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[0:00:00]
Recording.

Um, OK, so self-care, yeah. Um, is that self-care, uh, training at Bristol Crisis Service for Women or in counselling in general or just in general?

Uh, how, how did, how were you taught to look after yourself, um, when you were at Bristol Crisis Service for Women and, um, and what did you do?

Yeah. Um, so I can’t specifically rem-remember too much, but I think, I think definitely my self-care journey probably started then as well to be able to do the work really. So I think, um, as I said to you, um, kind of having sort of supervisory support was really important to kind of offload because also this was a confidential service so it wasn’t something that I could talk to about with friends and family about the specific conversations that I’d had, but I could do that, um, within, within the organisation itself. So, that was, that was really, really important. And also to kind of explore I suppose the dynamics or things that had really, um, touched me that I struggled to let go of. Um, and also I kind of knew that if I needed more time with that supervisor, you know, another time then I could always get in contact with them. So it wasn’t like I had to talk to them that night and then because everyone was tired as well it was literally like these are the kind of calls that, that I had, um, and if it had affected me and in what way.
So, um, so yeah, sort of having important supervision is one element I think it’s self-care and, and then the other part I think is having a sort of, um, a balance in your life where it’s not all about the kind of, the trauma work, um, that you’re doing. It’s kind of, it's also having places where you can kind of I guess stretch your creativity and your imagination and, um, and be doing kind of I guess sort of more mindful activities which aren’t thinking about experiences that are very here and now, so. And I, I, I kind of belief I think that self-care is a bit like, it’s not something that you can just sort of adopt and, and do perfectly. I think it’s a kind of bit of a process anyway and I think it’s like different stages in our lives we need different things to sort of unwind and, and stay separate from, from that kind of work. And so definitely my self-care strategies have changed over time, um, yeah.

But, but you said there wasn’t a kind of social element to being at Bristol Crisis Service for Women, you weren’t all down the pub after shifts.

No, no it didn’t feel like that. It felt like kind of everyone needed to sort of get home and climb into bed. Um, and I suppose there were different, there were ages to different people that worked there as well. So I, I, I think me and there was another girl that I trained with and we, we were about the same age, but maybe a lot of the volunteers were slightly older than us as well at the time. They maybe kind of had families and, or were sort of older women. So, it, yeah it didn’t feel like it was kind of like a very, it felt very kind of caring and very supportive and very [unclear 0:03:05] when you were there and, um, but didn’t feel like a kind of, yeah like official sort of club as well.

And I suppose, I was just thinking that, you know, you and I know about the link between trauma and self-injury-

Mm.
-because of having, worked and volunteered, but I suppose it’s quite possible that people listening to this won’t, won’t know about that, so I was wondering if you could talk about what you’d learnt about the links between trauma and self-injury when you were volunteering.

Hmm, I suppose, again I probably didn’t know too much about it back then either, um. It was, as I said the kind of, I suppose the angle maybe that I remember was more of kind of in a really simplistic way of kind of when you’re feeling, um, in pain, kind of emotional pain, then this is something that you do to relieve that pain, um, whatever, whatever method that is. Um, so yeah I think I viewed it in quite a simplistic, simplistic way but with a sort of understanding of like the pain is too hard to just sit with or to just, um, go to bed with or whatever, it’s just like it’s something, it’s almost like you need to do something in order to kind of get rid of that pain, um, so yeah.

And, and from people calling in, from, from your calls, were there, I mean you talked about people being silent as a theme, but were there, were there similar issues that came up again and again that you began to think there was a link between these things happening in people’s lives and, and them using self-injury?

Yeah definitely, yeah like really painful memories that had happened to them in the past, um, that they would just kind of keep talking about and, um, yeah like a sort of a stuckness to not knowing how to sort of get past that, and self-injury was a way of getting through that, through those memories and through their kind of, um, and again I didn’t know too much about how trauma manifests itself physiologically. It was kind of, it was more at the time, so the emotions behind, um, the trauma I suppose and yeah them talking about their emotions and the things that had gone on and how they felt really, um.

Yeah.

And sometimes they didn’t care if they were injuring themselves whilst the call was going on or if literally it was, you know, talking or just being silent, I don’t know, and I suppose that’s the nature of just taking calls is you never, you can’t see that person in front of you. Um, so in a way it’s kind of even more accepting because you’re just kind of being with whatever’s happening, um, at the time.

Hmm, that sounds hard!
Yeah, I mean, and that’s when I think their imagination thing kind of kicks in which were the hardest calls I took I think is they sort of, you might have heard somebody kind of, almost sounded like they were kind of wincing or kind of, you know, like they’d hurt themselves and it was kind of yeah being with that I think which was harder than being with the stories sometimes. So, because it felt a bit kind of, a bit helpless like, but, and then kind of then you have to kind of then remember what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. It’s sort of one of those and I think that’s again where supervision came in, it’s just like all those kind of feelings that you go away with like was that really helpful? Like that, you know, made me feel this when I was sat with that like. And then, you know, being reminded of kind of I guess why we were there and what we were doing and potentially what giving that space could be for somebody, um, so. It was a very unusual, um, voluntary thing to do really I suppose.

Did you have, because of course one thing about Bristol Crisis Service for Women is that it was completely non-directive-

Mm.
-and, and didn’t tell people to stop using self-injury-

Mm.
-did you have any feelings about that approach?

Yeah I, I, I really agreed with that approach and I still agree with that approach, um, that, uh, it’s not about us telling somebody to stop, because I suppose the image that I kind of always come back to, which is, um, if someone is kind of, if someone’s floating down a river on a log, really fast river and you kind of, and the log is their safety mechanism and you tell someone to kind of let go of that log and that you’re going to catch them on the other side or whatever. Like, I don’t know, it’s just like by telling someone to kind of jump off if they’re not ready or they don’t feel safe enough to do that, whatever, is just really wrong. I think it’s, it’s about that person kind of, when, you know, if they want to give it up, if they want to stop or if they can kind of find other things that kind of help relieve that pain, then, then that’s kind of up to them. It’s not up to us to tell somebody to kind of jump off when they’re not ready. 
So I think like, I think, I really got on board with that idea that it wasn’t about us stopping someone, it was about us supporting them with, with whatever was going on with them, basically, um, and being, and, you know, being part of that journey with them I suppose and yeah we might not have been the counsellors that had maybe helped move them through that trauma, that pain, but we were part of that picture and really necessary, because who else was, you know, if there were other people in their which they couldn’t talk to about self-injury, who else was there? And I suppose part of my understanding of self-injury now is that actually that it’s incredibly healing giving somebody that space to share, share what they do, share how they feel and, um, that there’s so much shame that can come, come from self-injury that kind of prevents people from talking about it and it’s sort of that that’s actually part of the cycle and it kind of, if that can, if that can be broken, that, that’s incredibly healing for somebody. Um, so, so I think like, the phone line was incredibly important for that, um, yeah.

Thank you. Um, this last question might seem a bit weird but various people have remarked to me about it, so I just want to ask everyone, um. Did you, did you have any feelings, uh, or did you know and have any feelings about it when Bristol Crisis Service for Women changed its name in 2014 to Self-Injury Support?

Um, well it was interesting because, uh, it was always a service that I would, you know, referred back to, um, either for people to access, um, but also because it was full of, the website was full of amazing information as well. Um, and because I’d been part of it I just feel really passionate about it and the approach. Um, I think, I think when it, yeah when the name changed I was interested to know if it was still a feminist organisation, I think, and to know whether it was kind of open to men and women or whether it was still women and so I think I, I suppose I didn’t, it became more clear about what the service was I think when it became Self-Injury Support, um, rather than Bristol Crisis Service for Women. But I think I suppose I felt a little bit confused about what the angle was then when it had changed. Um, but having then, when it did change, kind of looking through their website and everything, um, uh, yeah it, it didn’t seem like a lot had changed, I don’t know.

Would you have, what feelings would you have had about it if, if you had found out then that it had opened its services to men as well?

Um, I think it would have been, again yeah maybe a slightly different place, um. As a woman kind of yeah wanting to be listened to by a woman maybe I kind of probably would have wanted it to have stayed as a feminist organisation. Um, yeah, I, I, yeah, I kind of, you know, reflecting on it I think kind of it was uni- it was very unique because of that and I think that, I think, yeah I think it’s really important for men to access this kind of service as well, kind of working, you know, I work with men who self-injure as well and I think that it’s almost like both are needed, but I wonder if yeah maybe kind of separate services are needed so that, you know, if you, you have plucked up the courage to tell your story or to share how you feel and maybe there’s some trauma in your life that has kind of been around male relationships or female, depending on which service you’re accessing, then maybe people will feel more comfortable speaking to someone of the same gender, maybe, um, I don’t know.

Do, do you think that you have to be a feminist service to be a women listening to women service? Do you think there’s an inextricable link between the two?

Um, I can see why some people might say there should be, but I don’t, no I don’t think, I don’t so. I mean wouldn’t class myself as a staunch feminist. I know and I understand it and I kind of, um, I feel strongly in some areas, but no, I think kind of, um. I just think that, yeah depending on what’s gone on in your life I just think that some people need to speak to different kinds of people and, um. I suppose it’s accessing the service as well. It’s like feeling like you’re not going to, kind of, I don’t know. Like it’s taken you a lot of courage to pick up the phone and then, ah there’s a man there and I can’t speak to a man and I put the phone down or, I don’t know. And maybe feeling understood by other women maybe is part of it too, um, yeah.

Do you think, um, society’s understanding of self-injury has changed since your time at Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

Not very much, I don’t think, I don’t know, um. I think, it feels like, and I don’t know, again it feels like young people are more able to talk about it, um, I think. Um, but I think generally there is a kind of, I do, if ever I talk to people about self-injury, um, there is, there is a very kind of confusing link that they make. Again, like a presumption, it’s all about cutting or, you know, it’s worrying that someone’s then going to commit suicide and that they kind of, they seem to lump in suicidal ideation with self-harm and, um, there’s a sort of, yeah it feels like there’s a real lack of understanding around it still and a lot of shame around it still and, um, and a lot of panic around it as well, um, yeah. 
[0:15:04]

So I think like, because I supervise a group of counsellors at a local secondary school and, um, you know, when it comes up it’s just like, and they’re self-injuring and there’s this real kind of panic and I suppose that’s where I feel like my training has really given me a solid base so that I’m kind of able to kind of dispel panic about it and more trying to educate people about what, what could be going on underneath it rather and actually sort of encouraging them to encourage that person to talk about it. Rather than, kind of, you know, we must get this person to stop, and particularly young people because I think people kind of freak out about that the most is young people. This young person’s self-injuring or, oh it’s a fad, everyone’s doing it, you know, and then kind of lumping the young people together, that there’s some kind of infectious thing going on between all of them. But, you know, all those young people they’ve all got individual things going on themselves and I think it’s trying to, you know, funnel that back and bring that, that back to that person and their individual experiences of life at the time and. So yeah I think like trying to kind of, um, inject a bit of, um, education around it and compassion around it and then kind of, understanding and also, yeah I do kind of keep, always take self-quest- self-question back to that person, you know, like what do you do when you’re in that place? And what’s that like for you? Or is there some point in your past when things have been really bad, what have you done, like. And it just really kind of humanises stuff again. I think it just brings it back to oh yeah we’re human as well and like I suffer too or I’ve suffered and, you know, I’ve, you know, I’ve done that and like that’s not so crazy, just, yeah.
So I think like I think in that way we can all relate to self-injury in, in, in some way and I think if you can get someone to kind of relate to it, then it takes away that kind of real intenseness about it sometimes too. And I’m not saying that people who self-injure also don’t have suicidal ideation, but that can also happen as well, but I think there’s this assumption that because someone’s self-harming that they are going to commit suicide and I think that’s definitely an important trend that I see that, that is quite frustrating.

Yeah. Sorry this is a weird last question to end on and it’s because it’s just popped into my head. Um, were there ever any prank calls? Did you have to deal with men phoning in or people?

No, I don’t think I ever took anything like that, no.

OK, that’s interesting. And there was never any kind of protest against what you were doing that you were aware of or any criticism of the organisation that you...?
No, I think only, you know, only maybe just friends like kind of enquiring about what I was doing and kind of, you know, more, I think more concern for me. Like well that sounds really intense, how do you deal with that and? But no never for, I think like, no, never from a protest or anybody kind of directly saying that approach is totally wrong.

Did it change how you felt about yourself as a woman when you were, I promise this is my last question genuinely, did it change your sense of yourself or, or how you felt as a women while you were there?

Hmm, I think there was something very empowering about working with other women actually, um, and working with women of different generations as well. So I’d say it did make me kind of probably feel, um. Yeah again similar to how I felt in India, part of this community of women supporting each other and how important it was for, for women to have that time with other women to, to do, yeah to do something together. Um, but there was this kind of I guess mutual understanding of what it kind of was to be a woman and, um, yeah to struggle I suppose. Yeah, so it did, there was something very powerful I think about being with women of different ages and being quite passionate about this work, yeah.

Lovely, thank you, is there anything else that you’d like to say that I’ve not asked you about?

Um, no, I don’t think so really, yeah I think I’m very grateful to have, to have volunteered for this service way back when that I did and, yeah I don’t really know where I’d be today if I hadn’t have started off at BCSW. And as I said, it all probably started way back in India but I kind of, um, yeah I think the training was really invaluable and, um, fantastic, so yeah.

Lovely, thank you very much indeed. I’m going to stop recording now.
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