
Interview – 12.12.21


I’ve just started the recording.  

Right.

As I said earlier we are interested in finding out what it has been like to access health care during the pandemic, to start us off, do you normally get any support from probation to access health care or improve your health?

Occasionally, yeah.

What kind of things do they help with?

Referrals especially, which has been good and Talking Out was the one that really, for me personally.  It helped with, along with my doctor actually, with getting us referred to Talking Out.  It’s been on the telephone and it’s been great.

It’s been on the telephone.  When was that referral made do you know?

Twelve months ago. Exactly.

So just before the start of the pandemic then?

Yeah last February [1:10 inaudible] But to be precise?????

So that was arranged before the pandemic, has it gone quite smoothly afterwards or has it been more challenging with the pandemic?

Well it was meant to be, it wasn’t meant to be obviously over the phone, it was supposed to be group work and obviously that couldn’t go ahead so they’ve been ringing us once a week from, like just from Talking Out, just to see if I’m ok and sending letter and [1:46 inaudible] they are quite good like.

Do you feel that you are able to get the support you needed when you’ve been on the phone compared to be in person, or has there been a difference?

I’ve never experienced it in person so, if that make sense, my expectations weren’t massive, you know.

How has it been, over the phone and talking?

Ok, it’s been ok.  It’s been better than I thought, because I’m not a technophobe at all, I kind of stand at, I am a technophobe would that be the way to say it, I don’t really like technology, I’m not a fan you know what I mean, so I didn’t hold out much hope, but I like to talk to somebody that really does help.

Is doing that on a telephone call rather than like a Zoom or a Skype, has that worked better for you?

Aye, it works better for me.

Ok, that’s really helpful.  You mentioned that overall they have been helping with referrals, is there anything else with regards to your health, that probation has helped with?

Not directly, indirectly yeah.  I was homeless, I split up from my partner, I moved out of the home, this was last January I was in trouble and through the housing advice centre and the probation officer, I managed to get somewhere, and I’ve got a council house now, a council flat, but I was in trouble for a good year, mentally as well as physically.

Did you say that the probation officer went with you to the housing advice centre?

No she phoned them.  She phoned [3:46 inaudible] [name] who was absolutely brilliant, so they’ve obviously got good links there, Shout out and all of these places, because the house advice centre had obviously been in touch with the probation officer and vice versa, and I went down and she was there more than helpful.  So we are talking referrals, referrals referrals.

So because they’ve got good relationships that helped, to then communicate and work together to get you somewhere.

Aye which is a credit to my Probation Officer because she’s the one that has done, you know it didn’t fall in the laps, gotta do a bit of grafting [4:26 inaudible] housing, make these links, so fair play to her.

Yeah, that’s really helpful.

Yeah it was aye.

You mentioned there about referrals, you mentioned there about the housing which is really important, you mentioned about talking help, was there anything else referral wise or any kind of, anything else they might have helped with?

No, not really afterward, I’ve not really needed for that, so, let me think about that, no not really no.

You mentioned there about having talking therapy over the phone compared to in person, in groups, is there anything else that, in the way probation has helped you with your health that has changed during the pandemic?

Like I just said, this last year, 2020 was obviously a bad year for the world, but it was a terrible year for me.  My mental health took a really big dip, throughout 2020, my probation officer has been there all the time.  I’ve been down there to see her, I’ve been into the office to see her, she’s been here to my home to see me.  She’s been on the ball.

When you say been on the ball, has she been quite proactive in reaching out and seeing how you are?

I only used to go to the office once a month before, in 2019, when the pandemic hit really, we said listen whatever briefly over the phone, and I can ring her at any time, they’ve all got mobile phones, they’ve been issued with mobile phones so the [6:44 inaudible] Mobile phone numbers, the work one, so I just need to text her if I need to talk to her.  I text her first and then she will ring me back, anytime as a friend like that.

To have that more regular contact, is that working better for you?

Aye it is aye.  You know what it keeps us grounded a little bit as well because I’m on life license and it’s been a long road.  I’ve been out since 2013 so my Probation Officers have been a big part of my life really since then, even in custody, but out of custody it’s been a massive form of support for me, because I lack family, so [7:33 inaudible]

What’s the balance between phone communication and seeing them, because you mentioned you’ve seen them in the office and your home a couple of times?

It’s been every 12 weeks that I’ve been going to the office.  They are open Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, so if I really needed to go down, I could go down and see her, if I really needed to.

Does that balance work better for you in terms of, because it used to be, as you said, seeing them in the office once a month, but now it’s every 3 months and then on the phone, do you think that’s kind of…?

With the phone aye, it’s kept us, I feel more in touch with them now than I have, and for me that’s not a negative, that’s a positive, because they are not there to persecute  us, they are there to help us, so that’s been a really positive, I wouldn’t say it’s been a real positive because 2020 was shit, however, knowing that they are there is a nice feeling.

Someone to check in on you and have regular conversations with you.

Aye, just a regular conversation, there is nothing “justice system” about it.  When we are talking it’s just, how’s your day, how’s your week been etc. and it’s nice to have a conversation.

I think that’s really helpful.  Is there anything else in terms of health, it could be around GP, getting to Probation Officers that may have been made harder or easier during the last year?

The Doctor, no I’ve had issues with the Doctor, but they have not been in conjunction with probation, it’s just been with not being able to see the Doctor.  Like for referrals, he will not refer us without seeing us, and that’s the difficult part.  I tried to get somewhere other than Talking Out through the Doctor, because there’s a place called Silverdale which is not too far away from here, but no, not without seeing him and not going through all the rigmarole but I found Talking out helps so…It’s just at the start I was, I thought I don’t want to do it over the phone really, I wanted group therapy, but now there’s 14 months waiting list for the group therapy now.  It’s 14 months waiting list, I thought bloody hell, but now talking on the phone helps so I’ve not really needed my Doctor as such after that.

Have you been able to speak to probation about the challenges of reaching out to your GP and seeing them?

Aye I have aye.  Yeah, yeah.  She says if you really need to then I can phone up for you and say listen this is a little bit more serious, she can add her bit of weight to it if I really needed to see my Doctor as such, but no I’m alright.

Presumably you’ve appreciated that offer of support to do that?

Oh absolutely, it’s a comfort to know that there is somebody there that is genuinely wanting to help you.

Do you feel like, more generally, maybe think about if there has been any changes this year, about talking honestly with probation about your health?

I spoke honestly to probation about my health, I’m really open, and that’s why the relationship is as good as it is, because I didn’t like [11:45 inaudible] I’d just tell her, I don’t under no circumstances hide anything away from her.

Is there anything in particular that has supported you to feel that you can talk to them honestly?

I suppose, it might sound a bit corny but, it’s not judgmental, that enables us to open up initially and I genuinely got the impression that she cared and she wanted to help, so it’s been a long road since 2013, but when I got out of prison originally I wasn’t speaking like this, I’ve sort of come a long way since then.  With the probation’s help.

D’you mind if I ask how long you’ve had your current Probation Officer for?

Three years.

Three years, and its having that relationship for a longer period of time, has that helped?

Aye it has for me.  Stability, that’s the key for me, and that she understands that and so does [13:08 inaudible] From the ???? Who is a sound bloke.  I get on really well with him. So he understands that I didn’t want chopping and changing all the time.  I’m having to reinvent myself, no reinvent myself, but having to go through all of it again, do you know what I mean, doing new ????? It’s tiring.  So in that sense it’s helped a lot.

That’s really helpful.  Has there been any changes in that relationship, being willing to talk honestly with your Officer, has that changed at all over the last year?

Mm, the conversations have got a lot of feedback about health, obviously with the pandemic, I didn’t think I would die from it but people around us, my friend who’s got COPD, so I’m worried about that, I spoke to my Probation Officer in depth about it, because I suffer from anxiety, so my anxiety levels around my friend, who is my best friend, if I was to hear about, unintentionally I would feel really, really terrible, so my anxiety levels are kind of high, and she’s always there to talk about it.  

Yeah, and maybe having that regular communication maybe helps with that?

Absolutely, plus with face time I would be able to , if I needed to face time, the first time I think at first I was.

What as in face time you on the phone?

Aye, they would, definitely.

Have you made the most of, have you face timed them this year?

No, not at all.  The option would be there.

So it’s been your choice about whether it’s been on face time or a call or if you go in the office.

Yeah, it’s been my choice.

Has that choice been important to you, how have you felt about it?

Well, I don’t know, I say I’ve been out a long time, now I’m nearly 50.  I am able to, I don’t know, I don’t know, errr…. ask me again.

How do you feel about having that choice about whether it’s a face time or a phone call?

Errr….  She’s not going to force it on us, that’s my point, it’s totally down to me with that.  She would ask us to come in.  Like the last time she just texted saying your next appointment is a face to face appointment, so have I got the choice? But I’ve got the choice of phone her up or, but at the end of the day I don’t really have the choice because if she says I have to go in then I have to go in.  That’s why I was stuttering a little bit because have I got the choice?  I don’t know if I actually have you know.  Because if she said I wanted to face time you to see how you are, because you’ve got to meet, yeah, yeah I’m ok isn’t going to wash anymore, I have to have a face time call with her do you know what I mean? (Laughing)

Ok, but that hasn’t come up yet I suppose?

No, no definitely not no.

Do you feel like probation are doing enough to help you stay in touch with them?

Yeah, I mean what could they do, they can only do as much as they can do.  If I didn’t have a phone, would they give us a phone?  I don’t think they would.  I don’t know if they would.  I don’t know but if I wouldn’t, I don’t think so, if I didn’t have a phone then I’d be stuck every way wouldn’t I?  Would they help us, I don’t think so?

Yeah, this year they have been giving out phones, but I think it’s been quite selective and who needs it most, I think they’ve got a limited number.

With being on life license, I think she would sort something out for us.

What would be, thinking about all the different ways that you have been in contact with probation now, what is your preference for talking to probation?

Going down to see her.

Going down to see her.

[18:10 inaudible] From where I live, it’s near the city centre so I prefer going to the office.

Are there any issues in getting to the office or is it not too bad for you?

No no it’s only a 5 minute walk for me.

Would your preference be to always see them face to face if you can or does this balance of phoning and face to face work for you?

No I wish we could go back to 2019 and start again and just keep it as monthly coming down to see her.  As much as I appreciate the contact all the time at the minute, obviously I wish we could go back to how we were.

Can you tell me a little bit more about why you feel that way?

Because of my anxiety, the more pandemic, the more situation, I think I read too much news, I think I’ve been watching the news a bit too much etc. and I get uptight about things and my anxiety plays a big part in how I am, and it’s been terrible over the last year, 12/13 months.

Do you experience anxiety when speaking to them on the phone?

No I don’t feel anxiety talking to probation on the phone, no.  I would do if it was coaxed into it, I’ve been out this morning, waiting, I’ve been anxious waiting to speak to you, but that wouldn’t prevent me from speaking to you.  I just have to suck it up and get on with it.

We I really appreciate it and as I say, it’s completely up to you whether you answer a question and move onto the next one.

You are welcome, I’m fine.

Ok. Brilliant.  Is there anything that in terms with keeping in regular contact with you, is there anything else that probation could do to help?

I probably rely on them a little too much.  With getting my flat and all that, because this is direct let, which means it’s through the council and probation, they’ve got, the council have got a MAPPA lady who works in conjunction with probation and they offer you one flat, one flat only, and you’ve got to take it or don’t get offered another one, and it’s just worked out lovely.  My probation officer and this [21:05 inaudible] called [name] have had a lot of conversations over the phone and email, and he just seems to get me where I am.  Over the last 12 months I’ve kind of relied on them, kind of a bit like, so no to answer your question.

Thinking about, we have spoken a lot about health care support from probation, and we touched on support from the NHS and some of the challenges, reaching out to your GP for more help, is there any other health support that you get normally?

No.

No.

No, none at all.  There’s no contact with Outreach or anything like that, no contact at all with anybody like that, with any agencies of that type of description, no.

That’s really helpful.  Probation has changed a lot this year with the pandemic as you said, doing a lot more phone calls, less regular in person, because of the circumstances, have there been any positive changes that you feel probation should keep, or any negative changes they should try and avoid?

Well obviously the merging again, the CRC getting kept in to touch, it’s all getting merged back again, so 2021 is going to be a huge year for look at Probation service, so overworked and underpaid probably spring to mind, so there’s going to be a lot more medium risk offenders being contacted by telephone rather than going into see them, it’s going to change into this now, it’s how it’s going to be, and that bothers us, that plays a part with mental health and the anxiety and things like that.  Knowing that things aren’t really going to change now, it’s all going to change for the worse, as far as mask wearing and all that palaver is concerned.  Things like that get on my wick, do you know what I mean?  How it’s suddenly been put on us, this pandemic, but anyway.

So is the concern about almost like the phone calls becoming the norm?

Not going back to normal, that’s exactly what my anxiety levels are about, not going back to the way things were.

How would you describe the difference between the way things were with probation compared to now?

Aye, it’s a lot more standoffish, it’s a lot more, people could be slipping through the net, you know what I mean, female offenders maybe would need to be Face Timing people more often now and asking for FaceTime more often to see if people are who they are and how they are, they say they are ok, are they ok?  No, things aren’t going to change, this is how it’s going to be with the phone calls and things.  It’s just awfully negative for me.  There isn’t really many positives that have come out of it.  None in fact that I can see, none at all.

I suppose in terms of dealing with the situation, if I’ve got things right from what you were saying, they’ve done what they can to manage that by calling you more often, by checking in on you and that sort of thing, but the real negative is that this isn’t the ideal situation, and the concern is that going forward, after, later this year, or whenever it is, that we don’t then go back to having more in person meetings.

That is exactly right.  Teams and Zoom, I’d never heard of Zoom before, I’d never heard of it, probably making a fortune now one Zoom, but anyway.

Yeah, I similarly didn’t know.

Actually I wouldn’t be surprised if they were Chinese, but that’s, that sounds really bad, but my mask, that the bloody Chinese gave us [26:11 inaudible] And I’m buying masks, it just ah it’s getting on my wick.

Yeah, I think we are all getting a little frustrated with the situation.

Someone that’s just making the masks have just become billionaires, do you know what I mean, it’s crazy, people are making fortunes out of this pandemic it’s staggering, and that plays a part in the anxiety, if I think about these things too much.

Yeah because the pandemic is always on your mind.

Aye, yeah it’s a lot because of if I was to get it, give it to my friend [name] would be in trouble, she wouldn’t survive it I don’t think, 60 year old with COPD and things like that, she would be in trouble, so that turns my mind.

Yeah, understandably.  

I spoke to my Probation Officer about that because my Probation Office knows [name] and [name’s] a big support, so she understands the situation.  That’s the reason why, it’s sort of like a paradox because that’s what keeping her out of the office, that’s why she is saying don’t come down to the office then and I’m thinking to myself, I’d like to come down to the office.  So it’s ah, head up my own arse.

Yeah, I suppose it’s quite a hard balance between if you are seeing your friend and keeping them safe and not going into the office, but at the same time missing out on things you get from the office.

I like the face to face contact.

Just briefly, because we’ve touched on it quite a few times, what do you feel is the difference between talking to probation face to face compared to on the phone?

Have you tried talking to someone with a mask on? I don’t even know whether they are smiling or frowning or [27:59 inaudible] D’you know what I mean? That’s my point, what I’m saying.  The face to face contact is exactly what it is and exactly what I mean.

So the body language and how people are reacting.

I don’t know whether they are angry or smiling or whatever.  I would hate to think I was deaf and had to lip read.  You would be in trouble wouldn’t you?

You mentioned the non-verbal, smiles and seeing how people react, would that make FaceTime better than on the phone?

That’s a good point, we’ve only just been taught about FaceTime really, within the last few weeks.  Errr…. I can see the point in some circumstances, if I needed it, but I suppose, I suppose I could if I needed it, but I try to avoid that.  It’s just not the same you know. 

Yeah.  I’ve just got a couple of last questions if that’s alright?  So my second to last question is, thinking back to when you were released and started with probation, did you experience any issues then about accessing health care services?  I know it might have been a while ago.

Yeah, getting out after a long prison sentence, coming back to [place], having to start again from scratch, totally start again, so getting my Doctor to sort  me out where I was living because my Probation Officer has always been in contact with my Doctor, they have always known who they are, each other, I don’t mind them sharing information, I don’t mind that because the information isn’t terrible information so they can share what they want.  It’s important for me that everybody is on the same page.

So that I suppose was the key to it being more smooth is that they had such close communication?

That transition, the transition was made smoother because they [30:42 inaudible]

And then you mentioned earlier about your probation having good links with the housing team, the council and that being helpful as well.

The council, they’ve got a lady from the council goes to these meetings and probation and that happened, there is a good link there between the council and probation.  They are kind of proactive the probation on [place], they are very proactive, eradicating homelessness especially.

So that close working then translates to getting things that you need more smoothly.  My last question.  As I said we will be sharing the findings anonymously with probation, to support them to build on what is currently working and think about what’s not working and how that can be improved.  So thinking if you were speaking today to somebody who was working for the probation service, and you had the time to tell them one thing that could make the service better, to help you access the health support that you need, what would you tell them?

Be proactive, ask the right questions when interviewing somebody.  People want to give the information but they tend not to want to give it if you know what I mean.  They want the questions asked so absolutely ask probing questions about people’s mental health.  If somebody is presenting in front of them, and they are not speaking, their silence speaks volumes.  Build links with local, get to know personally people in these.  There are loads of charities in and around [place], bases 336 who are absolutely amazing, and these Probation Officers got to know [name], they know [name], they know [32:57 inaudible] They know these people in these places, be far more proactive.

Just to ask you a quick question about what you just said, who you said there about asking the right questions, if probation said what do you mean about the right questions or how should be ask them, what might you tell them?

To be blunt, to be to the point, not to beat around the bush, because despite people going oh I don’t want to, people do appreciate somebody going how is your mental health today, how are you feeling?  I can see that you are a bit down, I can see that you are a bit up, I can see that you are not… don’t be frightened to ask direct questions.  Because you are going to get direct answers.  More people than not appreciate somebody taking an interest with what’s going on with them.  I’ve only got their best interests at heart, they are not sharing it with the News of the World.

Yeah, I think that is really helpful.  I think that’s it for my questions, I don’t know if there is anything you want to add or if you have got any questions for me?

No [name] I haven’t no.

Brilliant.


