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Um, cool. What is your name?

Hi, so I’m Stephanie.

Um, can you say your full name, Stephanie?

Oh yeah, Stephanie Betschart.

Brilliant, and when did you start working or volunteering at Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

So, I think it was in ’95, pretty sure. It was a long time ago, so! [Laughs]

And how old were you then?

I was 25, yeah.

And how did you find out about Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

So, I think I was just looking for some volunteering opportunities really, uh, and back then in Bristol we had, um, The Spark and we had the Venue magazine, so it was an advert that was in, uh, either one of these magazines, or, or both in fact, I, I, I don’t remember, with the, um, black and white logo of the, the two sort of, uh, faces, yeah.

And what was the advert for-

So…
-what was the role advertised?

So, it was for a helpline volunteer for, um, yeah, for women, yeah.

Um, and what motivated you to apply for that?

So, I think it was a bit pot-luck in a way, um, yeah, so I was looking to do more volunteering, um, in kind of directly helping people, um, and that seemed like a really good way, because it was, it, it felt quite, um, contained and safe, um, you know, as opposed to sort of going off on the street and [laughs] you know, which didn’t feel like something I particularly, uh, wanted to do, but, um, yeah, that, that seemed quite, um, organised and safe and, uh, positive, yeah.

And you said you were looking to do more volunteering. Had you done some before?

Yeah, I’d been involved, um, a little bit with Friends of the Earth, so completely different, um, and, um, which was fun and met great people. It was also quite chaotic and, uh [laughs] random [laughs] um, um, and not particularly my area of, of sort of expertise, if you like, uh, I was looking to do something a bit more personal or intimate with people, yeah.

And were you looking to get involved in a women-only organisation or?

I think, I don’t remember if I was particularly looking for that. It was certainly, um, an interesting kind of angle, because I’m Fr- I’m French and, um, we, in France we just didn’t really do kind of women-only things or, you know, guys doing their own thing and girls doing their own thing, it, it just doesn’t happen like that, everything is mixed, so it was quite interesting, um, to, to find out more of that kind of British way of doing stuff [laughs] yeah.

Um, and on that, did it feel a particularly British way of doing it when you started?

Uh, yeah, it certainly felt different, yeah, it was, and when I, you know, when I told, um, my French friends and family they would be like, oh OK, oh, that’s very British [laughs]. I mean nowadays it just feels completely normal to me, but, um, yeah, it is, it was different.

Um, and what was your role then when you started at Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

So, to start with I was simply a volunteer on the helpline. Uh, we would work on Fridays and Saturday nights. Um, it felt like in the middle of the night, but I think we, we stopped at 11 or something, but it did feel quite late [laughs] um, yeah, and we would work, I think, every three weeks or something, um, just one evening. Occasionally it would be more when there wasn’t enough volunteers, yeah.

And what did you do on the helpline, can you describe what the details of your role were?

Um, so it was literally just taking calls from, uh, from women on these nights. Um, there would be, uh, there would, usually we would try to have three of us, uh, on the night and there would be two phones, so that, um, you know, there would be some time, some breaks and, uh, we could look after each other, um, yeah, so it was just about chatting really, uh, on the phone and offering support, um, to whoever would, would call that night, yeah.

And can you remember, um, the kinds of things that the callers would call about?

Well, my memory of it was that, um, it was very much, um, they would be very much in crisis there and then, it wasn’t just a, a general kind of counselling chat. Um, occasionally it could be, uh, occasionally it could be they were just sort of feeling lonely, um, and just wanted to talk about, well, mostly their self-injury, um, and a lot of it was related to sexual abuse, um, and they might, they might allude to that, but, um, yeah, mostly they just wanted, um, a friendly ear about just, j- their life living with self-injury, um, and a lot of the time they would be in crisis. I suppose it’s the weekend, there’s more, there would be more space and less distraction maybe and so they would be looking for someone to st-stop them from cutting themselves, um, talking them out of it. So, it was quite intense really and sometimes quite distressing, um, the sort of thing you would hear, or because the woman would be in, in a great level of distress on, on the line and crying and we wouldn’t know what she was doing, um, we wouldn’t know if she was, you know, self-injuring whilst on the call or not, so we’d have to try and sort of check or see what we could do, so sometimes it was quite distressing, um, yeah, and there would be callers that, that, regular callers, um, as well. Uh, there was one person who would call a lot and sometimes would be in a, in a very bad state, could be quite aggressive or, uh, under the influence of something, um, so [laughs] but we kind of got used to, to that, but mostly, you know, mostly that didn’t happen, it was mostly very, um, uh, friendly and, you know, just fine basically, but obviously, uh, difficult to hear, yeah.

Yeah, thank you for going through that. Um, I was going to say, did you have, what training did you have before you started on the line to help you with managing what would come up?

Yeah, we had amazing training. We had, um, a very, yeah, thorough counselling training, um, for, I can’t remember how many weekends, but it seemed like quite a lot of, uh, weekends [laughs] um, and a lot of, um, obviously awareness about self-injury and then kind of tools and things that we can give the callers to, to calm them down and, um, things like that. And, you know, in terms of us coping with it, I think mostly it’s just that we had a lot of support, um, so there was, well, the support from each other in the room, which is why we would try and always have more people on the night than there was phones, um, and then we would always have support the following day. The following morning we’d have a phone call from someone who wasn’t working that night who, a more experienced, uh, caller or member of, of staff, who would call us to just sort of debrief and make sure that, you know, there wasn’t any kind of leftover, uh, uh, from the night before, yeah.

And was that a different person each time or did you have a particular person who was like your supervisor?

Yeah, I don’t remember having a supervisor. I think it was a different person each time, but there wasn’t a lot of people, you know, it would be one or the other kind of thing, so [laughs] yeah, yeah.

Um, and were there any strong personalities, um, amongst the other volunteers or staff that you were working alongside?

Well, I don’t remember amongst the volunteers particularly. Um, there wasn’t, you know, there wasn’t a lot of members of staff [laughs]. There was one paid person basically, uh, which I think she was called Hilary, um, and she was doing a research project on, um, on all the s-self-injury stuff and then there was two or three kind of longstanding members of staff who did the training and, uh, and the support for the volunteers. So, in a way, you could say there was strong personalities because they were, they were it, so there were! [Laughs]. Uh, yeah, I don’t remember it as being particularly kind of, you know, controversial or anything like that, but yeah, it was just an incredibly supportive and kind env-environment, that’s what kind of really stood out for me.

Um, and what was the office like where you guys did the phones?

So, we, the office was basically one room, um, and I think there was a lit- another little room at the back that we used for the training where we would sort of split in two rooms sometimes, but, uh, basically, yeah, it, it was just this one big room, um, where, so Hilary would have her desk there, she worked there during the day obviously, um, and for the helpline we had another two little desks and a, and a sofa. Um [laughs] that’s just how I remember it, um, and it was in a secret location, um, there was a lot of, um, yeah, what I do remember, there seemed to be quite a bit of paranoia about that, it being secret, um, and we had to go through the back alley to, to come in [laughs] so that nobody would see us come in and that sort of thing, uh, even though it was in the centre of town, which was kind of funny. Yeah, and the, the office felt quite, so it did feel quite safe even though we’d work in the evening, but, you know, um, it did feel quite safe, we’d lock the door and it was kind of a cosy little environment, yeah [laughs].

What do you think the reasons were for being so secretive about the office location?

Well, the official reason was that, um, we didn’t want members of the public or, you know, users of the service to turn up, because it wasn’t geared for that at all, um, but I think there was more to it than that, I think there was a certain kind of, um, fear of men actually, um, which wasn’t really sort of talked about much. Um, I mean I, subse-subsequently I tried to work with, uh, another organisation, uh, for, for women, who’s much more, uh, well-known, um, because I was, you know, I was hoping to kind of get employed or something so they had a lot more funding and they were a lot more kind of anti-men and there was a lot of politics around that and that was the reason I didn’t get involved with that organisation, it was just too negative and we didn’t have any of that at BCSW, it wasn’t negative in that way. There was, you know, a lot of the volunteers were, um, you know, in relationships with men and, and married, um, and that all, that was all totally fine, but I think, yeah, underneath there was, um, some kind of, yeah, let’s keep all the men out of the office feeling! [Laughs]

Wa-was feminism specifically discussed at BCSW?

Um, I don’t think it was, not in the, in the trainings as such, uh, I don’t remember it like that, but I think it was in- kind of in-informally. Um, yeah, it wasn’t political, it didn’t, it never really felt political, it just felt like, let’s help women who self-injure really, and it just felt quite straightforward in that way, yeah.

Um, you mentioned going to, to volunteer with a different organisation. Were you involved in other mental health activism or work outside of your role on the helpline?

Um, no. I mean, um, I, like I said, I had been involved with Friends of the Earth a little bit, which, um, is a different kind of activism and, um, at the time I’d just, uh, got involved with Buddhism, so it’s, it’s not activism as such [laughs] but it’s mental health in a different, in a different way [laughs] uh, so no, I was not involved in, in that kind of, that side of it.

Can you tell me a little bit more about how you were getting involved in Buddhism?

Um, well, I was always, so, uh, looking for that, um, since my teens, I came across some books and decided I was a Buddhist, um, and when I came to Bristol there was a lot of that available, so, uh, but I was also lo- just looking to, yeah, to learn more about it more formally. Um, yeah, I mean I certainly didn’t think about it as mental health. We do, we do now, it’s sort of, uh, everything’s about mental health now, but [laughs] um, yeah, for me it was, um, you know, just about spirituality and, um, this kind of deeper connection with, with life and with meaning. So, you know, getting involved with Bristol Crisis Service for Women in, in a way was all part of the same thing, just looking at those kind of deeper connections we have and, uh, and my life having a meaning, you know. I was not interested in just having a job that earns money and a career with loads of status, it just had to, to be helpful and connected in some ways, yeah.

Thank you. Um, you mentioned that, um, like first of all you were a helpline volunteer.

Hmm.

Um, can you tell us about anything else that you did at BCSW, did you do any other roles?

Oh, yeah, yeah, so, um, it must have been two years after I first started, there was another call for volunteers, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the following year, so I got involved with training the new, the new volunteers, which was great. Um, I don’t remember much about that, but I do remember it being very satisfying, um, and, in fact, as I was looking through whatever I’ve got left, um, paperwork and stuff, I still have some training material and I ended up, uh, doing, uh, a college course on group work and using, um, the self-injury as my kind of project for training a group, which I then did in my work situation, so it did kind of, you know, it did stay with me for a long time, um, yeah. So, I got involved with, with that and then for a short while I was on the board of management, but, uh, that didn’t last very long, I kind of ended up having to, you know, get on with finding jobs and things like that, yeah.

Um, and did you tell other people in the rest of your life about your volunteering at BCSW?

Yeah, I did, I did, uh, tell, I told, uh, everybody really, I was quite proud of it, I thought it was a great organisation to be involved with, so I, I did tell people a lot.

And what was their reaction?

They, um, I think they thou- yeah, they, generally people thought it was great, um, they didn’t know much about self-injury, um, I think there was probably still quite a bit of stigma around it at the time, so I think some people would maybe ask and other people would go quiet, but on the whole people thought it was great to kind of be doing that sort of work.

That was, yeah, actually one of my next questions was, do you feel like public perception of self-injury changed while you were volunteering at BCSW?

Um, well, certainly in the sense of if I’d explained people, to people what, what it was about, then they would, they would understand that and they would definitely take that on board and when I’ve done those bits of trainings for people, uh, in a work context, uh, they did find it really enlightening, so, um, yeah, those people I had direct contact with, certainly their perception changed. I think generally in terms of society it has changed a lot, you know, since, um, now, you know, well, it’s more than 20 years, um, I can see that’s very different. I think back then there was still, um, you know, general kind of maybe fear around it or, oh yeah, it’s just a, it’s a suicide attempt, or, oh, it’s just attention seeking, that sort of thing, um, you know, and nowadays I think it’s recognised as being much more complex than that and, um, serious, yeah.

Um, and just to go back, sorry, I meant to ask-

Oh right.

-can you tell me a little bit about when you were on the board, what you did and how long you did that for?

I don’t think I did anything in particular [laughs]. I, um, I think I just came, I, I think I just came to, to a couple of meetings and, um, there was, there was a few arguments, um, there was problems with money, um, and I think I was a bit too young to kind of handle all that, so, uh [laughs] I was a bit overwhelmed by, um, by it all, yeah. So, it was quite different, the, the interactions on the board were quite different to, uh, the interactions with the volunteers and the office generally, um, there was more kind of real difficulties to deal with, yeah.

Um, and you said that you stopped being on the board. Did you also stop doing the other volunteering around the same time?

Yeah, I think I stopped everything at once. Um, I guess, yeah, I’d been doing it, by then I think I was involved for about two and a half years, um, and, yeah, just, just wanted to move on, as you do when you’re young, and I was getting more involved with the Buddhist stuff and I kind of needed to decide about where my energy was going to go, so yeah.

Um, and can you tell me a little bit more about what you did next?

So, um, next I, um, I really wanted to basically find work in that whole kind of area, um, but I wasn’t qualified for that, I had a degree in law so that didn’t, it didn’t particularly help, um, so I did a group work skills certificate thing with college, um, and I got a job with the Salvation Army where typically that was kind of like helping people on the street, which was a bit much for me, um, yeah, so that didn’t last, um, I think I was there for about a year. So, then my, my, my work ended up taking a completely different, uh, direction for, for a good decade, I ended up being an accountant but working with charities, uh, and I had health problems, but, um, so it was fine, you know, being in the back office, but now I’m a therapist so I’ve been a therapist for 12 years, uh, so sort of, you know, come back to all that, uh, in a slightly, yeah, in a different way, so not social work, but just one-to-one work again, um, which feels, you know, more satisfying and doable for me, yeah.

Um, I was going to say, what impact did the volunteering have on your life?

Yeah, so I think it did, you know, it did have that strong impact. Uh, the counselling course was, was really good quality and, um, you know, it gave me a real sense of, uh, how you can be with someone one-to-one and how helpful that can be for that person to be heard, um, to be given the space and, and maybe to be given some, some tools as well. Um, but, and also the group work, so now I’m, uh, you know, strangely enough I’m, I’m also a, a trained teacher and I, I do training in resilience, um, so th-there also, that, that aspect of things I really enjoy, to being, working, um, as groups and people work- learning together. Um, I think, you know, especially when you’re in your mid-20s, you know, when you do something like that together, it, it creates strong bonds, so we were, you know, a little group, um, we were sort of looking after each other after, you know, after the training and I kept some of the friendships for a little while, um, then we all kind of scattered into our own areas, but [laughs] yeah. So, I still like working wi-with groups as well, but i-in that area of mental health, it hasn’t, that hasn’t left me, yeah, it kind of really influenced my, m- the rest of my life, yeah.

Um, what would you say was the best thing about volunteering for BCSW?

I think it was the, the, the care really was the best thing, um, that we cared equally about ourselves and each other as we did about the people who would call an-and anybody who, who called would be cared for. There was never a sense of judgement or, uh, choosiness, um, which, you know, it may sound obvious, but it really isn’t once you kind of get out there in the world, uh, even in charities, um, there is a lot of, uh [laughs] um, judgementalism out there. So, I, I really, yeah, I think that was the best thing is to feel cared for and to feel enabled in my ability to care for others, yeah.

Um, what did you find challenging as a volunteer there?

Well, the, the issues faced by women, um, I think w- that was the challenging thing really, yeah, hearing, um, what people go through in their lives and, um, how they don’t cope, um, sometimes make their lives harder in the way that they’re trying to cope. Yeah, yeah, that was hard, hmm.

Do any particular events stand out to you from your time there, or are there any particular memories that you have?

Yeah, there isn’t a particular event. Um, I think what I remember the most vividly is, is that little back alley and, and [laughs] going up the tiny little stairs. That’s how they, I remember them, I don’t know, they might have been big, but I just [laughs] um, yeah, I remember the, the office, that it would be like this little cocoon, um, yeah, yeah [laughs].

Um, and did you - oh sorry - how did you feel, if anything, um, because it was a while after you finished there, when Bristol Crisis Service for Women changed its name to Self-Injury Support in 2014?

Yeah, I remember finding out about that. I don’t know if, I don’t think I got an email, but I do remember seeing it somewhere and, um, it makes sense, it did make sense, because Bristol Crisis Service for Women was always such a mouthful to say and, um, especially to kind of share, you know, talk about it with people, they would be like, uh, you know, what? [Laughs] And it’s not very descriptive, so Self-Injury Support is a lot more descriptive, um, but I was, you know, I was quite fond of our BCSW weird acronym and the little black and white, um, icon with the two faces, so I, I’ve still got some material with, with all that on [laughs] so yeah.

Um, what made you particularly fond of it?

I don’t know, I suppose I was just fond of my, my experiences there, my memories, I’ve got fond memories of it, so yeah, a-and maybe there was something about the secrecy of it [laughs]. Even the name was slightly, uh, slightly, um, what’s the word [laughs] secret. It doesn’t kind of, didn’t really say what it did [laughs] so, Self-Injury Support was, is a lot more kind of open, um, yeah, less enigmatic [laughs] yeah, yeah. So, it’s good, it feels that it’s, it’s more out there, it’s sharing itself more, yeah.

Um, and I think that is pretty much it from the kind of list of questions, but was there anything else that you feel we haven’t covered and you’d like to talk about your time volunteering there?

No, I don’t, I don’t think so, yeah, I don’t think so.

Cool, thank you so much for your time.

Oh right, yeah, you’re welcome. It’s really good to, um, it’s really good to see how the organisation has grown. Um, you know, I didn’t know if, if it would carry on, um, because it was so small and the funding, obviously there was only the sort of research funding and it, it’s brilliant to see that it’s still carrying on and it seems to be, you know, much bigger than, than it was, so that’s, um, that’s really lovely, it’s really lovely to be in touch, yeah.

Great. I’m just going to stop the recording, so.

END OF INTERVIEW
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