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[0:00:00]

Press record. Lovely, and recording. So, this is Wednesday the 7th of July 2021 and, um, can I ask your name please?

My name is Fiona Macaulay.

Thank you very much and, um, when did you start working or volunteering at Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

Uh, I started working in 2004, um, as information worker at that point. Uh, we had, the organisation had funding from the Department of Health to do work, uh, producing resources for young people and for women from black and minority ethnic groups and women in prison and I joined partway through that project, because Catherine Lucas had done The Rainbow Journal as the first part of that project and then I carried on and did the, the BME and the, uh, the Pain Inside prison work.

So, you hadn’t volunteered prior to becoming an employee?

Not there. I knew of, uh, BCSW, because I’d, I’d volunteered actually at SANEline, uh, another mental health charity in Bristol and I’d, I’d been volunteering there for three or four years and I knew of BCSW’s work because I’d, yeah, just kind of through the networks of mental health support in Bristol and I’d heard, I think I’d heard Hilary talk, she came and spoke to those volunteers at that organisation, um, so I knew of them and then, yeah, and then I saw the job advert and applied for that and, and got it, so.

Uh, which organisation was SANEline run by?

Uh, it was just called SANEline.

Oh right, OK.

That, that’s the organisation. I thi- I don’t know, I think they’re still running, but their hours are vastly reduced from, from then.

And, and so what, what, what was your professional background?

Before then I was working at the Norah Fry Research Centre as, uh, kind of an information worker there, was involved in their, um, yeah, kind of, uh, working doing kind of various admin roles, but also working on their website, producing kind of publicity around that and I think that’s p- that’s probably why I got the job because I’d been doing that kind of thing at the Norah Fry Research Centre and then, um, obviously had an interest and experience in mental health support and the two kind of came together for this information work role at BCSW.

Redacted [0:02:19] * [0:02:34]
Yeah, I think that’s why when later on we did the learning disability project, the Hidden Pain project, that’s why that worked so well, because actually we already had those relationships in place, um, and the organisations knew each other already, so it just felt like, you know, when we got the funding it just felt like a very easy and, and brilliant project to do, so.

Yeah, absolutely. Um, roughly how old were you when you, when you started working for BCSW?

Oh, 29.

And who else was working there or, yeah, who else was around in the organisation when you joined?

Ooh, that’s a good question. Um, so when I started, Melinda had just started, I don’t know if you’ve spoken to Melinda as well.

Uh-huh.

Um, they’d, so they’d had, they’d, they’d had two, Catherine Lucas was obviously before me and there was another Catherine, I don’t, I can’t remember what her surname was, that was running the helpline at that point. Um, so me and Melinda were, were very new. I was doing the information work, she was running the helpline, Hilary was directing, Gisela was, um, doing the admin work, um, and I think that was it. Yeah, I think Hilary was kind of running, was directing and sorting out the training at that point and I think, yeah, we had external trainers, so Pauline was an external trainer at that point, Sal was an external trainer at that point, Suzanne was, and another woman called Melanie maybe, something like that. Redacted [0:03:57] * [0:04:12]. Uh, Suzanne had very strong links with Mind and she might have even been employed by Mind at that point, Sal did training for BCSW and Mind, so it was kind of, it was, yeah, lots and lots of overlaps of the work, but I think actually in terms of employees at BCSW at that point, I think it was just us four, I think.

Hmm, and did you have to do the helpline training as part of your induction to working?

Not when I was doing the information work, um, because they, at that point they were very distinct projects and I wasn’t anything to do with the support side of the organisation. Um, I was off kind of making links with other organisations and, um, at the same time kind of r-raising awareness of what we were doing, but also trying to get as much information in order to, to produce the resources for the BME project and then, then when I was doing the work in prisons, that involved a lot of travel around the country, kind of visiting, making links with different prison workers and then being able to go into prisons and speak to, to women in prison and find out their experiences and what support had been helpful for them and then produce, uh, that booklet. Um, many, many years later when I, when I, um, did TESS, when I took over doing TESS, um, I did the, I did the TESS training as a whole then and then I did, um, I kind of co-did helpline training many years later and obviously when you’ve seen it done enough times and you’ve kind of been, you know, just through osmosis of being in the organisation for so long I kind of knew a lot of, you know, how that was, how that was done. So, um, yeah, at the early days no, but yes, definitely when, uh, I was doing different, I was doing more support based roles. I felt it was important for me to experience the training in the same way that the volunteers experienced the training and it, it need, I, I feel that you need to know what that feels like, especially for volunteers who have never done anything along those lines and have ne- maybe never, y-you know, kind of talked openly about different aspects of themselves and their feelings and their views on things, so I just feel, I felt, I felt it was an important thing to do.

Yeah absolutely. So, so, you kind of, you, you moved into this research role, bu-but your background at Norah Fry is not quite pure research, so was that, was that something that was daunting, how, did you feel supported in that?

Um, when we applied, um, to, it was a Lottery, the, the research, the, the Hidden Pain project was a Lottery funded project and their goal at the time was to match, uh, academic institutions with charities to kind of build the skills of charities to carry out research and, and that’s why it was, it was just, you know, just in terms of, for so many reasons it, it worked very well, you know, just in terms of locality, we were both in the city, we already had the relationships, we kind of met the criteria of the Lottery application really, really brilliantly. Um, so although I hadn’t done the research myself, I knew that I, I was kind of the research assistant, as it were, during that project, that I would be guided by Pauline and be su- you know be working together, but she was absolutely the lead researcher on that project and sh- and, and, and that was part of it was that it was about kind of pa- an academic institution kind of passing on those skills - ooh, thank you. I’ve just been brought a cup of tea. Um, um, so, uh, I wa- I wasn’t daunted, I think because I’d seen the process of research at Norah Fry so many times and the nature of working with people with learning disabilities is that you, you, you take it slowly, you work, you build relationships, um, and this was even more important for the Hidden Pain project because we were talking about such sensitive issues that we had to just take it really slowly and obviously it, it, um, Pauline had so much experience in that field that she was very good at guiding and, you know, mentoring me in that role and being able to kind of just talk through what the process would be like and how we would do it and why we would do it in that way and the rest of it.

So, uh, yeah, I pro- I probably was a bit daunted, because I was doing new experiences, um, and I felt, it did feel, um, that we were going in to, to really sensitive ground with people that weren’t necessarily um, maybe hadn’t been asked those questions in that way before and hadn’t been um, hadn’t had the, the kind of green light, I guess, to talk about self-injury in the way that we were asking about it, so that felt like quite a privilege to be able to do that, um, um, but yeah, I guess I was a bit daunted, but not, not too bad [laughs]. The kind of longwinded answer of that.

No, no, longwinded answers are perfect. Um, and, and did you, because before that you’d done, um, the booklets on, on BME groups and women in prison.

Yeah.

So, uh, did, was that process difficult, because obviously with, um, ethnic minorities you were trying to get the information out to them because they were harder to reach-

Yeah.

-so how…
It was really hard, yeah, that project was really hard and also I think being new to the organisation and the amount of time we had, it was th-that project was a three year project and in theory would have been y-year one Rainbow Journal, year two the BME work and year three the prison work, but actually I ended up having 18 months to do the last two, because of I think Catherine ran on a little bit and then obviously she resigned, so then the kind of hiring, the recru- the whole recruitment, um, process took time. Um, so yeah, I think I could have done the BME, the BME project could have taken another f- it could have taken five years and I think it still would have been really hard, because being a white woman trying to go into lots and lots of different ethnic minority groups and talk about issues that lots of women didn’t want to talk about or even address the idea of support or talking openly about difficult issues was really, was really difficult and, um, yeah, I think it was, it’s, it’s just a really tough nut to crack and I th- and I think, yeah, looking back I’d [sighs] that’s probably the project I look back and think, would I have done that differently, would I, because I felt, I felt that it was just hard and it felt like we didn’t really get through to maybe the women that we wanted, but maybe we did and we never knew we did and that was a, that was the other side of it. When we, when we finished that part of the project we set up Language Line, which was so that women who didn’t speak English could access the support, um, and I don’t think that was ever use- I don’t think that was ever used, so that doesn’t mean to say the project didn’t kind of access women who needed support, but it, it was just that always felt quite stark that nobody, nobody used that.

Hmm. Hmm. Uh, so ethnic diversity has i- within the organisation at Bristol Crisis Service for Women has come up, uh, in various interviews as, as a sort of a weak area for the organisation.

Yeah.

So, I, I wonder whether that, you know, the fact that, uh, the organisation couldn’t, couldn’t find, uh, a wom-, uh, a black woman or an Asian woman to, to do the research with, with those communities and maybe that’s the - that says something.

Yeah and I think if, if the project had been longer I could have made connections with workers in other organisations and we could have done some work together, tha- but we had, so we didn’t have enough time to really, yeah, make those links, uh, and then to do the work unfortunately.

And was the creation of pamphlets in other languages part of that project, was that one of? Yeah.

Yeah.

I’m sure that was helpful. Um, and what about, uh, accessing women in prison, was it hard to get into prisons to talk to women?

Uh, y-y-yes, it was. We were really lucky that actually at, um, Eastwood Park Women’s Prison, um, just up the road from Bristol, um, at the time there was a woman called Louise Clark, who worked for an organisa-organisation called NACRO, I don’t know if you know them, and she was, she was like, without her input I think the project would have been a million times more difficult, because actually at the time her role was to get, uh, was to kind of make access for other charities easier to get into prison, so it, it was, it was perfect timing in that respect, um, and she was just, she was really good at championing the work that we were doing and she was really good at going, right, they need to have access, Fiona needs to have training to kind of be able to access the prison without prison guards kind of taking me round. 

So, I would, so I had that training at Eastwood Park, which meant, um, I think I went every Saturday morning for a couple of months and met the same group of women and, um, yeah, kind of had an hour or two with them, but it meant I could go to the prison, pick up my keys and just kind of walk round, go and get them and, and, and have my session with them, which if I hadn’t been able to do that I think a lot of the work wouldn’t have been able to have been done in the same way. So, that was fantastic, um, but then you’ve got the other side of it where I think for the last two or three sessions two of the women had been, they’d, without any warning been moved to another prison, so suddenly the group was depleted by, uh, you know, by a couple of key members, which was really sad and also felt, ethically felt very bad for us, because obviously we’re, we were touching on difficult issues and hearing their stories and suddenly there was no closure, there was no kind of summing up, there was no kind of, you know, bringing it all to an end and, and having that closure, they were just kind of off to another prison and that was that, because that’s the nature of the, the prison estate.

Um, and then we were also very lucky in terms of seeing, going to see other women in other prisons, is that I’d made quite a few links within the prison service at the time, um, I’d done quite a lot of writing, there was a magazine, there’s an organisation called Women in Prison and I’d done a lot of writing for their kind of magazines, um, and so it felt, the prison world is quite small really, especially the women’s prison world, so it’s qui- it felt quite easy just to go, to reach out and go, right, this is what I want to do, I want to come and speak to some women in your prison, we’re, we’re creating a resource, I’d really love to get as many women’s kind of input as possible. 
[0:14:49]

So, I think I visited about three other prisons on top of Eastwood Park and spoke to different groups of women ins-inside and, and obviously spoke to their wor- you know, workers around that and I went to a lot of conferences at the time. Um, so that felt much easier than the BME work, because it’s a much closer community, there’s a, there’s a big need, because self-injury in women’s prison is huge, absolutely huge and the a- the access to support is, is really minimal, so, um, there were a lot of, there were a lot of workers going, yes, please produce something, that would be amazing if you can, because we need it.

What, what impact do you think that your - the project had on how women in prisons were treated?

Uh, not very much, no doubt! [Laughs] Um, I think we, I mean we produced, I can’t remember how many booklets. I don’t know if you’ve seen the booklet that we made. We, I think we produced about, I want to say about a thousand, I might be plucking that out of the air and that might be totally incorrect, but we ma- we, we printed a lot and they were gone, they were distributed to women’s prisons within about three months I think, they were just gone and I think that’s because we’d made the links as well in the, in the whole production of the book that we could say, would you like some, and they’d say, yes we do, we want this many, and o- and off they would go. And, and I know that, you know, I’m sure that there were, it was quite thick card parts of the book and they were used for, you know, rollies at some point as well, but, you know, uh, I think they did get through and we had a coup- and we actually had some feedback letters, um, somewhere, I can’t remember, they might be on the file somewhere actually, saying they’re good, they, um, yeah, saying thank-you and, and that was really nice just having a few of those, because you think, well, for every woman that hasn’t written back, you know, we hope that that, um, yeah, has, has got through to some people, so and it was, and it was tricky because the reading level of the women in prison is very low and then trying to kind of be informative around the issue of self-injury and what helps in one booklet was qui- was quite tricky, so yeah.

Thanks very much. So, when you moved from, from that project to the, uh, Hidden Pain project-

Yeah.

-did you have to reapply for a job, was there any, you know, because a theme, certainly for Hilary, is constant being at threat of redundancy and then saved at the last minute or saved a month after the last minute.

Yeah.

Um, so, did you, was it a seamless trans-transfer to the next project?

There was, uh, I think the information project finished in 2005 I think, then we got some funding to get, to do an evaluation of that project, so that was part of a continuation of my contract then was to be there another year, um, and then we applied, uh, for, yeah, the Hidden Pain project. Um, I think, I mean I think because I was a key, there was, basically it was Hilary, Pauline and myself, we wrote that application to the Lottery and we put quite a lot of work into it and then when, uh, the job descriptions were written up, I think I was kind of written in as the research assistant, so I think if we hadn’t got that funding I probably would have been, been made redundant then, I don’t know, um, but we managed to get it and I think, um, yeah. I mean I, it’s similar to Hilary, I just got so used to being on short term contracts and constantly thinking, oh, I, I might, might be out of a job in September or February or whenever it was, but Hilary was very good at c- yeah, getting money in and being able to, continue people’s roles and I think Hil- I think Naomi’s doing a really good job of that as well, because I know that people, you know, the whole team has expanded currently, hasn’t it, so that’s fantastic, um, and that’s been one of the most difficult parts of the organisation I think is just being able to keep the paid workers in place to be able to keep the support in place. Um, yeah, so the, so we, yeah, so we applied for the Lottery and we got, because we got that money and I was written into that application, obviously, uh, Pauline was written in, then once we got the money we could, we could get the ball rolling with that straightaway.

Thanks. Before, before we go on to talking, um, about Hi-Hidden Pain, can I ask you, uh, a few questions about just the kind of the atmosphere an-and th-the organisation as a whole? Um, I mean when you, when you were applying for your first job at, um, Bristol Crisis Service for Women, did it, was it important to you to work for a women-only organisation?

I don’t think it was - [sighs] it wasn’t important for me to work for a women’s only organisation, but I think there’s a lot of aspects of the work that we did at BCSW that made it a really safe place for women. Um, uh, I think [sighs] in terms of the helpline, for sure, it’s really nice that women can ring knowing a woman’s going to answer the phone and we’ve had countless feedback from women who’ve said that’s been a really big part of why they use the service. Um, I think it felt, for me, I really liked the whole set-up of it being a women’s only organisation, um, it felt very, you know, it was a very supportive place, it felt like a very, y-you know, it was always a lov- I wouldn’t have stayed there for so long if it hadn’t been a very nice place to work [laughs]. Um, there were times when it was questioned as to whether it should be a women’s only organisation an-and, and where, um, where that kind of line was a bit blurry, because on the Hidden Pain project, for example, we did interview both men and women, um, and that, that seemed OK, but it, that felt like a slightly separate thing from the support, so, again, it felt like it was OK. Um, and then I know there’s been kind of more discussion, there wa- you know, as I was leaving there was more discussion about kind of trans use of the organisa- you know, of, of the helpline now and how that, how that’s all going to pan out. 

So, um, yeah, no, at the time it didn’t feel like - it, I, I desperately wanted to work for a woman’s organisation, but I know, uh, i-it felt very important that the support for women was run by women and tha-that understanding of being a woman was very much a really central part of the organisation, um, and I think the whole foundation of the organisation was also, I don’t know if this is true, but it felt like a lot of women who’d had difficult experiences, either at the hands of men or maybe in mental health, uh, within mental health services at the hands of kind of different situations that people had been in, in mixed wards, you know, all, all those kind of, you know, horrible stories from, um, uh, from before of, you know, just, just the treatment of, of women in mental health services basically and so that’s where it felt like that was a really strong part of the foundation of, of how and why BCSW was set up as it was, um, yeah. Sorry, I’m waffling again! [Laughs]

No, no, waffling’s good. Um, and, and would you have sort of explicitly called yourself a feminist when you joined the, joined the organisation?

Um, uh, would I? Yeah, I probably would actually. I th- not, you know, in the, in terms of the scale of people who call themselves feminists or not, I think I’d probably sit somewhere in the middle. I wasn’t, um, you know, an, an, I wasn’t kind of making, uh, a stance or being very vocal about it, but I ver- uh, absolutely had feminist views and wanted to, uh, kind of work from a standpoint where women, women’s difficulties and women’s inequalities in the past were brought to the fore and where hopefully we could do something about it.

And was, was feminism something that was talked about explicitly in the organisation?

It actually, I don’t think, I don’t think it was so much. I think, um [sighs] there was, the way, the way the organisation was run in, in terms of the management group, it felt like that maybe had a stronger feminist perspective than maybe, uh, we were in the, in the office potentially and that’s where the, kind of the way that the organisation was shaped in that way, it probably came from a stronger feminist perspective, um, but at the same time it was quite, it was quite an odd collection of women, for want of a better phrase [laughs] um, with, you know, some good ideals, but not, not necessarily much drive or understanding either. So, that’s where it became quite complicated and it felt like Hilary was very much at the helm and knew the organisation inside out and could shape things, because she n-not only had the support of the management committee, but also she knew on a day-to-day basis what was going on inside out and she could actually, yeah, kind of shape and mould, um, you know, the organisation to stay afloat really and to keep going. 

So, it was, I think it was always difficult to, um, where the need was and where the money was never quite married up and that was always really difficult, because it felt like you had to kind of shape yourself and the projects to get the money, but then that was never what BCSW did either. We were, you know it al-always felt like we were quite pioneering at the beginning to actually be open and vocal about what was going on and go, right, this is what, this is the support that’s needed for these women, so that’s what we’re going to do, this is how we’re going to set it up and this is how we’re going to run it and we’re going to run it from the perspective of women who’ve been treated really badly or not had their self-injury understood, so, um, um, yeah, yeah.

Thanks. When you referred earlier to, uh, kind of, uh, a kind of ragtag bag of, of women-

[Laughs]

-are you talking about the management committee or volunteers or staff or all of them or?

Um, management committee on the whole. I think when I was, for mo- for most of the time that I was there the manage- I mean, uh, uh, that’s where Naomi kind of shook it up a little bit I think, she wanted to work with, um, she wanted much more from her management committee, I think that’s what I’m trying to say and, uh, they were c- the, the, the women who sat on the management committee were very committed and they were, they were very loyal to the organisation, but I don’t think they knew the ins and outs of funding and kind of the situation particularly well. They knew it a bit, but they weren’t, they weren’t full of drive or passion to kind of steer the organisation to, to, to kind of do much more than we were doing, um, and that felt quite frustrated and I think that, that was quite frustrating for us as employees, I think, because it was like we could actually maybe see that there was potential to do more, but they weren’t necessarily pushing or driving that and we didn’t necessarily have the capacity to do that ourselves. Um, um, but at the same time they were offering a steady ba- you know, a lot of them were there for a lot of years and obviously you can’t have a charity without a management committee, you need to be quorum to actually keep going and so that’s where it went like that and then I think Naomi obviously took over as director and she, I think she, that wouldn’t have been, she needed women behind her who were, had much more drive and much more vision and a much younger group of women and I think that, that felt like the real shift when she took over in terms of, uh, the style of directorship I think.

Oh, that’s really, really interesting, thank you. Um, so would, would Hilary have been your, your supervisor?

Yes. 

Yeah.

Yeah.

OK and did you have, um, did you have kind of access to supervisions, like helpline, people running the helpline had been?

Yeah. When - I didn’t for the, for the early years because the projects, uh, the information project, um, it was, it felt sufficient to be able to talk through everything with Hilary. When we started the, um, uh, um, Hidden Pain project, Pauline and I had joint supervision and that felt really important because we were, uh, it just felt, it, it was difficult talking about sensitive issues and kind of the experiences of, of people with learning disabilities and the stuff that they would bring to us, it felt like we needed to have supervision. So, we had joint supervision and that was actually really helpful because it meant we could actually talk through the difficulties of the material but also talk through how we were, how we were approaching those interviews and sharing ideas and being able to, um, yeah, learn from each other’s experiences, I guess, and make sure that we were able to, to hopefully get more and be more supportive for the participants in the future. So yeah, that was really good and then when I took over TESS, I had from then on until the time that I left I had supervision, um, I think once a month from an external supervisor and that, again, was really helpful because it was, um, somebody who I was able to talk, who knew the organisation, who, uh, could support me, but also make suggestions on anything that was going on, um, internally that I wanted to talk through, yeah. So, that wa- that, that was a really important part of the work and I think it would have been a lot more difficult if I hadn’t had that.

Yeah. Um, were there any kind of strong, I mean this is a bit tricky because you were there for such a long time, but were there any strong personalities amongst people you worked with that were useful or tricky or just stick in your memory?

[Laughs] There were lots of, um, there are, there were strong person- uh, there, there’s strong personalities, uh, there were clashes in personalities, uh, there were clashes in, uh, just the way sometimes that things were done and I think because often the nature of the work, we had people who had, uh, either personal experience of mental health issues or self-injury or whatever, uh, and yeah, kind of other people who maybe had similar experiences but weren’t quite so open about them and weren’t ha- willing to speak openly about them. 
[0:29:49]

Yeah, that kind of, that, that brought some difficulties, but it always, I mean it felt like, um, it felt ma- it felt manageable for me I think. I think other people left because they, they, they weren’t comfortable, um, and they found that, and they found that kind of situation difficult, but I think I felt, I always felt able to be able to talk things through with colleagues, even if they, even if they were difficult conversations, um, and I think some people didn’t feel able to do that and so would’ve found it easier to maybe walk away than, than stay.

Was there any tension within the organisation between, um, people who thought it ought to be a, a user-led, uh, kind of, kind of more of a user-led organisation and, and people who were happy with the, the mix? That’s just something that’s come up in a couple of interviews. 

Hmm.

I wondered what your perspective was.

I think [sighs] I think it was, it was always quite, it’s quite interesting, I don’t know if you, have you seen the staff, uh, surveys that were ever done? The - no. I don’t know where they would be. Every year, every year, I think, we used to do a staff and volunteer survey of, um, who, yeah, how, how, no, something like how long people had been at the organisation, whether they’d had personal experience of self-injury, whether they’d had personal experiences of therapy, were they currently having therapy, were they, had they ever seen other medical professionals for any reason and the results of that were always that a really high percentage of staff and volunteers had either personal experience or had, you know, had accessed therapy or whate- or whatever. It was always, always was a high number, but I think what was different about, and I don’t know why this was, different about the organisation, we never kind of sang, you know, we never kind of shouted from the rooftops that we were a, a kind of a user-led organisation, even though if you look at the data a vast number of the organisation, you know, had experience in some way, shape or form or had had support in one way, shape or form and so we, but we never came from that angle. 

Um, so I don’t know why that was, but it felt, it feels like, maybe as, since Naomi’s taken over and she’s been, she was always very open about, you know, her, her past and her experiences and I, so I don’t know if that message has changed since she’s taken over. It probably has subtly, but I, I, I don’t know if they’ve kind of changed the direction or the tone since she’s taken over as to, to say that, yeah, that’s what, that’s what they are now, but yeah, there was always a reluctance and I don’t know why that was and I think, um, it became, I think probably over the last ten years or so there was a much greater, um, kind of desire for user-based training and the voice of service users in, in training and support and ev- and everything, which was absolutely, you know, as it should be and it, and it made for much richer training I think and it made for much greater awareness in terms of the services, um, but we never went down that road of kind of making it an official, an official thing. 

I mean we did have, looking back, we did, there was a woman, she was originally part of one of the - there, there was a young women’s project, um, before TESS started and there was a woman, a young woman called Sarah Smith, I don’t know if you’ve heard of her, and that, and, and of her story, and she was, she was on the management committee for a short while as a kind of a service user representative, but then she took her own life very sadly and then nothing, y-you know, there was no continuation of that. Whether that was because it was just too much and it felt too hard to do that again or maybe we felt that we hadn’t done it, uh, in a supportive way, even though actually, you know, we absolutely did, but it was a difficult, it was a difficult thing to then kind of replicate again.

Hmm. Hmm. Um, um, what, what was, w-what’s your memories of the actual office, did the office expand at all in size while you were there or was it?

[Laughs] The offi- I was thinking about this this morning in the shower, it was really funny, that when, um, when we were first, when I was first there, it was just the main big office, you know, the downstairs office and, and the, the room, the kitchen room and that was, and that was it and I can remember having my interview and, um, thinking like the, the upstairs was all part of the organisation as well and then obviously on my first day they, they were like, oh no, that’s nothing to do with us at all, that’s just, that’s just the loo [laughs] um, and I was like, oh OK, um, but, uh, it was very, I think the, probably the, the first ten years or so that I was there, it was very much about kind of playing it safe. I think it was Hilary’s style in many ways, play it safe, keep funds simple, keep costs down, um, you know, make sure that we can make, you know, that we’re, that we’re OK for money and I think that’s where Naomi was a bit more, she was a bit braver maybe, a bit more willing to, to really give it a go, so then that’s when we acquired the two upstairs rooms, so obviously the little room at first we got and the helpline went up there and TESS was in the main office and then I think the landlord just went, oh sod it, you might as well have the other room for cheap as well because then I’d get some money in, so that’s when the upstairs room became the helpline room. I don’t know if it’s still. I, I imagine it, it is still like that. 

So, I mean that was, you know, that was some dodgy guy that used to rent that room that we never saw and then the other, the other, the other room was rented by an artist who o-occasionally would show up and do a, you know, do a, do a picture and then go home again. So, it was all, it was all very strange and, and obviously it was very dilapidated, nothing had been decorated for years and years. It wasn’t, it wasn’t great, but that kind of thing doesn’t bother me, you know, at all, that it, it had a, it had a weird charm to it, I guess, and it did feel that, yeah, we felt like, I guess, we were being thrifty and that we weren’t wasting money and everything that was being spent for the organisation was being spent in the right areas, but, having said that, when Naomi did come in and, you know, transformed everything, got everything decorated, got new furniture, got the hel-helpline sorted, brought in the new equipment, I think it did something for the morale of the volunteers especially, that they were worth, uh, some- you know, something, they were being given a very nice space to volunteer in, it was much better in terms of, um, yeah, just, I guess, in terms of quality of equipment and we weren’t, we weren’t just making do, we were actually saying, right, we are going to invest in this and actually do this properly, and that was really, that was a nice shift as well, having had, been kind of making do for so many years, it was quite nice to make that change.

And was the entrance to the office only at the front when you worked there?

Oh, has it - uh, yeah. Has it changed?

Previously.

Oh, at the-

Earlier there was a back entrance.

-back, yeah, yeah. No, that was before my time, I never, I never had to go in.

And was it still a bookshop at the front, uh, when you joined or?

Uh, no, that was, the Greenleaf Bookshop moved from the front, they moved down the road. When I started they were down the road, so it was a caf- when I started it was a café, um, yeah, and entrance from the front. They’re, they’re, yeah, they’re the really old-timers that can remember the back entrance and the bookshop! [Laughs]

I think you’re, from what I’ve heard, you’re quite lucky you never had to use the back entrance! [Laughs]

Yes.

And so were you, were you, because y-you’d been on SANEline before you joined, did you do any other volunteering or joi- part of any other groups while you were working for BCSW?

No. Uh, so I thi- I carried on for SANEline, I’d been doing that for a couple of years and I carried on for a couple of years afterwards I think, um, and then, yeah, I kind of felt like I needed a break and also I think when you’re doing more intensive stuff in the day, for me it felt like quite a big deal to then think about volunteering in the evening as well, so, um, yeah.

And were you employed full-time?

No, I was never employed full-time. I think it varied. Uh, the information project was four days and I think that was the most I ever then was employed for, um, um, and then it ranged between kind of two to two and a half, three days. Wh- I think when I left I was doing 23 hours a week, um, yeah, but by then I’d also had a, a couple of kids and had moved house, so it was a bit har- you know, it, it was, it was, part-time was kind of more convenient for me anyway, so.

And did you ever, uh, get any free childcare from the organisation?

No, I got, uh, vouchers, they, they did sign up for the childcare vouchers, which meant that you could pay, I could pay my childcare in those vouchers and that came out of pre-tax salary, um, but no, noth-nothing other than that. I think, um, the flexibility that the organisation gave me around my childcare was invaluable, because they were just so understanding of, you know, kids being sick or stuff happening or, or whatever and that, to never feel any stress about having to ring up and say I wasn’t going to be in work that day for those reasons actually was, was just invaluable and made a big difference to my kind of parenting in, in those kind of small child years.

Yeah. So, uh, we’ve been talking for nearly three quarters of an hour and we haven’t even got onto Hidden Pain yet.

[Laughs]

Um, so w-were you involved in the, the fund, the bid writing for, for that project?

Yeah, it was Hilary and Pauline and myself were, put that together. Mostly, mostly Pauline, because she was so experienced at writing those kind of bids and when I’d worked at Norah Fry previously I’d known what a big deal they are, they’re absolutely huge, they ha- you know, they have to, um, I think do an immense amount of work even before they know whether they’re going to, they’re going to get the money or not, so, um, yeah, we put a lot of time into that, but, um, it felt like the timing was really good. There’d been a, um, the, the Camelot In- National Inquiry that had happened had highlighted that there was very little work that had been done around people with learning disabilities and self-injury, so that was like a really big flag, uh, for us to say, right, let’s, let’s do this. Um, I think Hi- I think Pauline had had it on the backburner of her mind to do this project anyway for a number of years and, and so that timing was really good, the fact that we already had the links with the organisations was really good timing, um, and there’d, there’d been other, I think there’d been a-another, there was a woman who was on our research advisory group and she’d written an article about the vast disparity between the way people with and without learning disabilities are supported around self-injury, so that had come out around that time as well, so it felt like there were just lots of things in our favour to be able to get that funding and we were lucky enough, and we were lucky enough to get it as well.

And so can you, you, can you tell me, and, and anyone else listening, about, about the project please?

Um, I mean the project really was to find out, uh, the experiences, I guess, of people with learning disabilities who self-injure and that was the really key part of, of the project. We wanted to hear their voices, we wanted to hear their stories, we wanted to hear what support they’d had, what support had worked well, what had been horrible, what had, what had been really unhelpful, what they would like, um, and all, yeah, kind of the whole, the whole thing and it was, um, so we wanted to hear, that was one part, that was one part of the project was to hear the voices of people with learning disabilities, but we also wanted to hear the voices of their carers and their family members if possible as well, um, and that was only with their permission that we wanted to be able to say, well, actually can we speak to, you know, Bob who looks after you and your, and your mum and dad as well, um, and, and that was to kind of see if actually all the stories married up, you know, were what the car- the carers and the family members saying was good support, was that actually what the person with learning disabilities felt, um, or not, so we wanted to actually find out if there was any disparities there.

Um, and what we did was we ad- we kind of sent out adverts all around the UK to different organisations that were supporting people with learning disabilities, kind of raising awareness of this project and saying, we wanted to find out from people what, wha-what, what, what experiences they’d had and luckily we had a lot of support workers who said, oh, this, I, I support this particular person, I’ll speak to them about it. So, what, what would often happen is the support worker would get in contact with us and say, yes, I support this person, they self-injure i- they self-injure in this par- you know, particular way or they’ve done it for this, this long, I’ll have a chat with them and if they’re interested then maybe we can take it to the next step, so that’s where we’d often get notification from somebody who would say, yeah, I’ve spoken to them and they’re, and they’re keen. 

Um, so then we, Pauline and I would go to wherever in the UK and do an initial, just have a really low-key chat and get to know the person a little bit and explain a little bit about what we were doing and why we were doing it and say, you know, and, um, and then if they felt comfortable with us, if they felt that that was something they wanted to do, then they, they would obviously take it, take it to the next step and we’d organi- we’d then figure out whether it would be Pauline or myself that would do those interviews and, um, how many it would take. So, for some people it was, I think, you know, we could do it in ten minute bursts because it was just too much, so we’d go, go back, go and have a cup of tea, have a chat, maybe do something and then kind of sit down and ask a few questions and then some people would say, no, that’s too much, I want to stop now, so we’d stop and then we’d revisit and revisit and revisit and some people we could just do two or three, two or three visits and it was fine, but some people took, took a lot longer and we had to go and see them a number of times.

[0:45:00]

Um, and, and then, and then with their permission we could contact their family members and their carers and interview them as well. So, it was qu- it was quite, it was a, it was a time-consuming project, as you can imagine, um, it was really interesting, it was really hard. Um, I don’t think, it felt like a lot of the people that we interviewed hadn’t been given permission to talk openly about it and a lot of people actually said, we, we are encouraged not to talk about it, not to speak openly about it, because, um, I think care workers were kind of worried of, of the repercussions if, if they spoke openly and the kind of, that, that kind of philosophy that they’d be opening a can of worms rather than actually it being beneficial to them, which was quite difficult. Um, but it was, um, yeah, it was a really good, it was a really good project and it felt, it felt like the first time we could pull that information together and actually produce something at the end which would be really beneficial in terms of raising awareness and understanding but also highlighting what support would be helpful for people. 

And, and what were your findings?

Uh, the findings were, um, that a lot, uh, a lot of situations were about kind of people being disempowered or, you know, not having any control, not being central to the decisions, the vital decisions that are made in their lives that have a real impact on them, so and it, um, so it was coupled with kind of those day-to-day experiences, but for a lot of people that we interviewed as well there was quite significant past trauma as well and that was either, uh, kind of bereavements that they hadn’t been supported to kind of work through those or process those emotions, but there was also, um, a lot of abuse, a lot of sexual abuse, uh, and then suicidal ideation that was never really discussed or supported. It was always, it felt like everything was suppressed, we don’t, we don’t want to talk about these things with, with people, because we don’t want to encourage the behaviour and it was just like [sighs] actually, no, there’s people who really need support around this. Um, so and it was seen, and it was seen very differently for, so for people with learning disabilities it was seen as challenging behaviour, something else, it wasn’t seen in the same way as it was for someone without learning disabilities and where we’d be advocating talking therapies or, or other kind of ways of, uh, kind of expressing those emotions for people without learning disabilities, for other people they were, it w- that support wasn’t available in the same way, so, and it felt like the need was really there, um, so, um, they were kind of, yeah, it was the, it was the, it was the day-to-day plus the kind of the pa- the past experiences that we found out about.

Redacted [0:48:06] * [0:49:41] If you look at the, the Lois Arnold piece of work, you know, there’s defin-definite similarities between the findings.
Hmm.

Um, you know, even though they were, you know, 30, 25, 30 years apart, so, and also I think if you look at the lives of people with learning disabilities, they’re much more vulnerable of being subject to being in disempowering situations, much more vulnerable and much more likely to be abused, so actually it’s such an important [sighs] it’s such an important way that people with learning disabilities are dealing with difficult emotions and they need to be supported and they’re not being supported. So, that’s, that’s, I imagine why people weren’t happy with the findings in that way and I think, wh-what they, I think also people weren’t necessarily ready to believe that people with learning disabilities have that emotional awareness and I can remember doing training fo- afterwards, based on the findings of that project and people were saying, well, well, what about people with complex needs, you weren’t able to interview people with complex needs, and I said, well, if it’s for people with, people with mild learning disabilities or moderate learning disabilities are the same, but the situation for people with more complex needs it’s going to be more extreme, their situations are going to be more extreme, then of course it’s going to be the same but they aren’t abl- no, they’re not able to vocalise it, but that’s where that really knowing your, the person you’re supporting and building those relationships and seeing the nuance and the changes in them and understanding the issues is so important, rather tha-than them saying, oh, it doesn’t apply to them. Of cou-course it does, so yeah.

Absolutely, because you, you did amazing dissemination work, didn’t you? I mean you did a whole series of conferences and stuff.

Yeah, we went, because the, um, the project was UK-wide we, we went to each of the four countries of the UK to del- to do a conference and deliver the findings, um, so we went to Edinburgh and we went to Wrexham, I think, and Belfast and Bristol to, to do the conferences and it, and it felt, yeah, it felt, at that point it felt like a really key piece of work that needed to be shouted about! [Laughs]

And did you produce a DVD as well as the booklets?

Yeah.

Yeah. Fantastic.

Yeah, that was, we worked with um, the Misfits Theatre Company in Bristol, I don’t know if you know them, and they, they were, they were fabulous, it was really fun to work with them. So, we, um, we kind of took and merged a lot of the stories from the research and made them into four different individual stories and then we worked with the Misfits Theatre Company to actually produce th-the, the DVD, which kind of was, was meant to replicate how the interviews panned out, um, obviously, but a bit more staged and a bit more prewritten, but it was, it very much kind of gave a flavour of what the work was like and how people spoke to us and I think, I, when I, when I, when I’ve done training, that’s often been one of the kind of highlights of the feedback is having people with learning disabilities involved in the dissemination and, and in that production and the fact that those stories were real as well.

That’s brilliant, a brilliant achievement. So, uh, so what happened after the end of that project?

So, after the end of that project, um, I’d had my first son during that project in 2008, so when, so I’d, I came back after maternity leave in 2009 and that was when we finished off and we did the conferences, um, and then after that there was a bit of a hiatus because funding wasn’t great around then. So, I think I was, I think I came back a couple of days a week just to help Hilary organise the training, I think she was finding it hard being director and kind of, uh, publicising the training and organising the training, so I think I did that for a couple of days a week. Um, uh, and then, that was, yeah, so that was a couple of years and I think, I think about 2012 was when - have you spoken to Jenny Smith who founded, who started TESS?

I haven’t found her yet.

Haven’t you? Um, she, yeah, so she started TESS. That was, that was when, uh, there was the National Inquiry into Young People and Self-Harm, uh, in whatever year it was, 2006 I think it was, um, and one of the fi-fi-findings of that was kind of we wanted more accessible support and that was the time when kind of phones and texting had really come to the fore, um, and the young women’s group that we’d, that had been run as well by Lorna. Have you spoken to Lorna?

Not yet, but we will.

You will. She’s on, she’s on the list. Um, so Lorna had the young women’s group, um, and they talked about having an accessible support, so that’s, that’s how the kind of findings for TESS and TESS was funded by the Com- by, by Comic Relief at that point. Um, so she’d started that and then in 2012 she’d, she’d decided to leave and, uh, Hilary said, do you want to, do you want to take it on, so I thi- so I took it on with somebody else at that point, um, and then I, then she left, she went on and did another job and then I took it on with Sarah Whitfield, who you’ve probably spoken to or have access - not yet. Um, and then that was, so I did that for a couple of years, uh, with her and then it felt like, um, then that was the ki- th-the time where Hilary left and Naomi came in and it felt like there was an opportunity in - because TESS and the helpline were very separate support services. They were, the training for the volunteers was very separate, even though the skills had massive overlaps, they were, they were just, it was all run, this was TESS, this was the helpline, different coordinators, different style and actually we were like, well, why, why are we doing this in this way, and I think the, um, the, we’d, we’d had some difficulties with TESS, I think we, yeah, it’d got to a point where, oh, yeah, I won’t go into it, but [laughs] there was kind of some difficulties with TESS towards the end, um, and it felt like actually an opportunity, I guess, to go, right, actually let’s start afresh, instead of it being separate, let’s like just have a, a one all, you know, support service, and before when, when Comic Relief funded TESS in the first instance they, because it was a young people’s funding stream they were very, um, strict that it couldn’t be for women over 24.

OK.

Um, and that’s why they, I think that was one of the main reasons they had to be separate because we needed to be able to guarantee that women were of that age group.

And of, of course the helpline itself had closed down in, was it end of February 2011?

Yes. Yeah. Yes, that’s…
Due to a lack of funding.

Due to, yeah, so that’s, and that, that’s where it felt weird, that was a weird time in that respect, because I think Sal was made redundant as Jenny was being employed for-

Right.

-and it’s just kind of the, as often is the way, it just seems ridiculous that someone’s being made redundant who’s got the skill base and someone else is coming who’s, you know, new and, and I think that was a really difficult time for Sal. I know that she really struggled around that and, and totally understandably. Um, yeah, I’d for- God, I’d forgotten about that, isn’t that funny, that was a really big deal. Um, yeah, so anyway, the, the, the services came together and, uh, that’s where we decided to merge everything and run everything as one rather than it being that separate and that, and that worked really well, so that was me and Sal and a woman called Xanthe at the beginning and then Xanthe left and, um - oh, I’m having a moment there - Clare took over, and then-

Clare Peat?

Yes.

Yes.

So, Clare, so it was me and Clare and Sal and that’s how it was when I left and that was great, that’s, you know, that was a really good combination.

So, was it odd going from kind of these big research projects to more sort of practical hands-on running a service, as it’s a different job?

It is a very different job [laughs] and managing volunteers and working with volunteers, um, is, it’s won- yeah, it’s wonderful, I loved it in terms of that you’re working with so m- the amount of wonderful young women, women of all ages, but young women especially who came through, just had so much, uh, kind of drive and desire to support, and enthusiasm, it’s, it’s a lovely thing to be around, but at the same time it’s also quite draining [laughs] because the whole constant cycle of recruitment and training and maintaining and ongoing training and then you’re recruiting and then you’re training again and just keeping it balanced and keeping that rota strong and keeping volunteers, uh, you know, just keeping them with the service. It’s, yeah, it, it’s tricky and I think that’s where, um, I think that was probably part of why I, I wanted to leave by the end, the, the cyclical nature of that, it’s like how, you feel, how many more cycles of this am I going to do or how many cycles do I want to do, um, and I’d done it for, I think, seven years by that point and I thought, no, now’s the time to, to move on. So yeah, it is a very different skill, but I think, um, yeah, I think especially by the end we ha- I think, you know, the, the team was very good and we all had very good skills and we each brought excellent balance to the, to the whole thing, so.
[0:59:52]
It, it feels like from looking at the, the paper records of the organisation, like the, the mid-2000s, the mid-noughties seem like a sort of a bit of a golden era, which would have been your first information project and then-

Hmm.

-and then Hidden Pain.

Yeah.

It feels like there was real momentum there and that was…
There was a lot, and that was, there was a lot of money coming into the organisation then. I think the, the Department of Health funding, the Lottery funding, um, I think training at that point was really lucrative. I mean that, that has kind of petered away. I don’t know if it’s, if it’s picked up again since I left, but I think there, you know, it, there was, you know, two trainings a week I think, the, all the trainers were busy, then again we had, I don’t know if it’s still there, there used to be the calendar on the wall where, you know, there’d be different stars for who was out training where and training who and that felt like quite a busy time. Um, and then that kind of depleted and I think that kind of, um, what changed I think after I, I guess about 2010 is that the internet obviously became a really big part of people’s kind of source of information, whereas people would come to us I think before then as a way of kind of getting or ordering booklets or wanting to talk to somebody, you know. Now, you know, from then on people were just going online and it felt like there were some organisations who had very glitzy, glamourous websites who were actually very small, inexperienced organisations, but they were getting quite a lot of media attention or media kind of focus, because their, for some reason the on- their online presence was quite strong, um, and that, that felt quite difficult, because we obviously had that, this back history of amazing experience and there were other organisations who weren’t, who were r-relatively new, who seemed to suddenly be on Woman’s Hour or BBC or what-whatever and it felt like, well, hang on, why, why are they getting this gig, we should be getting this gig! [Laughs] 

But, so I think that was a, that was a tricky time, um, yeah, and then I just think the nature of funding changed dramatically after about 2010 with those big projects, seemed much, much harder to get the money and I think if you look at the funding of, of B, of BCSW, I think it was, I think it’s the Department of Health, the Lottery, Comic Relief and the Tudor Trust, there’s, I think there’s only four big funders who have consistently contributed to keep different projects running over the years and that’s, you know, I don’t know if, I don’t know if things have changed on that.

I mean, uh, 2010 is also the Equality Act. Do you think that had any impact, the slight change in definition of, you know, the, the, the - it, it’s been said to me in interviews that after 2010 women-only organisations were, were not as f-favourable to funders as maybe they had been in the past, that, um, people, that, that kind of idea of, of sex segregated services-

Yeah.

-was falling out of favour with funders.

Hmm, yeah, I think that, yeah, I, um, I think it became more, more difficult and I think, um, it just felt, uh, I think it felt like th-those big chunks of money weren’t available anymore or when we did apply for them we didn’t get them and maybe that was related to that. Um, I don’t know, it just, it just felt like there was a shift a-around those times, it wa- it just felt much harder to get something of stability, because if one bit of the organisation had a big chunk of, you know, a three year, um, funding block, it just felt like that kind of gave a bit of stability to everything else around it and we could kind of survive on a little bit less money for other sections of the organisation and it felt like those big chunks of money were more difficult to come by.

Absolutely, and obviously you, you were also at the organisation when it changed its name from Bristol Crisis Service f-for Women to Self-Injury Support and I think there was quite a long run-up to that decision as well.

Uh-huh.

Can you tell me anything about that?

That was, um, yeah, there’d been, there’d been talk about changing the organisation’s name for a long time, partly I think because we wanted to represent i- the fact that we were called Bristol Crisis Service for Women didn’t rep-represent the fact that we’re a national charity, so that was a, and, um, and the fact that the word crisis was in the title as well. Often people made the link with domestic violence, uh, crisis and thought of us a women’s kind of either refuge or support organisation around that issue rather than self-injury and mental health issues. So, it, the name wasn’t good for a long time, i-it, it was really unclear as to what we did and, and, and I think that was a, that was a big driver to change the name. I think the main reason we changed it at that point was Comic Relief said, if we’re going to re-fund you, going to, if we’re going to give you another round of funding for TESS you need to change your name. I think we’d had feedback from, uh, I can’t remember his name, there was a guy, we’d g- we’d had to go up to London, not knowing if we were going to get the funding or not, um, and they, they just made stipulations, said, you’ve got to change your name, and I can’t remember what the other one was. No, I can’t. Oh, anyway, but that was a really, that was a really key part of being able to get tha-that, the next round of funding, but they did say, we’re not going to fund you after that [laughs] so I think we clung on to that next round by the skin of our teeth and I think from, I don’t think we’ve ever got Comic Relief funding since.

That seems amazingly interventionist of a funder to tell an organisation that’s existed for over 20 years to, to change its name.

Yeah.

I mean, you know, even, even if it was a good idea, it seems…
Yeah, I think they were just having, you know, there were people on their board going, well, why are we funding this local charity with this name and doing this work, and they’re saying, well, no, it’s bigger than this, it’s much bigger than this, but, so yeah, it was, it, well, and because we were going through that process anyway, it didn’t feel quite as stark as I think if we hadn’t been to su- hadn’t been thinking about changing the name and suddenly we had to change it, that would have felt really difficult, but because we, we’d been thinking about it for a number of years anyway, it felt actually quite nice to have someone give us the final shove to make it happen.

Hmm. Hmm. And, w-were there people who were really upset by it, who really opposed it within the organisation?

No, I think because it had been going on for so long it’d kind, yeah, that any, any strong feelings had kind of withered away by that point [laughs]. I think there was, it was just kind of a case of, right, let’s do this, let’s get it done, good that the decision has been made, and that, and that felt good.

And of course the website had been called selfinjurysupport.org.uk for a while-

Yes.

-before the name changed, hadn’t it?

Yeah, oh yeah, so I think just through subtleties, you know, the name change, the final name change didn’t feel quite so, quite so difficult for people and also I think by that point a lot of people who maybe did feel strongly about it had probably left anyway and felt an-and I think people, I think people who knew of us and knew of our past work, they always knew that we were Bristol Crisis Service before then, so I’d, you know, I’d sometimes go and be somewhere like, like a conference or something and they’d say, oh yes, you’re Self-Injury Support, but you’re actually B-BCSW, aren’t you? Yeah, that’s, you know, that’s us, so.

I did wonder whether it affected the, um, content of the calls to the helpline and, and to TESS because, um, because not all the calls tr- had, had been about self-injury, but presumably all of them were o-once you’d rebranded as Self-Injury Support, because presumably before people would say, I’m in crisis, I’ll ring about that, whereas before it kind of narrowed, narrowed down who the callers were. I wondered whether you…
I don’t think it did, because even though th- our name was Bristol Crisis Service, all of the publicity talked about women in distress, women who self-injure, women needing support, women needing to talk, not being alone. That was always the key words on any kind of publicity that we had and that obviously resonates with lots of people, lots of women in distress and I think that would have brought them to our, to our helpline anyway, rather than, you know, even if it just says Self-Injury Support at the top and even though, you know, when you’re support- when women were being supported on the helpline it might not be until, you know, two thirds of the way convers- through the conversation that you’d actually then, you know, they’d actually bring self-injury up. Self-injury was never the key thing, it was always their life and their kind of difficulties and the support that they needed that was the thing they wanted to talk about. Self-injury, I think it just, it came out as a sa- a safe place where women could talk about self-injury if they wanted to, but often it was rarely the key focus of what they needed support for.

Yeah. Um, t- pre-presumably you were also there when the organisation won the Queen’s Award for Volunteering. Do you remember that? That was roundabout the same time as unfortunately the helpline was, uh, they, they knew it had to close down, I think it was in end of 2010 or some…
Yeah, that was, I remember it, not very well. I remember there being like a, a gathering and there’s a photograph, there, there’s a photograph somewhere, isn’t there, of? Um, I think, yeah, it felt, it felt nice to be recognised and I think it was, it was a good thing to be able to place on funding applications as a kind of a branding that we were a good organisation and supportive organisation, but I don’t think, I don’t remember there being many royalists, so kind of, uh, I think there was like one royalist on the, on the management group who was, you know, thrilled, but I don’t, I don’t think anyone else really car- you know, cared particularly. I think it was nice to have recognition, but no-one really-

Yeah.

-needed the Queen’s signature on a certificate to kind of tell us that we’re doing a good job.

And there was, sorry, this has just popped into my head, um, I found in the archives a letter from, from Princess Diana’s Office, um, because she had been on telly at some point, I guess the Martin Bashir interview actually-

Hmm. Hmm.

-s-sort of talking about her own struggles with bulimia and, and other things that could be identified as, as self-harming behaviour and I think the organisation had written to her to say, will you be our patron, or, you know, will you mention us when you talk about this? Do you remember anything about that?

No. I think there was always a, we’ve always been on a bit of a search for a patron that would kind of rai- help raise pro-profile. I think that’s been a, a rea- a big struggle throughout this that our profile has never been, uh, big enough in terms of to get the big kind of funding coming in, um, so we always thought a patron, a supportive patron might help, so that’s probably what, where that came in that we, we thought, oh, she’s, she’s had some, you know, difficult relevant issues, maybe she’ll give us, you know, give us the nod every now and again. But I mean, but yeah, it’s, it was always, it was always difficult, um, to find someone who was kind of - it’s th-that horrible balance of wanting to find somebody who’s well, who can talk about the issues enough, but equally isn’t going to go and get, you know, isn’t going to be unwell publicly and then have a negative impact on the organisation, so yeah, we never quite man- we never, we never quite managed it.

Given that you were part of the organisation for such a long time, um, wha- can you, can you track the impacts do you think, what, what impact do you think it, the organisation had over the time that you were there?

Ooh, um…
What changed, from the start to the finish, in, in, out in public?

The change, I don’t think the change was us actually, I think we were there along for the ride throughout, but I don’t think the change was us. Th- for me, it always felt like when we started, self-injury was quite an unknown thing that, uh, people pr-primarily with mental health issues would use self-injury as a way of dealing with that emotional distress and it was just, when I started it was just kind of becoming more, people were more aware of it, they were more aware of it in young people, um, that’s where the information project, because the Department of Health had kind of, had noticed that it was kind of increasing in those, those three distinct groups, um, and it felt like as time went on, um, that, by the, I think by the time I left like everyone knows what self-injury is, you know, it was a thing that, you know, you could talk to anybody on. I could be on a training, I could be talking to somebody and they’d say, oh yeah, my niece does it, my daughter does it, my you know, you know, this, it just felt like it was suddenly everywhere and everyone was talking about it a lot more, whereas I think when I started, it, it wasn’t like that at all and, um, I mean obviously rates have gone up, but I think, I think rates have gone up, but I think also just awareness of it has increased dramatically as well, so people are much aware of the issue as a whole, um, and obviously the internet having a really big impact in terms of information and support and then also that kind of the negative side of the internet as well where people kind of worry a lot about images on, uh, Instagram and, you know, all the other kind of, the, the kind of communities that there are online as well. 

Um, and that, yeah, that was, that was a big change, but it felt, in terms of support it felt like we had a really nice balance of, you know, we had a lot of women who used the helpline a great deal, who had really long and enduring mental health issues who had, you know, had really difficult experiences, really traumatic things had happened to them over many years and we were a consistent form of support where they knew they could kind of get understanding and, and, and knowledge and support around an issue that they fe- they could, they could have that comfort and support. But then TESS was really good as well because we had young women who would drop in and use TESS for a couple of days and then they wouldn’t use us for like another year. 
[1:15:01]

They’d, then something might happen and then they’d use us again, because the, the evaluations and the kind of data that we had meant we cou-could track when people had used us and for how long and that was really nice that we had kind of, we were a consistent form of support for some women and a kind of dip in and out as, as young women needed it on the other side as well, so that, yeah, that felt good, but I thi- I think that, for me, the biggest change was the awareness that felt, it felt like a, a kind of everyday issue when, when I left.

And d-did you notice any difference in that when you were working on TESS, did you notice any trends or differences in the subjects people were calling about or was that fairly consistent?

There was a real link between the usage of, and this was, you know, it’s quite obvious really, but if you look at the, if you looked, if we looked at the usage of TESS, the, the people that, um, used it a lot and we looked at what issues they were discussing, um, yeah, it was really, really difficult, traumatic, abusive, rape, um, you know, neglect, you know, the works basically, just really women who were really struggling and needed that daily support, um, versus people who used us as and when and those issues were much more, uh, kind of exam stress, bullying, um, you know, pressure from parents, pressure about appearance, friendship issues, relationship issues, those more, um, I guess kind of day-to-day difficulties that are much more kind of variable than the women who have got these kind of very difficult histories where, which weren’t going to go away. Um, so yeah, that, and it, but that felt really nice because it felt like a really nice, we could just meet the needs of, of everybody and, and, and be there for, for women and be able to, to, um, yeah, kind of give that support.

And what, um, what impacts did your lobby involvement and your long work with Bristol Crisis Service for Women and then SIS, what did that have on you, what impact did it have on you?

Um, God, that’s a, that’s a good question. Um, I mean I think, for me, uh, it was, I think the impact for me was, it’s difficult in terms of it doesn’t feel like those women who have had those long enduring mental health issues, it doesn’t feel like those women, the support that they’re receiving is getting any better. If anything it’s getting worse and, um, that was always really, yeah, like I said, just quite, just depressing that tho- you know there’s just, oh, there’s a big host of people out there who just need a lot more than they’re receiving, and having been working in an organisation where, uh, that’s, you know, that’s the common thread throughout and it’d be really lovely if we’d seen a real sea change in mental health support in that time and services had i-improved dramatically in that time and people weren’t, um, you know, it wasn’t totally piecemeal as to what s-support they were receiving, if any, and I think that felt really depressing that nothing really changed. 

Um, it felt good that there were more varied services and services like TESS and there, there were some really, wh-when I left there was some, there was some good work by other organisations who were doing things like online support groups. This was even pre-pandemic, so I, you know, I guess those things have happened, um, even more, but this was kind of, you know, young people not having to kind of show their faces and, but getting support from different, uh, people around the country and that, you know, th-those kind of, um, really innovative ideas, it felt like they were kind of coming up. But [sighs] I think the, the nature of, uh, the voluntary sector is that it, nothing feels very permanent and that again is really depressing, because it just feels like actually it’s a slog, it’s quite a slog to just keep thinking of projects to do and to then recruit people to work or to be able to do those projects and then maintain them and on the whole those projects don’t get, you know, we were lucky that the helpline, I know it, it kind of stopped for a few years, but we’re lucky that in those years the helpline and TESS pretty much ran consistently, but it felt really hard to, for that to happen and there, you know, that’s, that’s just a fraction of the projects that are out there. So, I think that was quite hard and I think maybe that had an impact on me going, right, I’m going to call this a day, it’s quite, do I want to continue this slog, you know, do I want to go off and do something else, and, yeah, then the opportunity to do this happened, so that’s why, yeah, that’s why I left, so.

So, what did you go off to do?

We moved to Belgium, we moved, so-

Lovely.

-yeah. Well, my husband’s a teacher and he was, he was working as a Head in a school and just doing crazy hours and then he saw a job out here and we’ve got friends that teach around the world and they were like going, why aren’t you doing it, you’ve got to do it, it’s so much better, and then I’d kind of come to a point with BCSW like, actually now is the point I should, you know, it’s point of time to do something else and I was unsure and because I, we had small kids and my husband was working long hours, that, and BCSW’s flexibility around work, it felt really difficult to kind of walk away from, because it was so easy and so enjoyable. Um, so we applied and then I, yeah, so my husband applied for a job here and then I got a job, um, as a learning mentor in the school as well, so I’m supporting kids in the school and it’s a lot easier [laughs] and it’s really nice, but it’s that, yeah, I think I’m appreciating it a lot, having been at BCSW for so many years when it was really hard and not permanent and lots of temporary contracts and difficult content. I think that’s, I think that’s prob- tha-that’s probably had an impact on me as well actually. There was a point towards the end I think where, uh, I think I was just, yeah, tired, I think my empathy levels were being affected and I think that had an impact on my decision to leave as well, because if you’re supporting people who are suicidal all the time and, or have got really horrible, abusive backgrounds, you know, it’s, it, that becomes your norm and that actually is not a particularly nice norm to have, so, um, yeah, it’s just difficult content, so that, that probably had an impact on me I think over the years as well.

Did the organisation throw you a leaving party?

Yes, they did. It was, it was fun. We went, um, we went as a staff group out for lunch and then we went back to the office where there, lots of volunteers, uh, came and we had fizz and cake and it, it was fun, it was lovely.

I’ve pretty much, uh, got to the end of my questions. Is there anything I’ve not asked you about that you would like to talk about?

Um, uh, not really. I mean there’s, I did training, I don’t know if that’s come up in your kind of, that’s another thing I did was kind of do training for the organisation, so would go out and deliver training to organisations on self-injury and then once the learning disability train- um, project was complete there was a training package that kind of came out of that that I would then go out and deliver as well. Um, but that was, so that was, uh, we were, even though I did it and Sal did it, we would do that, even though we were employed we did that as freelance workers k-kind of as and when, but that, as I said, that kind of that did dry up a lot over the last decade.

Were you ever surprised by attitudes of people that came to your training sessions?

Hmm. Lots! [Laughs]

Oh really?

Yeah and it’s just, I think it’s quite, it was quite difficult when, like I think when you, when you kind of get together with a training group and you hear some of the attitudes and the way they’re talking even before you’ve even started, you know, the cuppa, you know, everyone’s having a cup of tea at the beginning and you can tell by body language and, uh, what they’re saying, oh, you know, oh, this is a waste of time, you, you know. These are people who are supporting either young peo- young vulnerable people or people with learning disabilities and I’m thinking, oh, this is going to be a really hard day, you know, you just think even from the off this is going to be an uphill struggle, and then, but then, having said that, you have some groups that are just wonderful and they absolutely, um, you know, just really listen to the words of, um, you know, from, from our publications and from, uh, the research and they just really just hold onto it and are absolutely going to use it in their future work. So, I think on the whole it was, it was good and people are great, but there always were, there were a few groups over the years that would just be really hard work and quite depressing to train, but that was, that was, that wasn’t the norm at all.

It feels like training fu-fu- uh, fulfilled a really important advocacy role and, and kind of publicising the issues as well as, you know, as well as helping people to work better with people who self-injure and raising revenue, it, it feels like that was a really important going out in the community and changing people’s minds function.

Yeah, absolutely. It was, it was always nice to be out and about. I, it was a par- it was a part of the job I really liked, that, you know, in, in all the roles that I did that I’d be out and about and talking to people and, um, yeah, raising awareness of our support, but also just the issue as a whole and, and what, what support was best for people, so that, yeah, that always felt good.

Yeah. Great. Well, if you’re happy to stop there, if there’s anything else you’d like to say?

No.
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