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Hi thanks for agreeing to be interviewed, um, what’s your name just to start with?

Jenny Smith.

Thanks. Um, so when were you involved with, um, BCSW?

About 12 years ago, so yeah 2009.

Right.

And I worked there for, I think I was there, yeah, I think I was there for four or five years, yeah.

And did you work, um, there or were you a volunteer?

I worked there, yeah, I was a paid staff member, um, mm-hmm. 

Um, and what kind of got you into BCSW? How did you find out about the job, the organisation?

Well I knew about the organisation because I worked in Bristol voluntary sector for quite a long time. So I, I’d been in the voluntary sector for probably 15 years before that. 

Oh right.

Or even longer. Yeah, yeah probably may-, yeah, fi-, between 15 and 20 years before that I’d been in the voluntary sector. And I, I volunteered at a project called Off The Record in Bristol which is a youth counselling service. And there were volunteers on that team who worked at BCSW in the early days, so I came across it then. And it was a service that we referred people to from Off The Record. And then I worked on helplines in Bristol, I worked on Bristol Mind, mental health helpline and, and I collaborated with Bristol Crisis Service for Women because we were doing similar work. So yeah, Bristol’s quite a tight network really with the voluntary sector. So…
Yeah.

I was really familiar with their work. And then I saw the job advertised, I was, I’d had a break from kind of, big managing jobs and I was, uh, doing support work in a college and then I decided I wanted to go back into a kind of more responsible job and I saw the job advertised. I probably saw it advertised locally and it just sounded really interesting because it was setting up a text and email support service within the crisis service for w-, for girls and young women who self-harmed. And I was, yeah, I kind of had a lot of the relevant experience. And then it was going to stretch me because it was a new, kind of medium, of text and email support.

Yeah, mm. Yeah it sounds like there was a really lovely, um, tight network, within, kind of, these kind of services in Bristol, from-

Mm.

-what you’ve just said if you’re kind of all, interela-, inter-relating and kind of referring.

Mm.

Onto one another-

Mm
-that’s really good. 

Mm.

Yeah. So tell me a bit more about TESS, the text and email support service. Um, kind of when, was, was that the specific job that you were employed to do, to set that up?
Yeah. I was the development worker. So that’s the job I, I got with BCSW and funded had already been, um, sourced and BCSW had been given a three year start up grant to, to create a text and email support service and so my job was to kind of pilot it and then develop it. So it was a really nice job because it was kind of starting from scratch but within a, under the umbrella of a very established organisation. So I had a, a very discrete kind of piece of work and project to create. So I had a lot of aut-, autonomy in the project. But I was supported by an organisation that had, I mean when did BCSW start up? Do you know?

Um, I’m not actually sure. 

I think maybe in the ‘80s.

Yeah, I feel, I was going to say in the ‘70s but maybe the ‘80s.

Yeah, I think maybe the late…
That’s, yeah.

Maybe late ‘70s, early ‘80s. So by the time I joined, you know, there was 25-plus years’ experience.

Yeah.

So I was housed under that and yeah, it was a really lovely job, um, so the initial stage was to, to pilot it. And it was the, the idea, the vision for it was for it to be a national service, like the helpline was. 

Right.
But we started off really locally and we pilot, so we set it up really carefully and set it up and just launched it in Bristol and just trialled it because text and email support was really new then. You know, now you go on most helplines and there’s kind of text chat and instant messaging and stuff and at that point it was really new. Lots of us had a lot of helpline experience so we knew where we were with helpline support and, you know, you c-, you haven’t got the visuals, but you’ve got the voice and you can kind of feel the person through that. With text and email you haven’t even got the audio so it’s, you know, it was a really different ball game, and we were, there was lots of unknowns. So we trialled it and, um, we had a, yeah, we had a good few months kind of setting it up and doing, we gathered feedback from people about kind of when they would want it and what kind of thing they’d find helpful. 
And then we set it up just two evenings a week and the first evening we opened we had somebody use it which was really exciting. Um, and what got clearer over time, which really, really kind of surprised me, it didn’t totally surprise me, but I hadn’t experienced it, was there was just this intimacy and real connection with the girls and women using the service. Even though you couldn’t hear each other, you couldn’t see each other, there was still a really tangible connection.

Yeah.

And that was really powerful and affirming because one of the things that got said repeatedly by people using the service was, I wouldn’t have been able to say what I just said to you if I’d had to be in the room with you.

Mm.

You know, so that thing about it being a very taboo subject and people having a lot of kind of, understandable defences around sharing their experience was really, um, it was just really played out in that service. We really evidenced that again.

Yeah, did you find that it was, um, you, kind of completely different demographic that were using that service as opposed to the help, um, yeah, the call in helpline?

Yeah, because the helpline really was, was aimed at, at over 18s and women and we were aiming at 12 to 25 year olds. 

Right.

So we were specifically funded for that age group and because it’s text and email it was much more that age group’s kind of, um, domain really, yeah. Yeah, so that was, you know, that was our whole edge to work with people. So, uh, we didn’t have any way of, um, apart from directly asking, which we did do and we did put out feedback forms and stuff like that, but we couldn’t assess anybody’s age or even gender, you know. So we had-
Yeah of course. 

-to take people at face value. But over, but it was partly by the way the messages were written and what people were focusing on it was pretty obvious we were working with some pretty young people. So we had a lot of new territory to journey through around confidentiality, our rights or res-, you know, people’s rights and our responsibility and all of that, um. So yeah, we had a lot, that, those were really big explorations, um, which just took time. You know, that took time, uh, um, over the years to get kind of more solid in our ground in terms of how we worked and what the values were and what risks we were willing to take, what risks we weren’t willing to take and yeah. What made a safe service and what made a service that was actually offering something of value.
Yeah, um, do you know what happened kind of after the pilot stage? And how long did that last and then did it kind of grow? 
Yeah, yeah, so the pilot I think we probably did bef-, between three and six months and then it just naturally started to grow, because it was a rare service and services like that are very thin on the ground, generally and particularly in self-injury, people start to get, he-, hear of it. So more and more people started to refer to it, so it naturally started to spread beyond Bristol and started to spread into the southwest. So we kind of had a, a gradual expansion down into the southwest. We start promoting it in Devon, and, uh, Gloucester, and then, we st-, then we went to five nights a week, um, and I think we were originally maybe we were open for a couple of hours and then we s-, expanded to maybe three hours. And all the time we had to expand our volunteer team. So we started off with a core team of maybe a dozen volunteers during the pilot and, you know, all of this was new. So, you know, we were training volunteers to work on a new service. 
So new volunteers, new service, new client group, so there was a lot of trial, trial and error and learning through what we were doing whilst simultaneously drawing from the wealth of experience from the helpline. Um, and the volunteer team was really robust and, um, what I was very aware of was at least half the volunteer team had personal, direct experience of self-harm. And I had that myself as the coordinator so I’m someone who has experience of self-harm as a teenager and that felt very, very rich and I saw the volunteers and myself again, you know, all of us had a really positive experience in terms of turning something around and, um, turning what had been really painful and potentially destructive experiences really reaping the gold of having lived through that and then offering it back into the collective was yeah, was really healing. Um, and yeah, very affirming. 

Mm.

And then it just kept expanding, so we, huh, we realised at one point that there was actually no limit for it to expand. Because it literally text and email, once it’s out there in the ether and people have got the contact details, you can’t kind of pull it back. So we had to find a way of putting the brakes on and we just, it was kind of, I mean I’m going to talk about that in a, a bit of a metaphorical way really. There was just a kind of energetic approach to that. I w-, I had just kept sensing in to, I mean I was watching the statistics and watching how busy we were getting on different nights and tracking which nights were the more popular ones and, you know, the kind of patterns over periods of time. And we could start to see patterns of when it made more sense to promote and when it made more sense to pull it all back in and, and we were just careful with that.

And we did get to a point, you know, we, we, we hit several points where we were kind of full with capacity in terms of what our current team had. And then we would have to create more funding and then get more software in because obviously every volunteer that’s working there needs their own workstation, needs their own computer. Um, but on the service, you could work with one, more than one client at once because somebody would text in, they might not reply to your, you know, you’d reply to them, they might not reply for another hour. You know, they would kind of be busy doing a few things. So in that time we would also start up another conversation, we’d move and I think that’s really common on kind of call centre type jobs. So we would move, but, you know, we experimented with that as we started to grow and we got busier. We started to experiment with, um, working with more than one person at a time and just always thinking about what’s good practice. You know, because obviously that’s an edge. 

But there’s, you know, I’ve worked in drop ins be-, before and there’s, you know, you are kind of moving between different needs and different demands from people. So it wasn’t totally new but yeah it was always an exploration.

Mm. So, um, this was run completely separately from the helpline was it?

Yeah, I mean we referred between the two, if the helpline received calls from younger people they referred to us. And we referred to the helpline and then there were times, because funding was always kind of intermittent for the helpline, there were times when the helpline had to pare right back down and wasn’t, wasn’t always running and then it came back online again. So yeah, but it was a totally separate funded project, just housed within the organisation. 

What was the, um, training for it, um, that was like, what was that like compared to…
For the volunteers?

Yeah, because I’ve heard there was quite thorough, been all along the way with BCSW there’s been really thorough training for volunteers so-

Yeah.

-was it the same experience with TESS?

Yeah, same quality. So volunteers would, there was quite a thorough recruitment process. So volunteers would have to apply with application form, then be interviewed and then accepted onto the training and they’d have to complete the training and commit to all of it. And then there’d be a kind of, a, a final kind of review and then they would start on probation. So there was lots of kind of, lots of, uh, pauses for kind of, um, mutual reflection. And the training, yeah, we would have certainly been influenced by the training that was designed for the helpline. So lots of self-a-, self-injury awareness training, lots of kind of attitude raising, kind of, you know, training that was designed to get people to really kind of think about things and notice if they had judgements or assumptions. And kind of bring space to that and exploration to that. We did some training around young people, young people in mental health, the pressure on young people, brain development for young people, you know, so a bit of neuro-, neuroscience which was just kind of coming into the field at that point, awareness of the teenage brain.

Um, we did stuff around the s-, you know, the kind of rite of passage that young people go through as they separate from the adults and move towards their peers and how young people are really affected by the kind of collective consciousness of peers. And what that’s like for young people in our society, who, who can often be quite adrift in that time because, don’t have the same holding as in other societies. Um, and then lots of stuff around confidentiality, lots of stuff around if you feel you’re out, you’re out of your depth in a call. What to do if somebody starts, and asking you lots of personal questions, you know, the kind of thing that can happen on a call. And a kind of, um, almost like a troubleshooting kind of exploration. And then we backed all that up with, once people did the training, we backed it up with a lot of resources that volunteers had to hand, whilst they were working. So lots of resources about self-injury. 
So, you know, because we were, the people who used the service were very split. Some people really wanted to look at ways of actually stopping hurting themselves. Others were nowhere near that and were really wanting to carry on but wanting to do it safely. Others were wanting to maybe s-, to, to kind of reduce what they were doing, or reduce the, the risk of what they were doing. So, and BCSW always, [clears throat] always responded to where people were at, rather than had a, a kind of motivation or a, agenda really. So it was meeting people where they were at. Um, um, yeah that reminds me on the training we also did stuff around listening skills. So kind of Carl Rogers core listening skills and basic counselling, basic counselling training. So people would do probably, I don’t know, between eight and 12 days of training, to come onto TESS. 
And then once they were on, we’d ask them to commit for a couple of years because it’s a big investment into volunteers to create that kind of training and, and most people did retain the commitment. Occasionally someone’s life changed and they moved away or something, but most volunteers really enjoyed working for the team in that way and feeling part of something so worthwhile. And like myself, they also had quite a lot of autonomy with the way they worked with people. They weren’t watched all the time, you know, they were supervised and there were guidelines, but people were really encouraged to find their own style, so they could be really authentic.

Mm, it’s lovely that there was such a focus on kind of understanding where the service users might be coming from, rather than just kind of the basic skills.

Yeah.

Yeah, you mentioned that probably half of the volunteers had personal experience with self-injury.

Mm-hmm.

Um, were there any kind of patterns amongst the rest of the volunteers that had kind of reasons why they’d been, become interested in volunteering, what had brought them to it?

Yeah, so there was a, there was a few of them that had had a close relative that had been involved, so, so a child or a family member. Um, there was, there was a few of them that had come a-, across it and hadn’t known what to do, you know, at some point in their lives and had felt really at sea. And wanted to be able to respond, more helpfully in the future. And then there were some people who wanted a career in those kinds of services, you know, as a social worker or as a probationer worker, or in the voluntary sector and volunteering’s such a good route into those kind of jobs. So yeah, some people were doing it from that perspective. But basically all of them came in because they wanted to make a difference, you know, that was a kind of, absolute ground and it, and this issue mattered to them because, you know, in Bristol there’s dozens and dozens and dozens of volunteering opportunities. People didn’t have to choose self-injury, so I think people specifically chose self-injury. And also maybe to work with women.

Yeah.

You know, some women wanted to be in a women only team.

Yeah, um, so you mentioned that you were kind of with BCSW for around four or five years. 

Yeah.

Um, what happened with TESS after you left, do you know? Did it carry on? Is it still going?

Yeah, it carried on. Um, so there was funding when I left, so we, you know, we lurched a little bit but we got another load of funding. And it carried on as it was for several years and then got another round of funding which was great. And then when I’ve checked back in the last, maybe two or three years, I’ve looked back online and it’s still in operation but in a kind of pared down version of itself. So it got developed, they, it, w-, a webchat was brought it which wasn’t in when I was working on it. So more kind of like immediate, um, I guess with a, maybe with a visual. Because I didn’t do it, I don’t know, but maybe, yeah maybe webchat had a visual or maybe an aud-, just an audio. So that came online. But when I looked back over the last few years that had gone and it had gone ba-, and, and the number of sessions had been reduced. So it j-, you know, I, probably just to do with funding. 

Mm.
You know, which is the real blight of the voluntary sector. It’s just, yeah, projects get funded for three years at a time and it takes that amount to really get your roots in. And then you have to scrabble around for more money and it’s, it-, it sets projects up to fail really. It’s real-, it’s, you know, it’s very short term and yeah, it’s not the wisest way to approach those kind of issues. 

Mm. Where did the funding come from? Was it, um, kind of government funding or lottery or?

Yeah, both. It, it was government, lottery and also some individual trusts. So there was a Tudor Trust was the trust that, um, gave the initial start-up fund and then they also refunded it a few years later. And then we got a big lottery grant as well. Um, so kind of anywhere, anywhere where you could. And I did a, there’s a thing in Bristol, I don’t, I think it is particular to Bristol. Do you know the programme Dragon’s Den?

Oh yeah.

Yeah, so there’s like the equivalent of that but for voluntary sector where you have to go and pitch. And then everybody in the audience has got connections to funding sources and so we did that and that was really fun and interesting and there was kind of a dozen projects pitching that evening. And we pitched for TESS and then people funded out of that. So sometimes we had individuals, you know, that came forward and, and gave a donation and…
Right.

Yeah.

Oh wow. Um, there’s a poster which you’ve seen obviously, for the benefit of the audio, I’ll describe it a little bit. But it’s got a lovely kind of, watercoloury, pinky, peachy background, um, and a picture of two women’s faces and telephone, um, with a hand texting. Was that kind of an early advertising initiative when that was created?

Yeah, that was, that was the first bit of promotional work that we did and, and it was, a, a student at the City of Bristol college who designed it who would have been about, mm, 18. And she did it as part of her art, um, it was like her end of, end of college, end of study project, kind of the equivalent of her dissertation really. Um, portfolio. And so yeah, that was the poster that we put up around Bristol to kind of announce the new service and there’s something about the way she captured the l-, kind of the look on the young woman’s face. There’s a kind of, there’s both a fragility and a strength.

Mm.

In that, in that image and that felt really important. She really got something because it, you know, there is a fragility if, if somebody’s having to hurt themselves to get by in life, there’s obviously stuff happening that’s really difficult and that, that creates a fragility. But it takes huge strength to, to use that strategy to get by. You know, to, because it is, it’s a survival strategy more than anything, it’s a survival strategy and it takes enormous courage to, to find your way through using that.

Mm, yeah. Um, did, was she already aware of BCSW? The, um, woman who did the poster or was it something that you kind of approached [unclear 0:23:41]?

Yeah, I approached her directly because I’d worked with her when I was, I used to be a men-, a mental health mentor at City of Bristol college and I approached her directly because I’d worked, you know, I supported her in her art class. And I, and I just, I knew she had a sensitivity and a depth of, you know, a kind of depth in her, so I thought she’d get it. And she, she absolutely got it. But I don’t think she knew about the organisation before then.

Right.

Yeah.

Yeah, yeah, really is a lovely poster. 
It’s a really lovely poster. Have you seen the, the, the little booklet that TESS had that was, um-

No.
-it kind of opens out, um, it was a like a, it was a kind of a fol-, it folded together in three and then you could kind of open it out and there was both sides with kind of a lot of information. And that was also a really lovely collaboration, uh, between us and a local printing firm, um, and it was the guy, I can’t remember his name. But the guy who owned the firm, had already done some work for BCSW. So he knew the, the flavour of the work that we were doing. And I had a really clear image in my mind of what I wanted. I’ll see if, I’ve probably got some somewhere and I ca-, if I have, I can send one to you.

That would be lovely, yeah.

Um, yeah, um, yeah. As I-, I just remember the conversation I had with him and I was talking about, it’s got, it’s got a kind of profile of a, of a young woman’s face and it’s kind of in light and shadow. And as I was describing to him the service and what I was seeing on the poster, there was this moment where it absolutely landed in him, and I could just feel that he had totally got it. And then he produced this piece of work and it was completely as I’d seen it. And it was just such a lovely, um, kind of creative project. And, yeah, it was, it was really small. It was kind of, a quarter of A4 kind of size, really nice quality card. So really nice texture of to kind of, have in your hands. And there were just lots of questions and answers about who, you know, what can I expect; will you, will you keep my informat-, information safe; will I be judged? You know, all those kinds of questions that might have got in the way of somebody approaching us. 
So they could, kind of have all of those fears allayed before they approached us. And then on the back there was contact details and our kind of, confidentiality policy. And actually we operated within a, a complete confidentiality which was very unusual with a youth service to be able to do that. But we were able to do that.

How come, um, you were able to do that if other organisations weren’t? What was the difference?

Because we weren’t tied, we weren’t tied by council funding, city council funding. Uh, we were funded more independently at that point. Um, yeah, we weren’t part of statutory, if you’re statutory you have a lot, you’re bound a lot more. Voluntary sector do have a lot more freedom. Um, and it was really edgy, you know, because we were working with young people and obviously there’s a, there’s a duty of care that we had to really consider and we had to work with that. But the reality was that, um, young people needed to trust us in order to feel safe, in order to disclose. So it was a kind of really balancing that out because if we had limited our service by certain obligations c-, around confidentiality, we would have limited what people could have brought in. 

Yeah. Um, can I just ask going, going back to that booklet, um, where was that kind of distributed, because you said it, it was, the idea was to answer questions before people approached the organisation. So…
Yeah.

So they were picking these up somewhere?

Yeah, so anywhere where young people went really, youth centres, colleges, libraries, sports centres, um, we would just kind of leave piles around. Um, we’d also se-, we sent them to lots of other organisations so if a young person was already in touch with, you know, social services had them. Uh, if a young person was already in touch with a drugs service, in their drop in, they’d have, they’d have TESS leaflets as well. And we just sent them, kind of, wider and wider across the country because cert-, at a certain point we just kind of accepted that we were more national. Um, and some of the, some of the other helplines got to know about us. I used to go to helpline, national helpline coordinating meetings and I’d come across, you know, people from Childline or people from the Samaritans and so they would take things for when they did events. 
And yeah, there’s a, there’s a real kind of supportive camaraderie in the voluntary sector, you know, because everybody’s scrabbling around for funding. We’re all working with kind of the same, with the same intention and really just to make services and accessible and help available. 

Yeah, um, just touching back upon the volunteers that you mentioned that had kind of their own personal experience with self-injury. Um, what support was made available for if things were, became quite overwhelming, because it’s must have been quite-

Mm.

-difficult for them at times. 

Yeah, yeah. They had supervision every month with me, so they had one to one supervision. And then we had a group supervision that happened maybe every six weeks where we’d do kind of top up training and there was a bit more peer kind of, peer group, um, experience there. You know, we’d split them into groups and then maybe w-, would talk through a particular issue that was coming up on the service. And people were just really encouraged to, to be honest and, you know, I always asked people, uh, during the interview, what their reasons were and whether, and I asked directly whether they had personal experience, what their relationship to it was now. And kind of, checked in around vulnerability and how, how close it felt, because even if it’s, you know, for one person a year, a year on from hurting themselves they might feel really far away from it. Whereas someone else, 10 years on, it could still feel really close. So it’s not as kind of straightforward as five years down the line it’s that far away. 

So I kind of made a mental note of where people were at in their relationships to it. And there was one volunteer who actually, I, I decided to take a risk with her, because she, she had quite recent experience, but she felt so ripe and ready and that this would actually make such a big difference to her journey and it did pay off. It was really the right thing to do. So yeah, I just kind of checked in and, um, you know, it wasn’t 100%, like some volunteers did come up against their own stuff again. And that’s kind of inevitable, um, and I guess, what I really hope is that having worked in the, in the area, they would then have much more clarity about what to do for themselves and where to go. You know, there were other places in Bristol that they could turn to, or other places in the country. And also, they would also have, kind of more clarity about how to speak directly to their friends and family if they wanted to, in a way that was, kind of felt safe for them. 
Because we did a lot of that kind of work with people around how to only disclose what you’re comfortable to disclose and how not to feel pressured to say more than you’re ready to. And yeah, because it’s a kind of, it’s one of those issues that people feel like is public property, that they can ask anything. And it’s just not. It’s very, very private and personal and people don’t have the right to probe. Yeah, it’s a, it’s a violation. 

Mm, definitely. Um, I was going to move onto some kind of more general questions about BCSW and your time there, was there anything else you wanted to add about TESS specifically before we moved away from it?

Yeah, I think just to say that some of the, some of the most frequent pressures that came up as reasons that people cited for having started to hurt themselves, um, were questions around sexuality, seemed to be a really strong link between that creating a real isolation, a real pressure for people. Um, pressure at school to perform like the pressure of on-going testing and examination and pressure from parents to do well. Um, peer pressure of just being in and out of friendship and the stress of when those broke down, the stress that that would cause. And then any kind of abuse, emotional, physical, sexual, that was a really core theme as well. So yeah, just to name those I thought was really important, yeah.

Did, I mean I suppose it’s probably, a little late into the social media game, but because it was 2008 but, um, did you find social media was, had become quite a big influence as well, factor?

I, I, not so much in the beginning, a-, yeah, because it was quite early on really. I think, I think now absolutely and yeah, all sorts of things that go on through social media, I think is going to really, really-

Mm.

-really exacerbate someone’s need to, to find a way of coping. Yeah, I don’t remember it coming up in the early days so much. Mm, I ha-, I’ve kind of lost track of when all the social media kind of really, um, exploded. I know, I can kind of track it through my own, my son and kind of when things, but yeah, it’s, Facebook was just starting to, I was becoming aware of Facebook at the time I was working on TESS. But it was just becoming a thing, I think.

Oh right. Was it that?

When did, I mean when did Facebook start?

It doesn’t seem like that long ago, 2008. But then that’s just-

It kind of is, isn’t it? 

-my age.

It’s, it’s 13 years ago.

Yeah. Quite long yeah.

I know. It is. I was thinking this.

Longer ago than it feels.

It’s like oh my god. 

Yeah.

It really is. And I think, I’d be interested to know when Facebook started actually. I suspect it might not have started, maybe just a few years before that.

Yeah. It’s when, I was at uni from 2001 till 2004, um, towards the end of that time we were all on Myspace which was the precursor to Facebook.

Yeah. Yeah.

Um, yeah so perhaps Facebook was around kind of 2008 when those TESS-

Just starting.

-Just started yeah. 

Yeah. Yep. Yeah, phwoar, mm. 

Um, so we talked a bit earlier about the fact that BCSW is a women only organisation, always has been, um, so quite kind of feminist approach. Is that something you were particularly keen to get involved in?

I kind of think I was, without realising it. If I look back because I worked on a women’s only project in my, in my 20s. Well I was 40 when I worked on TESS. So I’d already, I’d already gone into that territory. I’d worked on a women’s only mental health helpline and I think there was something that, that naturally drew me to that. I didn’t have an ident-, I didn’t have a strong identity as a feminist, um, but I p-, and there were reasons for that, um, but I think I was very comfortable working with women only projects. And so yeah, I think I was drawn without really acknowledging that I was drawn.

Right.
Yeah.

Um, was feminism kind of discussed quite a lot or not really?

Yeah, it was, I mean certainly between the team it was discussed. And I remember, um, so my line manager who was a really lovely woman at BCSW and to me she felt like she had a very strong feminist identity and I remember, I remember us talking about the need for it with, um, with the kind of younger generation and we were talking. So yeah, this was around 2008 and we were talking about kind of women in their 20s identifying as feminists and she, I remember her saying to me, do you think it’s sti-, still important that women, do you think there’s still a cause for women to be identifying themselves as feminists and I, I just answered absolutely. Yeah absolutely, it’s like, you know, there’s, we’re nowhere near done with what needs to be done. And it kind of, this, you know, that’s what I mean about this kind of uncon-, unconscious stuff in me.

Yeah.

Because although I didn’t identify with it, when I actually spoke to it, it was very, very strong in me. And what I was very interested in and what we talked about quite a lot, and in, in it, it was great in BCSW because BCSW had spanned the different stages of feminism. So you know in the seven-, fem-, feminism in the ‘70s is so different to feminism now. 

Mm.

Because it has to be. You know, it had, it had, like in the ‘70s there was, there was a militancy to it. And, um, and it needed that, it needed that to break the glass ceiling of what was available to women and to, to really, you know, women had to shout to be heard. And they had to, women had to compete with the masculine energy of domination and aggression and all of those qualities, to kind of get, get their space. Women actually had to-

Mm.

-take on those qualities. And then, and then it wasn’t until hindsight that there was a recognition of what that had cost women. You know, and that cost women a lot. It cost women a lot, it cost a lot, women a lot within women’s circles, within sisterhood, within relationship with men, you know, there was a lot of fallout from that very necessary step. And so it, you know, it, it’s such an interesting history now, or herstory of just looking at the different voices and faces of feminism. And we’re not there yet because I think, I mean this is really personal, you know, I can only say this is my personal view. It’s not absolute truth, for sure, what I see is, there’s now space for more softness and more femininity within feminism. And I think that’s really powerful, you know, someone like Alexandria Cortez, you know, like the a-, the American politician, uh, and someone like in, in the UK, um, am I going to get her name right? Is it Zarah Sultana? Is her first name Zarah?

Mm.

The MP. Um, so women like that, younger women who’ve been raised post the first wave, their feminists in such a different way. You know, they’ve retained some of their feminism, they’re not apologetic for it, they exude it and they’re powerful in it. Because it’s not so threatening to be, to care, you know, to be more located in your heart and I think women had to, women had to kind of shut their hearts down for quite a while to get their voices heard. And, um, and, you know, BCSW was such a heart centred organisation that it was, it was a safe place for women, women to be in their hearts again, which was really lovely. 

Yeah. That’s sounds really nice. 
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, it’s such an interesting topic. The whole-

Mm.

-the whole story of feminism and, and the whole journey as a woman through that and what it costs and yeah, what we gain, what we lose. And yeah, yeah, the whole relationship with men and, yeah, it’s mas-, it’s a massive conversation, isn’t it?

Yeah definitely. I think that was really, really well put though. Um, I mean it’s a little off-topic, but, uh, in the industry that I work in, um, it’s, it’s even now quite a male dominated industry and actually you see kind of the, the partners who are, kind of soon to be retiring. Um, who have, who the female partners have kind of taken on a very masculine energy and as you say that’s going to, that’s how it had to be to get where they wanted to be.

Yeah. 

And you’re seeing the kind of younger female partners now coming through the ranks with a more feminine energy and it is quite a marked difference. 

Yeah. It is. Yeah, it’s much safer to have, to, to care and to be softer these days. Um, um, it’s still, there’s still lots of places where it’s not safe. Still lots of cultures within our culture where it’s not safe. Um, yeah, and I think, I think it’s, I don’t know what it was about BCSW because I wasn’t there from the start but certainly my experience of being managed in BCSW by my line manager, she, she managed to do that. She managed to ret-, retain a softness within and an authority, a-, a kind of gentle authority. And I wonder if that was what contributed to BCSW being able to survive as long as it did. Because it has survived a lot longer than many projects in Bristol and typically do in voluntary sector. And there’s something about a collaboration, which I, I see collaboration as, as a very feminine trait. 
And I don’t mean it’s just women, you know, it’s feminine as opposed to masculine which is more kind of linear and single-focused and, and it’s not, that’s not really men and women. It’s more masculine and feminine but I think BCSW was kind of built on some quite strong feminine principles of collaboration, joint working, and that, that, that’s more of a long-term view. If you’re just in it for yourself, you can only do that for so long, you’re going to burn out eventually. And we were, we did work jointly with other helplines and I know, I can’t remember how I heard this, but si-, I left Bristol some years ago, but I, I met somebody who was working in the voluntary sector in Bristol and she was talking about how many of the voluntary sector projects including BCSW had got together and they were doing join funding bids. 
So they weren’t, you know, they’d put down this thing of, because we were competing against other helplines. It was really painful to do that, because it, our gain, would mean someone else would have to shut two nights a week. So, you know, they’d, something had moved beyond that and there were joint applications going through which is, yeah, which is so healthy and much more founded on trust and enoughness, rather than competitiveness.
Yeah.

And yeah elbowing each other out the way. So, yeah, I see that as a very healthy feminine principle. 

Mm, yeah, I’d agree. Um, so you said that you didn’t identify as a feminist when you started BCSW, would you say you did when you finished with BCS, BCSW?

Well, [laughs] um, I’ve always shied away from ident-, like having overt identities and I’m, and in a way, I’ve got an identity about not having identities. It’s kind of a paradox thing. I, I, I have, I definitely have feminist values, yeah absolutely. And I, um, I feel, I feel enormous sorrow about what women have gone through in, in our world and what the feminine has gone through in our world. Um, and we’re so far still from a healthy equality. I don’t even know that we’ve got a vision for a healthy equality yet, we’re still kind of, we’re still trying to compete for a version of success that’s based on very kind of problematic routes. So yeah, I do, I do see myself as a feminist but it’s not something I would present myself as, but I speak from it. I do speak from it.

Yeah.

Mm. Yeah, I, I think the re-, part the reason I didn’t identify as it is ‘cause I, my perspective is as soon as I identify as something I’m excluding other things. And-
Right.

-and I see, you know, that, I see that in society. I see that the isms and I’m this so I’m not that and therefore I’m not available to you, you know. I’m, I can only kind of relate to you, and it, that’s the bit of me that, that’s the, that’s what gives me discomfort.

Mm, it makes sense.

Mm.

Yeah. It’s quite healthy approach. 

Mm. 
Um, were you involved in any other kind of activism during your time at BCSW? Kind of either with the organisation or with colleagues or outside of it?

Yeah, outside of it I was in-, getting more and more involved in environmental activism, um, so I was doing a regular protest called Reclaim the Streets which was just a lot of cyclists coming together and cycling en masse to take over the roads to protest against cars. Um, having, you know, dominating the streets.

Mm.
And then I was also supporting the movement, the transition movement which was, um, the movement that was looking beyond fossil fuels really, beyond our dependency on fossil fuels and looking how to kind of skill down, or skill up to, um, sustainable ways of living, from, you know, when we hit peak oil and we just, you know, I mean we’ve, we’ve hit it. But, uh, you know, look-, visioning a future that was actually feasible without burning the planet up. Yeah, so I was get-, I got really drawn into that. That was, that was the environment, that was the activism that really spoke to me, was the environmental stuff. Um, with BCSW, I mean I remember the week, the year, the annual Reclaim the Night walk that women went out on in the night to reclaim the right to walk. And I’m kind of searching my memory, I don’t know whether I actually did go or whether I just imagined that I go, I’ve got. I have got a kind of memory of being there but it’s quite vague, but I do, yeah, I do remember that. 
Certainly remember it as an event and promoting it and people within the team going on it. Yeah. I’m quite introverted so I’m not, I’m not massively out on the streets person. 

Was that, um, Reclaim the Streets, was that something that BCSW organised then?

No, it was, um, it was organised by a women’s, Bristol women’s centre, I think.

Right.

So yeah, yeah there was, I mean there was a very strong feminist core in Bristol. There were feminist bookshops and feminist groups and organisations so yeah, it came out of them. And I think it was a national thing. I think it was a national movement, Reclaim the Night. So it would have been, other cities would have been doing it as well. 

Um, so when you kind of started with BCSW, did you tell friends and family that you were going to be working there?

Yeah, yeah.

Did they have any particular reaction to that? Did they, um, so as you mentioned earlier it’s kind of a taboo, bit of a taboo isn’t it, self-injury, so.

Yeah.

Did they have any kind of preconceptions?

Yeah. I mean I think, I don’t know if, I think it was that job. It was either that job or, I think it was probably that job. I remember my mum saying, kind of saying, why would you want to, do y-, don’t you ever worry that working with those kind of issues would kind of lead you, lead you into them. And I just kind of turned round and said well I’ve kind of already been there mum. [laughs]. In case you’ve forgotten, um, [laughs], yeah but no, generally people were really inspired to hear that there were services like that. And I think it touched something in people, people were relieved to know that there were people in the world thinking about the needs of people who were really kind of struggling in one of the hardest ways that you can struggle. And, um, were responding to that and being really creative and kind and considerate, yeah. My son was, how old was Jake, he would have been 17 when I started working there. And he was, you know, he thought it was really cool and was kind of, yeah, I think used to feel proud to tell people that his, that’s what his mum was doing. 

Um, yeah, and I think I looked after myself around not talking about it too much outside of work, because in my 20s I worked as a drugs worker and I remember say-, you know, being out at the weekend and saying to people that’s what I did. And just the amount of conversation that would then ensue and it would be like I’d be at work. You know, people would be telling me about their addiction or asking loads of questions because they’d got a friend. And it would be really tiring and I didn’t really want to have that, so I was much more boundaried. I’d kind of learnt about that by the time I was in my 40s. 

Yeah.
Yeah. 

Like a good approach.

It’s really important. 

Yeah.

Yeah, because like you say, everyone’s got an opinion and, you know, it’s draining work. You have to, when you’re doing that kind of work you have to look after yourself well. 

Mm.

Otherwise you get burnt out. It, it is, you know, it’s incredibly, um, it’s inc-, it’s incredibly kind of nourishing on one level. It’s very satisfying to make a difference in that way and to, to work, you know, it’s like, it’s such a privilege to work with people and hear people’s stories and gain people’s trust. It’s incredibly moving, but it takes a lot. It takes a lot to show up to that degree and so you, it’s, it’s really important to balance, yeah.

Mm. Um, when we were talking earlier about the test poster, I thought it was, um, really beautiful what you said about the fragility and strength of, kind of, having to opt for self-injury, um, and I was just wondering if, obviously that’s not a kind of a common perception of it. And I’m sure some of that has come from your own experience anyway but I was just wondering, kind of what you thought of the public perception of self-injury, because, from, whether it’s changed from when you first started at BCSW to kind of now. Um, and also if you don’t mind me asking, kind of when you were using self-injury as a coping mechanism and now?

Mm, mm. Yeah, yeah, um, I think it has changed because I think it’s, I mean when I, so when I was at school or, it’s, s-, I was 17 when I started hurting myself. And so I didn’t know anyone else who did it. I didn’t tell anybody, um, and when I did need to tell people because I needed some care, um, yeah, the, the response was, it was OK. But there was some toughness in it. There was kind of dismissiveness and I, I wasn’t treated as cruelly as I’ve heard other people being treated. So some people have been treated so cruelly when they’ve gone to hospital or reached out for help. Um, yeah but it was, I suppose my experience was, it was kind of just dismissed. You know, there wasn’t, there wasn’t the kind of recognition that actually this is happening for a reason. It was kind of just like, just stop doing that, just, you know, as if, you know, as if was that easy. Um, there wasn’t the kind of critical thinking of OK, why is this happening, or what’s, what’s led her to this? 
Whereas now, I hope, because we did a lot of, BCSW did a lot of, um, awareness raising training. We used to run training several times a year and a l-, and they were always book up and a lot of professionals would come on, ranging from, kind of teachers to social workers to nurses to doctors to, um, yeah parents. And so the number of people proportionately in the UK who now have some base knowledge around self-injury is so much higher than it ever was. That’s going to filter out. Um, the numbers of young people who are hurting themselves, I mean the statistics are kind of really escalated. So when we set up TESS there was a statistic that two in every class would have direct experience. That was teenagers. That was at the beginning of a kind of self-injury relationships, and those were the people that disclosed, you know. 
So, um, so there’s, the prevalence is so much more. And the fact that young people are disclosing, it’s, the, the conversations are out there much more. And those, th-, those things kind of have to force attitude change really. They kind of, it’s forcing it from ground up. Um, and now that the services are built upon, services like TESS are built up-, very much from young person, perspective orientated. So those young people will go away, who have those services, they’ll go away with a sense actually there isn’t, there’s, what I’m doing make sense, there’s some intelligence in, in my behaviour. They can then assert that further down the line. So I think the ground up approach that services like BCSW have provided have really rippled out to a kind of culture change. And I think people are just, not all people, there’s still, there’s still a lot of absolute rigidity for sure in our world. 
But some things are softening and I’ve, I’ve never had a, a kind of, ar-, I’ve never been met with an absolute I’m not even going to look at that. I, you know, that’s just wrong, I’ve never been met with that. And that’s both in training, where I’ve been training people who’ve elected to come and learn about it, so obviously they’re open.

Mm.

But in conversations outside of work as well, where I have talked about it. Because if it comes up, I’ll talk about it quite, you know, quite easily and comfortably. And I’ve never, I, pe-, I’ve met curiosity, I’ve met people who don’t understand it but it’s like they want to understand it.

Mm.

I’ve never met, or if I have met something as dismissal, I’ll meet that back with something that’ll kind of counter it. And then people kind of stop in their tracks. So I think, pe-, generally people when they’re really rigid it’s because they’re scared. Because it threatens something in themselves. So if you can kind of remember that and approach the conversation with just with a kind of awareness that there’s some-, there’s something being really feared here. And, um, kind of really soften any judgement, and get cur-, you know, get curious about what’s got that person to that place. Yeah, so I’m kind of hopeful. I am kind of hopeful. I mean, you know, we’ve also had celebrities that have come out and said it, and that’s, that always impacts things to some degree. 

Yeah.

It’s been covered in some of the soap operas, you know, those kind of really mainstream ways of shifting opinion on things. Yeah. I think one of the reasons it’s so hard for people to turn towards is because it’s so visceral. You know, it’s kind of, when you think about something like gambling or, uh, work, workaholism, or kind of addiction to sport or something like that. You don’t have to go, your mind doesn’t have to take in images that are really, uh, disturbing. Whereas once you start exploring self-injury, you’re on that terrain where your body actually has to come into connection. And I think, you know, that, we’re asked, I think it’s really important that we need to remember that when we’re talking to people about self-injury, we’re inviting their nervous system to engage with something that’s actually really, really uncomfortable to feel in your body. And, you know, that’s a big deal. It’s a big, big deal to, to get people to kind of embody the truth of self-injury, which is what we need people to do to really shift it. Yeah.

Yeah. 
You know, you can, other things you can kind of approach intellectually more easily, but, but once you start exploring self-injury and you start to hear, it, you can’t help but imagine and then feel. And it’s just so much of a deeper process than just thinking about somebody betting and I’m not minimising the experience of someone betting. That could be life destroying. But you can kind of do it from a cerebral point more c-, you know, it’s, it’s more easier, more comfortable, whereas self-injury is visceral. It’s, you know, you have to deal with stomach turning kind of discomfort.

Yeah, no that makes a lot of sense. Mm, so kind of aside from the impact that BCSW and similar organisations have had on the perception of self-injury more generally, what was the impact that it had on you personally being involved with BCSW?

It really validated something for me. It really validated my experience as a young, as a young person. And, um, because I remember when I, when I first heard about BCSW, and I was working alongside a volunteer, I was in my early 20s and I’d only, I’d, I’d only stopped hurting myself a year or so before, two years before. And so I heard about this project and I said, because what I used to do was take overdoses. That was my way of, of hurting myself and I, and I said to this woman i-, is overdosing a form of self-injury. And she just looked at me straight in the eye and she just said yeah, it is. And later on in my relationship with her she said to me, it felt like you were checking something out about yourself then, uh, was I right? And not, and I said yeah. And that conversation really validated something at that point and then 18, 19 years later when I started working at BCSW and was just, you know, it was such an amazing opportunity to create a service. 
So much of the kind of, tightness and contractions that I’d had about my own history and the shame I’d felt about it and the wrongness I’d internalised about it. Just so much of that dissolved and I, I could really see how solid I was able to be, op-, offering a service like that because I knew it so well. And because I’d come through. You know I’d-
Yeah.

-I’d gone through it and I’d come through it and it didn’t frighten me. And I knew that it was possible. I knew why it was needed and I knew it was possible to, to find other ways. It’s not easy to, it takes a lot of work.

Mm.

It really does, it’s, um, you know, it’s one of the things we used to say to the young people is, this is a really effective coping strategy and it, you’re going to be hard-pushed to find another one so effective because it just, yeah, it kind of takes everything out. And that’s tough, you know, that’s t-, that’s, that’s a big addiction to put down really. 

Yeah definitely. 
Yeah. But yeah, I think it helped me grow up. I think I was probably identified still with that teenage part of me that was struggling and that was kind of falling apart. And very isolated and very distressed and sh-, that part of me really got to grow up and kind of blossom through doing that work, yeah. 

That’s lovely. 

Mm.

It’s nice to hear.

Yeah. Hmm, yeah.

Um, might have touched on this already a bit, um, but what kind of were your favourite and most challenging things about working with BCSW?

My favourite stuff was working with the volunteers because they were, j-, a really lovely team. And I just, I’ve managed three or four teams of volunteers in different projects and it’s just so moving to see people often approach an organisation quite tentatively like have I really got something to offer and then watch them really, like I was just saying about myself, just watch them really blossom. Come into their own, get confident, you know, step into their own authority and grow. So that was really lovely and just feel their heart and their care. Yeah, that was, that was really lovely. And being part of the team, the-, the staff team was very small, close-knit staff team and lovely women, just really lovely women. Yeah, and, you know, getting the first service user that came into the project and then people coming back, you know, starting to realise that we were actually doing something that mattered and that was making a difference and that people were valuing all of that positive feedback was really, really lovely. 

Yeah.

And seeing it succeed. And then the most challenging for me. So things that happened for a first, you know, the first time, the first time somebody got really angry with the project, you know, that was really challenging. The first time somebody really crossed our boundaries and, um, tested us, you know, really tested us, and, you know, that was hard. Um, the first time I had, I had to block, you know, I had to block service users sometimes and the first time I had to do that was really hard. Um, and just, yeah, kind of, not realising that with, you know, with the text and email support service, people can text and email through the nights. I mean we’re not open but the s-, but effectively people can still do that and then we ca-, come in to all this messaging and to suddenly come in to all of that and just working our way through all the, all the things that I didn’t think about because I’d never worked on a text and email service before. 

So all those things that happened for the first time and, I mean, and then working with people when they were really close to suicide. Like, really, really close, actively close. And not knowing if people were going to survive and, having to just really put my trust in the way we were working. But that’s what we had, that’s what we had and, yeah, just kind of surrendering to that. Yeah, really humbling. Really, really humbling. Yeah, and times of financial insecurity where the funding dried up and, yeah, we were having to make some very difficult decisions within the organisation. But I just, as I’m saying all of this, I just feel such a richness in my experience. You know, we, even the challenging times we handled so well because the roots of BCSW were so deep, like, it had decades of that pattern of lurching from one crisis to another financially and it was kind of, there was, there was so much eldership in the organisation that I could lean into. 
Because I was, I was new to working in self-injury. I was new to being a text and email support, um, support service. I was new to BS-, BCSW and I just, I was, I really rested into the kind of shoulders of the organisation and the history of it all. Yeah. 

Um, when you said about, um, kind of the first person who was angry with the services and the first person who pushed the boundaries, was that, are you talking about service users there?

Mm. Yeah, yeah, and, you know, that’s really healthy for people to do that. That’s really healthy, but it’s not easy. And it’s, and it’s not easy partly because it’s a bit like having to be a parent and you have to think about all the other kids when one kid is really, really distressed and you have to make decisions that aren’t perfect for either. [laughs.] But somehow you have to make some tough choices and, yeah, yeah. And, you know, there’s a, there’s a limit to a service like that. It’s like, it’s very different to being in therapy. You know, when you’re in therapy and you’ve got a one to one relationship with a therapist, you can really test the boundaries and you can really bring all of your feelings that feel unreasonable and too much and there’s space for that and there’s a container. On a crisis support service there just isn’t, there isn’t, there’s a limit. There’s a limit to what you can hold. You know, you’re working, we were working with, you know, at our busiest we were within two or three hours we were working with 40-50 people an evening. 
You know, so we were holding a lot and if, you imagine that every one of those callers was, um, was either silently or very verbally expressing a lot of distress. There’s a, there’s a reality to your capacity. So it, it’s really healthy when people kick back but it’s a sign that they need something more and, you know, there’s a, there’s. You have to kind of accept that, yeah, we’re, we’re not that. We’re not that. 

Yeah.

And my, I know, at certainly, at some points it’s a kind of growing edge I think working in that work, I wanted to be more to people than we could be. And we had to keep getting real and, um, you know, that’s, yeah that’s, it’s really healthy and it’s, you know, for the human part of me that wants everyone to feel better. [Laughs.] It’s hard. [Laughs.] Yeah.

Um, yeah, I guess it kind of made me wonder when you said particularly kind of coming across people who were angry with the service, whether that was an experience you’d come across with, um, non-service users. So perhaps who didn’t understand, um, self-injury and the idea of supporting people through that rather than like you were saying earlier, just the kind of stop it approach. 

Mm.

Um, whether you kind of had any kick back from that perspective from external people?

Mm, nothing as strong as kick back. I mean I, I certainly heard a lot about, I heard a lot with, or there was a lot reported to us from service users about other professionals and re-, reactions to people’s disclosures. Um, but I think by the time I came to work at BCSW, BCSW had moved through having a lot of kick back. They had a lot of kick back in the early days. I know that and had some really difficult experiences with the press, got really exploited. Um, and there was still sensational reporting at the time I was working there, but not really about us or, kind of minimal, um, just a bit kind of drama-y. You know, when things were reported there was a kind of drama, sensational element. But I didn’t, I don’t remember anything that was kind of kicking back about what we were doing. I think, I think Bristol was used to us being there by then. So yeah, that’s not something in my experience but it was, the-, but the-, oth-, other team members did have that. I know from earlier days. Yeah. I might be blanking something out that I’ve just completely forgotten. 

[Laughs]

It was too painful, but I don’t remember.

Yeah. [Laughs] Blanking it out for the best. 

Yeah. Yeah, yeah. 

Um, so how come you left BCSW? What kind of prompted that? What did you go on to do next?

I left Bristol. Yeah. 

Oh.

I moved away from Bristol. I moved to Wales, which is where I am now, west Wales and, um, I think also, in hindsight, I didn’t really realise this at the time, so I was 45 when I left. And I was kind of starting my menopause journey and, you know, menopause is much longer than, than people realise it is. [Laughs.] It can, it’s kind of like a decade really, it can be, of a process. And it’s not just the cessation of menstrual bleeding, it’s, you know, there’s a, there’s a whole, kind of, rite of passage that happens, if, if that’s possible. And, and one of the things that happens for many women, it has in my experience, and what I’ve heard from other people’s experience, is that there comes a point where there’s just less, kind of, um, impulse to care take everyone else. And look after everyone else, which is such, such a kind of female thing. And I think I was nearing the end of that. 
And I just needed to put that kind of level of work down. I’d done it for 25 years in Bristol, I’d worked in the voluntary sector, or in education support services and I’d done a lot, I’d seen a lot, I’d heard a lot and my nervous system was a bit frazzled. And I just, I got to Wales and I needed to just quieten down for quite a while which I did. So yeah, I think that was that starting to work through me. Um, I don’t know what I’d have done if I hadn’t come to Wales, whether I’d, if I’d stayed in Bristol whether I still would have been able to leave. I probably would have. But yeah, it was the end of something for me, for that time that happened. 

Mm.

Yeah and then later one in Wales I, I had a year or so where I didn’t really do any. I actually did a clean, a cleaning job for a while. I just didn’t want to do anything of any kind of, where anyone needed anything from me. And then I did do some mentoring at the local university with students with mental health difficulties and I had several students who self-injured and it was, it was lovely to do some one to one work with them. Because I had all that experience then but then with them, I had the richness of an hour every week one to one where we could really do some work. And, and I had male students as well as females so yeah, it was really, really lovely. 

Um, what particular memories or events kind of stand out for you from your time with BCSW?

Um, [laughs], my leaving does, because it was really, like, we all went for a big walk and then for, for some food. That was really, really sweet. Um, that dragon’s den stands out because that, that was a big thing to stand up publicly and I think that was probably the one time I was worried about kick back. It felt very exposing and there wasn’t any but I remember, or not directly to me anyway. Um, yeah, first night of opening the service stands out. Training the volunteers, like every time we got a new cohort, I think probably in the five years I was there, um, or four years whatever it was. We probably trained twice a year, so I probably took eight groups of 12, 12 volunteers through. And that was always really something, you know, it was in-, it was kind of an intense process every week to train the volunteers and, but so rich, so rewarding. 
And I remember stuff around the team, you know, I remember things happening for team members and just being really present to that and, yeah it was close. It was a close team. I remember my son starting an apprenticeship just round the corner which was really nice and we used to have lunch together. [Laughs] Yeah, I mean I just feel incredibly fond of that time. There’s so much fondness. It, I, it was, it’s, um, I feel very affectionate about another job I had. The one I mentioned in addiction and those two jobs really stand out for me in my career of just being given so much autonomy and trusted so much to do the work. And simultaneously really supported when I needed it, like there were things that came through on the helpline that were just so hard to hear. You know, so, some people’s, some people’s experiences are so extreme. 
So, so extreme and, yeah, this feels really important to say. It’s a little bit off-top-, I’m kind of going back to a previous question but, some people’s experiences who use services like the ones we provided, what they’ve gone through is so extreme it’s really hard to bear witness to. And it’s really hard to believe. Like there’s something, I think, natural in our psyche that actually goes into disbelief to protect us from feeling the pain of really extreme trauma. And I remember people using the service who had had such extreme experiences and processing that between the team. You know, really making sure that we were giving ourselves the time, feeling the feelings that it evoked. Because it was horrific what people had gone through. And that I believe is a service to those people because their system is so overwhelmed, with, it cannot p-, it’s so ov-, traumatised and trauma wasn’t a word then. 
It’s really interesting, like, it’s, trauma has just suddenly exploded and only 13 years ago we didn’t really talk about trauma. You know, we talked about mental health distress but now I would definitely frame it in trauma and people were carrying so much extreme trauma and I know because of having, I know people that have, have lived lives like this. I know, I know people really well that have lived lives like this, they get disbelieved. They go to services and they get disbelieved. It’s not that their self-injury gets disbelieved but it’s like their experiences get disbelieved because people do not want to sit in the same visceral field as them. And that stands out to me as a, an-, a, a beautiful memory was that there was space for that within BCSW. We would be with the horror and we would, we would hold space for it and we would feel it. And, and turn towards it. And that is such a service to people who walk through this life alone with those kind of experiences and where can they go, when even professionals are not believing them. 

Yeah.

Yeah, so that. Yeah. And I just, yeah, just a really sweet memory is I remember, so we were housed above a sh-, a café, in a flat above a café. And I used to drive through Bristol at various times, you know, my son was a teenager so I’d be kind of taxiing him around at times and I would, I’d be driving through and I would, it would be a time and because I didn’t work on the service every night at all. Less and less as I worked as the years went by. And I, I would drive through the town, the city and I would look up and I’d see the lights on and I would know people were wor-, up there doing that work. And it was a busy city, it was a Friday night and it was all, you know. City centre, Friday night feel. And upstairs in that office were women tending to the experiences of young people and that just always, always touched me, just to know that was going on. 
And I think it is really, really touching. Yeah so that memory is really strong, yeah, there was Bank-, there’s was a Bank-, a piece of Banksy graffiti really close and I can remember just and seeing that and seeing that and kind of simultaneously kind of this is Bristol. It’s kind of Bristol’s icons, BCSW and Banksy. 

Mm.

I think they’re equally, equal merit for sure.
[Laughs.] Lovely, um, how did, so you were talking about kind of the really harrowing experiences that you as a ser-, as a service as the people working and volunteering there, um, did kind of acknowledge and accept and believe, how did you kind of cope with that internally? As you say, it’s a really difficult experience to take on. 

Mm.
Was there kind of a regular debrief between workers and volunteers to process all of this-
Mm.

-or was it just kind of a free-for-all, everyone was open to chat whenever?

Yeah, so there was, there was structured support and supervision. So there was regular, you know, I had external supervision, from a professional supervisor. I had internal line management from my manager. And then we had, for the volunteers, they had one to ones with me, once a month. But if something happened that needed immediate there was, there was a system where people could say I need a phone call or, they were always, they never worked alone. There was always two or three people in the office so if somebody was working with somebody directly and it was becoming, it was affecting them, they could turn to a colleague and say I need to talk to you for a, you know. I need to share some stuff. So yeah, there was immediate kind of just dealing with it as it came and then there was more structure to actually explore it and kind of learn from it and process it a bit more thoroughly. 
And you know, we cried, and I think that’s, that’s one of the most important things to do. It’s a really healthy response to, to pain, you know, you feel it and you let the tears come. Or you let the anger came, that how, you know, how the fuck have we got a world where this happens and it doesn’t get recognised and people get punished for having had those experiences. It’s like, this world is insane, it’s just so insane in some ways. And, you know, so there was a place for kind of righteous rage and, and grief. You know, all of that is really, really healthy.

Yeah.

Yeah, because otherwise it gets stuck in the system and the system can get toxic. 

Yeah. Sounds like a really supportive, um, yeah coworking environment.

Yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah it was, yeah, yeah. Yeah, because there’s something about, you know, when you, when you kind of sit next to self-injury, you know, it’s not pretty. It’s not soft, it’s tough. It’s really, really tough and there’s something about the willingness of people to do that. If someone’s willing to get up close near it, there’s, there’s, it, that, that has to come with a capacity to bear the grit of it and the pain of it. 

Mm.
And, you know, people were willing. People stayed in those services for years. You know, most people stayed longer than their two years volunteering, most people stayed on. Some people stayed beyond me being there. So five, six, seven years. Yeah.

Mm, are you still in touch with anyone from when you were at BCSW?

Yeah, a little bit, one of the colleagues, one of my colleagues, an-, who, you know, another one of the staff team and then, kind of informally with a volunteer. Yeah, we kind of, our paths crossed a little bit beyond that. Yeah. Yeah.

Mm, um, I’ve got one final question, it might lead onto others but, um, we’ve talked quite a lot about, um, I’ve used the acronym BCSW, which for the benefit of the audio files stands for Bristol Crisis Service for Women. Um, my understanding is that it was a couple of years after you left that it changed its name to Self Injury Support. 

Mm-hmm.

Um, what were your kind of thoughts on that, when that happened?

Yeah, about bloody time. [Laughs]. We talked about it for years, yeah, we talked about it for years. Yeah, yeah, it just says what it does on the tin, doesn’t it?

Mm.

And in terms of it just, Bristol Crisis Service for Women was a kind of, it was what originally started. But it got so defined over the years that, you know, the specialism was self-injury and it’s, you know, it’s, it’s rare to have services that are that specialist. So I think it’s really important to state it. And I mean it’s, you know, it’s not so kind of cosy and it’s not so kind of affectionate and familiar and personal. Self Injury Support is kind of, it’s a bit more like, kind of direct and straight to the point. But it really makes sense in terms of the, well I think it does, I mean I’ll be interested to know what, what effect it did have on funding but it, it seemed to me to really make sense around funding and just clarity. You know, young people looking for services for self-injury, they’re not going to go Bristol Crisis Service for Women, we were working with 12 year olds. 

[Laughs]
You know, it’s like.

Yeah.

They would have missed us. I mean we were known as TESS, so and TESS stood for text, text and email support service. So, but it didn’t say anything about self-injury, but yeah, I think Self Injury Support is really, really important. Something about destigmatising it as well, you know, it’s like we don’t need to pretend anymore.

Yeah.

That this is something that people aren’t doing. And people are doing. Yeah. 

Mm. Um, before we kind of close things up, is there anything else that you wanted to add that we haven’t talked about that you think is going to be valuable to the oral histories project?

I’m so glad you’re doing this. It’s, it’s really, yeah, it’s very validating of, of all the work. Um, I guess, yeah something about, some-, you know, we’ve kind of alluded to it a little bit earlier about somehow BCSW managed to sustain through thick and thin, through many decades. And it’s rare, there’s only one or two other projects in Bristol that I know have got that same history and they’re pretty special projects as well. And what, you know, what’s it going to take to create a culture where projects like this that respond to issues like this are granted with the resources that they deserve and require in order to-
Mm.

-really do the work. You know, because for this work to be done from a kind of scrabbling around place, it’s just unfair. It’s just unfair, it’s a bit like during the pandemic what became apparent with when we str-, stripped back to essential services, it’s all the most poorly paid people-
Yeah.

-in our cultures and it’s kind of the same in the voluntary sector. They’re doing the most important, life-saving, difference making work and, and it’s still paid really poorly, you know.

Mm.

It’s just, I just, I just, what’s it going to take to kind of get to a value shift in our culture? You know, we’re just yeah, because pain is pain is pain. H-, you know, being human, it-, it’s painful being human and so ongoingly people are going to need to find ways of dealing with that. We’re going to need services to support people.

Mm.

Just to support human, the human experience. So, yeah. 

Yeah, such important work.

Yeah, so important and I think what you’re doing with this project, this oral history, that will really help raise the importance of it. So, yeah, yeah. 

Well thank you for being interviewed, it’s been absolute pleasure and you’ve, thank you for being so, kind of, open and honest about your experiences. And so eloquent throughout. 

Ah, it’s been a pleasure, it’s been a real pleasure, yeah. I really enjoy reflecting on this kind of stuff. Can you tell me again what’s, what’s going to happen with the project? Like Rosie ran through it but I…
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