
2. Announce the agenda
• State the agenda, including when the meeting will end
• Ask members if they want to add topics to the agenda
3. Committee reports
• Review of committee activities since the last meeting (Keep reports short. If residents
want a full discussion of issues raised in committees, invite them to attend the next
committee meeting.)
4. Read minutes of the last meeting, and management’s response
5. Old business
• Review issues left unresolved at the last meeting
• Report results of any meetings held or actions taken on these issues
• Discuss whether or not to take new action on these issues
6. Discuss new business, one issue at a time
• Briefly summarize each new issue
• Ask participants to share any helpful information they might have
• Discuss whether the issue requires action
• Discuss possible actions to be taken
• Make a decision about how to go forward
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7. Announcements
• Upcoming events
• News of interest to members
• Next meeting date
8. Questions and comments from members
• Reserve time for off-topic questions and comments by members
9. Thank you’s, good-byes, and time to socialize
• Acknowledge and thank members and staff for their services and jobs well done
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Why Taking Minutes is Important
Minutes are a written record of the concerns
and questions raised by residents during council
meetings. Recording the minutes and submitting
them to management is one of the most important
things a resident council can do.
1. Minutes are important because
management is required to respond to
complaints and concerns written into the
minutes.

“Minutes are a written
record of the concerns
and quesions raised
by residents.”

New York State law requires management to respond to “complaints, problems or issues”
reported by the resident council. Some councils write detailed minutes; others just write
a list of questions that residents want answers to. Either way, management is required to
respond back to the council.
2. Minutes are important because they are a permanent record that may be
reviewed by the Department of Health.
When Department of Health (DOH) surveyors make their annual inspections of
adult homes, they often review resident council minutes to see what residents have been
complaining about. DOH surveyors are required to speak to the resident council president
during their annual visit (if he or she is available). During this interview, the president can
refer to the minutes to document any complaints he or she wants to bring up.
If the minutes show that a serious complaint has been raised in a council meeting, and
never resolved by management, the surveyors may take note of this. The minutes will then
serve as evidence to document the surveyors’ inspection report.
3. Minutes are important because they support a dialogue with management.
In most facilities, council officers submit the minutes to management and receive back
management’s responses. This monthly ritual gives council officers a regular opportunity to
speak with management about residents’ concerns.
4. Minutes are important because they encourage resident participation.
Residents appreciate being able to voice a complaint, have it written into the minutes,
and hear it responded to directly by management. This is why it is important for minutes to
be recorded carefully, making sure that everyone’s concerns are included. It is also important
to read management’s response to the minutes at every council meeting, so residents can
hear what management has to say about each complaint.
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Quote from Adult Home Administrator, Maxine Cardwell:

“On a monthly basis, after they have the resident council meeting, the
president comes down to my office—we set a date, and he comes down—
and we discuss everything that was mentioned in the minutes. I give them
my response, and they type up the minutes and make a copy for me. I keep
a record on file of the minutes and the response as well, so any time DOH
comes in, and they ask to see the minutes for the past 8 months, or the past
12 months, then I have them on hand to show the inspectors.”
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TIP SHEET: How to Handle the Minutes
Handling the minutes is a four-step routine:
1. Record the minutes—noting decisions taken, and stating the questions and concerns
you want management to address.
2. Give a copy of the minutes to management.
3. Receive back management’s response.
4. Report management’s response at the next council meeting.

NOTE: To preserve confidentiality — resident councils are not obligated to take
attendance, or to mention names of residents in the minutes. Some councils include names;
others do not.

According to Mary Hart, formerly of the NYS Department of Health:
(Mary Hart, former Director, Bureau of Adult Care Facility Quality and Surveillance
from a 2008 interview with the CIAD Media Team)

“Minutes should reflect exactly what the concerns of the resident council are.
The council can raise things in the minutes that the facility administrator
may not be aware of — the night staff is sleeping on the job, for example,
or food is being stolen after the administrator leaves The minutes are your
documentation that these problems exist in the facility. When management
gets the minutes, or the issues raised by the minutes, they should respond
by saying what they are going to do about the problem, and give a time
frame. It’s not enough to say they are going to solve the problem sometime
in the future. It’s our expectation that the inspectors, during an inspection,
review the minutes of the resident council to determine whether or not the
facility has taken appropriate steps — whether or not they’ve done what
they have been asked to do.”
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RESIDENT COUNCIL MINUTES
Resident Council Minutes for

Meeting date, place & time

Officers attending

Staff attending

Visitors attending

Number of residents attending

Next meeting date
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Old business:

Was management’s response read?

Questions & concerns about unresolved issues from the last meeting:

New business:

Questions and concerns about other issues:
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Council Committees
Committees are groups of people who work together on a specific task. Standing
committees, such as those listed below, are permanent committees that tackle ongoing
problems. There can also be temporary committees, or task forces, that organize around a
single short-term event or project.
Committees may function formally or very informally. Large committees, such as food
committees, often operate separately from the resident council — electing their own officers
and running their own meetings and projects. Smaller committees may come together
casually to focus on specific tasks.
Membership may vary from two people to over a dozen. Leaders may volunteer, be
elected, or be appointed by the president or executive board.
Food Committee
Food committees are the most common council committees — and for good reason.
Food is the primary concern for residents — so food concerns often dominate every council
meeting. Having a food committee takes this energy out of the general meeting and focuses
it on committee activities — such as doing surveys to document what foods residents like
and don’t like. In some homes, kitchen managers attend every food committee meeting —
making it easy for residents to ask questions and make suggestions without going through
the administrator.
Welcome or Greetings Committee
A greetings committee welcomes and orients new residents. When a new person arrives
in the home, committee members make themselves available to answer questions about the
facility, and perhaps conduct a tour of the surrounding neighborhood. Many committees
also put together a packet of information with names of staff members, information about
how the different departments work, and most importantly — when and where the resident
council meets. This is a great way for resident councils to connect with new residents, and
invite them into council activities.
Hospitality or Sunshine Committee
A hospitality committee reaches out to sick or hospitalized residents. In too many
facilities, residents who go to the hospital simply vanish from the community. A hospitality
committee works with staff to help residents send cards, make phone calls, and pay visits to
their hospitalized friends. If HIPAA privacy laws are said to stand in the way, the committee
can develop a notification procedure allowed under HIPAA (see the following HIPAA Fact
Sheet). Hospitality committees may also wish to acknowledge residents’ birthdays and help
memorialize those who have died.
Activities or Entertainment Committee
This committee usually works with the staff activities director to decide which trips,
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events, activities and workshops residents most want and need. Instead of the usual arts and
crafts, an activities committee might advocate for a monthly Cell Phone Workshop where
residents can learn how to apply for and use free LifeLine cell phones. Or it might recruit
candidates for a regular evening exercise walk around the neighborhood. The purpose of
the activities committee, as with all resident council committees, is to empower residents to
help themselves.
Grievance Committee
Grievance committees are a good way for councils to handle individual complaints
without disrupting general meetings. When someone brings up a personal problem in the
general meeting, the matter can be referred to the grievance committee for a full discussion
of that particular problem. Grievance committee members can help their peers figure out a
course of action — who on staff should be approached and how, and whether to contact the
local ombudsman program. The committee can have residents’ rights information on hand
to determine whether or not a complaint should be called in to the Complaint Hot Line.
Department Committees
One resident council has done well with committees to resolve problems in each of
four facility departments — housekeeping, dietary, maintenance and administration. Each
committee is headed by a resident who is on good terms with the head of a particular
department. When problems arise in that area, the appropriate committee speaks directly
to staff on behalf of the council, before the problem is reported to the administrator. Council
members report that a number of problems have been worked out in this way, and relations
have improved between residents and staff.
Quote from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson:

“We have a Greetings Committee made up of three people. When a new person
comes in, one of our committee members makes sure to catch that person
in the dining room and say hello. And we sit down with them and tell them
what the place is like. We give them a handout about the home — which is all
the different departments within the home and everybody’s name and phone
number. And usually they really appreciate that. And one of the things we do is
invite them to the next council meeting. We try to take that person under our
wing and get them in the habit of coming to our meetings. If you don’t grab
them when they first come in and get them to the council, they might not ever
bother to come to a meeting. Our committees are appointed by the executive
board. You just need a majority of the board to approve that person. The reason
we appoint them instead of elect them — it’s not that easy to get people to serve
on the board, let alone on a committee. So we always have to keep our eye open
for good people, even if they’re new, and we go out ourselves and try to recruit
them for one of the committees they might enjoy being on.”
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Hospitality Committees and HIPAA privacy rules
Hospitality Committees can play an important,
and much appreciated, role in helping residents
stay in touch with friends who have been
hospitalized. Sometimes residents are blocked
from making these contacts because staff assumes
HIPAA privacy rules prevent them from sharing
information about hospitalized residents.
However, HIPAA rules DO allow adult home
residents to make visits, place phone calls, and
send cards to friends who are hospitalized.

“A Hospitality
Committee can work
with management
to protect residents’
privacy yet allow friends
to call and visit.”

According to the New York State Office of Mental Health: “Providers may also rely on
an individual’s informal permission to disclose health information to an individual’s family,
relatives, close personal friends, or to other persons identified by the individual, limited to
information directly related to such person’s involvement.”
Such information includes the patient’s name, where the patient is receiving care, and
limited and general information about the person’s condition.
A Hospitality Committee can work with management to devise policies that protect
residents’ privacy, yet allow friends to call and visit.
The patient’s right to choose his or her visitors is mandated in federal regulations issued
by the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services in 2010 and applies to all patients covered
by Medicare and Medicaid.
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Food Committees
Food is the number one concern of residents in virtually all facilities. By creating food
committees, resident councils can ensure food issues are given the time and attention they
need without encroaching on other council business.
In New York State, food committees are considered important enough to merit a special
clause under Social Services Law.
Title 2, Section 461-r, 2 states:
“Resident food committees in each facility, assembled from among the
residents, shall have the freedom to meet and evaluate the food service available
to them without interference, and shall advise the operators of the adult care
facility as to issues of dietary needs, preferences, food quality and safety.”
This law gives food committees the same standing as resident councils. The NYS
Department of Health expects administrators to respond in writing to questions and
complaints raised in food committee minutes — just as with resident council minutes.
Food committee minutes should be saved for possible review by the DOH dietary surveyor
during the annual facility inspection.
1. Food committees can achieve small, but greatly appreciated, improvements,
including:
• adding desired items to the menu or dropping disliked items;
• improving the preparation of foods — such as using more spices;
• improving dining room service — such as alternating who gets served first and last,
serving coffee after the meal rather than before it, etc.
2. Food committees can meet with the kitchen staff, the dietician, and the
administrator
As noted above, DOH expects facilities to take food committees seriously, and respond
to their concerns. In many homes, kitchen managers and chefs routinely attend food
committee meetings to answer residents’ questions directly. This opportunity for regular
dialogue leads to more understanding on the manager’s part of residents’ preferences, and
more understanding on residents’ part of the built-in limitations of institutional cooking.
3. Food committees can do petitions and surveys
Petitions and surveys are simple but effective ways to build a case for desired changes.
Most residents are happy to answer questions about their food preferences. Petitions and
surveys show the administrator (and the Department of Health) how many residents
support changes proposed by the food committee. It is hard to argue with a petition signed
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by dozens of residents asking for a choice of breakfast cereals, or for whole wheat bread as
well as white bread.
4. Food committees can keep food diaries
In some facilities, meals listed on the posted menus frequently don’t match what is served.
In these homes, food committee members can keep a record from day to day of what was
posted and what was actually served. The DOH surveyor can then use this food diary to
support questions raised during the annual facility inspection. Without such a diary, the
surveyor can have no way of knowing that posted menus are not being followed.
CIAD supports food committees with a variety of resources:
–

Brochure: How to Organize a Food Committee in Your Home.

–

Videos: Start a Food Committee; What a Difference a Chef Makes; Talking to
the Inspectors about Food

According to Bobbie Barrington of the NYS Department of Health:
(Bobbie Barrington, Team Coordinator, Bureau of Adult Care Facility Quality and Surveillance
from a 2008 interview with the CIAD Media Team)

“We would recommend that when the food committee meets — that
you write down what comes out in the meeting. Put it in writing, submit
it to the operator, and ask that the operator provide you with a written
response, and that’s what you’re entitled to, as a food committee. If we see
food committee minutes, then we will be looking to see a written response
from the operator. So if those are available, we can look for that during an
inspection. If you find that there’s an issue or a problem that is going on in
the facility, and it has not been addressed through the appropriate channels,
you can call and put in a complaint — our Adult Home Complaint Hot
Line number is: 866-893-6772.”
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Example from Food Committee President, Calvin Parsons Taylor:
“When I first came here, I personally had a lot of complaints about the food, and I
had nowhere to take them — there was no representation, and no way to do anything
about the problems. I organized a meeting and about half-a-dozen people came
together, and we decided to start a Food Committee and get things going with a survey.
I told the administrator that we had started a Food Committee, and we were
thinking about conducting a survey, and he said, ‘Go ahead.’ He himself was
concerned about the amount of food going to waste, and he wanted feedback
on how people liked the meals. We started the committee, and we got a system
going where we would sit down and talk to the administrator once a month.
We drafted a survey with ten questions about the quality of the food
service. (See Food Committee Resident Survey in Food Committee Sample
Documents) We conducted the survey by interviewing people in the lobby
and all around the building. Afterwards, we totaled up the scores, and wrote
a letter explaining the results. We presented the letter to management.
One thing the survey found — there were no condiments provided at meals,
hardly any condiments at all besides salt and sugar. Many residents complained
about this. In response to our survey, management tried putting out Mrs.
Dash, mustard and ketchup — but too many residents took these up to their
rooms. Now we do have these condiments available on request — black
pepper, garlic powder, vinegar, and olive oil, as well as mustard and ketchup.
Then the food committee went on to monitor the meals during our fourweek menu rotation. During the four-week rotation, there should be very few
repetitions — but we have the same dishes, the same recipes repeated too often.
We made up a form covering all three meals for a week (See Food Committee Meal
Monitoring Project in Food Committee Sample Documents). Then we recruited four
volunteers to fill out the forms, one volunteer for each week of the four-week cycle. So at the
end of the month, when we collected these forms, we were able to compare all the diaries
against each other, and against the posted menus, to see how much repetition there was.
We documented the fact that we were having eggs every single day for breakfast, and
we were having some form of chicken almost every day for dinner. We spoke to the
administrator, and to the dietician, and we have gotten some changes every now and
then—a few new items like French toast for breakfast, a few new dishes for dinner,
and now we sometimes have a choice between hamburger and chicken.”
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Council Activities and Projects
Any activity that benefits residents may be a possible project. Following are a variety of
projects done by resident councils in New York State adult homes:
Cell Phone Workshop
Many residents need help to apply for
free LifeLine cell phones. Learning how to
use these phones and keep them functioning
is complicated. A monthly workshop gives
residents a place and time to work on their
cell phone problems.
Medications Workshop
A Long Island council arranged for
medication staff to help residents identify
the name, color, and shape of each pill they
take — so that residents themselves can help
watch out for medication mix-ups.
Smoking Cessation Resources
A Brooklyn council helped residents
apply for free Nicotine Replacement Therapy
Kits, which included nicotine patches and
gum, and access by phone to a Quit Coach.
MetroCard Day
A number of New York City councils
have sponsored MetroCard days to help
residents sign up for reduced fare subway
and bus cards. A MetroCard representative
will schedule a visit to any adult home that
can promise at least a dozen applicants.
School Tax Credit Workshop
New York City residents who qualify for
the NYS School Tax Credit can receive a
check every year for about $60.00. Resident
councils in New York City homes should
make sure residents get the help they need
to apply for this tax credit.
Flu Shot Day
A Brooklyn council was able to arrange
for a local city hospital to conduct a flu shot
outreach at the adult home so residents and
staff could be inoculated against the flu.

Gardening Projects
Resident councils have supported
different kinds of gardening projects.
Several projects grew tomatoes and other
vegetables in containers. A Yonkers council
cultivated a plot of land on facility grounds
for several seasons. A Brooklyn council had
its own plot in a nearby community garden.
Council Canteen
A Yonkers resident council ran a
“canteen” for residents who couldn’t
walk to the store. The canteen committee
collected money from residents and made
runs to local stores for necessary items like
toothpaste and shampoo.
Arts and Crafts Projects
Residents with special interests, such as
beading, knitting, and whittling, have started
their own activities and asked for supplies
through the EQUAL grant program.
Resident Newsletter
A newsletter written by residents for
residents can be an especially empowering
council project. It doesn’t have to be elaborate
— just a one-pager can keep residents
informed about topics of interest to them
—as well as publicizing resident council
activities, meetings, and achievements.
Housing Support Group
With CIAD’s help, a number of New
York City councils host their own housing
support groups to help residents stay up-todate on alternative housing opportunities.
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Examples from Resident Council President, Norman Bloomfield:

“During my seven years as president of the resident council, we created
our own agenda, independent of management, and accomplished things
for the benefit of the residents that had never been done before.
EQUAL GRANT:
We fought long and hard for full resident
council participation in the EQUAL grant
process (then called QUIP). We held a
meeting about QUIP, came up with a list
of requests, and took a vote. A majority
of residents voted for air conditioning in
all the rooms as their highest priority. The
administration said they would not apply
for the grant unless they could charge for air
conditioning. We resisted that demand, and
DOH supported us. Today, thanks to our
efforts, every resident has air conditioning.
STIMULUS CASH REBATE:
In 2009, Congress passed an economic
stimulus bill that provided cash rebates to
citizens. SSI recipients were eligible for
$250.00. As president of the resident council,
I arranged for a free service called VITA —
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance — to come
to the home. The VITA volunteers were
Baruch College accounting students. They
helped residents fill out the tax rebate forms.
At first, staff refused to give residents’ Social
Security numbers to the volunteers. We
complained to DOH, won the complaint,
and residents got their checks.

SCHOOL TAX CREDITS:
One of the VITA volunteers told me that
New York City residents can apply for the
NYC School Tax Credit every year. She gave
me a School Tax form and showed me how
to fill it out. So we started a project to help
residents fill out School Tax forms.
The administrator balked at this too. He
claimed residents were not eligible for the
school tax credit. DOH contacted the NYS
Department of Taxation, which affirmed
that residents were eligible. DOH then
advised all NYC adult homes that helping
residents fill out School Tax Credit forms
was part of their case management duties.
Now applying for the School Tax is a routine
undertaking, not just in this home, but in
most NYC adult homes.
METRO CARD DAY:
We contacted the MTA Mobile Sales Unit
and asked them to come out to the facility.
They said they would do so if we promised
12 to 15 applicants. Our resident council
announced a MetroCard Day, and promoted
it with flyers. The MTA representatives came
out and signed up dozens of residents.
FLU SHOT DAY:
We were not offered flu shots one year, so
I called our state assemblyman and his chief
of staff arranged for a local city hospital to
do a flu shot community outreach event
right in the adult home. 81 residents and 6
staff members were vaccinated that day.
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The EQUAL Grant – a Unique Council Opportunity
Every resident council should know about the EQUAL grant (EQUAL stands for
Enhancing the Quality of Adult Living). This annual New York State grant offers funding
to adult care facilities for services and projects that will improve the quality of life and care
of residents. In order to be accepted, a facility’s application must be signed by its resident
council president. This requirement is intended to encourage administrators to involve
resident councils in deciding which enhancements the facility will seek to undertake.
The EQUAL grant is available to adult care facilities in New York who provide housing
and services to individuals receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI). It can represent
a substantial amount of money. Not surprisingly, administrators have their own ideas about
what to do with the grant money.
Nevertheless, for councils that are prepared to take advantage of it, the EQUAL grant
offers an annual opportunity to exercise a modicum of real power. To come up with their
own lists of requests, councils often hold brainstorming sessions for suggestions as to how
residents’ quality of life and care might be improved. After members vote on which items are
most important to them, council officers can present the list of requests to the administrator,
and — hopefully — discuss which requests might be fulfilled.
The EQUAL grant application has usually been released to facilities sometime in February.
There is no advance warning, and the submission period is short. Therefore, resident councils
should prepare in advance by discussing their EQUAL grant requests as early as December,
and certainly by January. Residents’ requests should be voted on and documented in the
minutes. The requests should then be given to the administrator promptly, so he or she will
receive them BEFORE the grant application is written.
Ideally, the administrator develops an application that incorporates the council’s requests
after a thoughtful discussion between residents and management. Unfortunately, some
council presidents sign the completed application without consultation with the council,
and under pressure. Presidents who have submitted their requests in advance will be in a
better position to resist the pressure, and take the time to review the application. It may be
a good idea to summon other council officers or council members for moral support, and
to help negotiate for changes, if necessary.
EQUAL grant requests have included these resident initiated ideas:
• A clothing allowance

• Gardening supplies

•

• Outdoor furniture

Water fountains

• Outdoor benches

• Outdoor awning

• A widescreen TV

• Comfortable chairs in the lobby

• Air conditioning in residents’ rooms

• Crafts supplies
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On the EQUAL grant: quote from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson:

“We held a council meeting and we made a list of things we wanted to put
in for the EQUAL grant. We wanted to do this in a way that we would still
have a working relationship with management. We didn’t want to just come
in there and say, ‘We want this or we won’t sign it.’ We wanted to discuss it
— that what we wanted was good for the home and good for us. We asked
for air conditioners in the rooms that didn’t have air conditioners. And we
asked for benches outside, and for water coolers. We did end up getting
the water coolers, and two benches, and some of the air conditioners. We
didn’t press too hard for the clothing allowance because we talked to the
administrator about it. She explained that we are a small home, with a
small staff, and all the extra work involved in giving out the vouchers and
buying the clothes would just be too much. So we let that go.”

On the EQUAL grant: quote from Resident Council President, Norman Bloomfield:

“We were suffering terribly every summer from the heat because most
people did not have air conditioning in their rooms. When EQUAL —
then known as QUIP — came up, residents voted for air conditioning in all
the rooms as their highest priority. The administration said they would not
apply for the grant unless they could charge residents for air conditioning.
We insisted that this was tantamount to not providing air conditioning
at all, because most residents could not afford to pay. The administrator
refused to give in on this point. When the grant application was released,
the administrator twisted my arm to get me to sign his application, by
saying, ‘If you don’t sign it, I will send it in without your signature, and the
home won’t get the money, and I will blame you for the loss of the grant.’ I
signed it, but I complained to DOH, and they investigated the complaint
and backed me up. In the end, the home had to provide air conditioners
with the QUIP money, free of charge. Today, thanks to our efforts, every
resident has an air conditioner in his or her room.”
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Advocacy and Coalition Building
Resident councils not only empower residents within their own facility, but can encourage
involvement in the wider world as well. Council leaders from different homes regularly
come together at CIAD Policy Committee meetings in New York City, and at Adult Home
Leadership Council meetings on Long Island. These meetings offer leaders a chance to meet
their counterparts from other homes, share experiences, get information on adult home
issues, and work together for policy reforms.
At the beginning of every state legislative session, CIAD draws up a policy agenda
for presentation at its annual lobby day in Albany. Council leaders from Long Island and
other areas join those from CIAD to visit legislators and educate them about adult home
conditions. Over the years, their efforts have brought about improvements in the EQUAL
program, increased funding for air conditioning, food committee regulations and greater
access to independent housing.
CIAD encourages council leaders throughout the state to start regional coalitions. Such
groups don’t have to be large — even two or three activist leaders committed to meeting
regularly can make a huge difference for the leaders themselves, and for the residents in
their respective homes. CIAD will support your efforts with guidance and resources.
The CIAD Policy Committee
CIAD is resident-run by a Board of Directors with a majority of members who are adult
home residents. CIAD’s Policy Committee is open to all residents of New York City adult
homes.
The Coalition of Institutionalized Aged and Disabled (CIAD)
425 E. 25th St, New York, NY 10010
Geoff Lieberman, Director
(212) 481-7572
www.ciadny.org
The Adult Home Leadership Council
Since 2005, the Adult Home Leadership Council has hosted a monthly meeting for
resident leaders from adult homes on Long Island. The Leadership Council is sponsored by
the Family Service League Long Term Care Ombudsman Program.
Adult Home Leadership Council
Family Service League Long Term Care Ombudsman Program
790 Park Avenue, Huntington, NY 11743
Co-chairs, Joan Burke, Ken Meyer
(631) 427-3700, Ext 273 or 265
www.fsl-li.org
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New York Association for Psychiatric Rehabilitative Services (NYAPRS)
NYAPRS is a statewide coalition of mental health consumers and providers that
advocates for recovery-oriented community based mental health services. NYAPRS’s Policy
Committee of mental health consumers hosts regular regional meetings for members
throughout the state. The Policy Committee sets NYAPRS’s legislative agenda for its annual
lobby day. NYAPRS also holds an annual three-day conference that brings together hundreds
of mental health providers and consumers to learn about the latest advances in recoveryoriented mental health care.
New York Association for Psychiatric Rehabilitative Services (NYAPRS)
194 Washington Avenue – Suite 400, Albany, NY 12210
(518) 436-0044
www.nyaprs.org
Mental Health Empowerment Project (MHEP)
MHEP is dedicated to developing, nurturing and sustaining self-help groups for people
with mental illness diagnoses. MHEP itself is staffed by users of mental health services.
MHEP’s branches in Troy, Albany, Mount Vernon and Westchester run peer support hot
lines and peer support groups.
Mental Health Empowerment Project (MHEP)
2 Calvin Avenue, Albany, NY 12206
(518) 434-1393
www.mhepinc.org

Quote from member of CIAD Policy Committee
and Board of Directors, Robert Rosenberg:

“By attending CIAD meetings, and talking to other resident council officers,
we bring up problems that affect our residents, and we get to give each
other different ideas, and gain a different perspective, on how to handle
the situation.”

Quote from an Ombudsman Volunteer in Rockland County

“I set-up one Board Member in a Telephone group with residents from
other Assisted Living Facilities and he is able to exchange thoughts and
ideas with other residents monthly.”
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How to Increase Attendance at Meetings
Getting residents to come to meetings is a neverending challenge. Here are some tips developed by
resident councils over the years:

• Schedule and Timing
• Publicize

Schedule the best day, time & place for
residents, not the administrator

• Reach Out

Many councils schedule their meetings in
mid-afternoon to catch residents as they return
from day programs. A Long Island council boosts
attendance by holding meetings at 4:00 in the
dining room — right before dinner. Another
council holds meetings after the home’s most
popular activity — Bingo.

• Positive Attitude
• Be Well-Organized
• Membership Drive
• Boost Attendance

Publicize your meetings widely in advance,
and make several announcements on the day of the meeting
Post announcements in the places provided, but add more publicity whenever possible.
Pass out flyers in the lobby or dining room, or put them under residents’ doors — especially
when something unusual or important is happening.
And don’t forget the most effective publicity of all — word-of-mouth.
Publicize your use of council minutes to get responses to residents’ questions
Residents may not be aware that management is obligated to respond to questions
written into the minutes. If your management responds to council minutes — let people
know this. Residents with specific questions and concerns will then be motivated to attend
meetings out of self-interest — to get their issues into the minutes.
If management does NOT respond to questions raised at the last meeting, make sure to
follow up anyway, and let people know what happened. You want to assure residents that
the council takes their concerns seriously — and that you will continue to raise these issues
in an attempt to get a response from management.
Publicize your activities and successes, as well as your meetings
If possible, create a resident council bulletin board, or newsletter. Show people what the
council is doing by posting your minutes and publicizing your activities. What issues are
you discussing? What committees are active? What events are you working on? Let people
know. If they share the same concerns, they may be motivated to attend your next meeting.
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Reach out to new residents and invite them to attend a meeting
Contacting new residents is one of the best ways to recruit council members. New
residents will generally appreciate a friendly overture, information about the home, and an
invitation to attend a council meeting. This is a good time to find out whether and how new
residents might want to become involved with the resident council.
Hold a membership drive
A membership drive mobilizes council members behind an intensive short-term
campaign to reach out to every resident — to tell them about the council, talk about their
concerns, and ask why they don’t participate.
A good time to do this might be before a council election, or in December and January,
when the EQUAL Grant process occurs. If your home is applying for a grant, residents who
do attend a council meeting can vote on how they want the money to be spent.
Hold well-organized meetings on a variety of topics
Take time to prepare good agendas around issues of genuine concern. Whenever
possible, gather information ahead of time about the issues under discussion — so you can
offer residents new and useful information they wouldn’t otherwise have access to.
Boost attendance with special events, and a variety of activities
One resident council attracted new faces by holding floor meetings on occasion, instead
of the usual general meeting. Some councils feature guest speakers, or show CIAD videos
on resident rights and adult home issues.
Try to combine long-term projects, such as a Hospitality Committee, with short-term
projects, such as a MetroCard Day.
Quote from Resident Council President, Woody Wilson:

“If you’re president of a council, you can’t hold that council together if you
just go back and do the same thing you did last month. You can get guest
speakers. You can get all the new information you can possibly think of
to hold their attention, and give them some reason for coming back. It’s
got to be sort of entertaining. When you do get some improvement, let
everybody know about it. You should kind of pat yourself on the back, and
say, ‘Hey, your resident council did this!’ You want to get the word out —
that you are doing stuff. And let them know what you plan to do in the
future — what your priorities are, what you are working towards getting.
It’s just plain logic. If people see that you are doing something, that you are
accomplishing something, they will keep coming to those meetings.”
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How to Encourage Participation at Meetings
If attendance is the first challenge—participation is the second. Council officers express
a common frustration with residents who raise complaints in private, but balk at saying
the same things in a council meeting. Here are some “best practices” to help residents feel
comfortable speaking their minds.
Hold meetings in a protected space “owned” by residents
Not surprisingly, residents tend to speak up more freely in council meetings either
run entirely by residents, or run by residents with the help of one trusted staff member or
ombudsman. If facility staff always attends council meetings, hold meetings without staff.
Remember, councils have the power to decide whom it invites to meetings. If a council
relies on staff to be present at every meeting in order to respond to resident concerns, hold
at least some meetings without the staff.
It is important to have a private meeting space, and beyond that, a sense of autonomy.
Obviously residents are more likely to speak up when they feel that they have a right to do
so, and that management accepts their right to do so
Minimize disruptions by residents and staff
Work with management and staff to build respect for your efforts to hold uninterrupted
meetings. Unless you draw attention to disruptive actions—such as paging residents during
meetings, or scheduling competing activities—management will go on doing them. If you
push for accommodation (after all, it’s only once a month), you may be able to get some
cooperation.
Give residents a reason to speak up — by showing them that the council will listen to
their complaints, discuss them fully, and deliver a genuine response
Resident council meetings should be a place where residents feel confident that their
complaints will be welcomed, heard, discussed, and followed up on in some way. Granted,
the complaints may never be resolved; all councils complain that their power to resolve
complaints is limited. But for residents, it is a relief in itself to be heard and responded to in
some way by the council, if not by the administration.
For the council, following up on complaints demands effort, and courage. For the
complainant, it confers dignity. A responsive council will earn the participation, and
appreciation, of residents.
Lead the meeting with a light touch, with many invitations for people to join in
Obviously people will be less likely to talk if the leader never gives them a chance! Other
sure ways to discourage participation are to reject people’s comments, and belittle their
ideas in some way. It’s best to be patient with people, and provide plenty of encouragement
and approval.
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Speak to individual residents between meetings to get a sense of their concerns
You can represent these concerns (anonymously, if requested) during the meeting. Even
if they will not speak up themselves, they will still be contributing in some way, and may
eventually speak up for themselves.
Use brainstorming to promote discussion
Brainstorming is a good exercise for inspiring a group to come up with a range of ideas.
This technique can be used, for example, when a council discusses what residents want to
ask for in an EQUAL grant application.
During brainstorming, the leader asks for ideas — anything that springs to mind. In the
case of the EQUAL grant — “What can we ask for that will improve our quality of life?” As
people call out ideas, the leader writes down a few words denoting each idea on a large piece
of paper. If people are slow to call out ideas, the leader may go around the room and query
people one-by-one.
When all the ideas are collected on paper, the group can discuss the pros and cons of
each idea, and vote on which ideas are the most popular. Brainstorming is a good way to get
everyone to participate in making a decision.
Play the role of a good host—before, during and after the meeting
Arrive early enough to say hello and interact with residents as they enter the room and
get settled. Residents who have had a chance to say hello and converse a little are more likely
to speak up later during the meeting.
• Make sure everyone can easily find a seat.
• Introduce new residents, and help them connect to other residents.
Make an effort to accommodate peoples’ disabilities
• Make it as easy as possible for people to see, hear and speak during meetings.
• Use a microphone, if one is available.
• Cut down on noise by closing doors and asking staff not to interrupt.
• Help people using walkers and wheelchairs to attend.
Find many ways for people to contribute and be recognized
Many opportunities for members to participate can be built into council meetings and
activities — from passing out flyers to leading committees. Every contribution made by
residents should be acknowledged.
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Offer time to socialize, with refreshments (if possible)
Try hard to limit meetings to 60 to 90 minutes, starting and ending at the expected time.
If possible, reserve time after the meeting for people to continue talking.

Quote from Resident Council member, Mike Staines:

“One of the most important things we do is present the council to residents
as a problem-solving function, not just a problem-complaining function.
We try to encourage people to bring up their problems — but bring them
up along with solutions. In other words — okay, here’s the problem —
how are we going to try and solve this problem? What are we going to
recommend? What are we going to suggest to management? We may not
be able to actually get a problem solved, but at least we can get a response.
For example, we had a resident here recently who was almost hit by a car.
She was walking up the driveway from the convenience store, and she was
almost hit by a car. She came to the resident council meeting, and she
was very upset about this. So we had a discussion and we came up with
two suggestions. We knew management was about to redo the driveway
anyway, so we suggested putting in a speed bump and we also suggested
putting up a sign. Well, management shot down both ideas. They refused
to install a speed bump, and they wouldn’t put up a sign. They said they
have a policy against signs that tell people they can’t do things. So we didn’t
solve the problem, but we did respond to the complaint. The woman who
had been so upset felt that she had been able to voice her complaint to
the council, and we took up her complaint, and worked on it, and got a
response from management.”
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How to Counter Residents’ Fears
Residents of adult care facilities may shy away
from council participation because they don’t want
to be associated with statements and actions that
might anger management and staff. It is essential
to acknowledge and respect these fears.
Information is an antidote to fear. It helps to
keep members fully informed about what the
council is doing, and how management is reacting.

“Information is an
antidote to fear.”

Explain to residents that complaints are
presented to management as council complaints, not individual complaints
Complaints accepted for discussion at council meetings should, by their nature, be group
complaints, not personal complaints.
Reassure residents that, when the council takes up a complaint, the complaint becomes
a group complaint and part of council business. The issue will be written into the minutes,
and presented to management, as arising from the resident council as a whole, rather than
from an individual resident.
Build trust by showing you are accountable to residents
You can earn people’s trust by taking their complaints seriously, and handling them
carefully, even if you are not able to ultimately resolve them. Let people know how their
complaint is worded in the minutes, and how management responds. Keep them in the loop
about how the council decides to follow up.
Respect residents’ need for privacy and confidentiality
Maintain the privacy of council meetings as best you can by closing doors and asking
staff not to enter.
If necessary, safeguard residents’ identities by not taking attendance, and by not referring
to people by name in the minutes. Although administrators may ask that attendance be
taken, councils have no obligation to comply.
Encourage residents to bring their complaints to meetings, but — if they are too afraid to
do so — provide ways for them to bypass the general meeting and speak privately to officers
and/or Grievance Committee members. While this is not optimum, it may be the only way
some residents can raise their concerns.
Make it possible for residents to submit complaints completely anonymously, if they
wish to do so. Some councils provide suggestion boxes.
Anonymous complaints can still be raised and addressed at council meetings, minus
the identifying details. For example, if a resident suspects a particular aide of stealing, it is
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possible to raise the issue of theft in a general way. Be careful to keep private complaints
confidential by maintaining a no-gossip policy.
Surveys and questionnaires can be used to document residents’ preferences without
identifying individuals.
Educate residents about their rights
Residents may be fearful in part because they do not know their rights. Make it clear
that well-established state law supports their right to participate in a resident council and
to present grievances on your behalf, or the behalf of other residents. Pass out copies of
Resident Council Rights and Regulations.
It’s a good idea to review residents’ rights in general. Provide the Residents Bill of Rights.
Go over Department of Health regulations, and explain how DOH enforces the regulations
through annual inspections. Inform members about the DOH Complaint Hot Line. If
possible, invite a lawyer, ombudsman, or other knowledgeable guest speaker, to explain to
residents how the system works. (See Advocacy and Coalition Building).
Address residents’ fears of being evicted
Many residents are afraid that, if they complain and cause a problem for management,
they may be given a thirty-day-notice and forced to leave the home.
Again — information is an antidote to fear. Educate residents about their rights in regard
to evictions. You cannot be evicted for complaining or presenting grievances to the home’s
management or outside parties. Explain that a thirty-day-notice is just that — a notice. It’s
the first step in a long legal process.
Show residents that those who are involved with the council, and who do speak up, are
not retaliated against. If this is NOT the case — and residents have been retaliated against
for council participation — it is time to seek outside help. (See How to Make a Complaint)
Stay on good relations with management and staff, as best you can
Residents will be less fearful of becoming involved in the resident council if it is on good
terms with management and staff. To allay residents’ fears, invite the administrator to speak
to the council from time to time. Cultivate good relations with staff as well. Officers can help
set an example for others by relating to management and staff in a manner that is dignified
and unafraid.
Quote from Resident Council President, Joan Tell:

“I make myself available to people before lunch and before dinner. I sit in
front of the dining room, where practically everyone passes by. If someone
wants to see me about something, they know they can find me there every
day — it’s a time and place that is convenient for everyone. I sit there for
about 20 minutes. If someone approaches me with a problem, and we don’t
96 • Adult Home Resident Council Tool-Kit 2014

have time to deal with it then, or if they want the conversation to be private
— then I arrange a time for the person to come up to my room. At every
meeting, I say, ‘Feel free to talk to me, or just write a note on a piece of
paper with your name and room number, so I can remember to get back
to you. And I won’t share this with anyone.’ Being president is a round-theclock job, but I think it is vital that people have someone to go to. So many
residents are afraid to go to the administrator. They have nobody else to
turn to. They know the resident council is a place they can bring their
complaints to, and we will deal with them if we can.”

Quote from Resident Council President Woody Wilson:

“We tell folks over and over they don’t have to worry about speaking up
in the council, because once they go to the council — it’s not just them
anymore, it’s the council speaking for them. They can say one person is a
troublemaker, but they can’t say everybody on the council is a troublemaker.
Whatever we do, we do as a council. It’s not the resident’s problem any
more, it’s a council problem. Residents here are mostly afraid of being sent
back to a psychiatric hospital, or getting a 30-day-notice that they have
to move out. We put that fear to rest. We educate them about the 30-daynotice thing — that the home can’t put you out, only a judge can. We show
them the MFY booklet on residents’ rights. So the more we teach people
about their rights, the less afraid they are.”
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How to Handle Disruptions During the Meeting
It happens to everyone. Your resident council
meeting is humming along nicely when someone
starts ranting about something completely off
topic, or two people disagree and start to insult
each other. It takes practice to learn how to handle
disruptions like these.

“It takes practice to
learn how to handle
disruptions like these.”

Join with other council officers to develop a
calm, unified response.
Keeping council meetings running smoothly is primarily the council leader’s job, but
every leader needs the support of his or her officers. Find ways to work together as a team. It
helps to hold regular executive board meetings so officers can talk over behavioral problems
that arise at general meetings and decide together how to respond.
Repeat your basic rules of conduct at the start of every meeting.
Engage your members in developing a set of rules and repeat the rules at the start of
every meeting. Once the council has rules, you can respond to disruptions by reminding
everyone what the rules are.
A typical list:
• Don’t speak out of turn. Raise your hand and wait to be called on.
• Follow the agenda and stay on the topic being discussed.
• Don’t go on too long.
• Speak to others with respect.
If you need to cut off discussion and move on — find a constructive way to dispose of
the issue.
When time constraints force you to cut off discussion before people are finished talking,
give them an explanation and an apology, and acknowledge their concern about the issue.
Reassure them that you will address the issue in one of the following ways:
• Refer the issue to the appropriate committee and deal with it there
• Table the issue until the next meeting for further discussion
• Promise to help the resident handle the problem outside the meeting
If a person can’t stop disrupting, take the person aside.
Often a disruptive person just wants to be heard by someone — not necessarily to disturb
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the whole meeting. Delegate someone to engage the person one-on-one and lead him or her
away from the meeting. A staff advisor, ombudsman, council officer or personal friend may
be able to take the person aside and listen to their problem.
If you have a Grievance Committee, refer the person to the Grievance Committee.
If council meetings are being disrupted too often, it might make sense to form a Grievance
Committee. This committee can address individual problems in detail at a different place
and time than the general meeting.
Once you have set up a Grievance Committee, you can assure a disruptive person that
his or her problem will be addressed at the next committee meeting and dealt with fully.
Provide the date and time of the meeting. This extra attention may reassure the person that
he or she will be taken care of, and allow the meeting to go on.
Appeal to a trusted outsider to step in, if necessary.
If persuasion and peer pressure don’t work, and you find yourself in an angry residenton-resident standoff, you may need someone from outside the group to step in and break
up the dynamic. This could be your staff advisor or ombudsman — a person with sufficient
authority to stop the argument and re-affirm the right of the council to meet in peace.

Quote from Council Resident Advocate, Robert Rosenberg:

“One of our rules, that we say over and over again, is, ‘The resident council
is NOT for personal problems. If your problem affects only you, and it
doesn’t affect other residents, then it is a personal problem. We will be
happy to talk to you about it after the meeting, but this is a public meeting.
We can’t deal with private problems here.’ Sometimes, if they are really
upset, and they can’t let it go, one of us will take them out in the hall so we
can talk privately and see what the problem is.”

Quote from Resident Council President, Joan Tell:

“I start off at the beginning of the meeting, I say, ‘I will listen to whatever
you have to say, but if you get disruptive, I will stop listening to you
immediately. I will not engage.’ My officers support me in this. We all insist
on good behavior. If folks are disruptive, we ask them to please leave. I say,
‘When you calm down, I will speak to you. I will respect you when you
respect me, and that’s how we respect the organization.’
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Quote from Resident Council President, Norman Bloomfield:

“When I was president, my platform always was — no personal attacks
at resident council meetings. I announced this policy at my first resident
council meeting, and I held to it. I chaired the meeting in such a way that
I had moral authority with the residents. We had businesslike meetings in
which any resident was free to express their views, and was treated with
respect. We would only recognize you if you raised your hand. We would
tolerate disrupters up to a point. If the meeting could not continue, usually
other residents would start complaining. As a last resort, we would ask the
disrupter to leave.”

Quote from Resident Council Vice President, Alex Woods:

“ As resident council officers, we have to set an example. We have to keep
our heads. We can’t get angry just because they are angry. That’s the most
important thing I’ve learned — not to get angry. If you get excited, they
will get more excited, and nothing will get done. And that’s what you want
to concentrate on — getting something done.”
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Strategies for Improving a Dysfunctional Council
Councils can be compromised by the election of residents who are weak, self-serving,
unwilling or unable to represent residents’ interests, or too willing to always represent
management’s interests.
When council leaders, however unsatisfactory, are put in place through elections, DOH
has been reluctant to take sides, and act against one group of residents at the behest of
another. In this situation, residents who want to reclaim a council have no choice but to
keep working for change inside or outside of the council—building up a constituency of
supporters against the time when new elections can be held.
What can you do if an irresponsible or incompetent leader or clique is running your
council?
Refer to your by-laws
If your council has by-laws, find out when a new election will be held and whether the
by-laws have provisions for the removal of an officer.
Start a food committee, and run it like a resident council
If your current council leaders refuse to allow other residents to exert any influence
within the council, it may be impossible to bring about change. However, it is still possible
to do an end run around the council by starting your own separate organization — a food
committee.
Food committees are authorized by DOH to do many of the things resident councils
do. Facilities must allow residents to form food committees, and to hold food committee
meetings without interference. Food committees are empowered to submit questions to
management, and to receive back written responses — just as with resident councils. (See
Food Committees)
Activist residents can join together to build food committees that function the way they
would like to see a resident council function — with bylaws, fair elections, well-organized
meetings, and officers who serve residents’ interests.
By running food committees well, activist residents may be able to earn sufficient
credibility in the home to challenge their dysfunctional resident councils, run for office
themselves, and bring about change.
Initiate projects either inside, or outside, the present council
If starting an independent food committee is too difficult, it may be possible to work for
change by joining an existing committee, or starting a new committee. Greeting committees
and hospitality committees may be a good place to start—they are appreciated by residents,
and likely to win support from management as well. (See Council Committees, and Council
Activities and Projects)
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Start an alternative council
If the current council leaders aren’t doing their jobs, but won’t step down or hold new
elections, it might make sense to consider starting an alternative council, with its own
elections and its own slate of officers. If one council serves residents’ interests, and the other
doesn’t, people will make their own choice as to which is legitimate.
Example from member of the Resident Council Executive Board, Calvin Parsons
Taylor: “Our resident council had the same chairman for eight years, and he didn’t
do anything for the residents. So when I got here, I started asking questions — I asked,
‘When do you have your annual general meeting?’ and ‘When do you have your
election?’ People heard me and started saying we ought to have an annual general
meeting and we ought to have an election. It so happened that, around this time, the
school tax forms became available. I gave some of the forms to the chairman with the
idea that he could give them out to those who wanted to fill them out. He said, “Who
wants to do this? Nobody wants to do this.” He just refused to do it. So those of us
who wanted a change said, “Well, we have these forms here and we will give them out
ourselves.” So we started handing them out, and the residents who filled them out
started getting checks in the mail, and they told everyone else about it. After that, we
turned people in our direction, and we held an election. However, we still didn’t have
a constitution to run the council by because the guy who was elected rejected the
whole idea of having bylaws. After a year or so, he got sick and vacated the position,
so we were able to hold a new election. This time we passed our constitution and now
we finally have bylaws.”

What if your council is being run by management?
Some facilities have resident councils that are run by staff outright, or run by staff with a
figurehead resident leader. The best of these management-run councils may genuinely seek
to serve residents’ interests. For example, one facility requires all their department heads to
attend every resident council meeting so residents can ask them questions, air their complaints,
and receive information about what happens in the home. While not optimum, this kind of
council does empower residents to raise complaints and get answers to their questions.
The worst management-run councils do the opposite — actively prevent residents from
raising complaints and asking questions.
Management-run councils, whether well or ill intentioned, deprive residents of their best
opportunity to exercise a degree of self-determination in their own homes. For residents
who want to be active, attending the best management-run meeting does not compare with
running a meeting, or part of a meeting, by themselves.
Hold your own election
In homes with management-run councils, residents may be able to gain, or regain,
control by mounting a strong campaign to assert their legal right to run their own council.
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In the example given below, two residents worked together to push for a new council, and
persisted over a period of three months. They benefited from CIAD’s help and advice, but
prevailed, in the end, because they won the support of their peers and negotiated effectively
with management. (See How to Start, or Rebuild, a Resident Council)
Example from Resident Council Vice President, Alex Woods: “When I first came to
this home, the resident council was run by the Activity Director. Residents weren’t
involved at all. We couldn’t even decide when the meeting would be held. The
administrator scheduled it in the morning when a lot of residents were at program
and out of the building. We couldn’t discuss what we wanted to discuss at the meetings
because they weren’t our meetings Several of us got together and decided to hold
elections, and get our own resident council going. We started working with CIAD,
and a CIAD organizer came out and explained about our rights, and started visiting
us once a month The administrator was against the whole idea at first. He actually
called one of us down to the office and said, “We don’t need these outsiders coming
in here and interfering. We can run our own resident council.” We didn’t accept that.
We just kept stating and restating our position—that we had a different idea about
the kind of council we wanted. We said we wanted to set up our own council and run
it ourselves. We never compromised on that. We kept a reasonable tone, very lowkey, but we insisted that we wanted our council to be run by the residents. We told
the administrator, “There is nothing to be afraid of. We want to work with you. We
will be perfectly happy to invite you to attend our meetings, if you have something
to say, but it has to be by invitation.” We said, “If we work together, we can make
things better.” The Director of CIAD, Geoff Lieberman, came out here and met with
the administrator. He explained how DOH supported our position, and answered
some of the administrator’s fears about resident councils in general. After that, the
administrator backed off. We made flyers and put them up, and had an introductory
meeting, and then we held elections. This time, we decided on the date and time
when we would hold our meetings. We picked a time that was good for residents.
And that’s how we established our own council. Now the administrator is fine with
it. His door is always open, and we go in there to talk to him once or twice a month.”

Don’t give up!
In adult care facilities, the constant turnover of residents is guaranteed to bring change
sooner or later, whether residents work for it or not. If the current council is less than
desirable, it makes sense to keep trying to make it a little better, a little more democratic, a
little more accountable — against the day when change brings about a more hopeful outlook.
In most cases, councils change hands because residents themselves take action. A small
group of committed people can often accomplish a great deal by working step-by-step
towards goals that appear sensible and beneficial to others in the community.
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Individual Advocacy
It goes without saying that working for facility improvements through resident council
does not preclude individual resident efforts. This is especially true if you feel the resident
council is ineffective. The Residents’ Bill of Rights for New York State adult home residents
states:
You have the right to present grievances on your behalf, or the behalf of other
residents, to the administration or facility staff, the Department of Health or other
government officials or other parties without fear of reprisal.
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The Resident Council in the Inspection Process
The New York State Department of Health
conducts inspections of every licensed adult care
facility every 12 or 18 months. Resident councils
should prepare to participate in these annual
inspections. If there are problems in your facility,
this is a good time to bring them to the attention
of the DOH inspectors who will be present at your
facility during the inspection process.

“Resident Councils
should prepare to
participate in the
annual inspection.”

Find out when your facility is due for an
inspection
All inspections are unannounced, but you can predict when the next one is due by
counting 12 or 18 months from the last inspection. The date of the last inspection can be
found by looking at the posted Inspection Report. DOH requires this report to be posted
for easy review by residents. It is usually posted on a bulletin board in the lobby or other
common area.
During an inspection, a team of three to four inspectors, or “surveyors,” conducts a
thorough review of the facility. The team usually includes a social worker, a nurse, a fire
safety and environmental inspector, and a nutritionist. An inspection team is generally on
site for two to three days.
The purpose of DOH inspections is to make sure your home is a safe place to live, and
meets all required regulations.
During their inspection, the surveyors conduct these reviews:
• A walk-through of the facility
• A review of the fire safety system
• A kitchen inspection, review of daily menus, and observation of meals
• Observation of medication distribution
• Review of facility records, employee records, and resident records, including financial
records
• Interviews with at least five residents, including the resident council president, if he
or she is available
• A meeting with the administrator, operator, and other relevant staff
Remember — inspectors want to talk to residents, but they don’t have much time.
Inspectors have many records to review, lengthy checklists to complete, and very limited
time on site. However, they are both required to speak to residents, and interested in doing
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so. When discussing your concerns, try to be specific and provide any documentation you
have to support the problems you’ve experienced.
If you have something important to say to the inspectors about problems in your facility
— feel free to contact them before the inspection or during the inspection:
1. Before the inspection takes place, you may write or call your DOH regional office to
report issues residents are concerned about in your home. The inspectors will then know
what to look for when they arrive at your facility. See the list below for the DOH regional
office in your area.
2. Make sure your regional office has the name of the resident council president, and the
names of any residents who want to report specific violations. Include room numbers
and cell phone numbers so inspectors can easily contact these residents when they are
on site.
3. If you are the resident council president, inspectors are required to speak to you during
the inspection process — provided they can find you. Make it easy for them to do so —
simply walk up to an inspector, introduce yourself, and give them your room number
and cell phone number. This is your chance to present residents’ concerns directly to
DOH. Take advantage of it! Prepare in advance by gathering resident council and food
committee minutes documenting any issues you want to bring up.

This is the best time to raise questions about safety, environmental hazards, treatment by
staff, or other violations you feel were committed by the facility in the course of the past year.
Bear in mind that the inspectors will be hard put to fit you into their busy schedule, so it
is best if you contact them early and don’t leave the building while they are on site.
Information provided by residents may be confidentially included in the Inspection
Report. Residents are identified by number, not by name, in the report. If you experience
any retaliation for participating in the inspection, call the Complaint Hot Line immediately
so that DOH has a record of what happened, and can respond quickly.
Your facility will receive the Inspection Report 30 to 35 days after the inspection is
completed. All homes must post this report in a common area. If it is not posted where
residents can read it, this is a violation that should be reported to the Complaint Hot Line.
The New York State Department of Health has four regional offices. Your resident council
may write or call the appropriate regional office with your concerns before your facility’s
annual inspection comes due. The Department of Health welcomes your input.
Capital District Regional Office
NYS Department of Health
875 Central Avenue
Albany, NY 12206
Phone: (518) 408-5287
Fax: (518) 402-5309
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Central Field Office
NYS Department of Health
217 South Salina Street
Syracuse, NY 13202
Phone: (315) 477-8472
Fax: (315) 477-8472

Western Regional Office
NYS Department of Health
259 Monroe Avenue
Rochester, NY 14607
Phone: (585) 238-8185
Fax: (585) 238-8198

Metropolitan Area Regional Office
NYS Department of Health
90 Church Street
New York, NY 10007
Phone: (212) 417-4440
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How to Make a Complaint
It’s important to know how to seek outside help if your resident council encounters a
problem that you can’t resolve by talking directly to management.
Unless the problem is too urgent to do so, it is best to postpone making a formal complaint
until you have tried addressing the issue through normal council procedures — that is, by
speaking to the administrator directly as a council officer, or writing the complaint into
your resident council minutes and asking the administrator to respond.
If the administrator does not respond to repeated attempts to discuss and resolve the
complaint, it makes sense to seek outside help.
1. Contact your ombudsman.
If your facility has an ombudsman assigned to it, he or she is the first person to enlist
as an ally. Ombudsmen are certified and trained to handle complaints, and are authorized
to speak to facility management on your behalf. Your facility’s ombudsman will interview
residents and staff to determine the facts and decide whether the complaint constitutes a
regulatory violation. If the complaint is legitimate, the ombudsman will write it up, and
discuss the problem with the administrator in an attempt to resolve it.
A poster stating how to contact your ombudsman must be prominently posted in your
facility where residents can see it. If no such poster is displayed at your facility, this is also a
violation and cause for complaint.
If your facility does not yet have an ombudsman, contact the ombudsman county
coordinator for your area. If possible, the county coordinator will send an ombudsman to
your facility to investigate your complaint or contact you by phone. You can call the NY
Office for the Aging Help Line at 1-800-343-9871 to find your county coordinator.
If you can access a computer, you can find the most current list of county coordinators
on the NYS Long Term Care Ombudsman website: http://www.ltcombudsman.ny.gov/
whois/directory.cfm
2. Call the Adult Home Complaint Hot Line—866-893-6772.
This Hot Line is run by the NYS Department of Health. It is available 24-hours-a-day to
all adult home residents in New York. A call to the Hot Line is free; if you use a pay phone
to make the call, your money will be returned to you. The Hot Line is answered in person
from 8:30 AM until 4:45 PM every weekday. After these hours, and on weekends, the Hot
Line is answered by voice mail, and callers are asked to leave a detailed message giving the
name of their facility, the date, and the facts of their complaint.
Callers to the Hot Line can remain anonymous. You do not have to give your name
and phone number for your complaint to be processed. If you do give your name, you will
receive a letter of acknowledgement. It will be mailed to you in an envelope without a return
address, in order to keep your complaint confidential.
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When you call the Hot Line, your complaint is assigned a tracking number, and routed
to a regional office so that a local Department of Health inspector can investigate it. If the
complaint constitutes a violation, it will be investigated — but only if you are able to provide
sufficient information for the inspector to follow up on it.
Before calling the Hot Line, have your facts ready. You will need to provide dates, times,
identities of those involved, details about what happened, and how residents were affected.
For tips on how to make an effective Hot Line call, see TIP SHEET: How to Use the Hot Line.
A poster showing the Adult Home Complaint Hot Line number, and a list of your rights
as an adult home resident, is required to be prominently displayed in your facility.
3. To report incidents of abuse and neglect at “transitional adult homes,” contact the
NYS Justice Center for the Protection of People with Special Needs (Justice Center).
The Justice Center is a legal resource for residents of certain adult homes designated
as “transitional”— that is, those that have over 80 beds where at least 25% of the residents
are persons with serious mental illness, and where fewer than 55% of beds are Assisted
Living Program beds. There are about fifty such homes. If you do not know if you live in
a “transitional” home, you may still contact the Justice Center and the Justice Center will
report the incident to the Department of Health for their review.
The Justice Center runs its own 24 hour, toll-free Hot Line to receive calls reporting
incidents of abuse and neglect. Abuse includes physical abuse, psychological abuse, and
sexual abuse. Neglect includes the failure to provide supervision, or adequate food, clothing,
shelter, or health care. Significant incidents that have the potential to harm the health, safety
or welfare of a person living in a home may also be reported to the Justice Center. The Justice
Center has legal authority to investigate allegations of abuse and neglect in “transitional”
homes, and to prosecute those that rise to the level of criminal offenses. Unlike other types
of complaints that you may first try to address with facility management, allegations of
abuse and neglect should be reported directly to the Justice Center.
If your facility is a transitional adult home, you may report incidents of abuse or neglect
by calling the Justice Center’s 24-hour-a-day, toll free, Hot Line number: Vulnerable Persons
Central Register (VPCR) Hot Line number: 1-855-373-2122.
4. Resident councils can seek help and guidance from the Coalition of
Institutionalized Aged and Disabled (CIAD).
CIAD’s primary mission is to help residents organize strong resident councils, and
advocate effectively for their rights. CIAD offers a range of resources, including information,
videos, trainings on residents’ rights, and on-site visits by CIAD organizers. This tool kit is
one of the resources CIAD has developed based on forty years of experience working with
resident councils in adult homes.
CIAD is a non-profit, grassroots organization run by and for adult home and nursing
home residents and resident councils. A majority of the members of CIAD’s Board of
Directors are residents of adult homes and nursing homes throughout the New York City
area.
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The Coalition of Institutionalized Aged and Disabled (CIAD)
425 E. 25th St, New York, NY 10010
Geoff Lieberman, Director
(212) 481-7572
www.ciadny.org
5. MFY’s Adult Home Advocacy Project provides legal and non-legal advocacy
services to adult home residents living in New York City
MFY Legal Services provides free legal assistance to adult home residents with concerns
about resident rights violations, eviction proceedings, public benefits, and civil and disability
rights.
Telephone intake is available Monday-Friday, 10 AM to 5 PM, at this toll-free number:
MFY Adult Home Advocacy Project: 877-417-2427
MFY Legal Services
299 Broadway, New York, NY 10007
http://www.mfy.org
6. Long Island resident councils can seek legal help and guidance from the Nassau/
Suffolk Law Services Committee, and the Family Services League
The Nassau/Suffolk Law Services Committee provides free legal services to adult home
residents in Nassau and Suffolk counties through its Adult Home Project.
Contact Nassau/Suffolk Law Services Committee at 516-292-8100
Nassau/Suffolk Law Services Committee, Inc.
1757 Veterans Highway, Suite 50, Islandia, NY 11749
www.nslawservices.org
The Family Service League Long Term Care Ombudsman Program sponsors an Adult
Home Leadership Council that meets monthly. The Leadership Council brings together
residents and council members from Long Island adult homes to share information, discuss
adult home issues, and advocate for local and statewide policy reforms.
Contact the Family Service League at 631-427-3700
Adult Home Leadership Council
Sponsored by Family Service League
Long Term Care Ombudsman Program
790 Park Avenue, Huntington, NY 11743
www.fsl-li.org
Co-chairs, Joan Burke, Ken Meyer
(631) 427-3700, Ext 265 or 273
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TIP SHEET: How to Use the Hot Line
The Adult Home Complaint Hot Line is: 866-893-6772
It’s free, easy-to-use, and always available. If you use a pay phone, your money will
be returned. Department of Health reviewers will listen to your complaint, and refer the
complaint to local DOH inspectors for further investigation.
1. Before you call the Hot Line, bring your complaint to the administrator of your facility.
Then, when you call the Hot Line, you can say that you have tried to resolve the problem
directly with management and have not succeeded.
2. Documentation is important. Keep notes about every incident you are complaining about
— with dates, times, and names of those involved. Keep letters, notices, receipts, and
other documents. Residents can take photos if possible. The inspector who investigates
your complaint will want to review your documentation. You can either fax or mail your
documents to DOH.
3. Be specific. A vague complaint, such as, “Our dinner was inedible last night” does not
include enough facts for DOH to investigate. Instead, provide a detailed description of
the food served, and remember to give the date. Report what other residents said and
did. For example, did your tablemates eat the food?
4. Focus on one complaint per phone call. Talk only about this one complaint, and give the
facts pertaining to it. Don’t go off on tangents.
5. Recruit other residents to join you in making the complaint. Your case will be strengthened
if you can provide names of witnesses or victims other than yourself.
6. If you are calling on behalf of someone else, put that person on the line to speak for
himself or herself. It is important for DOH to hear from the actual victim, if possible,
rather than just hearing the story second-hand.
7. If you don’t want a letter of acknowledgement mailed to you, say so. If you do ask for
a letter, the envelope won’t have a return address on it. However, some managers may
guess the content of the letter, or even open it. If you want to make sure your call remains
confidential, tell DOH not to send you a letter of acknowledgement.
8. If you have your own phone, give your phone number to make it easier for DOH to
contact you. It is not common for inspectors to call you directly, but it is possible.
9. If there are new developments in your case, make a follow-up phone call. You can ask
DOH to add the new details to the same case number.
10. If you want a status update, call the regional office number listed on your letter of
acknowledgement and ask DOH to tell you what is happening with your complaint.
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