Interview 24.03.21
So, I’ve just started recording. As I said, we are interested in what it’s been like to access healthcare during the pandemic. 

Thinking of before March last year, so before the pandemic, do you normally get any support from probation to improve your health or access healthcare?

No, I got out of prison in June last year, so I hadn’t had any contact with probation coming up to getting out because of Covid. So that was all a bit shaky because it was quite new as well.

Is this your first time under probation, or have you been under probation before?

Two years’ ago, yes.

So we’ll talk more about the most recent experience, but were there things, thinking about a couple of years’ ago, things that probation helped with, like your health or accessing healthcare?

Not really. They had made sure that I had doctors and that I was registered with a GP and that I was getting anything that I needed. But because I was registered and stuff there were no further actions needed to be taken then.

Ok, that’s really helpful. So if you think about this most recent experience, you said that you were released in June but you hadn’t had any or much contact with probation before then?

Before then, no.

Did they reach out to you at all? Or do any preparations with you?

No, not really. I was interviewed by the (inaudible 1:51), one probation officer, who said that she would be my probation officer when I got released. And that was it, it was pretty quick the interview,  just introducing ourselves really. And then just weeks before I got out, I had a telephone conference and that was with another probation officer who would then be my probation officer. 
Okay

There was some confusion because I had already arranged and got permission to go to [name], a social approved premises, and my probation officer didn’t actually know anything about it at that point, and that was just about a month before I got out, which was a bit scary because I thought I was not going to be able to go there now.  But it was ok, I could go there.

Yes, there was a bit of miscommunication from the probation officers?

Yes, because there is the inside probation, the centre unit management there, and I presumed that they would be talking to outside probation, but obviously there wasn’t any communication there.

Does that differ from where you were before? Was there something different about the pandemic that affected that do you think?

Yes I think there was, because there were people who were just working from home and I think that swapping over potential probation officers was before me getting out, which was just after the start of the lockdown sort of thing. I think that affected it all, the communication just wasn’t there. It was like here, this is another person for your workload.  They were just given someone and no information about them.

And I suppose that you’d had that first video link and you’d started to build a relationship, but then in a way that maybe felt a bit wasted when you had to change to a new officer just before release?

Yes, because you just don’t know them and it’s a really important thing. Because they are really important, aren’t they, your probation officer? At least with [name] I didn’t know what she looked like, it was just a three-way telephone conversation with [name] and you. So she said that [name] would be the new one. She said that would be lovely, but it was just daunting again.  And you had to go through the whole story again, which gets tiresome.

No, understandably. So you mentioned there about challenges on communication: did that make your release harder, or how did it affect things?

Yes it did make it harder, because it was during the pandemic so I was told that I was going to be able to be picked up from the prison and brought to [place], but that couldn’t happen because they couldn’t have people in their cars at that point. They were still very much saying they hoped to find a way to do it, then my (inaudible) officer at the prison said we’ll find a way of getting you a taxi. But just a couple of days before I was getting out I was told that nothing like that can happen, so you’ll have to do it on trains and buses. Which was, because if you’ve been there for a little while you’ve got an awful lot of stuff. 

And also what really worried me at that point was because I’d been prison so being too away from the virus and the impression of it. So if when you haven’t been living in it you’re just away from it. So I was absolutely terrified. But eventually one of the governors actually arranged for a taxi for me, which was brilliant. So I did manage to do it, but then I had to get into [place] City Centre to get to the offices for probation, and my support worker from Anawim came with me because I was being nervous. But she wasn’t allowed into the building, so I had to have that initial interview being really nervous, and it wasn’t my probation officer it was the duty probation officer at the desk. So again, it was who are you, why were you in prison, how long did you do, how long did you get, so you’re again going right over it and it’s an incredibly stressful event. Because people always think you’re going to be really pleased to get out, which you are, but it’s also really daunting and nerve racking.

And as you mentioned there, it’s a very different environment with Covid and how it’s different in the community than in prison, so you have those worries there. You mentioned there about Anawim, so would they normally provide support engaging with probation?

Yes, they would. I think that they’ve done more since, because I was working with them while I was still in prison and I knew what they were doing with women that weren’t safe to release then. But I think that because it’s all been by telephone, now all the contact is by telephone, I think a lot of people when they get out, you’re not used to phones so you just need to get used to it.

For me personally, I do like to be able to see someone face to face. I think you can get your point across better, can’t you, if you’re face to face, especially if you’re meeting someone for the first time.

You mentioned there about how Anawim weren’t allowed to come with you to that first probation meeting. What impact did that have?

I was really, really nervous. I was so pleased that my support worker was coming with me. Because it’s just really daunting. And you know at that point you’ve already been given your licence, but it’s at that point they’re really stepping out for you. Luckily I didn’t have too many restrictions on me or anything like that so it was pretty simple to understand. But just the support - I know she was there outside. But then she wasn’t in there with me, which she would normally have been allowed to do.

To have accompanied you?

Yes, I think if you get tongue tied, but I think that’s what I wanted her there for, a bit of backup if you know what I mean, someone to remind you to calm down a bit and don’t get overwhelmed. Just take it easy, calm down.

Yes, that’s really helpful. And was there anything else around your initial release that was a bit different because of the pandemic?

Well, talking about registering with a GP, it was just impossible because lots of the GPs in the area that I was staying at they just stopped taking new patients on. 
Right.

And then you’ve got the probation officer on the phone saying have you registered with a GP yet, and you’re saying no, and they’re saying well you need to get that sorted, and  If it’s unsortable, it’s unsortable. But if you’ve got someone saying you’ve got to do that, because one of the things with being on probation licence really is that you‘ve got to be doing those things to show that you’re taking care of yourself and that you’re capable of doing them. But if there’s a barrier that is not of your own making there, that’s very difficult.

Did probation ever offer any support around assessing a GP or ringing anyone up or something similar?

I spoke to one duty probation officer, on the telephone again, and she said that she could send my support worker a list of GPs in the area, but we already had that. So yes, there was an offer of help but it was something we already had.

So potentially you wanted them to give more support, or?

I don’t know, but I was hoping with them being probation, they could give me a letter or contact the doctor and say it’s imperative that this person registers.  
Yes

I thought they might have some more say, that they might be able to, I don’t know, force the GP to register me or just point me in another direction.  
Yes.

I’m on medication so it was important that I had someone, that if I was unwell I can go to a walk-in centre. I’m quite well but there are just medications that I need to get. 

Have you been able to register with a GP since?

I have since, yes, but when I was at [place] with Anawim. That was just a few miles away and we managed to do that. But since I’ve moved house again I’ve got the same problem again now. I’m battling through it again.

Have you recently moved house then?

Yes.

Yes, it’s about probation offering more help but also understanding that it’s not as easy to do those things as it might have been before.

Also, if they want you to scan over documents so you can register as they are taking a patient on, and obviously I haven’t got scanners and all of that sort of stuff.  But it’s on the way to being sorted now so I think the second time around I’m not as worried about it. And I have already still got a GP, although it’s sort of miles away, I have actually got one. 

It’s more the convenience I guess, and less travelling.

Yes.

That’s really helpful. So from thinking about this most recent time with probation, is there anything else that they’ve helped with, helping improve your health or access healthcare?

No not really, to be honest.

Is there anything that you would have liked them to have provided more help with?

I think apart from the backup of trying to register with a GP, I don’t think that there’s anything much else that they could have done. So I don’t think so.

Ok. And do you usually feel you can speak quite honestly with probation about your health?

Yes I do. After I had my initial probation officer when I first got out, after two weeks my probation officer got changed again, so and I’ve had that lady until a couple of weeks’ ago and it’s in the process of changing again now. So even though it’s only by telephone, I’m having contact with them once a fortnight with them now. 
Yeah.

You build up a relationship with them and it’s like the initial change is weird, because I’ve just gone through this whole thing and told them everything. We’ve gone through all of the ins and outs, and then I’m having to do that again now.

And how do you feel about that changing of probation officer?

I personally don’t like it, because I think that you do build up a rapport. If the probation officer that I’ve got at the moment if she rings me, she can tell if I’m a little bit down, she’s already got the measure of me if you know what I mean. 
Okay.

So to build a relationship with another one, that all takes time. And it’s that terribly boring, gut wrenching feeling of having to just tell the whole story again. Once it’s gone it’s gone and you can move on then. But then you’ve got to do it again at some point. 

Yes, I completely understand that. We’ve heard that from quite a few people but that’s really helpful to hear. And you mention there about the current probation officer unfortunately is going to be changing, but is there anything that she has done that helps you to speak quite honestly about your health with her?

I think she is very open with me, she’s very straightforward, she’s not condescending in any way. She is quite frank so I think it’s quite easy to be quite frank back, which is nice.

Is there anything that she’s said that’s helped you?

Well I was a very heavy drinker and I haven’t drunk obviously since I’ve been in prison. She is very encouraging with that. She knows that I attend virtual AA meetings and stuff and she very briefly says are you still going, and that’s it. She doesn’t go on about it too much, but she does always ask and she’s encouraging. Because I think it could be too much, do you know what I mean?

It’s encouraging but not being intrusive?

That’s a great way of putting it, yes.

That’s really helpful. And how do you feel, because I presume it’s mostly been over the phone that you’ve been in touch with her?

I’ve never actually met her. I’ve never had a video meeting or anything like that it’s just been telephone contact.

How do you feel about that telephone contact?

I was a bit wary of it at first, it’s difficult to build a relationship, to build a rapport with someone just over the telephone. But it has actually worked out quite well.

What’s helped it to work quite well?

I think her character actually, I think that she’s friendly I think is the best way of putting it. She’s professional definitely, but she’s friendly as well.

And it that in her tone of voice, or something she said?

It’s the tone of voice. It’s also how she speaks she doesn’t talk down to you or be demanding in any way. She’s encouraging which is nice.

Because she gets that right balance in terms of encouragement but not being too intrusive.

Yes, absolutely. And she always asks could Anawim do courses about wellbeing and mental health and stuff like that. Basically she always asks if I’ve been going to any of them. She’s quite happy if you’re doing something that’s good.

Yes, that’s really helpful. So you mentioned there about not having video calls. Would you have liked to have had a video call with her?

Yes, I would have loved to have met her face to face, even if it was virtually.

And have you raised that with her in terms of wanting to do one?

I think it’s been mentioned but it’s one of those things, because we have a sort of twenty- minute conversation once a fortnight now. It’s pushing it in for her as I know their workload is very different and very heavy at the moment. But hopefully, with the lockdown ending a little bit, maybe we can get a home visit and she’ll be able to come out and we can meet each other before she stops being my probation officer.

Yes, the rules are changing quite soon, so hopefully that will make it possible. You mentioned there about how it was once a fortnight – was it more regular just after you were released, or has it always been every two weeks?

No for the first couple of weeks it was twice weekly, then it was weekly and now it’s once a fortnight.

And was that something that was always going to happen, or did you have a conversation about how often you spoke to each other?

No, it was a while ago now and the phone calls roll into one don’t they, but I think it was do you want me to call you next week or shall we leave it for two weeks this time? I think it happened quite organically which was nice as well.

And has this every two weeks currently worked for you?

Yes it does.

And is there anything else that probation could do to help you stay in touch with them?

I’ve only got a phone number for my probation officer and the previous one I had an email as well and on WhatsApp, which was nice because if there was anything I could just WhatsApp a message across or email documents over. 
Okay 

So with just a phone number I have to send a text message and say can you ring me. She’s impossible to get hold of by phone so it has to be a message to say can you call me. So then it’s just a waiting game.

You mentioned with the previous officer you had their email address – what kind of things would you be sending them?
Certificates of courses I’d completed…

Okay.

… and that was pretty early on as well so it was my tenancy agreement at [place], and I was very happy with that. There were just bits and pieces and stuff that she needed. In all honesty, there are not any certificates that I show my probation officer now. 
Yeah.

If there’s anything now, I let my support worker at Anawim deal with that bit for me.

So I’ll touch a bit more on Anawim a bit later on, because we’re really interested in finding out how you found help from them. So you also mentioned about initially when you were released going into an approved premises, was there anything there that was different from what you expected in terms of support available or accessing healthcare?

No they were great really. They already had a list of local GPs and dentists and stuff. Although the Covid was around so that changed everything, but they did have that information that would have been really, really useful prior to Covid. If I needed anything, they were able to offer me locally if it was a bit far for me. Or someone to walk with me if it was about just being a bit nervous when you first get out, just walking around you feel a bit open with it being slightly different because of the virus. 

As far as mental health goes, they were great. There was always someone there to talk to if you needed to talk. And if you needed to ask anything a little bit more, what’s the word, a little bit more physical, if you needed to talk to someone else then they would be there to be able to help with them and say that.

Thanks, that’s really helpful. You’ve mentioned a few times around Anawim and the support they’ve provided you whilst you were in prison and then on your release. I was wondering if you could tell me just a bit more about the support they’ve provided you with during that time and how you’ve found it.

I don’t think I would have coped without them to be honest. Because it’s a really, really daunting time getting out, and getting out into a pandemic. The world has changed because you’ve been away and it’s changed because something really weird is happening out there, so they were really, really supportive. And really open about the fact that it’s weird for them too and everything’s a bit new. So we’ll work through it together; if we can’t do something the way we used to, we’ll find a way of doing it. 
Yeah.

They have been absolutely brilliant the whole way through.

And what kind of things have they helped with before you were released and after?

Before release it’s hard to put your finger on what that support is but it’s really, really important. It’s talking to someone about getting out in an honest way. It’s not just about I can’t wait to get out, it’s what I’m nervous of. So they already start to prepare you for that and let you know that that support will be there for you, which was just really comforting. And because the virus sort of hit I was really worried about my place there just in case that would stop any intake, or what will happen now. 
Yeah.

So they were really, really reassuring, which was really important at the time.

As soon as I got there on the day of release it was straight away here’s a cup of tea, would you like a piece of toast. Which sounds like little things, but it’s so welcoming – they are really, really welcoming but it’s also a little bit like you’ve been there for a while, so you are just accepted in, which is really, really nice as well.

And they’ve helped me really early on – I was completely useless with a phone, sending emails I was useless at. They’ve helped me purchase a laptop, they helped me access a bridging loan sort of thing…

Yeah.

… where they paid half and I paid half towards it. The staff there have helped me from the very beginning, especially with my laptop just figuring it out how to use it. And then accessing different courses and accessing Open Learn, the Open University courses, and they were really supportive with that. Also their Anawim-led courses, most of which are to do with wellbeing and positive mental health and stuff. There’s always an (inaudible) in there, they’ll encourage you to do them, and if you don’t think one is right for you then there is probably another one that is more for you. So it’s all very in the one place, which is lovely. 

I think that’s what makes the difference actually is that it’s all there, and even  if it’s not there they know where to get it. It’s not like you’re being bounced from one agency to another to try and get any help – it’s all done in-house which is good.

You mentioned there support with the emotional side of it – managing worries or anxieties about the different situation and anything that is going on. But some of the practical things as well about using technology, accessing a laptop, those sorts of things as well.

Yes, because I was a bit embarrassed about we’ve got these youngsters around with us using their phones like they were attached to it. But no… no-one was funny about it or laughed at me about it, and it was easy to ask for help. Which is good isn’t it - instead of being embarrassed and thinking everybody will laugh at me I’m not going to even tell them I can’t do that.

So it’s like a sense of respect you got from them.

Yes, absolutely.

Thanks that’s really helpful. I’ve just got a few last questions if that’s ok. So when you think about this most recent release and your relationship with probation and how that’s working, and maybe compare that to you mentioned a few years’ ago when you were last under probation, how do you feel about the changes?

For me personally, I think this has been easier. This has been just nicer if you know what I mean, it’s been more polite. There hasn’t been that being called up for an interview at their offices and having to sit there for three hours, because you get the telephone call on time. That’s different – it’s better actually – although like I said I would have liked face to face but this hasn’t been cancelled appointments and sitting around waiting and then the person you are supposed to see isn’t there. It’s actually worked really well from that perspective.

Okay.

Apart from the changing of probation officers, which I personally find a bit daunting, but apart from that I think it’s worked great.

There’s a couple of things that you mentioned there; so you mentioned there about going into the office and maybe having to wait around, or maybe they are not around – is there something about doing it on the phone, because it’s quite positive compared to going into the office?

Yes, definitely, definitely. Because before we could get into sign-in that I’ve been to my probation interview this week, and the person you are supposed to see isn’t there so then you’re hanging around and there’s like a duty officer. And then you can have gone there and they don’t necessarily mark you down as having been there, so then you get a letter saying why didn’t you attend your appointment. Well I was there, you know what I mean. But because of actually having that by telephone, everybody knows that you’ve done it. It’s much better.

I’ve been there previously, I’ve been to probation and I’ve got a phone call or a letter saying to be there on a certain day, and you get there and they don’t know that you’ve been sent that letter. The letter’s gone out and you’ve responded to it but they say why are you here. So that’s been good this time round.

So it’s avoided the miscommunication that can happen in the in-person visits, although you’ve missed the face-to-face communication.

Yes. I think if you could have the occasional face-to-face, so long as the client and the officer are both happy with it, I think that would work better going forward.

Kind of best of both worlds?

Yes.

I think that’s really helpful. I’ve just got one last question which is quite a big question – there’s not a wrong or a right answer to it. If you were speaking today with someone from probation and you had to tell them one thing that could make accessing healthcare better, what would you tell them that they could do?

I think if it was about mental health care, I think luckily it’s not something I need to access, but I‘ve seen it and quite often that person will be given phone numbers, or places to contact and they are expected to do that on their own. And if you’re already suffering from anxiety or something, that can be a really, really scary thing to do. So just more physical support; you know, we’ll phone them together, or I’ll do it on your behalf for you. That would be good.  

I think their sort of physical healthcare, it’s just at the moment all with Covid, the whole of the healthcare system is a little bit up in the air because they’ve got so much to cope with, so I think the support may be about attending appointments at hospitals and the doctors, but that’s it really. Like I said, I think that’s just all a little bit up in the air. And when it comes to registering, if they had a list of local GPs that are still accepting new patients, that would have been really useful at the time.

So I think it’s either the up to date information, as you said, about which GPs are accepting, what the waiting lists might be like for different services but also, if you are having challenges, understanding those and actually doing a little bit more to try and use their power, I suppose, in terms of getting you into services?

Yes absolutely, absolutely. Because you’d think they would have some sway wouldn’t you.

Yes you would hope so.

Because I was told at the time when I was being told they are not taking any new patients, there were a couple of people who said that’s illegal, they have to. But that’s all you’re told and this is what you do next. So at that point you couldn’t go into a GPs office, you couldn’t just walk in off the street and say can I register, it was all by phone as well.

So there’s a few different barriers. 

Yes

Thanks for sharing that, it’s really helpful. And is there anything else you would like to share that we haven’t spoken about today?

I don’t think so.

Brilliant. 

