
Episode 12 - Lived Experience As An Advocacy Tool with Kris Graves

Caitlin Owens:  

Welcome to Disability Exchange, a podcast brought to you by the University Center for Excellence in 
Developmental Disabilities. My name is Caitlin Owens and I'm here today with- 

Judy Warth:       

I'm Judy Warth here at the Center for Disabilities and Development and our guest today is- 

Caitlin Owens: 

Kris Graves. 

Kris Graves:  

Kris Graves. 

Judy Warth:    

 Welcome. Welcome to the cheerleading squad today at Disability Exchange. 

Caitlin Owens: 

 Yes, so Kris, we're so excited to have you here. Do you want to kind start out by telling us a little bit 
about yourself? 

Kris Graves:  

My name is Kris and I'm a person with lived experience with mental illness. I got diagnosed when I was a 
senior in high school and through my twenties and thirties, I was very, very ill. I was in and out of the 
hospital a lot. I was told by people, doctors, therapists, that would be what I am. I would be in and out of 
the hospital, on medications, and I'd have to accept it. Then, I found Peer Support and that's when I 
realized that I can have a life and I can do things I want to. Then, I started advocating and doing just lots 
of other things in Iowa, to help others with mental illness with the story I have for my own life. That's 
kind of who I am. 

Caitlin Owens: 

Awesome. Thank you so much for sharing that. Could you tell us a little bit more about what Peer 
Support is? 



 

Kris Graves:                                           

 Peer Support, it's to help other people with mental illness know they're not alone. If I'm talking to 
someone and they might be talking about their struggles with their own borderline personality disorder 
or their insomnia, I could empathize and sympathize, because those are two things I have the troubles 
with. Even if I don't have whatever they're struggling with, like schizophrenia, I can still empathize a little 
more than the regular person who hasn't had a struggle with a diagnosis. We help them recover a little 
bit, know that there is a way to get better. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

That's awesome. What I love about it, is that it recognizes lived experience as its own form of expertise. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yes. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                         

You know, there are social workers and doctors and you know, all these people who've maybe received 
formal training and have education in the topic, but it's recognizing that people who've actually lived 
through it have a really valid form of experience and expertise. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Kris, if I wanted to be a Peer Support specialist, what would I do? What would I have to do, to do that? 
Who would I talk to? 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

Well, when I took it in 2010, it was under another entity, but now they have it under the University of 
Iowa, it's under Peer Support Academy Training. There's a website, but I don't know off the top of my 
head. There's an application. They have usually an in-person class, but right now it's virtual. If you don't 
have anyone to pay for your way there, or your hotel, or the class in general, you apply for a stipend and 
they we'll pay for it. It's a 40 hour class, but you learn a lot. 

 

Caitlin Owens:       

 Awesome. We can put a link to that in the bio of the podcast for today's episode in the show notes. 



 

Judy Warth:                                             

If you go to the Iowa Peer Workforce Collaborative, they have the trainings listed. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

You also mentioned that your experience led you to get involved in some advocacy work. Can you kind 
of talk a little bit more about the advocacy see work that you do? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I never even thought I would get involved in that kind of stuff or that I was capable. Then, I met 
someone named Rhonda at a conference for people with mental illness and we shared a hotel room and 
she must have saw something in me and then she believed in me when I couldn't believe in myself. She 
just taught me different ways of advocacy. She helped me join the Iowa Mental Health Planning Council, 
which is a council, a group of people that help with the different laws and different things that go on in 
Iowa. To try to help people with mental illness have a better life through whatever be. I started to learn 
to go to the Capitol and talk to the senators and stuff there. Then, I started on Olmstead Taskforce. I was 
very shy, but then I met someone named Jackie, and she took me under her wing and helped me for a 
while. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                        

 Yeah, well that is where we first met, when you joined the Olmstead Consumer Taskforce and I was 
working as the staff support for that group. I remember that well. I do remember that you were pretty 
quiet back then, but still, when you did talk, you always had such thoughtful and insightful things to say. 
I guess one of the things I was excited to ask you about on the podcast was kind of ... Because I see that 
a lot, people joining these statewide task forces that I think seem really, really formal and intimidating 
and scary and they have the Roberts rules of order and all these terms flying around that I can also tell 
you half of the professionals in the room don't know. You know, have to Google and ask questions, so 
I'm interested to of talk a little bit more about like how you sort of found your voice and maybe what 
you might say to somebody who's thinking about joining a group like that now, but is feeling 
intimidated. 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

 I think I was able to find my voice by having friends like Rhonda or Todd Noack, who I met and he really 
was also in my cheering section. Where, when I couldn't believe in myself, they could be like, "Kris, come 
on, we know you're a really good person. We know you know what you're doing and you can help other 
people." I think that's really where I really found that I could do advocacy and what advocacy was about. 



 

Caitlin Owens:                                         Do you think it's about like buddying people up or connecting 
people with a more established mentor when they join groups and boards, is something that would be 
helpful? 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

 I think, yeah, that would be you really good. I just found Jackie, she sat next to me once and we just hit 
it off and she would teach me a little bit. I think that's really good to find someone that maybe you learn 
from who can be your cheering section when you can't be your own cheering section. 

 

Judy Warth:                                            

 Kris, I've heard you bring that up across the board, about somebody who is your cheerleader or your 
mentor. You've listed off, I think four people I've heard you list off, which is really awesome. I have a 
sneaking suspicion that you've become a cheerleader and mentor for other people. Can you tell us a 
little bit about that? 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

I would hope so. I've been told I have, but I still don't know if I feel I am, but I work the warm line, the 
Iowa Warm Line through the Abbe. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

What is that? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I think I'm a cheering section for them. When they call- 

 

Judy Warth:                                            

 What is that Kris? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

The Warm Line, it's like a crisis line, but people who answer are people with lived experience of mental 
illness, whether they have the same illness or not, they can still empathize sympathize a little bit. 



Whereas, if you call a crisis line, you might be more suicidal or have someone that can't relate at all. 
Now, if you were to call us on the warm line and you're suicidal, we'd have to transfer you to foundation 
too. Because it's more of a talking line, I understand what you're going through. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

You've been a cheerleader there, where else? Because I can see you and others can't you have the most 
humble smile. I can tell it's a little bit of an awkward question, that's hard to brag on yourself when 
you're a cheerleader, but I have a sneaking suspicion that you are. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Thank you. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                         

 I mean, I think the fact that you are now the co-chair of the Olmstead Consumer Task Force speaks to 
your leadership and the confidence that- 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Vice chair. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

That other ... Vice chair, I'm sorry, that other people have in you. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yeah, I just got on the Iowa SILC board. Yeah. I do have a lot of people believe I'm also a cheering section 
for others. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

You said that part of what you learned to do is to bring critical issues to our legislators and you said you 
also joined the SILC board, which is the Centers for Independent Living at the state level, which is great. 
You guys have a lot of responsibility for helping influence the system. What do you think right now are 
the critical issues that our legislators need to be aware of when it comes to mental health issues? 

 



Kris Graves:                                            

I think housing, the privatized insurance in Iowa in general, we need to look away to revamp that, or 
maybe even go back to the way it was before Magellan. I wish we could stop the stigma of people 
realizing that people with mental illness aren't lazy and people on SSDI do want to work. It's not that we 
want to sit at home all day and collect the money. I wish we could do that but a lot of financial stuff, 
stuff like that. Also, things like, if someone goes to the hospital for mental health or no for physical 
health issue, then it's real, because they probably do know what they're talking about. You go in the ER 
now, they're like, "Oh you have depression. You must not know what you're talking about." 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Yeah. To be dismissed because of a different diagnosis. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yep. It sucks. Happened me many times. 

 

Judy Warth:                                          

You're talking my language now because I do a lot of employment-related stuff and think you could 
probably speak quite eloquently to why is work important to somebody with mental health issues or to 
anybody in general, in your opinion? What are the important things? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

It gives someone a sense of purpose. I mean, after Jackie and Rhonda passed away, I had to take time off 
for me. Then, when I started to heal, it gives people in general, a sense of purpose, a sense to wake up in 
the morning, even if they don't work every day. That they're making a difference in the world. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Are you working right now? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I work overnight shift twice a week for the warm line. Yeah. I work from home. The calls come on a 
computer and we have a headset that we answer the calls on. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          



Do you like working from home? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I do. If I'm having a bad day with my depression or whatever, I don't have to go somewhere and act like I 
put on the face being okay, I can do it from the phone. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Yeah. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Sometimes it's harder to do it in person. Also, they help us when we're helping them, just talking to 
them other day or you know, if they're suicidal, have to transfer them to someone else, they're helping 
us too. I do sometimes tell them that and it's strong of people to call in. It's hard when they don't know 
who's going to answer. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                         

 Absolutely and I think that empathy, I mean your empathy shines through sort of in like everything you 
say, but the knowing how hard it can be to ask for help and how brave it is to ask for help personally 
means that you can very genuinely express that to the people calling. 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

Yeah. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                         

 I'm wondering if you could talk a little bit about how you, I know it's constant work to monitor your 
mental health and that kind of thing. Just what you do to take care of yourself and what you might say 
to other people who are struggling to figure out sort of how to live a good life with maybe a new 
diagnosis. 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

Well, you need to find the right psychiatrist and therapist. I like to remind people that you can tell, if you 
find one and they're not the right one, you can find a different one and tell that person, "We're not the 



right fit." Just as that person should say, if they think so that, "I'll help you find someone else, I'm not the 
right fit for you." 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Absolutely. That's such an important message. Now you've really hit on a passion area of mine. As 
somebody who has worked as a mental health therapist is, I know it's so hard and I've done it myself as 
a patient, to finally go talk to a therapist and then that person isn't a great fit, it's easy to be like, "Well, I 
guess therapy's not for me or, well, this isn't going to work." To really spread the message that 
sometimes it takes a while to find the right person kind of like dating or anything else and to just 
normalize that as part of the whole process of therapy. I'm so glad you mentioned that, but the question 
just generally was just how you take care of yourself so that's- 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Okay. That was part of it. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Yeah. Yeah, because I'm thinking there's formal care and then there's self-care, you know? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yeah. Then, I also, when I feel like I can't even leave home because the of depression, I might do crafts 
or something at home that I enjoy. I've been watching a lot of YouTube videos over this last year. Found 
a lot of funny YouTube people, their parodies, and I watch Friends. One of my favorite shows, I can 
watch it 50 times and still laugh at it. I watch Impractical Jokers. Those are my two go-to shows that if 
I'm sad, I usually watch those and it can cheer me up. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Nice. It's good to have a comfort show or two. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Very good. We all need that. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Yes. 



 

Kris Graves:                                            

Then, one thing I've learned is, if you're feeling crappy one day, you need to take that day, let yourself 
feel crappy. You don't need to always be okay. It's okay to not be okay. Also, I need to remind myself 
that it's okay to be okay because I've lived like this so long that it's hard for me to be okay comfortably. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Yeah. I bet. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Those are really profound words, to just be okay with where you are in that moment. Yeah, we become 
comfortable in our discomfort sometimes and that's a hard pattern to break. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yeah. It is. I'm still learning. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Well, yeah. I really appreciated your comment about choosing your doctors wisely. I mean, I think for 
some people with mental health issues or any disability, they require support, not only medically, but 
just to be able to live. I think developing those skills to say, "You aren't the right person for me is really 
important." Do you ever have to talk with people about that or have you experienced that yourself? 

 

Kris Graves:                                          

Well, since I started out with a doctor in Cedar Rapids when I moved after high school and then he 
helped me get into Don St. John at the University. Since I had Don, I really have been able to be more 
recovery oriented. I've barely been able to ... If I find a therapist that isn't a right fit or they don't even 
think is the right fit, I've been able to speak up and say something to them or I email them if I don't think 
I can say it in person. Usually, they'll help me find someone and they're professionals. They shouldn't 
take it personally because you know- 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Yeah. 

 



Judy Warth:                                             

What are important qualities that you look for in them? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I think it depends on the person, but for me, I usually look for someone who listens. I need someone 
that has a sense of humor. Sometimes I have a pretty dark sense of humor so it has to be someone I can 
once in while a joke with like that. I feel I'm out for the first few session, see if I can throw a few humor 
jokes in sometimes. Someone that listens well and doesn't judge, is more whole person oriented, than 
just how it's been for a long time. Just like oriented towards fixing you or medication. Because people 
don't need to fix, we're just fine. We just need to learn how to live. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                         

Awesome. What advice would you have for somebody who has maybe been thinking about seeing a 
therapist, but has been hesitant for whatever reason on making that first call or attending that first 
session? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I would say maybe contact your local organization, like a NAMI or talk to someone at an organization 
that you might be able to ask what their experiences are like or who they would suggest you go to. 
Maybe they have a friend that they know, see a therapist, and maybe they have suggestions on who you 
could see or what do they get out of therapy. I would suggest maybe getting suggestions, going to places 
that have people in mental illness come there or yeah, I would get suggestions. Find out reasons how it 
helps them. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Great suggestions. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

What is your heart's calling? The world's opened up to you. What's your heart's calling? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

You mean, what would I do if I could do anything? 

 



Judy Warth:                                             

Yeah, yeah. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I would do, gosh, I would love, I love the way we act as people. I love, why do we do what we do? I 
would love to be a behavioral or forensic psychologist. If I could do anything, I would love to learn why 
do we do what we do? You know, why are we so different? That's what I would love to do. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

It sounds like in a lot of ways you're already doing that, with your work on the warm line and just how 
involved you are in human services systems work and that sort of thing. It seems like you're really 
motivated by understanding people and things better so that you can make an impact on the individual 
level, but also on the systems level. Which is pretty cool. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yeah. Yeah. Totally. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

I'm curious about what help do you need right now to be able to maintain your health and to be on a 
solid ground? I mean, do you have peer supports and mentors or, I mean, what kind of help do you need 
that makes you able to sit here and talk to us today and be so eloquent, and change systems, and help 
people. Because we all need help. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Gosh, Judy, I can really use more than I have right now. That's another system change we need, when 
people get better or start, I got a job, so I became what they call ... I'm too rich having a part-time job 
and getting disability. I'm doing too well to have extra help, like supported community living, that is not 
private that I don't have to pay for. That got cut off all of a sudden because I got a job. Sometimes even 
if we seem well, because well that's what's helping us. Sometimes I wish that I could still get help from 
other ways, services like I see at supported community living. Because I don't have a car anymore, 
someone to take me to the food bank or just simple stuff that I might not be able to do right now. 
Because even though I'm doing well, I got that way because of the help I was having. Just extra people 
talk to once in a while, that kind of stuff. 

 



Judy Warth:                                            

It feels like you're almost punished for succeeding for doing well. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yeah so I've been thinking, is it worth it to get well? Yes, but that goes through your mind when you're 
doing well. When you got the job, when you lost the services, is it worth it? Is this worth it? I want to 
say, "Yes." I do. It is worth it, but that goes through your mind, and just remind yourself that, it is worth 
it. Just talk to people when you need to. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

How many hours a week are you working right now, Kris? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Around 16 to 17 a week. 

 

Judy Warth:                                            

Just for our listeners, I think it's important that they hear, that working 16 or 17 hours a week 
disqualifies you from help that you might need to be able to live, maintain your health, and have quality 
of life. It's not like you're making six figures that disqualifies you. I think that's something that people in 
general just don't understand. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yep. I said to my therapist, can I see her twice a week? The insurance, Amerigroup, said something 
about, "Since I'm not actively suicidal. I'm doing well enough to not see her twice a week." Which is sad 
that they say that kind of stuff but you know, they don't live my life. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Kris, is there anything that so far that we haven't asked you about, that you want to talk about, that you 
want to be sure that we hit on? 

 

 

 



Kris Graves:                                           

I just want people to know that it's okay to get help for what you need. The stigma against mental 
illness, it is starting to get better. Now, I'm trying to figure out how to still get help I need and work. I 
want people to know that it is possible, when you feel like you're well enough to do better, even though 
people say you're getting too better for whatever, there is other places you can get help from like 
organizations named NAMI, National Alliance on Mental Illness. Then, there are groups I out there that 
you might be able to attend such as Connections. There's a connections group at NAMI so just keep 
looking for help. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Are you still connected with Our Place? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yes. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Can you talk a little bit about what that is? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Our Place is the wellness center in Iowa City. It's a place that people go to be around others. They're 
starting to get back in person. They're still doing some virtual. They come just to have they have groups. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

It's a Peer Support wellness center, right? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yes. It's run by NAMI, I would say, but they have peer specialists working for people that come. They'll 
have groups like Connections, which it's pretty much you talk about how your week went and just 
connect with others on maybe they had the same issues. They have like games even here, here you can 
play or just talk to someone. One thing I do want to say though, it's good to get involved in other stuff 
while you're trying to get better, it's good to involved in other stuff besides mental health stuff. Maybe, 
there's stuff in Iowa City to do like singing groups or just stuff that's not focuses on mental illness. 

 



Caitlin Owens:                                          

I think that's really solid advice. I think sometimes when we have passions that align with lived 
experience of any kind, it can be pretty easy to just sort of surround yourself in that world. I think 
probably especially in recovery, and on the road to recovery, kind of stepping outside of that every now 
and then and doing things that fill you up in other ways is probably really important. That's really good 
advice. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

I think that a lot of people don't recognize that probably one of the biggest challenges, that many people 
with mental health issues face, is isolation and getting just caught in the world that is not working for 
them at that moment. Places like Our Place and having peer support is so critical to the beginning of the 
recovery process. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Probably that everybody's journey is going to look different and maybe for some people, Peer Support 
isn't what they need at a particular moment in time. Getting involved in a fencing club, or taking walks 
with a neighbor, I think it's important to mention that everybody's journey probably looks a little bit 
different. What might work for one person might not work as well for another person but the important 
thing is to kind of keep trying and keep reaching out and get connected. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Yes and, on that end, every recovery is different. I know I can live independently, but someone might 
need to live in Chatham Oaks here in Iowa City. They might not be able to live on their own, but that's 
their recovery. That's what they can do and that's their best, and that's okay too. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Absolutely. 

 

Kris Graves:                                           

I know someone that's thriving at the state hospital Independence, where he wasn't thriving other 
places so it's very individualized. 



 

Judy Warth:                                             

Such a great point. You know, a question we've asked everyone on the show so far, is what do you hope 
to be your legacy? I know you're not anywhere near this point, unlike me, what do you hope will be the 
legacy of Kris Graves? 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Gosh, I hope when people hear my name, they hear that I believe in everybody and that I know we all 
can get better to our own best ability. That I hope we could make lots more advances in mental health, 
we've come far, but I hope we can come farther and that people know that I want to help us come as far 
as we can. I want to help people learn how to be advocates also. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

That is extremely powerful, Kris. I think from everything that I know about you are very, very on your 
way. Certainly, those are things that I think of when I think of you and so I think you're on target for that 
legacy. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

Thank you. 

 

Judy Warth:                                             

Kris, I believe I'm going to get to know that more as we begin to ... Now that I see your smiling face and 
know that we'll be talking more of about a sexual self-advocacy project that we're working on, that 
you've expressed some interest in being a partner in. 

 

Kris Graves:                                            

I can't wait for that. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

That's awesome. Well, Kris, thank you so much for joining us today. We really, really, really appreciate 
your time and just all of the many insights that you shared with us. It was very, very generous. 

 



Kris Graves:                                            

Thank you for having me on I'm just so honored. 

 

Caitlin Owens:                                          

Thank you for joining us today on Disability Exchange. Disability Exchange is produced by the University 
Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, which is housed at the Center for Disabilities and 
Development at the University of Iowa. Special thanks to Kyle Delveau for the music contribution. 




