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OPSO Spring Edition 2005

A new  Peo ple’s
Choice Me dia

Awards have been launched
jointly by OPSO and the
Fed eral De part ment of Health
and Age ing.

The awards are part of the an nual
Older Peo ple Speak Out Na tional
Me dia Awards, which en cour age the 
Aus tra lian me dia to break down
neg a tive ste reo types by por tray ing
the pos i tive con tri bu tions made by
older Aus tra lians.

The Min is ter for Age ing, Julie
Bishop, who launched the in au gu ral 
Peo ple's Choice Me dia Awards at
Par lia ment House on Au gust 11,
said she hoped that all Aus tra lians
could be come “me dia watch dogs”.

“The Peo ple's Choice Me dia
Awards have been jointly de vel oped 
by OPSO and the De part ment of
Health and Age ing, and I call upon

mem bers of the pub lic to nom i nate
ex am ples of pos i tive me dia cov er -
age of older peo ple,” Ms Bishop
said.

"The OPSO Peo ple's Choice
Awards will be pre sented in four
cat e go ries – pho to graph, ad ver tise -
ment, elec tronic (ra dio or tele vi -
sion), and print ar ti cle. Nom i na tion
forms will be placed in all na tional
daily pa pers and can be found on
the Aus tra lian Gov ern ment’s se -
niors' website at
www.seniors.gov.au.”

The me dia awards pro mote pos i -
tive age ing on one hand by en cour -
ag ing the me dia to por tray older
peo ple as they re ally are – ac tive
and con trib ut ing to so ci ety – and on

the other, re duce the neg a tive
 stereotyping of ageing.

More in for ma tion is also avail able
from www.opso.com.au.v

People’s Choice Media
Awards launched

Why reporting must come of age
The following is extracted from a speech by OPSO President Val French AM at the launch of the Peo ple’s Choice Awards.

By the age of 10, I had seen and lived 
with the worst of what was

known as the lu na tic asy lums in New South Wales 
in the 1930s.

I had lived among over crowded, ver min-in fested
wards where beds were jammed to gether with a seatless
open toi let at one end.

The in hab it ants sat list lessly day af ter day, for got ten
and un mo ti vated.

From the time I could walk, my fa ther took me on his

rounds through these hos pi tals as he fought a
never-end ing bat tle to clean up the men tal health sys -
tem, ham pered in the early days by an un sym pa thetic
me dia who saw ef forts for re form in terms of sen sa tion,
scream ing “You could be sit ting next to a loony at the
pic tures” or “Loon ies al lowed to have a dance”.

His re sponse was to seek out jour nal ists with in teg rity
and re ward them with in-depth in for ma tion and an ec -
dotes which en abled them to pro duce high-qual ity jour -
nal ism. >>

Min is ter for Age ing Julie Bishop and

OPSO pres i dent Val French at the launch.

OPSO Peo ple’s Choice Media Awards nom i na tion form – see next page
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>>
Grad u ally, the at ti tude of the me dia and the

pub lic changed and this led to a Royal Com -
mis sion on men tal hos pi tals.  It is a credit to
the in teg rity of jour nal ism that, in the end, it
was those news pa pers which had ini tially
sensationalised the is sues that serialised his
book, ‘Pa tients are Peo ple’.

It is lit tle won der that, for over half a cen -
tury, as a jour nal ist, I have worked with and
for jour nal ists for so cial jus tice.

In 1992, a Com mon wealth sur vey showed
that more than 80 per cent of se niors be lieved
the me dia re spon si ble for the neg a tive at ti -
tudes the com mu nity had about age ing and
the con se quences of phys i cal, emo tional, and
fi nan cial abuse, marginalisation and
disempowerment.

In Queensland, an gry se niors’ as so ci a tions
met with the me dia to de mand change. The
me dia re plied that they had no idea how to
pres ent their ma te rial. 

Me dia and com mu nity groups alike asked
me to take up the chal lenge. I gath ered a
group of col leagues and we set up Older Peo -
ple Speak Out with two aims. The first was to 
teach se niors how to work with and write for
the me dia. The sec ond was to con duct me dia
awards so that by award ing the me dia for get -
ting it right about older peo ple, we would call 
at ten tion to the re al ity of age ing.

Pos i tive reinforcement
OPSO has al ways be lieved that pos i tive re -

in force ment is the best way to teach and that
neg a tive crit i cism only leads to a neg a tive re -
sponse. The awards have gone from a few
dozen ten ta tive en tries talk ing about what
older peo ple did in their youth to thou sands
of en tries show ing the in volve ment and
achieve ments of se niors to day.

How ever, we have still a long way to go.
There are still those in tele vi sion who be lieve
– per haps cor rectly – that their rat ings will
drop if they dare em ploy a woman with wrin -
kles. Mag a zines scream to us that wrin kles
are a fate worse than death – but when they
come, we re ally don’t care. We have more in -
ter est ing things to think about – like do ing
our bit and hav ing fun.

There are still un scru pu lous jour nal ists who
see mile age in de rid ing or sen sa tion al is ing
older peo ple and their is sues. This leads to
neg a tive age ing, ma ture age un em ploy ment,
emo tional, phys i cal and fi nan cial abuse, de -
pres sion and so cial iso la tion. That’s why we
want you to join us in these OPSO Peo ples’
Choice Me dia Awards.v

OPSO (Older People Speak Out) Organisation Incorporated
ABN 40-936-702-414
PO Box 1037 Mount Gravatt 4122
Telephone: 07 3219 2572
Email: opso@zipworld.com.au Web: www.opso.com.au
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So, who wants to be a vol un teer?
What is so im por tant

that I have to put
an ex pen sive silk suit on lay-by,
buy two scarves be cause the first
one is a less than per fect match,
two pair of pantyhose in case one
lad ders, and with stand tor ture
more real than the den tist’s drill to 
put new earrings into newly
pierced ears?

It’s our big ‘do’ at Par lia ment House – 
the cul mi na tion of 12 months’  ever-
 increasing pres sure by the hid den com -
plex i ties of judg ing hun dreds of en tries 
for short-list ing in the OPSO Me dia
Awards. OPSO? Older Peo ple Speak
Out, of which, for my sins, I am
vice-pres i dent.

A not-so-or di nary vol un tary not-
 for-profit or gani sa tion, OPSO strives
to in spire jour nal ists, pho tog ra phers,
ad ver tis ers, TV and ra dio pro duc ers to
pres ent to the world im ages and sto ries
of older peo ple as they re ally are, and
the con cerns that af fect their lives.

Prizes for the best en tries in all cat e -
go ries – which in clude Queensland and 
na tional intergenerational ones – are
brand new must-have elec tronic fash -
ion ac ces so ries.

The cri te ria we use ev ery year are in -
tended to en cour age me dia and ad ver -
tis ing peo ple to con vince their
au di ences that they find older peo ple
more in ven tive, use ful, fun-lov ing,
wacky and al to gether more fas ci nat ing
than any other sec tor of the pop u la tion, 
es pe cially when in volved with the
young ones.

In vi ta tion list
So here we are – ev ery one who’s any -

one – from the Min is ter and head of
de part ment, journos, ad ver tis ers, pho -
tog ra phers and spon sors (most im por -
tant of all!) to friends of OPSO
mem bers who have some how es caped
the chop when the in vi ta tion list had to
be savaged.

The mez za nine floor of the An nexe
re sem bles a foot ball scrum, ex cept that
the gropings are harm less and friendly.

Drinks and nibblies of ten don’t reach

the ta bles be fore be ing whisked off
trays and scoffed.

I can barely man age to do my job –
tak ing pho tos of guests for OPSO’s CV 
– the crush is so tight. This means that,
just when I snap, in per fect fo cus, a
pair or group in vi tal in ter ac tion, some -
one else’s arm, el bow or ear ap pears in
the de vel oped photo.

The deci bel-fraught vol ume of con -
ver sa tion has been known to drive
those peo ple used to an or dered life
into a quiet cor ner where they can re -
cover their equa nim ity lis ten ing to the
pi a nist on the grand pi ano do ing his or
her soothing stuff.

Late com ers who have missed out on
their drinks, im bibe a few gulps of
fresh air be fore join ing the throng in -
side – VIPs and fi nal ists in the front
row – nat u rally.

The for mal speeches, as short as some 
of the dresses on women of all ages,
soon give way to the rai son d’être of
the eve ning, the nam ing of run ners-up
and fi nally, win ners. These last don’t
know which is which un til the em cee
in overdramatic tones an nounces, “And 
the win ner is . . . ” 

Win ning en tries are flashed onto the
PowerPoint, high on the wall be hind
the dais and win ners are es corted, some 
stunned into sud den si lence, to the
stage to re ceive their prize from the
Min is ter or some one al most as famous.

Amid the ca coph ony of clap ping,
dazed and of ten teary win ners find
their way back to their seats, some -
times for get ting to make their oblig a -

tory few words of thanks. Maybe it’s
just as well. If we over shoot the dead -
line here, we miss out on supper.

Some times an en trant wins a prize in
both Queensland and Na tional sec tions 
of the awards; but not of ten.

Then it’s the spon sors’ turn.
I stand near the dais in my new pur ple 

suit with a slash of lime green scarf,
hand ing Christmassy-look ing wrapped
bot tles to our chair per son to pres ent to
each spon sor. In ad ver tently, I brush
against a floor lamp which is very hot
indeed.

‘Ow, that’s hot!’
“Ow, that’s hot!”
“I thought you were talk ing about

me,” says the em cee.
“Not in pub lic,” say I, quick as a

flash.
He walks, grin ning, back to his seat.
At sup per, ev ery one re news ac quain -

tances and makes hope fully use ful con -
tacts.

This night lots of peo ple say nice
things about our ef forts to change at ti -
tudes to wards older and youn ger peo -
ple, es pe cially mem bers of the me dia,
who say our awards night is the only
op por tu nity they have to meet and
greet mem bers of other me dia: oth er -
wise it’s ‘no speak’. 

An other awards night un der our belts
– how many is that now?

I in spect the spot where I burned my
leg, straighten the scarf which has
shown a ten dency to stran gle me, and
fall into the car un der the light ning
flashes of a hov er ing storm. The only
thought I’m ca pa ble of is that no rain
spots fall on my new suit. Maybe I can
wear it next year? Per ish the thought! 

I wait im pa tiently to get home, get my 
shoes off, put the flow ers in wa ter, do a 
quick post-mor tem and fall into bed.

Who wants to be a vol un teer? I do.v

The deci bel-fraught vol ume of con ver sa tion has

been known to drive those peo ple used to an

or dered life into a quiet cor ner . . .

by Ilma Ferguson
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Action research 2000-2005 section on:

The reality of grandparenting
While most of this

sec tion of the
OPSO Ac tion Re search Re port
ap plies spe cif i cally to grand par -
ents who are rais ing their grand -
chil dren in lieu of par ents, some
of the fol low ing rec om men da tions 
ap ply to grandparenting in gen -
eral – some im por tant mat ters are 
touched on be low. They re quire
at ten tion.

 Early in ter ven tion into dys func -
tional fam i lies can re duce child
abuse. Par ent train ing for  grand -
parents car ing for grand chil dren and 
a co he sive intergenerational com -
mu nity can re duce the need for
child pro tec tion agen cies. This
should be the chief aim in the new
Child Pro tec tion De part ment.

 At the same time, leg is la tion
should recognise that grand par ents
have rights of ac cess to their grand -
chil dren, not only that grand chil -
dren have rights of ac cess to their
grand par ents.

Re search into grand par ents look -
ing af ter grand chil dren for long
hours while their par ents work has
shown a higher rate than nor mal of
heart and back prob lems. For these
grand par ents and for full-time rel a -
tive carers there needs to be ap pro -
pri ate and af ford able child-mind ing
fa cil i ties to give them re spite. Leav -
ing chil dren with grand par ents for
long hours be yond their men tal and
phys i cal cop ing strength, with lit tle
or no time for them selves, could be
re garded as el der abuse.

Em pha sis needs to be placed on
par ent train ing and up dat ing of
parenting skills of grand par ents in -
volved in the parenting role.

Grand par ents bring ing up grand -
chil dren out side the De part ment of
Child Pro tec tion need le gal rec og ni -
tion of their sta tus and an al low ance 
equal to the Fos ter Care Al low ance.
They need such ben e fits as will
guar an tee spe cific ed u ca tion for

chil dren with spe cial needs and ac -
cess to trauma coun sel ling.

Fund ing needs to be given to re -
search into the emo tional needs of
these chil dren and their grand par -
ents, and ap pro pri ate ser vices set up 
to deal with the re sults and find ings.

Un ad dressed is sues
Is sues that re main un ad dressed:
1. Pe ter Wellington MP is rais ing a 

pri vate mem ber’s Bill to try to get
sim i lar pay ments for grand par ents
who are rais ing grand chil dren
full-time as those avail able to fos ter
carers.

This pay ment would as sist grand -
par ents to main tain a suit able stan -
dard of care for their grand chil dren.
There still ap pears to be no move -
ment from the state or Com mon -
wealth De part ments to wards
ad dress ing this is sue.

2. Some Le gal Aid is sues may be
re solved un der changes to the fed -
eral Fam ily Law Act, which is un der 
re view. There has been no in di ca -
tion in it that spe cial as sis tance
would be made avail able for grand -
par ents, though closer study of the
fi nal doc u ment may have some in di -
ca tors.

3. The set ting up of a helpline for
grand par ents was con sid ered in
2002 dur ing con sul ta tions but so far 
noth ing has been done about it.
Some pro jects have re ceived some
fund ing from the Com mon wealth
Gov ern ment for in for ma tion strat e -
gies, but these have largely had a
purely lo cal fo cus.

4. Cri sis care and ac cess to re spite
ar eas is needed. In larger cen tres
pre ce dence is given to ex ist ing cli -
ents and there is a cer tain re luc tance 
to ac knowl edge that grand par ents
need re spite, es pe cially when rais -
ing chil dren with chal leng ing be -
hav iours that re sult from pa ren tal
drug and al co hol abuse.

5. The de vel op ment of a net work

of peer sup port groups for grand par -
ents has been hin dered by the to tal
lack of re sources in most ar eas. The
for ma tion of a state wide peak spe -
cif i cally for grand par ents should be
a pri mary fo cus for gov ern ment.

The ex ist ing Coun cil of Grand par -
ents should be resourced to take on
this role, as it has been work ing col -
labor atively with a num ber of
groups and ser vices to es tab lish it -
self with out re sources over the past
18 months.

It meets once a month and has the
ca pac ity to dis trib ute a news let ter
by email, which would be used to
in form grand par ents about as sis -
tance and re sources avail able to
them.

There is lit tle ev i dence of a con -
certed ef fort by
the State Gov -
ern ment to de -
velop a net work 
of pro fes sional
ser vice pro vid -
ers to as sist
grand par ents.

6. The de vel -
op ment of two
de part ments to
ad dress chil dren’s is sues has fur ther 
dis ad van taged fam i lies who do not
fit the cat e gory of re ported abus ers
but who still need sup port from the
de part ment as pri mary pro vid ers.

A case in ques tion is the is sue for
older par ents and grand par ents who
need sup port to care for their dis -
abled chil dren; the de part ment re -
sponse has been to deem them un fit
and take over the whole role in stead 
of pro vid ing the re quested sup port.

7. Fear of los ing their grand chil -
dren if grand par ents seek as sis tance
from gov ern ment ser vices is wide -
spread. These carers are also ad -
versely af fected by long wait ing
lists for much needed gen eral health 
ser vices pro vided by the State Gov -
ern ment.v


