
ReDiscover Mental Health has a ‘Transformation Council,’ an Auxiliary, and an 

entire Quality Improvement Department. These entities reflect a core element in the 

organization’s culture. ReDiscover embraces change, not for the sake of novelty, but to deliver more 

impact. These structures become vehicles for leveraging the organization’s assets—passionate staff, 

engaged consumers, strong community reputation—for social change.  

The Transformation Council is comprised of staff members—from all levels/departments of the 

organization—who come together to strategize about how to address common concerns that cut across 

agency divides. The Auxiliary is a group of volunteers and current/ former staff members with a mission 

to support ReDiscover through outreach and fundraising. ReDiscover’s Quality Improvement team 

analyzes program data to identify gaps and trends. These data inform grant applications and, 

increasingly, ReDiscover’s advocacy agenda. This was a natural precursor to ensuring that advocacy 

priorities flow from clients, so ReDiscover located the organization’s advocacy within the QI 

Department. While ReDiscover did not have extensive advocacy experience as it approached the 

technical assistance, it brought curiosity, openness to new ideas, staff empowerment, and a culture of 

change and constant reflection—arguably far greater determinants of future success. 

Building on a strategic vision 

ReDiscover’s approach to advocacy technical assistance began with a review of the strategic plan, which 

Alan Flory, CEO, describes as a “living tool for our future, not something we put on a shelf.” Advocacy 

was part of the organization’s approach to fulfilling some of its objectives. As ReDiscover further 

developed its advocacy issues and strategies, the strategic plan helped to hone the agency’s focus.  

ReDiscover’s strategic plan, and the goals it identifies, provided a broad rationale from which the 

leadership could answer the question of “why?” advocacy. Early conversations about how advocacy fits 

centered on advancing policy improvements that affect ReDiscover’s clients, and also on how advocacy 

engagement can enhance the organization’s profile and improve alliances.  

In practice, this approach meant that staff discussions began with revisiting the strategic plan and 

connecting advocacy tactics and issues with the strategic direction. The first introduction of ReDiscover’s 

larger staff to the technical assistance was a root cause and advocacy planning session with supervisors. 

Here, Flory outlined his vision for how advocacy feeds strategic objectives, sparking identification of 

changes that would have the most direct client impact. For example, ReDiscover plans to increase staff 

participation in community coalitions, in order to reduce the stigma of seeking services and, increase 

access to services in underserved communities. Similarly, ReDiscover’s plans for a Speakers’ Bureau and 

a storybank were framed as leading to more effective internal and external communications. Efforts to 

address the inadequate supply of providers connect to ReDiscover’s hopes to decrease turnover and 

improve recruitment, key internal objectives.  

Job descriptions for many ReDiscover employees changed to accommodate initiatives identified within 

the strategic plan, and the leadership took advantage of these realignments to look for connections 



between responsibilities and advocacy tasks, as well, achieving diffusion of advocacy throughout the 

organization. 

With the Board of Directors, CEO Flory outlined advocacy as a tool with which to pursue the vision of the 

organization, rather than yet another time-consuming “new” initiative. This approach also posits 

advocacy as something authentic to ReDiscover, rather than a divergence from the standard way of 

operating. This philosophy is complemented by ReDiscover’s roots in community mental health, which 

views advocacy and empowerment as essential components of service delivery. And, because 

ReDiscover took this stance from the very beginning, it became part of the way that staff view their 

work—as advocating for full inclusion of those with mental health concerns and their right to quality 

treatment—and the way they view advocacy—as another tool they bring to the daunting challenge of 

meeting the needs of those they are charged to serve. 

Commitment to inclusion and transparency 

To implement advocacy approaches and demonstrate commitment to transparency, ReDiscover 

invested a considerable amount of their technical assistance in conversations with internal stakeholders, 

including seven focus groups with staff and consumers, an advocacy issue survey administered to all 

staff, and careful engagement of agency voices. This input was used to craft an advocacy goal and 

strategy plan that outlined ReDiscover’s core priorities and their alignment with strategic objectives. 

Flory insisted that ReDiscover identify some strategy to address every issue that emerged prominently. 

While this could have deteriorated into a ‘laundry list,’ instead, because ReDiscover was careful to 

prioritize and to articulate where existing approaches could be slightly shifted to align with these needs, 

the resulting document is an inspiring example of how an organization can find ways to use its strengths 

to pursue policy changes that also propel the organization’s overall development.  

Even once this document had been drafted, however, ReDiscover displayed a commitment to process 

above product, revisiting key stakeholders in the organization’s children and family services to elicit 

their perspectives on how some of the issues manifest themselves in a different target population. This 

approach with staff was intended not only to increase their comfort and commitment with the advocacy 

initiatives but, also, to model inclusion and empowerment for their interactions with clients around 

advocacy, too. And it worked. ReDiscover staff quickly embraced the idea of clients as empowered to 

play an active role in their own concerns.  

Truly committing to this approach meant that, at times, ReDiscover confronted potentially difficult 

questions, as when some staff expressed frustration with the response to Missouri’s new Medicaid 

spend-down policy. After ReDiscover lost approximately $1 million in a year, in large part due to 

Medicaid spend-down requirements, ReDiscover began to require co-payments from those with spend-

down obligations. While ReDiscover did not change this practice, in response to staff concerns, Flory and 

other leadership did resolve to revisit the practice and determine if it should be changed, plus initiate a 

more comprehensive communications strategy, to help staff understand the rationale for the rules. They 

also committed to advocate for changes in Missouri’s restrictive Medicaid policies—the root cause of 

the new billing practice. The openness with which ReDiscover’s leadership listened to staff signaled that 



it is serious about diffusing advocacy throughout the organizational chart. This resulted in a ‘flatter’ 

structure for participation in technical assistance with, for example, one program director reaching out 

for help designing a survey about housing issues, another staff member asking state budget-related 

questions, and another initiating a conversation about the effects of stigma on system responses to 

those with mental illness. In this way, the philosophy of transparency and inclusion had an immediate 

effect on the aggregate advocacy capacity of ReDiscover’s staff. 

Leveraging organizational capacity for advocacy capacity  

The relationship between advocacy capacity and organizational capacity was evident in the case of 

ReDiscover which, despite facing some of the strains of any social service organization was more able to 

embrace the new tasks associated with advocacy in part because of its relatively strong overall capacity.  

In practice, this meant that ReDiscover could dedicate crucial staff time to shepherding the technical 

assistance process. Adequate capacity also meant that fewer of ReDiscover’s staff approached advocacy 

discussions with a wariness rooted in a history of taking on more responsibilities with fewer resources. 

Staff were able to move beyond “more money and staff” fairly quickly, in identifying advocacy priorities. 

The organization’s relative strength means that staff is also somewhat less likely to feel disgruntled by 

agency leadership over periodic lay-offs and the perennial climate of insecurity. Over time, these 

experiences can breed a culture of mistrust and reticence, counterintuitive to a successful expanded 

advocacy presence. Beyond the walls of the agency, ReDiscover also has considerable capacity to lend to 

its advocacy engagement, including leadership in regional collaborations around improving housing 

options for those with mental illness, active participation in entities with potential to improve 

ReDiscover’s community relationships (such as area Chambers of Commerce), and service-related 

partnerships that can open doors.  

One of the lessons of ReDiscover is that the ‘catalyst’ for transformation can be situated anywhere. A 

combination of individual initiative, alliance between advocacy aims and job tasks, and a strong message 

of confidence from leadership are essential. Because there are so many unknowns, relying on 

organizations’ mission focus, innovation, standards of excellence, and ability to rise to challenges is, at 

least most of the time, a good bet. Organizational capacity is certainly not adequate for strong advocacy. 

However, some of the key elements of organizational capacity, including adapting to new opportunities 

and rallying constituents to a challenge, are essential to advocacy, as well. 

Equipped to succeed in an uncertain future 

Today, ReDiscover has a goal and strategy plan complemented by staff job responsibilities, an 

increasingly engaged client base, and strong executive commitment. It has intentionally avoided being 

locked in to a specific approach or set of priorities. This preference for flexibility is indicative of adaptive 

capacity—the extent to which the organization will be able to adjust its issues, tactics, and alliances to 

thrive in an uncertain future. ReDiscover has identified specific future objectives, including continued 

investment in client advocacy, as well as further development of communications to reshape the 

community conversation about mental health. The Auxiliary has several members who have committed 

to participating in the Speakers’ Bureau and to weaving advocacy content into their fundraisers. Flory 



has a new Board member orientation to educate Board members about the organization’s advocacy 

approach and issue priorities. To increase ReDiscover’s ability to lobby as needed to advance their 

concerns, the Board of Directors has agreed to take the IRS’ 501(h) election. Just as the organization 

continues to revisit its strategic plan, systematically checking through items that have been achieved 

and modifying those changed by new threats and opportunities, so, too, will ReDiscover’s approach to 

advocacy be ever-evolving, in an organization comfortable with the adaptive tasks of continuous 

reflection and constant stretch. 


