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Please could you state your name.

Uh, Jess Puplett.

And when did you start volunteering at Self-Injury Support?

So, I started volunteering at the beginning of 2018, uh, was when I joined the service, um, and since then, I sort of volunteered for about a year and a half and then got a job in 2019, sort of July time, uh, as a Support Services Assistant and did that for, uh, six months and then became Support Services Manager at the beginning of 2020, January I think.

How old were you when you started volunteering?

When I started volunteering I was 20- [sighs] 26? 26, yeah.

How did you find out about Self-Injury Support?

Um, so it was, it was odd, I was at a time in my life where for the first time in a long time I had quite a lot of stability, which I’d never really had before, and, and I don’t just mean sort of like, so I had sort of some financial stability, um, but also just a bit of, a bit more, I’d overcome quite a lot of, um, sort of mental health stuff in my life, um, and I really wanted to do some volunteering and I really wanted to work, uh, in something to do with mental health and something to do with women and I was just looking and just found this organisation by complete chance and I had absolutely no idea it existed and wish I’d, wish I’d known it had existed [laughs] um, and just jumped at the opportunity as soon as I, as soon as I saw it.

Can you tell me a little bit more about what you were doing when you first started volunteering and then also a bit more about the role that you’re doing now?

Yeah, um, so at the beginning I was, I was working, uh, in housing benefits, uh, for the council, that’s what I was doing, uh, full-time and it was, uh, it was a challenging job, but it was, it was good, it wasn’t exactly what I wanted to do, I was good at it, but I, it wasn’t really quite for me, um, but I didn’t really have any idea exactly what I wanted to do. Um, and, yeah, ended up volunteering here once a week and just loved every second of it and then an opportunity came up, uh, to work here and now I run, uh, all our support services as the Services Manager, so, um, to look after all the volunteers, um, run the shifts, do lots of sort of data monitoring, um, lots of feedback, thinking about how we can use the, the knowledge, the, the, the things that people tell us, how, how are we, you know, that’s important, what can we use that for to, to help change and help, you know, break that stigma and help increase understanding, not just within our organisation, but in some of our sort of more external work that we’re doing, um, so trying to keep that sort of feedback loop open. 
Um, and alongside, um, running the services I also, um, run, we, at the moment we’ve got funding from the Bristol and South Glos CCG, uh, the NHS and they’re funding us to run face-to-face support with people who’ve presented at A&E, uh, in one of the three Bristol hospitals, uh, so that’s the BRI, Southmead and Weston General Hospital. Uh, so if someone has been, has presented at A&E with sort of self-harm injuries, uh, and they’re not getting referred on to any secondary care, any further mental health support and they’re getting discharged back to their GP, before that, uh, they now get referred over to us and we run, the project’s really small, there’s only four of us who work on it, uh, it’s entirely peer support, lived experience role, uh, and we, yeah, we sort of sit and have hour and a half conversations with people, um, about, about their self-injury and help them sort of explore it, understand it, figure out what they might find useful from it, or, or what they might be looking for if they wanted to make any changes, so we’re, that’s, uh, quite a new thing, that’s been the last six months only.

You mentioned that you’ve got lived experience-

Uh-huh.

-um, with mental health. Do you think that that’s helped you in your roles at Self-Injury Support?

Yeah, absolutely, I think it was, um, you know, it really, I always, I, I think I knew I wanted to do something to do with mental health, but, um, you know, self-injury is something that was a huge part of my life for a really long time, um, from about 12 I think until, well, yeah, until [laughs]. It’s just, it’s, uh, um, you know, everyone I think has a complicated ongoing relationship with it, even if you haven’t gone back there for a few years or whatever, I think it’s still a complicated, um, thing, so when I saw that it, it was specifically around self-harm, I, I, I think I hadn’t necessarily faced everything about my self-injury at the time when I joined, um, but it helped me to really understand it in actually just being here and, and, and doing the training as a volunteer and, and sitting on the services and listening to other people talk about their experiences helped me personally really get to grips and explore my own self-harm in a, in a really reflective and really helpful way actually.

So, you mentioned you had some, some training.

Hmm.

What did the training involve?

Ah, the training was, uh, just the most amazing experience of my life [laughs] and I feel really fortunate because I get to deliver it now and, um, it, so the training initially it mainly revolves around, the first sort of beginning bits we’re talking a lot about w-what is self-harm and, and what we, what do we mean by that, what does it do for people, what, you know, what are they getting out of it, as well as sort of learning how to listen to people in a way that you don’t do in everyday life. It’s learning how to really hear what somebody’s saying underneath their words, it’s learning to respect that you can, you can really hear someone without trying to give them advice and tell them what to do or ask them questions which they might not be ready for and that can really shift the conversation. Um, so learn- those are sort of, that’s sort of the beginning parts of the training is sort of learning, getting to grips with that and that’s sort of something that continues throughout, um, and then also thinking about more widely about mental health and women’s experiences of mental health in particular and, you know, the training really draws on sort of the roots of the organisation and why we were set up and, and who set us up and what, what, what was the point of that and what was their mission and, uh, and actually thinking about how relevant that still is, uh, today. Um, and then talking a lot about, um, trying to understand, uh, trauma, um, childhood sexual abuse, um, which is something that we do find is a lot of, a lot of women who ring us, it’s something they’ve experienced. Um, and then sort of wrapping up with thinking about how you look after yourself in the work, uh, and spending the last kind of days of the training is really a real bonding experience together of thinking about everything that you’ve learnt, everything that you, you’re worried about, everything that you’re hopeful about and everything that you can do to, to make this a really rewarding experience rather than something that, you know, even though it sometimes might feel distressing, actually trying to make it, you know, how can you look after yourself through some of those difficult bits.

Yeah, so do you, do you feel like you, you learned more about yourself while you were doing the training as well?

Yeah, that’s, it’s something I, it surprised me [laughs] so much I think is how, how much I did learn about myself in the training and how much, you know, I didn’t, or maybe I did know about myself, but [laughs] I didn’t realise I’d known about myself and, um, it really, yeah, not only did it sort of teach me a lot more about wider experiences and, uh, and, and really sort of having a much more well-rounded understanding of self-injury outside of my own personal experience, but it also really helped me to sort of conceptualise, well, what, what might mine have been about or what, what function did that have for me, and it just taught me, you know, taught me how to listen to people and communicate with people in a w- and unlock this sort of much deeper level of empathy that I had, but I, it was, just needed some, some unlocking and some teasing out and, and that was a really, really powerful experience, it really reshaped the way I, I saw the world I think.

Did the training cover any other topics, like you mentioned mental health more widely, um, perhaps feminism?

Yeah. Yeah. So, we talk, so, so on the, the day that we sort of explore mental health is, is, is we kind of explore some, some of the themes that maybe come up, so some particular conditions that maybe are more prominent on the services for certain reasons, like, um, borderline personality disorder and things like that, but really examining sort of the role of, of women in, in that and how women have been really mistreated by the mental health system throughout history actually and, and how, you know, important it is that this is a women’s space and why it’s a women’s space. And actually spending, there was, there’s a point where we sort of talk about, you know, what are women’s experiences, what are women’s experiences of mental health that, or more widely what are the experiences that can impact women’s mental health and there is something so powerful and unique about sitting in a room full of women talking about all those experiences, all those challenges, all those things that affect you for being a woman, all those things that you have to do, the impact of that and just sharing that and being in that space collectively together is just something I, a space I’d never been in before and it is one of the most, and it continues to be, every time I, I, I do the volunteer training now for the new volunteers, it’s still one of the most powerful spaces to sit in, yeah, very unique.

Do you, do you think women’s experiences of mental health have changed over the last few years, over the last decade?

I - that’s a really interesting question! Um, in some ways potentially, but I don’t know if that’s a positive change all the time. I think there’s maybe additional burdens and stresses that happen with the, the, you know, you know, women being sort of more able to be within the labour market and more, you know, in the job market, that layers more burdens on women as well. So, you still have got all the existing pressures of, you know, the expectations to be, um, you know, emotional, doing all the emotional labour, doing unpaid labour at home, doing that side of things, but then you’ve also got work labour as well and women, actually what women are doing in the workplace is very often a similar kind of role, there is still that expectation of being that emotional, um, giver and, and that supporter and doing that. So, I think, you know, I think women’s experiences have definitely changed, I just think they’re a lot more varied now and I, I think the pressure that women are under is s-still, it’s, you know, in terms of like beauty standards and things like that I think the world is still not that far away from, I think it’s changing, I think there’s lots of really good positive things that are existing out there and coming out and there is good spaces and good conversations happening, but I also, you know, you can still see the impact of how much people are affected by these expectations that are placed upon their bodies and, you know, what they’re expected to do and be like and I, I think, I think there’s, yeah, overwhelming pressure on women, so things have changed, but maybe, maybe not enough.

What do you think the current public perception of self-injury is, do you think it’s understood?

No [laughs]. Um, I don’t, I think, I think it’s still widely misunderstood and I think it’s still very, very taboo and there is so much shame attached around it and so much, so much, you know, people, people’s experiences when they’re talking about, you know, going to, to hospitals and, and GPs or mental health services and their experiences are, are still massively negative about the response that they receive to their self-injury and, um, there’s just a sense that, you know, people maybe just don’t quite understand, even though it is, it’s something that can be completely understood, it’s not an alien concept, it’s not - we all do things that harm us in ways, you know, whether that’s, it might be something like you drink an extra glass of wine and things, like, you know, that night or, you know, you’re feeling like, oh, I’m just going to order some junk food because I feel rubbish, you know. We know what that is, we know what those feelings are. Those feelings are the same feelings, they’re just different, like they’re just exag- maybe they’re more intense and maybe it comes out in a different way, but, you know, it’s like, which I think that, for me, is a really important part of trying to get that across, that, for me, that’s a really important part of the work that we do is trying to let people know that actually it’s not this weird other concept that people can’t understand and relate to, it actually is, it’s something we all know, it’s just on a scale, a varying scale. Um, but I think in, in general it, it’s still quite widely misunderstood and, and, and not, you know, people I don’t think feel that they can reach out as much as, as, you know, they should be able to, um.

What sorts of things is Self-Injury Support currently trying to do to raise awareness of self-injury and, and to educate people on the subject?

Hmm. So, we’ve been doing, uh, especially over the last year when we were in the, during the pandemic, we did, uh, quite a lot of training courses. Um, so a few of us did, um, some external work with various different agencies, um, and it could be from, people from all different kinds of organisations, whether people from working in, you know, supported housing or people working in the NHS or people w- social workers and those people who are much more likely to kind of come into, um, contact with people who are using self-injury and actually sitting down with those people and doing those training courses for two hours, just teaching them really basic, this is what, this is what self-injury is, this is what we’re talking about. It, it’s amazing how people’s perceptions change. It surprised me. I think you get quite used to, you get quite comfortable working in an organisation that is, we talk about self-harm all the time, we understand self-injury, we know it, so you kind of forget that other people don’t, so when you do these training courses it’s always kind of surprising to me that people learn a lot, but I, I think that’s such a powerful thing. So, that, for me, is a really important part of the work is, is, is connecting up with people who are interacting with other people who may be using self-harm and actually knowing what might be useful to respond to and how to fully respond to that, which isn’t, you know, treating it as this sort of taboo horrible thing that can’t be understood and actually going, oh well, that, you know, we und- that can be understood, what, what can you, what do you need, what do you want to talk about? 
Um, so, for me, that’s a big part of the kind of changing perceptions work that we’re doing, but I would really like, I think I hope that we can just continue to, to push that as much as possible with, with, you know, putting out what we know and I, I would love to be able to spend more time sort of using, you know, using all the things that people tell us to help that, put that back out there in the world and going, actually this is, this can be understood, and I think, yeah, hopefully we can just continue to keep doing that at the moment, that’s, that’s the hope.

Do you do much work with other, um, mental health organisations and women’s organisations?

Yeah, occasionally, occasionally. So, we, very recently we’ve linked up with a couple of different organisations just to sort of share some knowledge about different ways that we’re offering support and, and sort of just kind of sharing, sharing knowledge about how to support people, for example. Um, recently talked to Samaritans about their email service, um, and we sort of did some linking it, uh, you know, we sort of just shared some ideas and thoughts about how e- how effective is it to support people emotionally via email, how do you do that, what, and it was, that was a really useful, um, experience and we did, um, last year quite a lot of work with various different organisations. Um, I think Sal Ball was, she did a lot of that work and that was really amazing, just to link up with different organisations, share knowledge and expertise. So, we, we, we do do some of that work. I would love to be able to do more of it, but as with many a small charity it is [laughs] it’s always hard to always have the time to do everything that you want to do and always have the resources available to you.

So, how many people currently volunteer at Self-Injury Support?

Sorry, you just - my - yeah, sorry, can you say that again? [Laughs]

How many people currently volunteer at Self-Injury Support?

So, we’ve currently got 19 volunteers at the moment, so hopefully that will, we’ll be able to r-recruit a few more in the autumn is my aim and sort of boost our numbers as much as possible, because there’s so many women out there who want to volunteer, which I, I always find absolutely amazing. I think the people who come to this organisation are really, um, really special, um, yeah. They’re, they’re just amazing women to meet, um, anyone who comes to volunteer or do anything with us actually [laughs] seems to always be these wonder- it’s such a hopeful thing to know how many compassionate, wonderful women are out there in the world, um, and even just in Bristol, so! [Laughs]

Has it, has that grown much since you started volunteering?

Uh, no, I think we’re on sort of less, um, less than when I started volunteering, but the pandemic was really, really hard on the services, um, because it really limited what we were able to do. Um, being able to train volunteers, knowing what the rules were, knowing where we could go and do the training. There was a lot of, um, a lot of really, you know, I think COVID really impacted our ability to do that and that was really frustrating actually, because we would love to be in a position where we had a lot more volunteers at this point and if, I think if the pandemic hadn’t happened we would maybe be in that position, I would like to hope anyway, um, so it’s a few less than we ideally have, w-would have at the moment, um.

Have you done any training online during the pandemic?

Yeah. Yeah, so we did, um, did some external training, I’ve done some external training online, um, and that’s been, that’s been, that’s been OK. It’s been quite interesting, um, I did some, we did some training, like a-as I was saying before, the sort of, with different organisations, different professionals, have done that, did some training for Mindline volunteers, um, a few months ago which is really good and did a session on self-injury, um, for them and that was all online and that was a really interesting session. Um, with our volunteer training last year, we did one in October, we started doing it face-to-face and then we back into the, another national lockdown in, in November and so we had to move two of the training days online and it was not how I would want to do the training I think is what I learnt from that experience. It was possible, but it was not like the way I think it should be done. I think the p- like being, there’s something about the training where you are together and that you are in a really safe space where you are not distracted by anyone else. I think that’s really important. I think being at, you know, being at home where things are around, maybe there’s kids at home, maybe there’s people at home, maybe you, you know, you’ve got other things going on in your brain, it really distracts from being able to like fully engage with the level of empathy that you probably need to really like dig into to, to unlock some of the, the skills that you need to, to sit o-on the helpline and, and anything like that. 
So, for me, it was, uh, it was an interesting experience to do some of it online, I just hope that we don’t have to be in a position where we would always have to do it that way and, yeah, be able to do it in person always! [Laughs] I think the pow- it’s, yeah, it’s just that power of being in a room with other women who are equally as passionate and, you know, empathic as you I think is, it’s just, it’s just something you don’t get in other spaces and, and that’s why it’s s- it’s so valuable, that’s part, it’s not just what you learn on the training, it’s the space that you exist in together that creates such a unique ex- yeah, such a unique experience that you can’t replicate online in the same way.

So, thinking back to before the pandemic-

Uh-huh.

-what, what was the office like, what was, what was the atmosphere in the office like?

The atmosphere in the office was lovely. It was, uh, I mean it’s always been a lovely office. It’s a bit, it’s one of those buildings that’s, it’s really old and it’s a bit wonky and there’s always like, you know, the light switches don’t really make any sense and it’s [laughs] one of those really odd buildings, but the office was always lovely. It was just bubbly and, and lively and, and people doing all different things and people exchanging ideas and, and sort of bouncing off each other a little bit and, and there was so much, I think the organisation is such a supportive space. It’s the only place I’ve ever worked where I can come to work and say, I’m not OK today, um, and have that just met with someone going, do you want a cup of tea, um, do you want to talk about it, or, like rather than someone being like, you need to go home or you need to sign yourself off, or, d-do you know what I mean, it was literally just being able to go, actually I’m not OK today, here’s what’s going on for me, and just be really honest and open and, and share experiences and know that the people around you understand, um, is, it’s, it’s very special. I, I’ve never worked anywhere like that before and I, I can’t really imagine another space that, I’m sure they exist, but I can’t imagine it. 
Um, and so that was just sort of the office in the daytime and then in the evenings, um, when we open the helpline there is something, again, the, the space almost transforms again and volunteer - I remember this from wh-when I was a volunteer. I, you know, I used to work full-time, I, I did a Thursday night shift and so I was always a bit tired, you know, it’s the end of the week, you’re looking forward to the weekend and you’d get to, so you, kind of you leave work and you’re coming in and, and you’d go, oh, I’m really knackered, and then you, you get into the office and there’s this like another layer of energy that comes over you and you just kind of re- you know, just something happens. It’s quite a magical space and, and we still all sit in the kitchen together and have a cup of tea, do a catch-up, say hello to each other, all the volunteers of all different services sit around and chat and, and we do a little briefing of just updates of anything that’s going on at the moment, anything we need to be, you know, aware of, if anything, you know, tricky has come up in the last week or, um, or just updates generally and then everyone would just kind of disperse off to, you know, their different rooms to, you know, do the text service or, you know, go and do the helpline. And, and in the helpline room there’s just an atmosphere that is, is quite hard to describe without sitting in it, but there’s just this warmth and quietness and stillness that exists in that room, which isn’t there in the day when you sit up there, if you go up there for any other reason it, it feels like a different room. In the evening, you know, people sit and it’s just quiet and warm and safe and s- it’s such a, it’s, it’s quite spooky and magical what happens in the off- in that little space, in that one room, three nights a week. It’s, it’s, yeah, it’s, it’s really beautiful and it’s sort of, it’s quite hard, yeah, it's really difficult to put into words actually exactly what that feeling is, but it’s, it’s special I think.

So, did you have to shut the office during COVID?

Yeah, so we shut the office, um, for three months, um, we shut the helpline from the end of March until the middle of July last year, 2020, um, simply because that was what we were told we had to do, I think, and I think it felt like the safest option while we figured out how we could reopen, if we had volunteers who felt safe and comfortable to be able to do that, what kind of, um, yeah, what, what, how we would do that. We managed to keep the, um, the text service and the email service and the webchat running over that time, which was really good, because I think that space was really valuable and I think also for people, you know, the helpline, even when we reopened it wasn’t as busy as it had been and I think people being in their homes a lot more and having to stay in there, I think a lot of people maybe were in spaces that weren’t safe for them to talk out loud in a way that they would have been able to before, um, so having the, being able to have text, um, webchat and email was really important actually in that time, because it meant that people could still express how they were feeling and still talk to us about their self-harm in a safe way without being overheard, which, um, was, that felt really important, I’m really glad we were able to do that over the pandemic.

So, did you find because you couldn’t operate the helpline you were having more people contact you via text and the web service? 

Yeah, I think so, I think there was more people coming in on that and, um, yeah, when we did, when we did reopen in July there were people who called still, um, but it definitely took a while before it, it, it became a bit busier again. There were some really quiet shifts, which is a, it’s expected, I guess, if you’ve been closed for a while, sometimes people kind of don’t know you’re back or, um, not quite sure what’s going on, so it takes a while to sort of boost that up again, but also I do, I do think there’s maybe an element of, of people not really being safe to call when they’re stuck in the house. So yeah, there was a, it was, it was a bit different, it took a while to sort of get back going again, but, um, yeah, it, it was a very interesting year and challenging year and [laughs] made us think a lot about, it, I think what it really taught me in particular was how valuable the space is in the office, to have the space to support women and how important that community is between the volunteers to have each other, um, and have that, that room where magical things happen, but also everything that you, all those challenging things that sometimes you hear and sometimes they, you know, they might trigger stuff in you or, or feel quite reminiscent of your own experiences and that can be quite hard, you get to leave them safely somewhere and, and they don’t follow you out of the building, they stay there. And I think that’s a really important part of this kind of work is actually going, how, how, how can you feel safe in it, especially if you are someone, you know, because we really encourage that, that people who do have experience do come and, and s-su- offer support on the helpline if, if they feel able to do that, um, but doing that safely is really important I think and having somewhere to leave it that’s not your own home is, feels, feels useful.

Do you ever find it difficult to switch off?

[Laughs] I don’t know. I think, um, something that’s so important to us running the services is, is boundaries and, and that doesn’t, doesn’t just apply to, you know, what, what you talk about on the phone, I think it also applies to how, how you let the work interact with the rest of your life, um, so I think sometimes it’s hard, sometimes you’ll leave a shift and you might be really worried about something that you’ve heard or you, you might find, you might go, oh, that was quite upsetting, but actually there’s a process of, one, being able to leave something somewhere in a room and go, well, it's there, and also being able to access support from the volunteers around you, the volunteer coordinators on shift like me, you know, being able to sit down and go, what was that about, and also having access to kind of supervision every month so you can really go and like, this really affected me, or, this upset me, or, this, you know, made me feel like this, or I, you know, whatever it is, you can go and really explore what that is about. 
So, things don’t necessarily have to, I think you can switch off often, because you’re able to leave something somewhere, know that it’s held there and it's, you’re not, it’s not, you’re not dealing with it on your own, it’s not, I think that’s the most imp- you know, really important part of the work is being a team and sharing that and, you know, no-one is there on their own dealing with something, it, it’s, it’s shared, it’s a shared experience, we’re all doing the work together. Even if one person has taken one call, you know, that call is the service’s call, we all hold that with them, uh, and so that, I think that’s a really helpful way to, you know, be able to do work that, it can be challenging and it can be tough, but yeah, I think it’s, it’s notice- if you ever notice that you are- you aren’t switching off or you’re still thinking about something over and over again, it’s always a good sign to just bring it to someone and say, I haven’t really explored why, why that hasn’t gone away and what that could be about, um, and I think that’s such an important part of the work that we, we do.

Somebody I spoke to who worked at Self-Injury Support, which was then Bristol Crisis Service for Women, um, in the ‘90s and through some of the 2000s mentioned the day after counselling group.

Hmm.

Is that still running?

No, well, we’ve actually just, we did relaunch, um, like group supervision, so yeah, we’ve just started doing it again over the, over this year actually, over 2021, um, and that’s been such a, I think that’s a really im-important space actually, especially with, you know, volunteers have been sort of all over the place and working in, in different places a-and it’s been, you know, quite, you know, everyone’s sort of been a bit more dispersed than they would normally, so actually having this space where you can come together and reflect on it. The, the, the feedback that people, volunteers are saying is actually it’s really helpful to know that other people, you know, you, you, sometimes you might speak to, you know, you might know the person you’re talking about or you might go, oh, this call was really hard, and someone else can go, oh, well, I had a call similar to that once or I felt like that, you know, or I understa- I understand why that was so challenging, or a-and just, it’s just a, a space to bounce off each other and think about, you know, what, what is, yeah, what might be going on for each other and, and really and to relate to each other and understand each other and offer that empathy with each other as well, so it’s not just something that you’re doing on the calls and then the support work, it’s also something that you can do with each other and, and really hear each other and listen to each other. So, I think that is, yeah, I’m really glad we’ve been able to bring that back and it’s still really early days of doing it and at the moment we’re having to do it all online still, but I’m hoping that will move into face-to-face at some point sooner or later [laughs].

Thinking about your time as a volunteer-

Hmm.

-do you remember your first call?

Do I remember my first call? Yeah, I do remember my first call, I do remember my first call. It was - yeah, go on.

I was just, how did it go?

Um, I remember being, I remember before, I was really nervous all of a sudden before my shift and, and I don’t know what, I think there’s, there’s, there’s often a sense of people going, you know, you c- you, you get really wrapped up in what you’re going to say when you start and that, that goes, that goes very quickly once you get on the phone and you, and you, you know that you’re just, you’re there with someone, you really understand what that means, um, and you get into the space, it does go away, but there’s that sense before you go, oh, what’s going to happen, what if I do something really wrong, and actually just, you know, you can’t really go that wrong generally speaking. It, it’s actually, we’re not, um, we’re not aiming for perfection ever, we’re aiming to be good enough for people and that’s really important, um, but I remember being really nervous and I think my, um, before I left I was, I was going, oh, I’m really nervous, and my, and my partner at the time said, it’s not about you, it’s about them [laughs] and I was like, oh, and I found that really useful actually just to like bring me out of my own head and go, yeah, exactly, that’s why I’m here, it’s not about, it’s not, you know, what I’m bringing, what I bring to the call is important in some aspects obviously, but it’s, um, it’s not the main thing, and I think that really helped me kind of relax into, into it and, um, it went OK, it was OK [laughs] it was, it was fine. It was, um, yeah, it was almost like a relief to do the first one, because then you go, oh, I can, oh, actually I can, I can do this, I’m fine, this is fine, um, and that’s, yeah, that’s a lovely experience. I do, I do remember it, um, and it feels like so long ago, but I do, yeah, it’s really strange.

Are there any particular calls that stood out for you?

Yeah, I think there are some calls that stuck with me occasionally, um, often sort of ones that were particularly where the emotions were so raw, I think, tho-tho-those are the ones that sort of, you don’t necessarily remember every detail of what happened or who the person, you know, you don’t necessarily remember everything about that, but I think sometimes sitting with someone in, in such raw distress is, is a really powerful, challenging experience and I think, you know, you can, you can do it and it, it, it’s fine, you can, you can be there with that, but I think, you know, that experience will always sort of stick with you a little bit, because it’s incredibly powerful actually to, to meet someone in that place and be there with them and I think that’s, you know, that’s one of the most important things that we do is you meet someone in that distress and you just share it with them for a bit so they’re not, they don’t have to be on their own in it, um, for half an hour or however long they want to be with you for, you know. That’s just an incredibly powerful experience, so I think those kind of calls will kind of stick with you and it’s not necessarily what ha- what, what’s said necessarily or what’s going on for the person like sort of in their lives necessarily, it’s, that, that experiencing such raw emotion I think in a way that you, you don’t really experience in, in normal life, normal life whatever that is, you know, yeah, the outside world, it doesn’t, it’s not something you see every day, so.

What are some of the most common issues and, and themes that come up?

Hmm. I suppose I mean, you know, people talking about some very big emotions. I think big emotions is something that comes up a lot, so things like shame and guilt and anger and just such despair and hopelessness, those, those sort of feelings that are sort of huge and heavy, those emotions are, are really common, um, so that is, get talked about a lot. Um, and, you know, themes of, themes of loneliness I think are really strong and I, and I think that kind of goes back to that sense that people do feel alone in their self-injury, because it is still not talked about enough, it’s still taboo, it’s still not understood as much by as many people as it should be, so I think a lot of people do feel very alone in those experiences and so that’s quite a strong, a strong theme that comes up and, you know, people talking about maybe past experiences of abuse is still very, is quite a common thing that comes up a lot I think. Um, that’s really, you know, it, it shows you how devastating that can be on people’s lives for such a long period of time, um, and, and themes of suicide, I, I think those are probably the sort of main ones that come up of- very, very often, and, and mental health services actually, I would say that’s probably next after that [laughs]. Yeah, people’s experiences of, of being within mental health systems and, and what that means for them, um, and it’s often quite chaotic I think and difficult.

Do you, do you treat each call anonymously or, or do you get to know some of your regular callers?

So, we do, every call is anonymous, is confidential, we try, so what we always try and do is treat each call as if it’s a brand new call as if you never, and that, and there are people who do call a lot and that you do get to maybe know a little bit about them or you recognise their voice or you know a little bit about their story or, um, and you do kind of get, you get that sense of sort of knowing someone, but I think it’s really important as well that we don’t, we don’t go back to anything they’ve ever said in the past, we’re really thinking, focusing on what people are bringing today and, and what they’re feeling today and that could be really different. You could speak to someone every week or whatever for six months and then they’ll bring something to you that is completely different, completely, because people are complicated and people have a variety of sides to it and we’re only getting a little bit of that. Um, so it’s always, I think, for me, it’s always really important to make sure you’re trying to treat something as, as if it’s brand new, uh, and see where someone’s at today without making all those assumptions about what might be going on for them just because you’ve spoken to them before possibly. Um, that feels, yeah, it feels like a really important part of, of, of being able to do this work and offer the support effectively. Yeah, not making assumptions basically about where they are.

Do you notice any commonalities between the women that call in terms of age, economic situation, background?

That’s really interesting. I think [sighs] it’s hard to always know, because, because we’re so anonymous, we never, you know, ask anyone any of those info- that information or anything like that, so it’s only if they tell us that we’ve got any idea, you know, how old someone is or, or what their circumstances are, but I think we get quite a range generally. There’s, it seems to often be quite a lot - it depends what service it is as well. I think, you know, our webchat service often is, is a lot more younger people using that, um, and then our text service and the helpline service and e-email varies as well, but it does seem to be often maybe sort of, uh, late teens, early teens, early 20s up and then we’ve sort of got people who are sort of in their 40s, 50s, 60s as well, so that it, there’s, I mean it’s just a huge age range really, it really, it really varies. I think commonalities wise [sighs] it’s hard to say, it’s really difficult to say. I do think something that we’ve always struggled with as an organisation is possibly being quite a white organisation and I wonder, without really knowing that necessarily about our users because we don’t really have any information about that, I think often that is something, there’s a sense that that might be reflective of the people who call us and use our services as well, but it’s hard to, it’s hard to say, um, and it’s hard to know how you would make that different either, um.

In a, in a previous interview I did, um, they said that at one point ritual and satanic abuse came up as a theme.

Hmm.

I was just wondering if you’d had, had any experience of, with that while you’ve worked there?

Um, no, I don’t think so. I don’t think I’ve, I’ve ever heard that or seen that come up, but things, you know, themes change over time, I guess, I think and, um, no, really, that’s, yeah, interesting, but no, that’s never, never something that comes up. I think the themes of abuse that come up now are predominantly related to childhood sexual abuse as well as sort of emotional abuse. I think those are the, the biggest categories of abuse that seem to be talked about at the moment, um, sort of, yeah, more adult emotional abuse as well.

Hmm. If , if the issues of suicidality come up during a call-

Hmm.

-how do you respond to that?

Um, I think we respond generally by just, one, understanding what, how big and painful that is and how frightening that could be for somebody, um, to feel that desperate and that hopeless and that, that is an incredibly, you know, overwhelming feeling, so essentially we, we, we acknowledge where they’re at and hear where they’re at a-and, y-you know, try and convey that we understand that there’s a reason why people are like that, you know, why you might be feeling that way, that’s not something that you can’t understand, that it, it is, it’s a feeling, um, that’s important to hear that and recognise that and acknowledge that for people. Um, the service is completely confidential and anonymous, so we don’t ask for people’s details if - the only time we would ever break confidentiality is if we feel like someone or, or someone else is, is at immediate risk of, of serious harm or death and, and they tell us about it and they tell us who they are or where they are. Um, in that case we, we would, we are bound by safeguarding legislation that we would have to, um, contact emergency services at that point, but I’d say that doesn’t happen very often at all. I think people find it really helpful that this is a confidential space and that they can express those emotions and, and without there necessarily being consequences of, of that, um, you know. I think there’s lots of other spaces that these women may be in or accessing where if they said something like that there would, something would happen, you know, there would be measures taken or something like that, whereas actually with us we just go, I really hear you, I hear how frightening that is, you know, let’s talk about it, uh, and that’s, and that’s what we do, um, which I think is very special, very special, um, uh, yeah, and important, yeah.

Have you ever held any in-person groups with the women that use your service?

No, we don’t, so, um, we don’t d-do any face-to-face work at all and that’s been, yeah, it’s been really interesting and I suppose it’s something we could think about doing at some point, but I wonder what the purpose of it would be. I think it would have to be like a, almost like a separate kind of project in some way or separate from the services, so that the links between them, I think because, uh, you know, th- you don’t want people’s confidentiality to be compromised when they’re calling the services, so I think that would, you know, maybe make it a bit difficult. With the, um, with the service that we’re running out of A&E we are seeing people face-to-face that are referred in, so that is the first time we’ve done face-to-face work, um, yeah, that is the first time we’ve done it at the moment, so it’s been, yeah, a bit different, a bit different learning skills to do that and talk to people in person, um.

How does the A&E service work?

So, it’s, uh, so it’s for the peo- so people get referred directly in by the NHS, so it would be by the, maybe someone in psychiatric liaison or, um, an A&E nurse, for example, will refer them to us, um, and we contact them within sort of three days of that, um, and then offer them an appointment within a week and they can do that, they can have a phone appointment, they can have a video appointment or, or they can have a face-to-face appointment, which, um, we’re currently doing in, in the hospitals, but only in Weston General and in the BRI at the moment, um, yeah, and they can have a, just, it’s just a one-off appointment, um, and it can be up to an hour and a half, um, face-to-face or, or however they choose to have the meeting. So that’s, yeah, a bit of a different service, but, um, very interesting, very interesting I think, yeah, similar themes.

What is funding like for you at the moment?

[Laughs] Uh, difficult, um, I’ve been at this organisation, since I’ve been at this organisation we’ve struggled with funding a lot, um, and I think, um, it’s difficult at the moment, we’re waiting on bids coming in and we’re waiting for answers from people, so there’s a lot of sitting with quite a lot of uncertainty around funding quite often and I, I would really hope that, you know, in the long term we can create a more sustainable way of funding the services and, and thinking about and, you know, really going back to the core of what we’re doing, because I think often in the, like sort of the third sector funding climate you’ve always got to be, there’s a sense that you’ve got to always be like innovating and doing new projects, uh, a-and changing and, and all of this sort of work and I think sometimes there’s a sense of what we’ve been doing, what we’ve been doing for years and years and years, um, and it really works and actually we, you know, we, things do change and grow and shift and, and we try, we do different things over time and we, you know, lots does happen on the services, but I think it is, yeah, it can be tricky I guess to go, we’re doing this thing and it, it’s working and we’re not doing anything new on it at this point, please can you help fund it? [Laughs]

So, I think that’s really difficult and it’s, and it’s hard for any small organisation to try and get funding, um, even when you know how important everything is and, you know, so it’s, it’s, it’s hard, I think it’s really hard and it’s hard to sit with a lot of uncertainty, um, because you do that quite a lot in the work, you do it quite a lot, especially you know, with c- a completely anonymous confidential service you do have to sit with the uncertainty of, you know, you don’t know what’s going to happen to someone when they put the phone down, you don’t, you don’t know that and you have to deal with that and you learn to deal with that and that’s possible. So, it’s nice, yeah, it, it makes it harder I think when that sort of uncertainty moves across the organisation out of that and feels less sort of contained in one space, so that can be quite a challenging part of the work I think having to, yeah, do a lot of hoping [laughs] that people will fund you and know that you’re doing something amazing, um, and something that, you know, I, I believe in it so much, so it’s, yeah, a lot of hoping that other people see that, which is hard.

If you had a, a, an amount of funding come in now, what, what are some of the first things that you’d do with the money?

The first things I’d do with, with the money, oh, I think, uh, the first thing I would do would be, uh, just put some more staffing hours into the services so that they get the time that they nee-need, um, to just really think about, there’s lots of, you know, got so many things I would love to do and work on and how, you know, promotional work and all of that stuff, it just needs a little bit more investment I think in the staffing time and re- and train loads of volunteers, that’s what I would do, that’s the first thing I would do, just a few more hours in the services and a few more volunteers on.

Have you got many people waiting to, to train to do the volunteer work?

We have a few people actually. We get queries quite, fairly regularly from peo-people saying, you know, I’m really interested in doing it, so we’ve got a, got a list, I’m hoping I can, once I get some dates I can email all these people and they’ll all come back and go, yes, I’d love to train! [Laughs] Let’s hope so. It’s, um, it’s quite tricky I think learning when to train, because it’s a five day training course, um, and so it’s quite intense and they’re full days, you know, they’re f-from sort of half nine to half four-ish, so it’s, it’s a lot, it’s quite a big commitment just the training, so finding out when to do the days is quite interesting. I think I did mine on the weekends, um, and that was useful, but I think that attracts maybe a certain type, like sort of a certain person maybe who works full-time and so weekends are a lot easier, um, but so we’ve recently been trying to do it on other days of the week as well to sort of hopefully like diversify the, the volunteering pool as well, you know, people who maybe can’t, like weekends don’t suit them because they’ve got kids at home that they’ve got to look after or whatever that is, so trying, trying to vary the days a little bit and see, see what that brings to the organisation as well. I think that’s important as well to make sure, you know, the people, we’re not excluding people just because we’re doing training on the weekends, actually we, we don’t have to do that all the time.

Do you find that many people complete the volunteer training or do you have people that, that drop out because it affects them too much and they, and they perhaps can’t handle it?

I think generally speaking we do pretty well, most people stay, but we do interview beforehand and the point of the interview is to just kind of get a sense of where people are and one of the things that we, we try and ask in the, in the interview is just sort of where, you know, what people’s experiences of self-harm are and don’t have to give us tonnes of detail obviously, you know, share whatever feels appropriate, but also kind of where someone’s emotional distance is from that and do they feel in a place that they are safe enough to be able to listen to other people’s experiences of that, do they feel like that is something that they can do and that they’re ready to do, or does it feel like maybe it’s actually a little bit too close to home still at the moment and they just need a bit more time. So, I think that’s, that’s a useful question, because I think it helps stop that and so you don’t have it as, you know, you don’t want, you don’t want people to come to the training, which can be such an amazing, rewarding experience, and actually just be really upset and triggered by the content, that’s not what we’re trying to do, uh, by any means. So, generally speaking, that, I, I would say probably out of each training group maybe one person goes and sometimes that’s just because of life, just practical things pop up and they just can’t commit anymore, like they thought they could, things change for people and that does happen, but, um, for the most part people seem to stay, which is great! [Laughs]

What have you found most challenging during your time at Self-Injury Support?

Um, I’d say probably funding uncertainty is the biggest challenge, because it really impacts the way that you can deliver a service effectively, it really impacts, you know, like knowing when you can train because the training process takes a long time, it’s a five day course, but you’ve also got to recruit people before that [laughs] and, and, you know, it’s, it is a long process, so when you do have uncertainty about when funding is going to run out and when, or if you’re going to be able to, at what point you’ll be able to continue, it’s quite hard to do that longer term planning. So I think that, for me, I find that one of the more challenging, probably one of the most challenging things, because it’s quite, you just have to sit and, and deal with it, which is quite, I think that’s a very difficult big ask of someone of just sitting and dealing with stuff. So, I think, yeah, funding is probably one of the hardest parts of the job and hopefully one, m-my dream is one day we’ll get some sort of three to five year funding on the services and, and we won’t have to worry, we can do all this big planning and, and implement everything that we want to do. I mean that would be the, that’s the sort of the dream for me, but we’re working on it! [Laughs]

Are there any memories that really stand out for you or particular events that have happened since you’ve been there?

Yeah, um, we did a, um, I remember we did like, uh, a volunteer celebration thing, um, once when I was still a volunteer where actually all the volunteers sort of came together and it was on volun- it was during like Volunteering Week or something and we’d all got, and actually like all the staff were there and all the volunteers were there and it was just such a lovely day of just everyone coming together and like not just the volunteers, but also the staff and, and just like, you know, remembering you’re part of this huge organis- like, well, it’s not huge, we’re tiny, but like all this, this huge network of women who are all, you know, sharing a similar vision and with a similar ethos, I think those were really nice. 
And we did, we did another thing that was kind of similar, I think it was in January 2020, because we’d just, we’d gone through a difficult funding patch sort of end of 2019 and we had to run an appeal to try and raise some money and that was a really difficult time and I think volunteers found that quite difficult, because we didn’t know what was happening with the organisation, we didn’t know if we were going to be able to stay open and everyone found that a really, really hard time, um, but we managed to secure the money and keep going, which was amazing. So, we did sort of like a, a celebration thing where we did a, we did a drumming workshop with these two amazing women and they came in and we, yeah, learnt to drum and it was wonderful [laughs] and it was, yeah, we just sat in a, we sat in the helpline room and we did some drumming, we did some sort of like, uh, they brought us all dissolvable paper so we could dissolve things that we didn’t want in our lives anymore and we did a nice little like ritual together, uh, and we did a bit of singing and it was, it was, you know, uh, I think for a lot of us it was a little bit out of our comfort zones where we would want to be, but it actually was such a lovely experience and it was so different and it was, it was just, or any of those times where the organisation comes together, where the volunteers come together or the staff come together, I think is, is just a beautiful reminder of, of what you’re doing and, and who’s here and, and that we’re all, you know, we’ve all got the same sort of reasons that we’re here, um, so those have always stood out for me the most I think. 
Which I think leads nicely onto my next question which is, what impact has being involved with Self-Injury Support had on your life?

I think it changed my life completely, honestly [laughs]. I-it’s really hard to explain, but I think I, um, I just learnt so much about myself. I felt for the f- I used to be quite a closed off emotional person, like, like emotionally, I didn’t really share a lot with people, um, but now I can and I just don’t think I would have been able to do that still if I wasn’t here, if I wasn’t being in a place where emotions are accepted and understood, where self-injury is accepted and understood, where, you know, women’s experiences are accepted and understood. I think it’s, it’s, it’s, it’s really transformative, um, working at a place, volunteering at a place, working at a place like that where, and [sighs] yeah, I just, I just learnt so much about how to talk to people and how to be comfortable talking to people and how to look at really difficult things, you know. I used to hate picking up the phone, now I don’t think like anything, there’s nothing on the end of the phone could ever scare me, ever, there’s nothing scary at the end of the phone anymore! [Laughs] It’s, you know, it changed my life, it changed the way I talk to people, you know, those skills of listening without giving advice and asking questions. It’s stuff that is just in my life, you know, now, it just kind of comes out and it happens. Um, I remember like when I first noticed myself doing it and I first heard things and I was going, oh, I, I learnt that, I learnt how to talk like that, I learnt how to sort of, a different way of being able to communicate with people and, and connect with people on a, on a sl- on a different level, um, and that, and that’s been, yeah, it’s been an incredibly powerful experience for me to be here.

Do you think the people around you have noticed a change in you as well?

Absolutely. Absolutely! [Laughs] There’s a few people, you know, my clo- people who are very close to me, who, who do, who have noticed that, you know, I’m just a lot more open with being able to, being able to actually communicate how I feel a lot better and a lot more healthily I think is, uh, um, something that people have noticed and, a-and, yeah, I think, I do feel like, I do feel like I’ve grown immensely as a person from, from being here, yeah, it’s been a really moving experience I think.

That’s great. Um, is there anything else that you want to talk about, about your experience, about your work, anything, um, that’s sort of coming up for Self-Injury Support?

Um, I don’t know. I think I’ve talked about an awful lot actually! [Laughs] Um, just, no, I, I don’t, I don’t think there’s anything else massively to add. I, I just feel like, you know, this is such an important organisation and I, I think it’s impacted people’s lives so much, you know, not just the people who call us, but the people who volunteer with us, who work with us, um, you know, I think everyone knows it’s a very unique place to be. Um, as challenging as it can be in different ways, which y- I feel like you would get in any small organisation, any small charity, you know, there’s always difficulties, but, you know, emotionally this is a very, it’s a safe space, the safe, uh, it just feels like the safe space that we’re trying to create on the phone we create that in the office and we’re trying, we try hard to work with that same ethos that we’re trying to offer each other and trying to offer each other support in the same way. Um, it’s just very powerful, it, it’s a powerful experience and pretty transformative and, yeah, love this organisation, I really hope it keeps going forever! [Laughs]

Oh Jess, thank you so much. It’s, it’s been so great talking to you.

Yeah. Yeah. Oh, it’s been lovely. Thank you so much, um.

Thank you.
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